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      “We’re next for takeoff. Get ready to have some fun!”

      Sandy smiled, but couldn’t manage to do much else. The small Cessna plane sat at the end of the runway, the long strip of cement beckoning them to move forward. Meanwhile, her body was completely stiff – something she hadn’t expected. Perhaps it was too bold an idea for her to sit in the front with the pilot.

      He’d offered, though, and this wasn’t her first rodeo. She’d seen this view of the cockpit before – the dials and knobs of the control panel, the oversized headsets, and the propeller’s dizzying spin breaking up her view. She’d heard the impossibly loud engine roaring to life before, and remembered how the vibrations rattled through her entire body.

      But during her many previous flights, her brother Mike was the pilot. Not a stranger. She didn’t even know this guy. What was his name? Bill?

      Brett?

      No, definitely Bill.

      He was too young to be a pilot – he looked like he’d just graduated college.

      “You know…” she said into her headset, “if the weather doesn’t look good, we can just go back and I’ll rent a car…”

      He laughed. “Don’t worry, it’s a perfect day. And we’ll be in the air in no time.”

      Bill started talking through a checklist and Sandy had no choice but to leave him alone.

      She vaguely remembered that Mike had used a checklist like that when he flew. Yet she hadn’t been scared like this – and Sandy wasn’t used to feeling scared. She wasn’t a jittery person by any means – yet here she was, wondering if the flimsy latch on her door would pop open and send her tumbling out.

      The plane started rumbling down the runway. Sandy couldn’t believe what she’d gotten herself into. Why hadn’t she just rented a car like she initially planned?

      Oh right – because her sister Margie insisted that she couldn’t be late and miss Santa’s arrival. She said it was the “Perfect kick-off to a month of Christmas fun!”

      What did Sandy care about Santa? She had no interest in the man. What use could a fifty-three year old woman with no children have for a sweaty man in a red suit?

      None!

      She should’ve rented a car at the airport, driven to the ferry terminal, and taken the ferry to San Juan Island like a normal person.

      “Oh dear…” she whispered as the plane lifted off of the runway.

      It wasn’t the smooth, gradual ascent of a commercial airliner. No – one moment it was bumping along the runway like an old, oddly shaped car, and the next moment it popped up into the air, like it was a toy and not a real plane.

      But that was it – they were flying! She let out a sigh; everything seemed fine. She’d allowed herself to get too worked up.

      The world shrank beneath them and Sandy decided that if she was going to die in this plane, she might as well enjoy the view. She delicately leaned to her right to look out of the window. Her hope was to see Seattle as they flew by, but it seemed they were already plunging deep into the clouds.

      “That wasn’t so bad, was it?” asked Bill.

      Sandy laughed. “That’s one way to think of it. We got an amazing view for a minute.”

      “Just wait until we get to the islands!” he said. “It should clear up a bit and you’ll get the view of a lifetime.”

      Sandy forced herself to release her grip on the armrest. “Great.”

      “Is this your first time flying in a small aircraft?”

      “No. I used to fly with my brother all the time.”

      Bill looked over to her. “Oh – but not any more?”

      “No, he had to move for his job.” Sandy forced herself not to smile. That was one way to put it. Mike went back undercover with the FBI. Sometimes she had the urge to tell people that, just to see their reaction. But she knew she couldn’t.

      “I see. And you’re going to San Juan for business, or pleasure?”

      “I’m visiting my sister. My brother actually sold her his house on San Juan Island.”

      “No way! Lucky lady.”

      Sandy nodded. Surely Margie thought of it that way – she was a stunningly positive person. But it hadn’t been so lucky when Margie’s husband left her out of the blue. And after twenty-two years of raising their children and keeping their home in order, she had nothing to show for it.

      But everything changed after Mike gave her that house.

      “Yeah, it’s wonderful – right on the water. She turned an old barn into a wedding venue. Or an events space, I guess. That’s all the rage now.”

      “Oh yeah! My daughter got married in a barn last summer. No air conditioning, but it was nice.”

      

      Daughter? He looked so young – maybe it was the sunglasses? Or maybe Sandy was losing her touch in guessing ages. Or maybe…

      Sandy stole a glance at him again. He had some gray hair and even a few wrinkles. Somehow she’d missed that when she first met him – probably because her mind was preoccupied.

      The flight was short at only thirty-five minutes. She couldn’t complain about that. If she’d driven up and taken the ferry over, it would’ve taken her at least three hours – maybe five hours with traffic. She was already quite bored of traveling after her flight from Boston.

      And as promised, when they got closer to the San Juan Islands, they had a magnificent view.

      “Do you see that?” Bill pointed. “Right there is Orcas Island. That peak is Mount Constitution – twenty-four hundred feet tall! And down below us we’ve got Lopez island.”

      “It’s beautiful.”

      She meant it. The islands always took her breath away – no matter how many times she’d seen them and no matter the vantage point.

      Squinting, she could make out a few boats scurrying on the water. The islands themselves were blots of green, covered in thick swathes of trees. Occasionally where the trees cleared, she could make out patches of fields or little farms. It looked so underdeveloped and peaceful, much calmer and less crowded than the city she’d just left behind.

      She didn’t have long to enjoy the view though; within a few minutes they approached the runway of the airport.

      Sandy now regretted that she’d spent so much of the trip feeling afraid. She didn’t usually let herself get worked up like that – though in her defense, this was a new situation.

      In her work as a surgeon, she could watch others panic and all the while keep her cool – but only because she’d been through it a hundred times before.

      She felt the plane drop, but didn’t see the runway until it was right in front of them. Just like with takeoff, the plane plopped down rather unceremoniously. Within moments, they’d slowed and found a place to park.

      “Welcome to San Juan Island, our high temperature today is fifty degrees,” Bill said as he shut off the plane.

      “Only three weeks until Christmas and it’s still that warm?” Sandy peeked out of the window. There was no snow and the island looked as green and lovely as she remembered.

      “It never gets too cold here. Best weather in the world,” he added with a smile. “Thank you for flying with us today, I hope to see you again.”

      “It was really nice, thank you.”

      “Great. Here – I’ll help you out.” He jumped out of his seat and ran around the plane to open her door and fetch her bags.

      “I can walk you into the airport. Do you have anyone here to pick you up?”

      “I do,” Sandy said. “My sister Margie.”

      

      As soon as they walked in the doors, there was a scream from the other side of the airport.

      “Over here!”

      There stood Margie and her daughter Jade, waving a large sign.

      “Thanks Bill. I think I have the loudest welcome party in the entire airport.”

      “I think you have the only welcome party in the airport. Have fun – and have a Merry Christmas!”

      “You too!”

      Margie continued calling and gleefully waving a sign that read, “All I want for Christmas is my sister Sandy to visit!”

      She laughed to herself. For a moment when she first saw the sign, she thought it might be a joke – something like “Welcome home from prison!”

      But Margie didn’t do things like that; it was far more likely that her kids would pull that sort of prank. It was a good idea, though; Sandy made a mental note to remember to make a sign like that for Margie the next time she came to Boston.

      “You made it!” Margie said once she got closer.

      “I did. It’s so good to see you!” She hugged Margie, then Jade.

      Jade was beaming. “We’re so excited to have you, Aunt Sandy!”

      “Now I’m sure that you’re probably tired from your travels,” Margie said as she wrestled Sandy’s suitcase into her own grip. “But we have about an hour before Santa arrives in Friday Harbor. So if you’re up for it, we can run home, change and do whatever you need to do, and then we’ll head out.”

      “That sounds perfect.”

      “Come on Mom,” said Jade. “Aunt Sandy’s a surgeon. She doesn’t get tired. You work, like, forty-eight hour shifts, right?”

      Sandy laughed. “Sometimes. But I definitely feel it more now that I’m older.”

      Margie waved a hand. “Nonsense! You don’t look a day over thirty-five.”

      “Right back at you.”

      

      They hopped into Margie’s car, chatting the whole time. It’d been a while since Sandy visited the island, and nothing looked quite familiar. As they gabbed, she took in the rolling farms and glimpses of the shore between the lush trees.

      It wasn’t until they were riding along the coast that Sandy really recognized something. The shoreline was unchanged – her eyes traced the rocky, jagged edges of the island; the raw power of the water crashing in, again and again.

      Goosebumps rippled over her arms; she remembered standing on those rocks years ago, the sea mist spraying her face. It was her first time on the island – she’d visited right when her brother bought his house. Sandy was at a crossroads then, thinking of leaving her surgery residency and starting over.

      Thankfully, she didn’t do that. It was the right choice.

      They pulled up to the house and before Sandy could even get out of the car, Margie made off with her bag. Once inside, Sandy realized that the house also looked nothing like she remembered. The interior was completely redone and rather tastefully decorated.

      Mike had never decorated the house when he lived there – he sort of neglected it, really. It was clearly in much better hands with Margie.

      Their first stop was the kitchen, where Margie had prepared a number of Sandy’s favorite things – Thai chicken wings on a stick, taco burger sliders, and stuffed figs with honey.

      “Margie, you shouldn’t have done all of this!” Sandy shook her head. “I thought you said that we were going to eat in town?”

      “Well, these were just a couple of little things I wanted you to have,” Margie explained. “I didn’t want you to starve to death!”

      Sandy smiled. As though anyone could starve around Margie – she was an accomplished chef, baker and an overwhelmingly considerate hostess.

      Even when Sandy was invited to speak at a conference at a fancy five-star hotel, their service didn’t hold a candle to her own sister. No one could make her feel more at home or more loved. With Margie, no detail went undone – from her favorite foods waiting for her when she walked in the door, to the water bottle and bowl of her favorite candy (peanut butter M&Ms) at her bedside table.

      Margie was something else.

      Sandy was used to eating while standing, so she stacked a plate with goodies and followed Margie for a quick tour.

      They started with the house and then moved outside. As they approached the barn, Sandy saw a hand-painted wooden sign that read, “The Barn at Saltwater Cove.”

      She smiled. It was perfect. She could see why people wanted to get married here. Once inside, she was awed that this once run-down barn now looked like something out of a magazine.

      “Margie this is really impressive.”

      She beamed. “You think so? Well, thank you. I’ve had a lot of help.”

      “I’m honestly stunned. When you said you were having weddings here I thought – well, I don’t know what I thought. I guess it’s been a long time since I’ve been to a wedding, but I thought it would look like a fire hall or something. But this – this is gorgeous!”

      “Oh stop, you’re going to make me blush!”

      “How has business been?”

      Margie sighed. “It’s been a little slow to start, but not bad. We hosted an office Christmas party last weekend.”

      “Oh, and how did that go?”

      “I thought it went well,” she said. “But apparently one of the organizers, Edgar Tucker, is telling people that the barn was dirty, and that he got sick from the food. Or no – he blamed the water.”

      “What! That’s ridiculous.”

      “It’s making me a little nervous. The barn wasn’t dirty, not in the least! I cleaned everything myself. I’m afraid that if we get a bad reputation…well, I can’t worry about that. I hope that with more time, things will get better.”

      “I’m sure they will.”

      “And in order to get Saltwater Cove’s name out there, I’m hosting a Christmas cookie contest next weekend.”

      Sandy laughed. “Of course you are. Be honest – you just wanted an excuse to have your own Christmas party.”

      “Nonsense,” Margie said with a smile. “Don’t you like Christmas cookies?”

      “As long as I don’t have to make them, yes.”

      “Well don’t worry,” she said. “I’d never force your to bake. I was actually hoping that you’d agree to be one of the judges.”

      “Oh, now you’re talking! I’m in.” Sandy stopped to look at her watch. “Shouldn’t we get going?”

      Margie gasped. “Oh my! Yes! Let me find Jade and we’ll go.”

      

      They got back to the car and drove to Friday Harbor. It looked like the whole island was getting into the holiday spirit – the sidewalks were brimming with happy little families, sipping on hot cocoa and snacking on freshly fried churros.

      As they made their way to the docks, Margie apologized that it was “so cold.” That made Sandy laugh out loud – when she’d left Boston, it was blanketed with over four inches of snow. San Juan Island felt positively balmy.

      After getting hot cider and cookies, they got to the docks to watch the parade of ships escorting Santa’s boat into the harbor.

      Sandy squinted. “Which one is he on?”

      “The one that says ‘Santa is coming’ with those big banners,” Jade said with a laugh.

      Sandy finally spotted the bushy bearded man standing at the helm of the ship, waving. It was close enough to hear now – the speakers on the ship blasting “Jingle Bells,” much to the delight of the children screaming and waving from the dock.

      Sandy smiled to herself – it was certainly the most unique way she’d ever seen Santa make an entrance.

      As soon as the ship docked, Santa walked down, patting his belly and shouting, “Merry Christmas!”

      Within moments, he was surrounded by children who took him by the hands and led him up the dock.

      “Where are they going?” asked Sandy.

      “Ah,” said Jade. “The historical society has a chair set up for Santa so the kids can get their pictures taken and tell him what they want for Christmas.”

      “All right Margie.” Sandy sighed. “You were right.”

      “About what?”

      “It was definitely worth making it here early so I could see that. It was adorable.”

      Margie smiled. “I’m glad to hear you say that.”

      “Where to now?” asked Sandy. “Is there caroling? Or ornament decorating? Or…”

      Sandy paused. At the end of the dock, just behind the crowd of children, a man stood waving. Was he looking at them?

      “Do you know that guy? He looks oddly familiar but I can’t place him…”

      “Isn’t that…” said Jade slowly.

      Margie cut her off. “Oh my gosh, would you look at that! If I didn’t know any better, I’d say that looks like Jack Pappas!”

      Sandy turned to her. “What? That doesn’t make any sense.”

      “Wait,” said Jade. “Is he the guy we met last week, Mom? At that restaurant in Seattle and you said – ”

      Sandy cleared her throat. “Let me guess, your mom remembered him from high school?”

      “Yeah!” replied Jade.

      “Did she also tell you that he was my high school boyfriend?”

      “Hello Jack!” Margie called out, waving and walking toward him.

      Sandy wanted to say something to her, but she was already halfway down the dock.

      She let out a sigh.

      No, her sister hadn’t met her at the airport with a prank sign. She went and did something much more embarrassing – Margie went and found her high school boyfriend and somehow dragged him all the way to San Juan Island.
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      Santa Claus, engulfed in a swarm of kids, steadily moved up the dock and onto the street. Jack stood watching and thinking of his own daughter; where had the time gone? He could close his eyes and see her in his mind’s eye, age six, excited about Santa like it was yesterday.

      And now she was married and having her own kid!

      He let out a sigh and gazed out onto the water. Such was life, always moving too fast for his tastes. Perhaps this trip was a mistake – instead of being alone at home on Christmas like he’d initially planned, he’d be alone and in a strange place. The thought of it hung on him like a weight.

      But before he got too lost in thought, something caught his eye – at the end of the dock, near Santa’s ship, was Margie and her daughter Jade. And as promised, Sandy was with them too.

      The weight pressing on his chest lifted and a smile spread across his face.

      

      When Jack had run into Margie last week in Seattle, he couldn’t believe his luck. He hadn’t seen her in over twenty years and she just appeared, as if by magic.

      “Jack! My daughter Jade showed me an article in the paper and I recognized you instantly! I can’t believe that this wonderful restaurant is yours! And we just had to come and see for ourselves.”

      He smiled. “Yes, Jade’s right. But after this week, it’s no longer going to be my restaurant.”

      “It’s nice to meet you,” said Jade. She had the same delicate features of her mother, but her voice was much softer.

      “Right!” Margie continued. “You’ve sold it? Successful, and you’re famous too.”

      “I wouldn’t go that far,” he said with a laugh. “But the paper did a very nice write up about the restaurant. It’s really taken on a life of its own.”

      “Why did you decide to sell it? Do you have something else in the works?” asked Margie.

      “Not exactly. My daughter, Helen, moved out to Massachusetts. She’s married now, and expecting her first child this spring. I wanted to be closer to her, so – I’m moving!”

      “Oh how lovely! And how’s Susan?”

      “You have a good memory,” Jack replied. “Susan’s good. And actually – well, we’re not together anymore. We split up about two years ago.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      It was always awkward telling people about the divorce, but there was no nastiness between them. Nearly thirty years of marriage was still a success in his book. They’d just grown apart. “It’s quite all right.”

      Margie smiled. “And that’s exciting – moving across the country! Are you planning on spending Christmas with Helen?”

      He shook his head. “Not this year. She’s spending the holiday with her husband and in-laws – down in Florida. I’m actually on my own this Christmas.”

      “Well we can’t allow that,” Margie said, setting down her fork. “Listen, I just moved to San Juan Island. I have a little barn where I’m hosting a Christmas cookie contest in two weeks, and I just cannot find a caterer. And seeing that you’re not busy, what would you think of coming to the island for a little work vacation?”

      Jack chuckled. “Well that’s a very enticing offer, but – ”

      Margie continued. “Plus, the island has all kinds of lovely Christmas activities – I’m sure there are plenty of places to stay, too. Actually, I know a place. I could get you a deal. And, who knows, you could reconnect with some old friends?”

      He didn’t know what she meant by old friends, but he wasn’t interested in being the lonely guy on an island of happy people. “Oh – that’s very nice of you. I’ll think about it.”

      Margie’s stare on him was unbroken. “Did I mention that Sandy is coming to visit for the whole month of December?”

      Oh.

      Now she had his attention. He hadn’t spoken to Sandy since he went to college – and she dumped him.

      “Really? The whole month?”

      Jade giggled. “It’s a funny story. She got called into an emergency surgery, and then – ”

      “Did something happen to her?” asked Jack.

      “No, no – nothing bad happened,” Margie waved a hand. “It wasn’t her surgery. She’s a surgeon. A pediatric surgeon.”

      “Oh! I didn’t know that.” Jack was never able to find out much about Sandy after they’d broken up. He’d get the occasional news from his mom – that she was going to medical school, that she’d gotten married – but it seemed that Sandy never wanted to reconnect or catch up with him.

      “You know,” Margie went on, “she’s also divorced! Well – not as recently. It’s been about…oh, I guess seventeen years.”

      “Ah.” Jack rubbed the back of his neck. He knew what Margie was doing. She was never a subtle person, and it seemed that it wasn’t a skill she’d managed to refine in the past few decades. Not that he wasn’t flattered, but…

      He cleared his throat. “Well, I’m sure that – ”

      “Oh come on Jack, just think about it.” Margie said with a smile. “The island could be a great getaway for you. And I really need someone to make appetizers for my party. It wouldn’t be anything too cumbersome. I’ll be the talk of the island, having a famous chef from Seattle catering my party. You’d be doing me a huge favor!”

      “Well…” Jack knew that if he stayed at their table any longer, there was no telling what he might agree to. “I don’t want to take up any more of your time here – but let me get your phone number and maybe we can talk about it later?”

      Margie clapped her hands together. “Deal.”

      

      Initially, he had no intention of going to San Juan Island for Christmas and fully planned on making up an excuse as to why he couldn’t come.

      But after he thought about it, he realized that he had nothing to lose. He had nowhere to go, and no one to see. It was his first Christmas alone and he was really dreading it.

      At least Margie was a friendly face. And it would be nice to see Sandy – just to talk to her again and catch up. Truth be told, though, it made him feel nervous.

      It was odd. It even made him a little…giddy? Over the years, he often wondered what happened to her. When she’d broken up with him, it destroyed him. He spent the first year of college trying to win her back, but she had none of it. Once Sandy made up her mind about something, it was final.

      

      And now, over thirty years later, there she was, standing at the end of the dock. He couldn’t help himself – he stood there, waving like an idiot.

      Margie was the first to meet him. “I’m so glad you made it! I’m hoping that you found a nice place to stay?”

      Jack nodded, tearing his eyes away from Sandy. “I did actually, thank you. I even have a great kitchen for cooking.”

      “Great!” Margie turned around. “Oh, there you are! You two are so slow today.”

      “Hi Jade, it’s nice to see you again,” said Jack.

      “It’s nice to see you too.”

      He turned to Sandy, who was studying him with a bemused smile.

      He couldn’t believe it. She looked the same. A bit older, sure, but still her. Even the flat look that she was giving him made him feel like he’d time traveled – like he’d just seen her yesterday.

      “How are you, Sandy?”

      “I’m very well. How are you?”

      He took in a deep breath. The melancholy that was rapidly engulfing him only moments before was now being washed away. Maybe it was all the sugar? “Good. No – great! I’ve had three cups of hot cocoa and half a dozen cookies.”

      Margie laughed. “You know that we have regular food on the island, right?”

      He nodded. “Yes, I do. I was just walking around, enjoying the lights and all of the festivities. I guess I just got a little carried away.”

      “Well,” Margie clasped her hands together. “How about you two go ahead and get a table for dinner? After Santa is done hearing what the kids want for Christmas, he comes and dines with everyone. Jade and I will join you in just a bit – we have to…find my fiancé Hank.”

      “Oh?” said Sandy.

      Margie waved a hand, already walking away. “Yes, I’m sure he’s around here somewhere. We’ll be back really soon! Go get some real food!”

      

      Jack waited until Margie was out of earshot to say, “Well, I’m sorry about all of this, but she’s your sister.”

      Sandy burst into laughter.

      Jack smiled to himself – her laugh was exactly like he remembered. Forceful, loud, and gone in an instant. Like her.

      “No, I’m sorry,” Sandy said. “I had no idea that she was going to – ”

      “You don’t have to apologize.” He shook his head. “Trust me – she really twisted my arm to get me to come to the island. Normally I would try to keep some sort of dignity and not do as I’m told, but she’s very convincing.”

      “She is,” Sandy replied.

      “Also, I can never miss a chance to make myself sick with enormous cookies,” he continued. “I’m perfectly content with getting a table by myself if you’d like to rejoin them.”

      Sandy studied him for a moment. “No – we should probably get something to eat now. I’m sure you’re about to crash from all that sugar.”

      He laughed. “You’re probably right. And we can’t miss dinner with Santa – it’s a once in a lifetime opportunity.”

      “It really is,” she said with a smile, turning to walk up the street.

      

      As painful and obvious as Margie’s matchmaking was, Jack was glad he’d survived it. He was happy just to see Sandy again. Maybe this trip wasn’t a mistake after all.
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      They got to the restaurant and the hostess offered either a table with a view of the water, or one that would be close to Santa.

      “But I have to warn you,” she said, “Santa won’t be here for at least another hour or two.”

      “We’ll take the table with the view, please,” said Sandy. She dropped her voice, adding, “And I’ll deal with the wrath of my sister if she complains.”

      “That only seems fair,” Jack replied, waiting so that she could walk ahead of him to the table.

      

      Sandy had to hand it to Margie – she hadn’t seen this coming at all. She wasn’t even sure how Margie had managed to find Jack – she’d have to ask her about it later.

      Not that it really mattered – Sandy had no interest in a love affair. She’d tried her hand at love a few times and it never worked out.

      To be polite, she’d chat with Jack for a bit; it’d be nice to catch up. Plus, if she did anything less, Margie wouldn’t give her a moment’s peace for the entirety of her visit. At least with this dinner she could make a quick exit when things started to get boring.

      They took their seats and were handed single-paged menus. Sandy frowned. “It looks like they have a special menu just for tonight. Ho–ho–hot cross buns? Candy cane salad? That can’t be right.”

      Jack rubbed his chin. “I think it says that the candy canes come on the side. And look! The pork chop platter comes with a marshmallow snowman.”

      “Oh good, you’ll get to keep your sugar high through dinner. I think I’m going to get the North Pole soup and half reindeer-flavored ham sandwich.”

      “Excellent choice,” he said. “I am going to order the gingerbread mansion.”

      Sandy picked up her menu again. “You’re kidding! Is that really on there?”

      “No, unfortunately not. But I will get the pork chop just so I can see that snowman.”

      Their waitress checked back in with them and they placed their orders. Sandy also asked for a cup of coffee. She had to decline the additions of a peppermint spoon, a solid chocolate Santa, and marshmallows.

      “Well aren’t you picky,” Jack said after the waitress left.

      She laughed. “It’s not every day that there are more options than cream and sugar.”

      “Won’t that keep you up all night? Having coffee this late?”

      “No, I doubt it’ll have any effect at all,” Sandy said. “I drink a lot of coffee.”

      He sat back. “That’s right – Margie told me that you’re a surgeon? Forgive me that I didn’t know, but I never found a way to keep in touch.”

      “It’s okay, I didn’t either.”

      The truth was a bit more complicated than that. She could have stayed in touch with him if she wanted to. But it was too hard. She knew herself, even then – it would have been too easy for him to convince her to give their relationship another try.

      And Jack, though he didn’t look it now, was always a mischief-maker. Her mom used to call him a “free spirit.” Together they had a lot of fun, but Jack was a little too free, and Sandy was too willing to go along with his schemes.

      No matter how much she loved him, he was trouble and she knew that he’d hold her back – or rather, they’d hold each other back. She needed to cut all contact if she wanted to move on and do anything with her life.

      And when he went away to school, that was exactly what she did.

      “What made you want to go into medicine?”

      “Oh. It’s been a while since anyone asked me that.” Sandy let out a sigh and sat back. “Do you remember Betty Cruise?”

      He nodded. “I think so. She was your little neighbor?”

      “Right. I used to babysit her all the time after you left for college. At the time I was still trying to figure out what to do with my life, and I spent a lot of time hanging around the house or babysitting. One day I was out doing some shopping when I came across a horrible car crash in town.”

      “I remember hearing about this,” he said.

      She nodded. “It was Betty and her dad, and their car was hit so hard that it flipped over, stuck on its roof. It morphed into such a horribly twisted pile of metal that I was sure they couldn’t have survived. I went home and cried my eyes out.”

      “I thought that they made it?”

      “They did,” Sandy said with a smile. “Somehow, they got to the hospital in time and there was a surgery team ready for them. I couldn’t believe it when I heard the news; I had to go to the hospital to see for myself. It truly seemed like a miracle to see Betty sitting up in bed when I got there, eating ice cream.”

      Jack crossed his arms. “Don’t make me cry.”

      “I won’t.” Sandy held up a hand. “I’m not trying to get mushy on you. But I spent almost two years adrift after graduating high school. I sort of…wandered around from job to job with no idea of what I wanted to do. Until that day. That was the moment I decided that I was going to be a surgeon.”

      “Wow. That’s amazing. And it’s so much cooler than what I did.”

      That made Sandy laugh. “You started a restaurant – that’s pretty cool.”

      He shook his head. “Yes, but it’s not where I really started. I went to school and graduated with a degree in history. I got married, we found out that we were pregnant with our daughter Helen, and I needed to find a stable job.”

      Sandy accepted her coffee from the waitress, wrapping her hands around the mug. It was almost too hot to hold, but she didn’t want to let go if she could stand it – it made this little table feel even more cozy.

      She leaned forward to make sure that she heard every word of the story. “Jack Pappas in a stable job? I don’t believe it.”

      “Well hang onto your hat. The next thing I knew, I got a job at an insurance company.”

      “No!” Sandy said with a groan. “You?”

      “It’s true,” he said. “I was an insurance salesman. For over twenty-five years.”

      She set down her mug. “I honestly can’t believe it. Motorcycle riding, leather jacket wearing Jack Pappas grew up to be an insurance salesman?”

      “Hey now, I can still ride a motorcycle.”

      Sandy laughed. “I’m sure you can. And it’s a perfectly respectable job. I just – I don’t know, I thought that you would become a professional skydiver or deep-sea welder or something.”

      “I thought so too. But now that I have you here, I’ve been meaning to ask you – what kind of life insurance policy do you have? Did you know that – ”

      Sandy burst out laughing. “Please, make it stop.”

      “All this time I’ve led you to believe that Margie convinced me to come here, when really, I’ve tricked all of you to come to my insurance seminar.”

      “Stop!” She waved a hand through her laughter.

      He smiled. “I’m just kidding. But yes – that’s what I did. All those years, though, I dreamt of opening my own restaurant. And one day, I looked around. No one was home. I was going to the same job, day in and day out. Our daughter Helen moved away and moved on with her life. I realized that she didn’t need me, not like that, anymore. And I just decided to start trying my hand at cooking.”

      “And what made you make that decision?”

      He sat back. “It was…a long time coming. My wife thought that it was a midlife crisis. And at times, it seemed like that. I still went to my day job, but on weekends and evenings, I worked and trained under a famous chef – a guy I knew from college.”

      “Ah I see. And then you started the restaurant.”

      He nodded. “Yes. And shockingly, though most restaurants fail in their first years, mine was a success. That’s where I saw Margie, actually. It was my last week there – I just sold the place. As much as I love it, I don’t love being so far away from my daughter.”

      “Helen?”

      “Yes. She’s married with a baby on the way. And I don’t want to miss out on any time with her, so I’m moving out close to her. She lives in Framingham, it’s just outside – ”

      Sandy smiled. “Of Boston?”

      “Yes! You know of it?”

      “Yes. I’ve lived in Boston for years. What about your wife?”

      He cleared his throat. “My ex-wife. The restaurant was sort of the nail in the coffin. We divorced two years ago.”

      “I see.”

      He settled back into his seat. “Do you have any kids?”

      There it was. The question that she detested most – but she had her answer ready. “No. But I went on to specialize in pediatric surgery after residency. So sometimes I feel like I have hundreds of kids.”

      He laughed. “Yes, you’ve given hundreds of lives.”

      She always used that line with people – it shut them up pretty quickly.

      But Jack wasn’t pressing for more information.

      After a moment, he added, “I always wanted to have more kids, but we weren’t able to.”

      Did he remember how much she loved children? She finished her last sip of her coffee. “Life never seems to go the way we imagined. But we can’t let our expectations hold us back.”

      “Tell me about it. And we’re going to need some eggnog before delving into any more history.” He put a hand up to call the waitress over.

      She laughed – she wasn’t sure that she should discuss more of her history with him, but he seemed more than willing to share his own.

      The waitress came over, the bells on her outfit jingling with each step. “How is everything?”

      “Everything is wonderful,” he said. “Except we’re running at a complete deficit of eggnog. And before you ask, here is my ID.”

      Sandy covered her laughter with her hand before adding, “I’ll take an eggnog as well, please.”

      “Coming right up!” the waitress said, spinning on her heel.

      “That should help,” he said, leaning in. “When Margie tried to entice me to come to the island, she told me you were divorced. So she’s already given away a lot of your history.”

      “And that enticed you?” Sandy sat back and crossed her arms.

      He shrugged. “Of course. I thought it’d be nice to see you. And so far, I’m having a much better time with you than I would have had sitting back in my apartment by myself.”

      “Well I’m glad I don’t disappoint.”

      “Not at all. Though I am waiting to hear the story of how you ended up on San Juan Island this Christmas.”

      Sandy narrowed her eyes. “What have you heard?”

      “Jade provided some information.”

      “It’s not what you think.” Sandy crossed her arms. “I’ve never done anything like this before.”

      The waitress stopped by and dropped off two glasses of eggnog. Jack took a sip and immediately said, “When you have a chance, can you please bring two more glasses? This is phenomenal.”

      She nodded and set off.

      “It can’t be that good,” said Sandy.

      “Go ahead. Try it.”

      “I don’t usually drink alcohol,” she said. “I need to stay sharp.”

      “Just try it,” he said. “I don’t think you’ll be doing any surgeries tonight.”

      “True.” She took a sip. “Wow. That is delicious. It’s so creamy and fluffy – what’s in there? This is a dumb question, but are there really eggs?”

      “I have no idea. I just want to keep them coming.”

      Sandy laughed and took another taste. “So is this your plan to get me talking? To get me drunk on eggnog?”

      “I think you mean drunk on holiday cheer.” He paused. “Is it working?”

      “Sort of.” She set down her glass. That drink was too good. “All right, so here’s the full story. Last month I was called in for an emergency surgery. It was a school bus accident – we had six kids brought to our emergency room. I had just walked into clinic when I got the call.”

      He cocked his head to the side. “Clinic?”

      She nodded. “Yeah – my post-surgery clinic. So after I do a procedure, I see the kid and the parents for a follow up.”

      “Oh, of course. Sorry, I’m stupid, move on.”

      “You’re not stupid. Well anyway – I get to the hospital, and they’d already initiated the disaster protocol. Everything was running smoothly, and I was just one part of the machine. I got into the operating room, worked on two of the kids, and thankfully, all of them pulled through.”

      “That’s amazing!”

      “Yeah, it was. One of the kids barely had a pulse when they rolled him in, he’d lost so much blood. I was terrified we would lose him.”

      Jack cleared his throat. “Okay, starting to get me choked up again. I can’t imagine what it was like for those kids. Or their parents.”

      “It’s hard. It’s always hard. But there’s nothing better than a successful surgery.” She paused. She didn’t want to sound overly grand, so she left it at that. “Anyway, all of the patients I had scheduled in clinic that afternoon had to be rescheduled. The next week, I saw one of the patients – a kid whose appendix I took out. Her mom started screaming at me – how dare I cancel their appointment on short notice, and that she was going to report me to the medical board.”

      “Sounds reasonable,” Jack said with a smile, finishing his first eggnog.

      “And I’m not proud of this,” Sandy said, taking another sip of her own drink. It was making her feel rather warm. “But after explaining to her that we had an emergency, and apologizing and going on and on…I might have yelled at her, just a little bit. I kind of…lost my temper and told her to sit down and be quiet.”

      He stared at her. “So?”

      “What do you mean ‘so?’ I’ve never done that in the entire course of my career!”

      “What, you can’t yell at people every once in a while?”

      Sandy laughed. “There’s a reputation for some surgeons that they like to yell at everyone. But I’ve always thought surgery needed nice people, too, and I try my best to be kind.”

      “And it sounds like you tried to be nice first, but that didn’t work.”

      “Like I said, I’m not proud of it. And then…” she groaned. “I had to have a meeting with the head of surgery and the CEO of the hospital, and it was decided that I was overdue for a vacation…”

      He chuckled. “So you’re in timeout? Because you yelled at a rude mom?”

      “That makes it sound so…silly. But it wasn’t silly. What I did was wrong, and I feel awful. I don’t know what got into me.”

      “It sounds like no one got hurt – except maybe that mom’s ego. And maybe you needed a vacation after all.”

      She frowned. It’d been a while since she took a break, but that was no excuse. Maybe she had been too focused on work. They were always talking about burnout, and sure, sometimes she could see needing a break. But she loved her job. She didn’t want to be someone who had to take a break.

      Yet here she was.

      “You need to keep up here doc, or I’m going to drink all of these.” He pushed the second glass of eggnog toward her. “And I, for one, am glad that you gave her the business like that and ended up here with me.”

      For the first time since “the incident,” she was able to laugh about it. Maybe he was right. No one was hurt, at least. And she’d certainly learned her lesson.

      And somehow, it was all a little bit less terrible after sharing it with Jack at this ridiculous restaurant between these ridiculously cozy drinks.
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      On Saturday morning, Margie was already working on breakfast when Jade wandered into the kitchen.

      “Morning Mom.”

      “Good morning sweetheart!”

      “Where’s Aunt Sandy? Is she still sleeping?”

      Margie shook her head, pulling a quiche out of the oven. “No, she doesn’t sleep in. I think she woke up around five o’clock – she left a note that she didn’t want to wake us, so she went out for a walk.”

      Jade looked around. “And she’s still not back?”

      “Not yet. But I’m betting that she can’t be much longer. At least I hope not – I don’t want her to miss breakfast.”

      “So…are you sure that she’s not mad at us?”

      Margie stopped what she was doing. “Of course she’s not mad! Why would she be?”

      “Because,” Jade said, “we kind of surprised her with her ex-boyfriend.”

      “No, it wasn’t like that.” Margie frowned. “Why, did she say something to you?”

      “No, but it didn’t seem like she was happy to see him.”

      “Aha!” Margie said, putting up a finger. “But then she had dinner with him and didn’t get home until really late! So she must’ve had a nice time.”

      Jade crossed her arms. “I don’t know, what if she was just mad at us and that’s why she didn’t come home until late? And another thing – is that the only reason that you wanted to go to that restaurant with me? After I showed you the article? I just thought that the restaurant looked cool! Aunt Sandy is going to think I was in on this!”

      Margie turned around to wash some dishes. “Don’t worry honey, you’re the innocent party here. I didn’t have it all planned out or anything. I mean – I recognized him when you showed me that article. And I thought it would be nice to see him again, and go to the restaurant with you. It was a fun girls day.”

      “It was…” Jade said slowly. She looked unconvinced.

      Margie continued. “But no, I didn’t know that he was divorced or anything. Or that he would be spending Christmas alone. I’m not a mastermind, but it all just…worked out!”

      Jade laughed. “Kind of. Aunt Sandy has never really struck me as someone who would…I don’t know.”

      “Someone who would what?”

      Jade shrugged. “I guess – someone who would pine after their high school sweetheart? Or pine after anyone at all. She doesn’t seem like she needs anything, she’s so…independent. Strong. And smart.”

      “While she is all of those things,” Margie said, rinsing off the last plate, “she’s also much more complicated than that.”

      “Oh great. All the more reason that she might be mad at us!”

      Margie waved a hand. “Don’t worry honey. She’s not going to be mad at you. She’s not going to be mad at all! Your Aunt Sandy – you’re right about some of those things, and she’s a very…intense person. When she sets her mind to something, nothing can stop her. And that’s the same way she is in her relationships – she gives a hundred percent to people. Even when they don’t deserve it.”

      “I thought she had a boyfriend?”

      “No,” Margie said with a sigh. “They broke up years ago. And he was – well excuse me, but he was a dud. He didn’t deserve her. She’s a great surgeon because she gives a hundred percent of herself to her patients, and she doesn’t expect anything back from them. It’s a good relationship, it works for her. That’s how she is with everyone. It’s the same with the residents that she trains. You know that she won the preceptor of the year award, right?”

      “Oh yeah! I remember you telling me about that.”

      “She’s an incredible woman. And it’s hard to find a man who deserves her, or who will give a hundred percent effort into a relationship like she does.”

      Margie took a peek at her phone – maybe Sandy had sent a text message?

      But no – there was nothing. What if she really was mad at her? That would make the visit a bit awkward.

      Jade poured herself a cup of coffee. “And we just happened to find the right guy in the culinary section of the paper?”

      Margie laughed. “I never said that. But he really loved her. And she really loved him. They were so young, though…I never understood why she broke up with him. She just made up her mind and that was the end of it.”

      “Maybe she had her reasons, Mom!” Jade rubbed her forehead. “What if she left the island because she was so upset?”

      Margie settled in next to her with a coffee mug. “No, your aunt is not a hot head. And besides, we’re sisters, she’d at least come and yell at me first if she was really angry.”

      Jade grunted but said nothing else.

      “Don’t get so worked up. It’s okay. And I had to do something! Do you know what she said to me? After she found out that she had to take time off from work?”

      “What?”

      “Well, she sounded so down on herself and I was trying to convince her to come here and visit. I told her how wonderful moving here has been, and how I’ve gotten to spend so much time with you, and how I’ve fallen in love again.”

      “Aw, Mom!”

      “And she said she’s happy for me, but not everyone is lucky enough to find love. And she said that she’s accepted that she’s just not cut out for it, and she’s okay with that.”

      “Oh…” Jade sat, staring into her coffee.

      Margie frowned. Maybe she shouldn’t have said that. Jade didn’t talk much about her own recent divorce, and she didn’t need to get those kinds of ideas in her head – that some people were simply not cut out for love.

      “She’s wrong, of course,” Margie added. “She’s just given up – and she’s gotten away with that for a long time. But not anymore – not if I have anything to do with it.”

      

      Just then, the front door opened and Margie and Jade both froze. Margie felt panicked for a moment, trying to think of something to say – anything so that it wouldn’t look like they had just been talking about Sandy.

      Luckily Jade was a bit more quick thinking and called out, “Aunt Sandy, is that you?”

      “It is!” She strolled into the kitchen, cheeks flushed and rosy. There was even a bit of sweat on her forehead despite it being quite chilly outside.

      “We were starting to get worried about you,” said Jade. “How far did you walk?”

      “I have no idea!” replied Sandy. “But it was wonderful. So peaceful, so quiet. I found a spot for myself at the edge of the water and just sat for a while. What a view!”

      “Good!” Margie clasped her hands together. “Can I get you some water? Orange juice? Oh – I made coffee too. And breakfast, when you’re ready for it.”

      Sandy laughed. “That is some remarkable service, thank you. I hope I didn’t wake you up this morning?”

      Margie shook her head. “Absolutely not. I didn’t even hear you sneak out. I wish you would’ve taken the car. Just so you know, I keep the keys in my purse and you can take them whenever you like.”

      “That’s all right – and I didn’t mean to hold up your breakfast.”

      “You came just in time,” Jade said. She cleared her throat before adding, “Did you have a nice evening?”

      Sandy accepted the glass of water that Margie handed her. “Oh yes, it was lovely. I went to that restaurant where they’d turned the entire menu into a Christmas theme.”

      “Did you see Santa?” Jade asked.

      “Eventually.” Sandy took a big swig of water. “But then it got so crowded that we had to leave.”

      Margie smiled. “Oh, where did you and Jack go then?”

      “I was tired, so Jack offered to drop me off back here. Sorry that I missed you both. And Margie?”

      Margie flashed a smile. “Yes?”

      “That was a nice try with him, but it’s not going to work. Though I do admire your effort.”

      “See Jade?” Margie said, handing Sandy a mug of coffee. “Your aunt didn’t get so angry at me that she left the island.”

      Sandy threw her head back and laughed. “What?!”

      “I didn’t say that I thought you left,” said Jade. “I was just, you know…concerned. And I want you to know that I had nothing to do with it, Aunt Sandy.”

      Sandy patted her on the shoulder. “Believe me, I never suspected you. I know what my sister is like. In fact, I’ve known her for her whole life.”

      “It’s very good that you’re not mad, and now we can move on to breakfast.” Margie made a few cuts in the quiche.

      “No, I’m not mad. But how do I put this? It’s like – well, almost like I got a Christmas gift that I didn’t want. And I don’t mean to be rude and try to return it, but I never asked for it, you know?”

      “Hm, can’t say that’s ever happened to me,” Margie replied. “What would you say if there was an old-fashioned Christmas market in town and that present that you didn’t like happened to be there, too?”

      Sandy gave her a puzzled look. “What? Did you invite him without telling me?”

      “It’s the main event this weekend, Sandy! I can’t tell the man not to attend all of the best Christmas activities. And yes, maybe I told him that he might get some ideas for party appetizers there. And that we were going to be there.”

      Sandy set her coffee down. “Of course. Hard to avoid someone on such a small island, isn’t it?”

      Jade giggled.

      “That’s the spirit!” Margie replied, serving her a slice of quiche. “You’ll get to meet Hank too!”

      “Yeah, about him,” Sandy said. “Last night you went looking for Hank before you completely disappeared. Did you get…lost? Or does he not exist?”

      “He does exist, and you’re going to love him.”

      Sandy laughed and Margie shooed them into the dining room.

      Maybe Margie had meddled a bit – but it certainly didn’t seem like Sandy minded all that much.

      It was a start. And maybe this beautiful island could help Sandy find hope – just as it had for Margie.
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      It was hard for Sandy to resist eating too much at breakfast – the quiche that Margie made was a lovely mix of mushrooms, spinach and some kind of delicate cheese. She wanted to save some room for whatever creations were at the Christmas market, though, so she did the best she could to not overstuff herself.

      She took a quick shower before joining Margie and Jade for the trip to Friday Harbor for the market. Margie chattered on, talking about the history of different sites and pointing out some of her neighbors’ homes as they drove by.

      Jade was quiet, which wasn’t unusual, but Sandy wondered if she was still upset about the events of the morning. She made a mental note to find a time to talk to Jade and reassure her that she wasn’t angry about the whole Jack situation.

      Sandy rarely even got angry – she worked well under stress and could control her emotions. Which, come to think of it, only made it more embarrassing that she had snapped at her patient’s mother.

      She closed her eyes – what had gotten into her? Hopefully this get away would give her enough time to reflect on her actions.

      But now she couldn’t stop thinking about it – was this going to be her new thing? Was she losing her edge? Letting things get to her – like her anxiety on the flight in?

      Or maybe she was tired and it was just a transient thing. A momentary lapse in judgment. But Sandy didn’t like that excuse – just because she was human didn’t mean she had to show it.

      

      Thankfully, Sandy didn’t have long to ruminate on it because they soon got into town. The first thing she noticed was the loud and cheerful Christmas music that enveloped the entire block. There was a band, dressed as elves, outside of the building playing a wonderful rendition of “Rockin’ Around the Christmas Tree.”

      The area was crowded and Sandy saw delightful things everywhere she looked. There was music, food, and smiles all around. Even Santa had a new job today – he rode atop a tractor, dressed in his customary red suit, shouting in jolly tones to the children that he was pulling along in a hayride.

      Outside of the building, there was a row of tents and a heavenly smell drifting toward them.

      “What is that?” asked Sandy.

      Jade squinted. “Looks like someone is selling roasted chestnuts. Would you like some?”

      “I would love some. I have a feeling I’m not going to get very far before I’m stuffed.”

      Margie laughed. “Don’t worry – they’ll be here tomorrow too.”

      “Perfect.”

      

      They slowly moved past the various stalls, with Margie stopping to talk every few feet, seemingly knowing everyone.

      “If I didn’t know any better,” Sandy said to Jade in a low voice, “I’d say that my sister was the mayor of San Juan Island.”

      Jade laughed. “Sometimes it feels like that. She’s made a lot of friends.”

      Margie was always good at making friends, and Sandy was glad that her ex-husband Jeff was no longer holding her back. She was a bit nervous that Margie’s new boyfriend – no, her fiancé – might not be a worthy choice. But from everything Margie said about him, he seemed almost too good to be true.

      She didn’t have to wait much longer to meet him – about twenty minutes into their browsing of some stunning island-made jewelry, the much-anticipated Hank showed up.

      Sandy spotted him first – it was easy to do, as the tall, burly police chief tried to sneak up on Margie. Amazingly, she didn’t see him because she was completely engrossed in a conversation with the jewelry designer.

      He crept up slowly, shot a wink at Jade, and was just behind Margie when he yelled a very loud, “Boo!”

      Margie reacted immediately with a stupendous jump and scream. When she turned around and saw that it was him, she burst into laughter and planted a kiss on his cheek.

      “I should’ve known you’d do something like that.”

      “I couldn’t resist,” he said, beaming.

      “Hank, I’d like you to meet my sister, Dr. Sandra Randall.”

      He stuck out his hand. “It’s very nice to meet you, doctor.”

      Sandy had to resist laughing – Margie never missed an opportunity to gush about her being a doctor. Even when she sent a birthday card, she always addressed it to Dr. Sandra Randall. Sometimes she’d even add something on top like, “the distinguished Dr. Sandra Randall,” or, “the honorable Dr. Sandra Randall.”

      Sandy shook his hand. “It’s very nice to meet you too, Hank. I’ve heard so much about you. And please, call me Sandy.”

      

      They meandered into the building, chatting and stopping every few feet to browse. Hank introduced Sandy to a local farmer, and they got to hear a bit of history about the farm.

      Sandy was impressed by the offerings – they had a huge variety of island-made biscotti, jams, and mustards. During the warmer months, they also had a constant supply of fresh fruits and vegetables. For Christmas, they’d put together some very pretty gift boxes that Sandy decided would be perfect to share with her coworkers back home.

      Hank continued pointing out different stalls and introduced her to at least half a dozen people. It became obvious that Margie must have gotten a nice introduction to the community through Hank.

      Sandy enjoyed his tour – and she enjoyed watching her sister with him. They were quite lovey-dovey. And she found herself quite at ease with him – he had a gruff sort of charm that struck her immediately.

      It really seemed like Margie had found – no, created – the perfect home.

      

      After meeting a local lavender farmer, Sandy excused herself to stand in line for some hot cider. She was in a bit of a daydream when a familiar voice snapped her out of it.

      “Fancy seeing you here.”

      She turned around and saw that Jack was planted directly behind her.

      “Right back at you.”

      “I’m glad that the eggnog from yesterday didn’t put you off from all holiday drinks.”

      Sandy shook her head. “Not at all. Did you see how many flavors of hot cocoa they were selling out front?”

      Jack raised his eyebrows. “I didn’t. But I don’t think that I can resist. Keep me away from the table – I think I had enough hot cocoa yesterday to last for the season.”

      It was Sandy’s turn to order, so she stepped forward and asked for two medium hot ciders – one for her, and one for Jack.

      “That was very smooth,” he said. “And very inconvenient. I was planning to buy you some cider so I could ask you for a favor.”

      She turned away from him to pay the cashier. “What kind of favor?”

      “Nothing big – I just wanted to see if you were interested in being involved with some of the menu preparation for your sister’s party.”

      Sandy accepted the two cups of cider and handed one to Jack. “I feel like this is a good time to tell you that I’m a terrible cook.”

      “That’s perfect – you wouldn’t have to cook anything. Just offer some opinions – and some taste testing.”

      She took a sip of cider. “I’ll think about it.”

      “Fair enough.”

      Sandy motioned to the bag he was holding. “Looks like you’ve already gotten a few things?”

      He nodded, opening the bag. “Yeah, there’s all kinds of great stuff here. Check this out – a pizza cutter with a wooden whale tail handle.”

      Sandy laughed. “It’s very pretty. I didn’t know you liked whales.”

      He nodded. “I didn’t either. But I stopped into the whale museum this morning and learned about the killer whale pods that live around the islands.”

      “Oh neat! Are they around this time of year?”

      “Unfortunately, most of them are not. There are some transient whale pods that show up sometimes, but they aren’t as predictable as the resident pods. Those come by mainly in the summer, chasing the salmon. I talked to the lady at the museum and she said that there hasn’t been a sighting of any of them recently.”

      “Too bad. I’ve gone on some really nice whale watching tours out in Boston. What else you do have in there?”

      “I’ve got some sea salt…salted caramels…and some locally roasted coffee. That’s all for Helen – I think she’d really like visiting here so this will be my first step in trying to convince her.”

      “Convince, or bribe?” Sandy said with a smile.

      “Is there really a difference?”

      When they were younger, Sandy thought that Jack wasn’t cut out for family life – that he was too rebellious, too wild. But it turned out she was very wrong and last night, when she saw the hundreds of pictures of his daughter he had on his phone, she was quite touched.

      “That’ll be nice,” she said. “So yesterday you said that you’re going to move out to the east coast to be closer to her. Do you already have a new restaurant in the works?”

      He let out a sigh. “No. I honestly have no idea what I’m doing. When the offer came in to buy the restaurant in Seattle, initially I thought I would say no. But it was too good to pass up – and perfect timing. But now…I don’t know what to do with myself. I don’t know the market out there, I don’t have any contacts. It might be really foolish to start a new venture.”

      “I trust that you’ll figure it out. You just need to decide what you want and go for it. Make a plan. Like you did with the first place.”

      He paused. “Make a plan…”

      “Yeah – you know, make a list. Make a bunch of lists. And make a one year plan, a five year plan, and a ten year plan. Actually write them out. Then figure out what your goals need to be, and start working toward them. It seems like you’re pretty good at that.”

      He smiled. “Don’t make me blush. But that’s a great idea – I don’t know why I’ve never thought of that before.”

      “You’re welcome,” she said.

      Without missing a beat, he said, “My one week plan is to get you to be my taste-tester.”

      Sandy laughed and rolled her eyes. “Uh huh.”

      “What could I do to get you – no, us – closer to that goal?”

      She looked around, annoyed that she couldn’t spot Margie anywhere. Where could they have gone?

      Oh – their disappearance was probably by design. Again.

      “Did you ever learn to make your mom’s baklava?” Sandy asked.

      A smile spread across his face. “You bet! I’ll get started on a tray today. As you can see, I’m not above trying to bribe you.”

      Sandy smiled at him. She was never one to pass up baklava, and she’d never found one to match the one that Jack’s mom made when they were growing up.

      Also, this party seemed like it might be important for Margie’s business. It couldn’t hurt for Sandy to get a little involved to do some quality control.

      “Then you’ve got yourself a deal, chef.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            6

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Somehow Jack convinced Sandy to spend a few hours with him each day leading up to the Christmas cookie party. He wasn’t sure how he did it – was Margie busy and Sandy grew bored of waiting around? Did she want an excuse to get out of the house? Or was she simply hungry?

      Jack didn’t really care what the reason was – he found himself pulling out all of the stops to keep her interested. His first move was to make an absurd amount of baklava, as promised. Then he sent her a recipe for a Christmas tree shaped cheese ball.

      “What do you think?” He asked in the text message. “I’m hoping to find enough appetizers so that everything can be Christmas themed.”

      “You know I love a challenge,” she responded.

      And with that, Sandy was hooked. The next day when they met at a coffee shop to go over ideas, she showed up with almost twenty recipes. There was everything from strawberry Santa bites, to a corn dog wreath, to even an enormous Christmas tree-shaped puff pastry.

      “Now I think that some of these might be pretty challenging,” she said. “I’m not sure that you’re up for it.”

      “Oh I’m up for it,” he said, trying not to smile. “The question is if any of these things are any good. It would be a disservice to your sister if we didn’t try making these recipes at least a few times before we decide on the menu.”

      Sandy tapped her chin. “You’re right. That would be very irresponsible of you, and could possibly ruin my sister’s business before it even has a chance to take off.”

      He nodded. “That would be very unfortunate indeed.”

      “Agreed. The thing is – I promised the girls that I would go on a wildlife tour with them today.”

      “That’s not a problem. Just give me the recipes and I’ll get all of the ingredients. And how about tomorrow you come over and we can make them?”

      “All of them?”

      He shrugged. “I have nothing else to do. Plus, cooking happens to be my favorite activity.”

      She studied him for a moment. “I don’t know what my plans are tomorrow – I’m sure Margie has something in mind.”

      “That’s fine. I’ll be working all day. So whenever you have some free time – stop by.”

      

      Sandy appeared to be satisfied with this arrangement, and the next day around one o’clock, she showed up at his rental house. He’d gotten all of the ingredients and prepared a lot of the cold foods, but delayed making some of the hot items until she came. He wanted to make sure that she got the full experience, and that included him getting a chance to show off a little bit.

      They spent the rest of the afternoon together, laughing and sampling the various recipes. His first attempt at the Santa shaped strawberries was a mess – he wanted to use his own recipe for the whipped cream, but it ended up being too soft.

      The Santas melted, slowly and pitifully, in a scene that Sandy called “The Great Santa Massacre.” They laughed so hard that they were both in tears, collecting the strawberry shaped bodies “off of the battlefield” to eat and start again.

      And try as he might, his puff pastry Christmas tree never quite worked. After two failed attempts, Sandy postulated that perhaps pastries weren’t his strong suit. He admitted that he didn’t spend as much time baking as he liked, and that it might be a good idea to try some more recipes the next day.

      Sandy was in agreement there. Jack enjoyed her company enormously, and the task of making these new foods was an engrossing challenge that he loved.

      Still, he hoped to find some way to use one of his perfected recipes on the menu. That night while he was looking online, he found a recipe for a melted snowman potato soup.

      The melted part was easy enough – he needed to cut olives for the eyes and mouths, and cut carrot wedges for the noses. For the soup itself, he planned to use his own recipe.

      

      Sandy came over the next day and he proudly handed her a shallow mug filled with soup, the snowman’s features slowly drifting apart.

      Sandy laughed. “Oh my gosh! Look at his cute, sad little face. How could you do this to a poor snowman?”

      As she laughed, the mug shook slightly, exacerbating the snowman’s melted look. Her laughter was contagious and Jack found himself getting caught up as well.

      “He wasn’t like that a minute ago,” he argued.

      “He’s melting so fast!” she said, wiping tears from her face.

      “Then put him out of his misery,” said Jack. “Please – I can’t take it anymore, his nose is almost completely sideways.”

      Once she caught her breath, Sandy took a bite of the soup.

      “Wow!” She had another spoonful. “That is really excellent. Where did you find this recipe?”

      “The soup is mine, actually. It was a seasonal item in my restaurant – took me years to find the right blend of flavors. I got the idea for the melted snowman face online.”

      “You have to do this for the party! Even if it’s just in little mugs – people can walk around with mugs, right?”

      He nodded. “I’m sure they could. Do you think Margie would like it?”

      “Margie would love it. I’m sure she’s not expecting to get all of these very Christmasy foods, but she’ll be delighted. When you hand her a mug of melted snowman, she’ll just die of laughter. It’ll be the talk of the island, I’m sure of it. And she can put it on her website.”

      “Well, whatever you say goes. Margie didn’t give me much direction on what she wanted – so it’s totally up to us.”

      “Perfect. We’re going to knock this out of the park.”

      

      The day before the party, Sandy was busy helping Margie prepare everything in the barn, and Jack didn’t get a chance to see her. It was just as well – he had a lot to prepare and cook.

      Margie had a caterer’s kitchen at the barn, but he preferred to use the kitchen in his rental for most things. The majority of the foods they settled on were easy finger foods that they could put out in batches and not have to worry about passing around, so the catering kitchen was useful for storage.

      The one exception to their easy going appetizers was the soup – but that was worth it. Sandy loved it so much that Jack didn’t mind doling out soup all night. He would make anything that she wanted him to make as long as he could keep talking to her and keep making her laugh.

      He’d always regretted how their relationship ended, and now it felt like he was getting a second chance – and he was captivated getting to know the woman that Sandy became.

      Somehow when he was with her, he wasn’t worried about what he would be doing the next year, the next month, or even the next week. He only cared about the moment that he was in – he wanted to make his time with her count.

      

      On Saturday, he got up early to make sure that everything was in order for the party. He wasn’t used to working by himself, but he enjoyed it.

      Margie stressed to him that she only wanted light appetizers and that she didn’t expect a huge turnout. She also insisted that he find time to enjoy the party.

      “And maybe,” she said, “you’ll find some time to ask Sandy to dance?”

      He smiled. “I’ll always have time for that.”

      Margie smiled approvingly but said nothing else. Instead, she rushed off to hang some fake snow, adding to the charming  copious garland and Christmas lights.

      Jack appreciated that she stopped even trying to hide what she was up to and was now openly advocating that he flirt with Sandy.

      Once everything was set up, Jack went home and changed into clean clothes. Though Margie encouraged him to wear something festive, he didn’t have much to work with. He hadn’t brought anything Christmasy with him, so a Santa hat from the local shop would have to do.

      He got back in the barn quickly and made sure that everything was in order – particularly that the soup was heated and ready to be served, along with all of the little garnishes for the snowmen faces.

      Now, even as guests started coming in and marveling at the splendor of the party, Sandy was nowhere to be seen. He wondered if she’d find a way to avoid him for the entire day. He checked in with Margie, who said that Sandy was busy dealing with some work issues – apparently, she’d gotten a call from one of her residents asking for help on a patient case. Sandy had been locked away in her room working on it for some time.

      Jack liked that about her – no, he loved that about her. There were no half measures with Sandy. She always gave whatever she was doing her full attention. It was something he’d always admired about her, even when they were growing up.

      

      An hour into the party, Sandy was still nowhere to be seen. Jack kept busy with the appetizers and helped direct people to the contest table – it was genuinely surprising how many people were prepared to enter the cookie contest. It seemed like everyone knew each other, and they were actually excited to be a part of it. It was sweet – very different from what he was used to living in the city.

      Margie had put together a number of different categories for winners, too – there was one for most creative, best decoration, best taste, and of course, best in show. Every category also had a junior category for kids who wanted to enter.

      On top of that, there was a station for younger kids where they could decorate cookies. These were lovingly baked by Margie herself, which Jack found quite impressive. The woman was a baking machine. He made a mental note to ask her if she had any puff pastry tricks.

      Jack was able to keep himself busy bouncing around between the tables and ensuring that there was enough hot cider and hot cocoa available at the two self-serve stations. The atmosphere was quite relaxed, and after a few rounds he realized that there was nothing else he could do.

      He was in a prime position to enjoy the party – the only issue being that Sandy was still missing. He casually checked around for her as he did some spot checks on the appetizer platters – and while the barn was big, it wasn’t that big. There was nowhere for her to hide, really. Was it possible she was skipping out? Or had to head back home for some emergency?

      Margie was busy chatting with people and laughing. Jade was occupied with the table of children, trying her best to guide icing-covered fingers and clean up spills of sprinkles.

      No – Sandy wouldn’t just leave without saying goodbye. Would she?

      Jack was about to send her a text message when he spotted her out of the corner of his eye. It was almost as if she’d read his mind.

      He stood up straight, straining to get a clearer view of her as she stepped into the barn. She was dressed from head to toe in a forest green elf costume – complete with a jingle bell tipped hat, merrily bouncing with her every move.

      They made eye contact from across the room and she smiled.

      It was like an arrow went through his heart.
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      Sandy waved at Jack, then realized that a five year old girl spotted her from across the room and was furiously waving back. She walked over to her to ask her what she was up to.

      Suddenly the girl became shy.

      “It’s okay, say hello to Santa’s helper,” the girl’s mother said softly.

      “I will have to tell Santa how well behaved you’ve been this year,” Sandy said, squatting down.

      A smile spread across the girl’s face. “Thank you!” she yelled before running off.

      Sandy stood up and surveyed the scene in front of her. The barn looked marvelous – Margie had outdone herself with the decorations, even going as far as to set up a beautiful, fully decorated, twelve foot Christmas tree in the corner.

      The cookie contest table had a decent number of entrants, all laid out on individual plates and numbered with index cards. Sandy was glad that she skipped lunch – she would need to be hungry to judge the cookies fairly.

      Margie was busy fussing around and Jade seemed to be trying to herd a group of children. Sandy had seen Jack long before he spotted her – he was much less fussy than Margie, checking on things in an easy and calm manner.

      He looked nice – he didn’t have an elaborate costume like Sandy did, but he looked clean in his button up shirt and oversized red Santa hat. He looked…cute.

      She studied him for a moment – he didn’t seem to notice that she was watching. He was chatting in his easy way, going from table to table and making sure that everything was well stocked. There was a lot of him that was unchanged from when they were young – his humor, his ease with people. His hazel eyes…

      That was perhaps the most jarring. When Sandy looked into his eyes, it was like being transported back in time. And she’d spent a lot of time with him for the past few days, looking into his eyes, laughing to the point of tears. She didn’t intend for that to happen, but it just worked out that way.

      It was easy to spend time with him; the hours melted away. She didn’t have to try to be any certain way, or watch what she said or did – she felt relaxed. She didn’t have to think too hard. Even though he didn’t know all of the details of her life until now, he still knew her – the real her.

      

      She walked over to Jack and said her hellos.

      “I didn’t know that Santa was loaning us one of his helpers today,” he commented.

      Sandy made a small curtsy. “Yes, today I’m at Margie’s service. Santa said that it was of the utmost importance to increase the holiday cheer in this barn.”

      He smiled. “You’re doing a great job.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Where did you get this? Did I miss the Christmas shop in town?”

      She looked down at herself. She really liked this particular outfit – from the little hat, to the matching green tights, and even the loud bells on her shoes. “No. I got it a few years ago, actually. Every Christmas, Santa comes to visit the kids in our hospital. I got it so that I could tag along and pretend to be one of his helpers.”

      “That’s…incredibly sweet.”

      “Don’t start getting all mushy on me,” she said, hands on her hips. “Have you shown Margie the soup yet?”

      He shook his head. “No – I wanted to wait for you. Shall we?”

      “Please!”

      

      She followed him and watched as he carefully put together a melted snowman, first pouring the soup into a mug, then delicately placing the garnishes for the face. He flashed her a smile before walking over to Margie and tapping her on the shoulder.

      “Excuse me for interrupting, but I need your final approval on the appetizers today.”

      Margie turned around, a smile on her face. “Everything has just been wonderful Jack!”

      “There’s one more thing that you haven’t tried,” Sandy added.

      Margie gave her a puzzled look and accepted the mug from Jack. “What’s this? Mulled cider?”

      Sandy shook her head and Margie took a look into the mug.

      “Oh my goodness – what is this!”

      “Melted snowman soup,” said Sandy. “Straight from the North Pole.”

      Margie threw her head back and laughed. “This is unbelievable! Jack, I had no idea you were so talented – thank you.”

      Sandy felt oddly proud – she sort of had a hand in it, but not really. It was all Jack.

      Within moments, he was bombarded with requests for soup. He dutifully went over to the kettle so that he could dole out mug after mug. Sandy helped him for a while before deciding that she couldn’t resist taking a break and getting a mug for herself.

      She stepped away to enjoy it for a moment; it was just as good as she remembered. She was savoring her last spoonful when Margie pulled her into a conversation and introduced her to two of her friends.

      One lady, Barb, was the president of the small business association on the island and Sandy got the impression that she was somewhat important to Margie’s success.

      “Hey, I’ll tell you what – I was happy to have Margie spruce this barn up,” said Barb. “She’s done a great job and it gives people more reason to come to the island.”

      The other woman, Linda, agreed. “Oh yes, it’s adorable! I’m sure we’ll be seeing a lot of big weddings coming through next year.”

      “Do you also run a business?” asked Sandy.

      Linda shook her head. “Oh goodness no – I actually just retired. I was a dental hygienist for thirty years.”

      “How interesting.” Sandy took a step closer to her. She’d initially thought they were probably about the same age, but now, she decided that Linda was perhaps a little older. “What’s it like being retired? I’ve heard so many different reports.”

      Linda sighed. “Oh you know – at first it’s wonderful. All that free time! No getting up early, no rushing around. But I firmly believe that if you don’t stay active, your mind will wither away.”

      “I’m never going to retire,” said Barb. “They’ll find me at my desk one day – dead!”

      They all laughed. Sandy was unsure about her own retirement. It wasn’t truly something she was interested in. Maybe she would cut back on her hours one day? Or do more teaching?

      But to leave medicine entirely…she would only do that if it was unsafe for her to continue practicing. There was nothing she wanted to retire to – she worked towards being a surgeon for almost sixteen years. It was all she’d ever really wanted.

      “So what do you do to stay busy?” asked Sandy. “Have you gotten a lot of new hobbies?”

      “Oh yes!” said Linda. “I’ve tried just about everything. The quilting didn’t work out – I think I’ve gone too far in my life without quilting to pick it up now. But I’ve been able to cook more, which is nice. I started a garden and ended up with an overabundance of green beans, so then I had to learn canning…you know, there’s been a real domino effect of hobbies.”

      “Sounds awful,” Barb said.

      Linda laughed and lightly tapped Barb on the shoulder. “No, it’s great! I’ve even started painting again. I hadn’t painted in years.”

      “Really?” Sandy said. “Do you have any pictures of your work?”

      “I do,” Linda said, pulling her phone from her purse. “Mostly it’s things like this…”

      She scrolled through some pictures on her phone – mainly there were paintings of animals, a few chickens and horses. There was a lot of color in the paintings, and they looked lively – happy, even. Sandy wasn’t well versed in art, but the paintings gave her a distinct feeling of joy.

      “Linda, these are really beautiful,” Sandy said.

      “Thank you! I guess I need to stick with painting. I think I picked up too many things all at once – my goal for this upcoming year is to focus a bit more.”

      Sandy smiled. “Well it sounds like you’ve been pretty adventurous.”

      “I’d like to travel more,” she continued. “But my husband still works. That’s probably for the better, though – I don’t think he would like being retired. But maybe we can take a nice trip somewhere together. Who knows, the world is our oyster!”

      

      Sandy was happy to keep chatting, but Margie reappeared and told her and Barb that all of the entries were in for the cookie contest and that they needed to start their rounds.

      “I’ve been waiting for this all day,” Barb said. “Let’s go Mrs. Claus.”

      Sandy waved her ahead. “After you.”

      Margie provided them each with a clipboard so that they could take notes and keep track of their favorites. At the end of their taste tests, they needed to give Margie their scorecards so she could tally up the votes.

      As they were sampling the first cookies, Jack stopped over with two mugs of milk. “I thought this might be an important tool in helping with your responsibilities.”

      Sandy accepted a mug from him. “Thank you Jack – this is exactly what I needed.”

      She took a sip of the milk just as she heard something fall to the ground. Sandy looked over to Barb and saw that her right arm hung limp at her side, the cup shattered on the floor in a puddle of milk.

      “Barb – are you okay?” asked Sandy.

      Barb didn’t respond – she didn’t even look at Sandy.

      Jack and Sandy locked eyes for a moment before Sandy took a step forward. “Barb? Barb, can you hear me?”

      Still no response. Sandy could see the distinct change in Barb’s face – one side of her mouth looked downturned.

      “Jack – I need you to call 911. Now.”

      “You got it.”

      

      Sandy took Barb by the arm and gently tried to guide her to a chair – she didn’t want her to fall and hit her head, adding to the chaos of the situation.

      She was able to get Barb to a table nearby and settled her into her seat. Barb still wasn’t able to say anything – it seemed like she was trying to, but she was speaking quietly and not making any sense.

      Sandy stayed with her, talking to her continuously and trying to get her to respond. After a few moments, Margie joined her.

      “What’s going on? What’s wrong?”

      Sandy could hear the panic in her voice.

      “I’m not sure,” she said slowly. “One minute we were eating cookies and chatting, and the next minute she was like this. Does she have anyone here? Her husband?”

      “He didn’t come!” Margie said, her volume rising.

      “It’s okay, don’t panic. Jack called an ambulance, and I’ll go to the hospital with her.”

      “Sandy what’s happening? Is she going to be okay?”

      “Don’t worry, we’re going to get her to the hospital. Okay?”

      Margie nodded, her face pale.

      

      The paramedics arrived quickly and evaluated Barb. Within minutes, Sandy was in the back of the ambulance with her, continuing to provide as much information as she could.

      She managed to grab Barb’s purse on the way out and brought it with her. She tried calling Barb’s husband using her cell phone, but he didn’t answer. Luckily, she was able to find a medication list in Barb’s wallet and gave that to the paramedics.

      About five minutes into their ride to the hospital, Barb started to come to.

      “What’s going on? Why am I stuck in here?”

      Sandy backed off and allowed the paramedics to evaluate the now cantankerous Barb. She passed their questioning with flying colors and insisted that she needed to be dropped off at home.

      Sandy had to bite her lip to stop herself from laughing. She was relieved to see that Barb recovered, but she also insisted on a trip to the hospital.

      “But I’m fine now!” said Barb. “Nothing is wrong with me.”

      Sandy kept her tone even. “But something was very wrong with you back at the party. Come on – it won’t take long. Let the doctor check you out and run some scans.”

      Barb let out a dramatic sigh. “This is ridiculous.”

      “I’m glad you feel better now, but we need to find out what happened.”

      “I changed my mind,” Barb said. “I don’t think you’re Mrs. Claus anymore. You’re one of the seven dwarves. Grumpy! You’re Grumpy!”

      Now Sandy couldn’t help but laugh. If anyone was Grumpy, it was Barb.

      She waited a moment until Barb stopped talking. “Are you ready to go in now?”

      “Fine – but tell Margie that I want my cookies sent here.”

      “I can have that arranged. Now let’s get inside.”
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      Margie did what she could to keep the party running, but she was worried sick about Barb. Maybe there really was something wrong at the barn that was making people ill? Or maybe – heaven forbid – something was wrong with the food?

      But no, that didn’t make sense – food poisoning didn’t strike suddenly like that. What was going on?

      Margie didn’t have to wait too long for an answer; after about forty minutes, Sandy called her from the hospital.

      “It seems that Barb has recovered – but they’re running some tests.”

      “Oh thank goodness!” Margie said. “I’ve been so worried.”

      “Another thing – to get her to agree to come inside, I had to make a deal with her.”

      “Oh?”

      Sandy laughed. “She demanded that her cookies be brought here so she can continue sampling.”

      Margie closed her eyes. What a demand. “You’re kidding! Do you think that’s a good idea? What if the cookies made her sick?”

      “I think that’s very unlikely,” said Sandy. “It could have been a number of things, but probably not the food. Is anyone else suddenly falling ill?”

      Margie paused and looked around. The music was still playing, kids were running around – everyone seemed to be back to enjoying the festivities. “No. No one else is ill…yet.”

      “Don’t worry Margie – they’ll figure out what happened. And Barb is fine. All is well.”

      Margie wasn’t sure about that, but she was glad that Barb had at least recovered. “Should I pack up some cookies then and drive them over?”

      “Actually, I don’t think you need to trouble yourself. Hank got wind of the commotion and stopped by to check on everything.”

      Margie heard a muffled, “Hey honey!” in the background.

      She smiled. “And all this time I thought he was working.”

      “He is working,” said Sandy. “But now, apparently, he can make it part of his official duties to pick up those cookies for Barb. He said he’ll stop by now.”

      Margie laughed. “That’s perfect.”

      

      She prepared a container of cookies for Barb, carefully labeling each one so that she could still record her scores. Hank got to the barn just as she was finishing up; Margie was quite pleased that he found an excuse to stop by.

      “You’ve done it again,” he said, surveying the barn. “This is a remarkable testament to your decorating skills and top-notch holiday cheer.”

      “Thank you honey,” she said with a sigh. “Though I feel like things are falling apart.”

      He wrapped her in a bear hug. “Oh come on, that doesn’t sound like my positive ray of sunshine.”

      She wasn’t able to move even an inch. She let out a huff. “Maybe I need to shut this whole operation down before anyone else gets sick.”

      He squeezed tighter. “Now, now. You don’t mean that. Everything is fine, look at all of these smiling faces! Everyone’s happy. Don’t worry so much, okay?”

      Margie stopped trying to squirm away and released the tension in her body. It felt nice to rest her weight on him. “Okay.”

      He kissed her on the forehead and accepted the cookies. “I have to run, but I’ll bring Sandy back and then we can both cheer you up.”

      “That sounds nice,” Margie said with a faint smile.

      

      As promised, he returned with Sandy about an hour later. Unfortunately, they didn’t have any news on Barb’s condition. She seemed to be back to normal, but the doctor was able to convince Barb to spend the night in the hospital for observation.

      Sandy said it could have been a number of things – Bell’s palsy, a mini stroke, Lyme disease, or even something serious like a tumor.

      That one made Margie gasp.

      “I don’t think it’s anything like that,” Sandy assured her. “Her bloodwork was wonderfully boring. And it was so sudden – much more likely to be one of the other reasons.”

      Margie frowned. “It was so frightening. But you were so calm! How did you stay so calm?”

      “That’s my thing,” Sandy said with a smile. “And we know that it wasn’t the cookies or the food or something here at the barn – so don’t worry about that, okay?”

      Margie found it hard not to worry, but she managed to get through tallying up the scores and giving out the awards for the cookie contest.

      She was relieved when the party was finally over. She’d been so excited to bring people together and cover the barn in Christmas decorations, but it had turned into a nightmare. Margie went to bed early that night, exhausted.

      

      The next morning, she woke up early to give Hank a ride to the airport. He was flying to London to join his daughter for Christmas. Margie would miss him, but she was happy that he was able to make the trip and spend some time with her.

      When she got back from dropping him off, she was surprised to see that Sandy arranged some sort of breakfast spread.

      “Did you make this?” she asked, her eyes darting between the pile of pastries and plate of sliced cheese.

      Sandy laughed. “Of course not! But I found these places on my morning walk so I picked up a few things along the way. I got some pastries from a bakery down the road, picked up this fruit at the grocery store, and I even managed to find some good looking cheese. What do you think?”

      Margie smiled. “I think this is very considerate of you and I love you.”

      Sandy smiled and handed Margie a mug of coffee. They sat down to enjoy breakfast when Margie heard her phone go off.

      “Let me just check who that is. I’m hoping that it’s not Hank with his flight canceled or something.”

      “Take your time.” Sandy loaded a plate with pastries and fruit.

      Margie grabbed her phone out of her purse and saw that it was a text message.

      She gasped.

      Sandy looked up. “What’s wrong?”

      “It’s Linda.”

      “Oh – from the party?”

      Margie nodded. “She wrote, ‘Have you heard any more from Barb? I’m not feeling so well…headed to the hospital now.’ ”

      Sandy set her danish onto her plate. “Well…that’s not good.”
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      “Not good? It’s terrible!” Margie said, both hands on her face.

      “It doesn’t mean that it has anything to do with you or the barn,” Sandy said gently.

      Margie started pacing. “This is the third person who’s gotten sick after coming to a party here.”

      “Third?”

      “Yes! It all started with Edgar when he said that the water made him sick, and – ”

      “Oh him?” Sandy shook her head. “I’m willing to bet he drank too much wine and needed to find something to blame to save face with his coworkers.”

      “Who knows how many more people are sick and haven’t told me yet? What if they’re just flooding the hospital!”

      Oh boy. The panic train had already left the station. “Margie, sit down. Relax. It’s fine! Ask Linda what’s wrong. She could be having a heart attack for all we know.”

      “I messaged her, but she hasn’t answered. And she asked about Barb, so she must think it’s related!”

      “Well, have you heard from Barb today?”

      Margie frowned. “No. Do you think she’s okay?”

      “Yes, I think she’s fine.” Sandy stood so she be closer to her sister – maybe a reassuring touch on the shoulder would help. “Why don’t you call her? And then we can tell Linda how she’s doing.”

      “I don’t want to bother her,” Margie said. “Oh my gosh – I’m supposed to catch the ferry to Anacortes in thirty minutes. I have a meeting with a vendor on the mainland, but maybe I should cancel so I can…”

      Sandy put up a hand. “No, don’t cancel. Don’t panic. How about I talk to Barb, and then I can stop by the hospital and see what’s going on with Linda?”

      “Are you sure? I don’t want to ruin your day.”

      Sandy nodded. “I’m sure. And I would have a much worse day if I knew that you were worrying about all of this.”

      Margie stood, unmoved, staring into space.

      After a moment, Sandy prompted her again. “Really – it’ll be fine. Let me check into it. I’m sure that Linda is just on high alert after seeing Barb get hauled away in an ambulance.”

      “You might be right. How will you get there? I have to take the car on the ferry with me.”

      “Oh, right.” Sandy crossed her arms. Maybe she could get a reliable taxi for the day? Or… “Is Jade around?”

      Margie shook her head. “No – she had to meet with her lawyer about the divorce.”

      “Ah.”

      Margie looked up at her, a smile forming. “But I have an idea.”

      “What?”

      “Jack! I’m sure he doesn’t have anything to do.”

      “How can you be so sure?” Sandy said. “And now I’m wondering – is Linda really going to the hospital, or is this another part of your elaborate scheme?”

      “Of course not! I would never make something up like that.”

      “Fair enough. Well…I guess I don’t have a lot of other options. Unless you have a bicycle around here or something?”

      Margie shook her head. “What on earth would I do with a bicycle?”

      “All right – I’ll give him a call. Sit down and eat something, okay?”

      Margie nodded and took a seat, but her eyes were focused off in the distance.

      

      Sandy stepped into her room before calling Jack.

      “Hey stranger!” he said as soon as he picked up.

      “Hey Jack, how’re you doing today?”

      “I’m doing pretty well, and yourself?”

      She let out a sigh. “I’m doing fine, but Margie got some unsettling news. Apparently, another woman who was at the party yesterday isn’t feeling well.”

      “Oh – what kind of unwell?”

      “I’m not sure – we haven’t been able to get any answers. And we haven’t heard back from Barb, so naturally, Margie is certain that it had something to do with her party.”

      “Well that’s not good.”

      She continued. “I don’t believe that’s the case, though. I was thinking that I would stop over at the hospital and feel things out.”

      “That’s a good idea.”

      She closed her eyes. “And I was hoping that you could maybe give me a ride? If you’re not busy.”

      “I’m not busy at all! I would be honored. When do you want me?”

      Sandy peeked her head out of the door and saw that Margie was still sitting there, frozen. “Whenever you’re ready, I’m ready.”

      “Okay, I’ll leave now. See you soon.”

      “Thanks Jack. See you.”

      

      Sandy gave Margie the update and managed to convince her to eat at least half of a danish. She also got both Barb and Linda’s phone numbers from Margie so that she could get in contact with them.

      Margie then insisted on getting Jack’s phone number – something Sandy had a feeling that she would regret, but she obliged.

      “You have to promise me that you won’t be freaking out all day,” said Sandy.

      Margie turned toward her. “I’ll make no such promise. Especially if my Christmas party is the source of all major disease on San Juan Island.”

      Sandy groaned. “Don’t be so dramatic. We don’t know anything yet – so don’t make things up in your head.”

      “I’ll try,” Margie said.

      Jack arrived just as Margie was getting things ready to leave for the ferry. Sandy gave her a hug and told her not to worry.

      

      Jack was waiting at the front door.

      “This is a beautiful house,” he said. “I didn’t get a chance to really talk to you about it yesterday.”

      Sandy nodded. “It is – and Margie has done a lot with it. Are you ready to go?”

      “Of course. My only regret is that I don’t have my motorcycle from my school days so that you could ride in style.”

      “After seeing the kind of injuries that happen on motorcycles, I would never get on a motorcycle again. So you’re safe there.”

      “Oh, right.” He stepped aside and dramatically swooped a hand over the car. “Which is why I have this very safe midsize sedan to drive you around in.”

      “Thank you.” She got into the passenger seat and buckled her seat belt.

      He buckled his own seat belt and they started the trip to the hospital. Sandy watched him for a moment – he did everything so carefully. From putting the car in reverse, to checking the road, to even driving the speed limit.

      He drove so responsibly; it was quite different from the young man that she remembered. Life had certainly changed him – just as it had changed her.

      “So we’re pretty certain that I poisoned everyone yesterday, right?” he asked, shooting her a smile.

      That made her laugh. “Of course not. Barb certainly didn’t react to the food. If I could just get a hold of her, I could find out what happened. And I have no idea what happened to Linda. I sent her a text message but she hasn’t answered yet.”

      “Maybe I shouldn’t have put so much gold dust in the soup. Could that lead to heavy metal poisoning?”

      She turned to him. “Wait – why do you put gold dust in the soup?”

      He laughed. “I’m kidding. I didn’t put any metal in the soup. Sorry – is it too soon to joke about that?”

      “Oh, no, sorry.” She let out a little laugh. “I’m just trying to think of anything that could make people ill.”

      “You’re right – I’ll try to keep the joking to a minimum.”

      “No, that’s fine. As long as you’re not panicking like Margie, then we’re good. She was really…jumping to conclusions.”

      “Understandable.”

      Sandy frowned. “Panicking doesn’t help, though. It prevents you from thinking clearly.”

      “Well,” he said, slowly taking a turn, “I believe you. But I also remember a time when you weren’t so good at keeping your cool.”

      Sandy looked out of the window so he wouldn’t see that she was smiling. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Think back. Way back. Biology lab in the eleventh grade.”

      Sandy narrowed her eyes. “I have a vague memory of this.”

      “The blacktop desks? The broken glassware? And the infuriating Mrs. Johnson?”

      Sandy groaned. “Yes. She hated me!”

      “She did seem to particularly dislike you,” he said with a laugh. “Now, do you remember some of the dissections we had to do?”

      Sandy shook her head. “Honestly I don’t. Did I block this out?”

      “There was a worm…a frog…and a pig.”

      “Oh my gosh,” she said, slapping her forehead. “Yes, that pig! I almost got suspended because of that pig.”

      “No, you almost got suspended because you weren’t able to remove the pig’s brain, like instructed, and you accused Mrs. Johnson of giving you dull scissors.”

      “I maintain that she did.”

      “And then you went on a rant about how wasteful it was for everyone to have their own pig when you didn’t even have the tools to properly dissect them…”

      The memory flashed in her mind and Sandy chuckled. “Okay, yes, it’s all coming back to me.”

      “And the principal asked you not to disrupt class like that anymore and instead write your impassioned speeches in the form of a paper, which he promised to read.”

      “You have a very good memory, Jack.”

      He shrugged. “For some things.”

      

      They got to the hospital and Sandy hesitated about what to do next – she hadn’t gotten any texts and it was unlikely that Linda would be sitting out in the emergency room lobby, easily accessible.

      It was also unlikely that the staff would let Sandy just waltz in and talk to her, either. She decided to try calling Linda.

      No answer.

      Hm. Only a moment later, though, her phone rang.

      She cleared her throat. “Hi, this is Sandy.”

      A man’s voice came through. “You’re Margie’s sister, right?”

      “That’s right.”

      “I’m Linda’s husband, David.” His voice cracked a bit when he said her name. “I’m with Linda at the hospital…she can’t talk right now.”

      “Oh – I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to bother – ”

      “She just – she just had to be intubated.”

      Sandy turned toward Jack with wide eyes. He mouthed a “what?” at her, but she turned away.

      “I’m so sorry David.”

      “Linda said you’re a doctor. Do you know what’s going on?”

      Sandy took a deep breath. “No, but I’m trying to figure it out. Are you in the hospital?”

      “Yes.”

      She unbuckled her seat belt. “I’m coming in. I’ll see you in a moment.”
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      She turned toward him. “Linda was just intubated.”

      “Uh – I think I know what that means but can you just remind me?”

      “Yes, sorry. It means that she wasn’t able to breathe on her own, so they had to put a tube down into her throat so she could breathe on a ventilator.”

      “Right. Wow – that’s terrible.”

      Sandy nodded. “I’m going to go inside and talk to her husband – do you want to come, or…?”

      “Of course!”

      

      They walked into the emergency room lobby – there was only one person waiting. Jack assumed it must be Linda’s husband. Sandy walked right up to him.

      “David? Hi – I’m Sandy, Margie’s sister.”

      He stood up quickly and reached to shake her hand. His skin was quite pale – especially his lips, which Jack found rather unsettling.

      “Hi Sandy – thanks for coming. They just…well, I don’t really know what’s going on.”

      Sandy took a seat. “Can you tell me what happened? When did Linda’s symptoms start?”

      He sat next to her. “Well, I guess it was last night, really. I’m not sure if it was related, but she felt nauseous. She didn’t throw up, but she just felt sick.”

      Maybe Jack’s cooking did have something to do with it. That was his worst nightmare. He shot a look at Sandy, but she was focused on David.

      “Okay. Was she able to sleep?”

      David nodded. “Yeah, she thought it might be something to do with her new diet.”

      “What kind of diet?”

      “She’s just been trying to lose weight, so she’s been fasting. She thought that maybe the nausea was just from the fasting. And maybe it was.”

      Sandy nodded. “Okay. How long does she fast?”

      “She became a night owl since she retired, and she’s been doing this really long fast where she only eats four hours a day. Between six and ten in the evening.”

      “Oh, wow.”

      Sandy paused and Jack realized that he was staring at her. Luckily, Sandy was completely focused on David and didn’t seem to notice that Jack was even there. Everything she was doing, from her posture to the way she asked questions, made it clear that her full attention was on David.

      She continued. “I was with her at the party yesterday – the Christmas party. Do you know if she ate anything there?”

      “No. And the doctor here asked the same thing, but Linda said she was fasting. She didn’t have a bite of anything.” A faint smile spread across his face. “She has an iron will.”

      “It sure sounds like it,” Sandy said, reaching out to rest her hand on top of his.

      David sighed. “We had dinner together. At home last night. That’s when she started feeling sick. And then this morning she woke up and she was dizzy. And she said her vision was blurry – like double vision. She started to get very weak and I brought her here.”

      Sandy nodded. “You say weak, was she falling asleep?”

      “No, not that. She just had trouble getting around. And after we were here for a while, and we were talking to the doctor, she started to get even more weak. That thing on her finger – what do you call it?”

      “The pulse ox – measuring her oxygen?”

      “Yeah, that. It started to drop and the doctor was worried that she wasn’t breathing well enough on her own and…”

      “I understand.”

      He let out a heavy sigh. “Have you heard from Barb? Isn’t this what happened to her yesterday?”

      “Not exactly. I’ll let you know as soon as I hear from her. Her symptoms were different.”

      He sat there, staring into space. “I can’t believe this is happening.”

      “I’m sure the doctor is going to figure out what’s going on,” Sandy said. “And I’m here to help, too. Other than her being on this diet, did your wife do anything differently recently? Start any new medications, go anywhere?”

      He shook his head. “No. Nothing. She lost a little weight, so she was happy about that, but she’s just been really busy at home.”

      “Since she retired?”

      He nodded again.

      At that moment, a nurse approached them. “Mr. Miller? I want you to know that your wife is stabilized and doing well.”

      He stood up. “That’s good.”

      “Yes, it is,” she said gently. “The doctor wants to speak with you – she’d like to transfer Linda to a hospital in Bellingham. Can you follow me?”

      “Of course.”

      They watched as David walked away and disappeared down the hallway. Jack turned toward Sandy. “So are we going to believe that my food didn’t get her sick?”

      “I really don’t think it did. If that’s what she told the doctor, and she was fasting for the whole party, then I don’t think that’s the cause.”

      “But what if she drank something?”

      Sandy shook her head. “Nope. All of the drinks that you made had a ton of sugar in them. It was very unhealthy, you know.”

      “Thank you, I do my best.”

      Sandy stood up and crossed her arms. “I don’t think Barb is connected, but we have to talk to her to be sure. It does seem like a strange coincidence that they both fell ill…”

      “Has Margie heard from anybody else?”

      “Oh! I almost forgot. I’ll call her now and give her the update.”

      Jack stood up. “Do you want me to bring the car around?”

      “That would be great,” she whispered, pulling her cell phone to her ear.

      

      Jack was happy for any excuse to leave. He didn’t like hospitals – to him, it was a place of pain and worry. He’d spent a lot of time with his mother in the last years of her life going in and out their local hospital.

      Toward the end, it seemed like she couldn’t go even a few weeks without ending up back in a hospital bed.

      At the time it was really difficult for Jack, but he was in awe of all of the staff that took care of his mom. She became such a frequent flyer that he got to know everybody – the nurses, the medical assistants, even the phlebotomists.

      They were so kind and so patient with his mother’s failing memory. Not to mention the doctors – his mom had wonderful doctors. They always explained things to him so well and treated her with the utmost dignity.

      He slipped into the front seat of his car and started the engine. He was happy to get out of that lobby, despite getting to witness Sandy’s impressive focus.

      The day before, she was dressed as a jolly elf when she effortlessly handled Barb’s medical emergency. Jack was so startled that he could barely dial 911, but Sandy didn’t seem to need to think twice before hopping into the ambulance.

      And today – if there was anyone who could figure out what was going on, it was Sandy. He had full faith in her. It was like watching a composer string together a beautiful symphony – he knew that he was in the presence of a master.

      The least he could do was drive the car. He wasn’t waiting outside long before Sandy joined him.

      “I gave Margie the update. She’s horrified, of course – even though I told her that Linda didn’t eat anything at the party.”

      Jack frowned. “I mean, I get it.”

      “The good news is that she hasn’t heard from anybody else. And also, she gave me Barb’s address so we can go check on her.”

      Jack raised an eyebrow. “Oh?”

      “And she also gave me Linda’s address…in case we need it.”

      Jack didn’t know exactly what that meant, but he wasn’t asking questions. He was excited just to be involved.

      “Just tell me where, and we’ll get moving.”

      Sandy frowned. “Are you sure? I feel bad making you chauffeur me around.”

      “Don’t feel bad, this is exciting! I mean – it’s terrible, but it’s exciting to watch you work.”

      Sandy rubbed her face with her hands. “It would be a lot easier if I could look at Linda’s bloodwork or see any of the tests she had done.”

      Jack shrugged. “I believe in you. Where to?”

      

      They got to Barb’s house and Sandy didn’t hesitate – she got out immediately, walked toward the front door, and knocked. Jack was a few steps behind her, hoping that he wouldn’t have to say anything.

      After a moment, Barb opened the front door. “Well if it isn’t Mrs. Claus!”

      “Hi Barb, it’s good to see you again. This is my friend, Jack. Jack, I think you remember Barb from yesterday?”

      He extended a handshake. “How could I forget? She made quite an exit from the party.”

      Barb threw a hand up. “Oh that! I hope I didn’t kill the mood.”

      “Not at all,” said Sandy. “I just wanted to check how you’re feeling today.”

      “That’s nice of you. I feel fine. Do you want to come in?”

      Sandy shook her head. “No – I don’t want to be a bother.”

      She shrugged. “I was told that I should be resting today.”

      “Can I ask – what did they tell you happened yesterday?”

      “They said that I had a mini stroke.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” said Sandy. “But I’m glad that you are doing better.”

      “Yeah, me too. I have to follow-up with a neurologist next week. And you know what? My husband and I realized that this probably wasn’t my first mini stroke.”

      “Oh really?” Sandy asked.

      “Yeah! I had an episode like this once before – but it passed so quickly that I didn’t think anything of it.”

      “Good thing Dr. Randall was there,” Jack said with a smile.

      “Yeah, good thing! I’m glad you’re here, actually, because I wanted to apologize for being so…difficult. I don’t remember much of being in the ambulance, but I think I wasn’t very nice.”

      Sandy laughed. “Please, don’t worry about it. That’s pretty common after having an event.”

      “An event like a Christmas cookie party?” asked Jack.

      “No,” Sandy said shaking her head. “After a neurological event.”

      Jack shot Barb a smile and she let out a large laugh.

      “I think he was pulling your leg, doc.”

      Sandy turned around to look at him. “I thought you were going to cool it with the jokes for today.”

      He put his hands up. “I’m sorry! That’s it, I’m done.”

      “Well – thanks for talking to us. The thing is, Linda is in the hospital now. I wanted to make sure there wasn’t any connection – it doesn’t sound like it’s related at all.”

      “Oh no, is she okay?”

      Sandy shifted her weight. “She’s not doing great – they’re trying to figure out what’s going on.”

      A hand darted to Barb’s mouth. “Oh my gosh, I’m so sorry to hear that. I hope that they can figure it out.”

      “I hope so too.” Sandy glanced at her phone. “Excuse us – it looks like I’m getting a phone call.”

      “Good luck!” yelled Barb.

      

      Sandy answered the phone as she slowly walked back to the car. “Hello, this is Sandy.”

      Jack watched her carefully. Her expression was unchanged.

      “Oh, really? Double vision? Okay…yes. Oh, right – I just spoke to Barb. She’s fine, and it’s not related, I would say. Okay – right, thanks.”

      She ended the phone call and stared at Jack. “Bad news. David is starting to have the same problems. The nausea, the double vision.”

      Jack’s stomach dropped. “Now what?”

      She leaned back against the car. “How uncomfortable do you feel about being a getaway driver?”
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      Jack cocked his head to the side. “I have no idea what you’re thinking, but I’m in.”

      Sandy laughed. Somehow he wasn’t sick of driving her around – he seemed totally sincere. But he might change his tune when he heard what she had to say.

      “Let’s get to the car and talk in private,” she said.

      “Oh, mysterious.”

      She smiled but said nothing. She wasn’t trying to be mysterious – really, she felt a pang of sadness. She’d enjoyed spending this time with Jack. She was surprised by that – a little shocked, even.

      At first she thought that Margie was being way too pushy and obvious about him, and it made her cringe with embarrassment. But Jack didn’t seem to mind; he played it all off with that boyish charm.

      After having so much fun together, she’d even entertained the idea of seeing him again once they left San Juan. But if she told him what she was thinking now – if he saw the full extent of her craziness when it came to being a doctor – that idea would die.

      Her ex-husband got tired of waiting around for her to finish her education. First it was medical school, then residency, then fellowship…he accused her of never prioritizing him. And it was true, to an extent – she had a duty to her patients. But she also believed that she did an okay job of making time for him.

      He disagreed. He left her, found someone else, and started a family. It was hard to let him go, but she knew that she wasn’t making him happy.

      She was just starting her career then. She finally made it through all of her training and had a little spare time. Dating didn’t go well, though. She struggled to meet people. She struggled to stay together with anyone for very long.

      Her career was exciting and fulfilling, but her love life was always disappointing. That was when she really gave up. It was too hard – it seemed truly impossible to find someone. And she couldn’t go through the heartbreak of loving someone as much as she loved her ex-husband and losing them again.

      For a moment though, just a sliver of time, she had a hope that it might be different with Jack. She thought that maybe they had a tiny possibility to make something new – a second chance.

      But it was a fairy tale; she knew that now. It was like going on vacation and wanting to move to the place you were visiting – it was only nice because you weren’t working, weren’t embroiled in the stresses of life.

      He might like this version of her – Vacation Sandy. But he wouldn’t like the real life version of her, working long hours, and spending so much time on her patients.

      Not that Linda and David were her patients…but it was close enough. Now Jack would see the full extent of her madness and go running for the hills.

      But it didn’t matter. She felt a duty to help them in any way she could.

      

      Once they were settled in their seats, Jack prompted her. “So, what are we doing?”

      “Well, just know that you don’t have to be a part of this. The issue is that we really don’t have much information. I mean – I’m pretty sure that it wasn’t something at the party because no one else got sick. The fact that two members of the same household are sick suggests that it might be something in their own home, or specific to them.”

      Jack nodded. “Okay. I think I know where you’re going with this.”

      “Do you?” Sandy bit her lip. “Because it’s a pretty crazy idea.”

      “You want to find them a new place to live, obviously.”

      Sandy stared at him for a minute. “I know that you’re joking, but – ”

      “I’m sorry,” he said closing his eyes. “I swear that was the last one. I’m done.”

      She continued. “No, what I was going to say is that I need to find a way into their house. You know – to look around. And I just need you to drive me, that’s all.”

      He didn’t react at first, but then dug the keys out of his coat pocket and started the car. “Are you assuming that I’ll be able to pick a lock?”

      “No, I don’t think either of us will be able to pick a lock. Actually – I don’t know how we’re going to do it. It’s probably a bad idea. I don’t want to break a window or anything.”

      He shrugged. “I’ll break the window. And of course I’m helping, if we go down, we go down together.”

      “Are you sure that you want to do this?” she asked. “I mean – it’s illegal and we may not find anything.”

      He nodded. “Of course! And wait – couldn’t we just ask David if we could look around?”

      “Oh,” Sandy said. “Is it bad that I didn’t even think of that?”

      Jack laughed. “I mean – you’re kind of a mastermind, but I don’t expect you to think of everything.”

      “No – I just assumed that he would be on his way to the mainland hospital. I didn’t want to make him come all the way back to let us into the house. But you’re right – we should at least give him a call.”

      Sandy pulled out her phone and called.

      No answer.

      She sent a text message and decided to wait for a few minutes.

      “So if he doesn’t answer in five minutes…?”

      She let out a sigh. “Well – if he follows the same course as his wife, he may only have about twelve hours before he’s also on a ventilator.”

      “Yikes! I didn’t think of that.”

      “I know – it’s grim. But that makes me feel a lot of pressure to figure this out sooner rather than later.”

      He nodded. “You’re right. How about we just head over? And then…see what happens.”

      “Okay. See what happens.” She shrugged. “That’s not a bad idea – maybe they keep a key hidden or something. So the sooner we get there, the better.”

      “Exactly.”

      

      The Miller’s house wasn’t too far – nothing was really far on this island. And they never ran into traffic like in Boston. It was all quite pleasant – they’d just glide along some beautiful roads for a few minutes until they reached their destination. Sandy didn’t think that she’d even seen a single stoplight the entire time she’d been there – was that possible? Did places like that still exist?

      They got to the house and parked on the street. There wasn’t anyone outside they could talk to – the houses were fairly close together, but it seemed like everyone was locked away. Maybe that was for the better – especially if they started poking around.

      Sandy checked her phone again – still no word from David. What if he was progressing even faster than his wife? That would be bad – but at least he was already at the hospital.

      Sandy walked up to the front door and knocked. It seemed empty. She peeked into the windows and saw that it was dark. A black cat jumped up onto the windowsill and stared at Sandy from inside.

      “Hello – can you let us in?” she asked, holding a finger up to the glass.

      The cat watched her with big green eyes. She seemed to be patiently waiting. Sandy was surprised to see that she wasn’t scared. Maybe the cat was upset that her people left so early in the morning and in such a fuss. She let out a little meow and Sandy felt her heart melt.

      “I think she likes me,” she said.

      Jack didn’t answer, so she turned around to look for him. He was nowhere to be seen. She backed away from the window and went around the side of the house where she spotted him behind a tall bush.

      “So I found something interesting,” he said.

      “Really? What is it?”

      He took a step toward the house and reached out an arm, gingerly popping the window open.

      “Looks like it wasn’t locked.”

      “Oh.” She said. “That is interesting.”

      “Do you think you can get up there? With my help?”

      Sandy looked around. There was still no one around. “I think so – quick, give me a boost!”

      Jack got down on one knee and motioned for her to use him as a ladder. Sandy got her torso into the window and prepared to lug herself inside when she felt a little push at the bottom of her feet – Jack was still helping.

      It was easier to get into the window than she expected and she went toppling inside.

      She popped her head out of the window and said, “Stay out there and stand watch.”

      “No!” he whispered. “Let me in – I can help! I promise!”

      She frowned. Sandy didn’t want to drag him into this – this was her own scheme.

      “Please?” he said.

      “All right, fine. I’ll let you in the back.”

      She turned around and saw that the cat had come running into the room. “You’re very friendly, aren’t you?”

      The little cat responded by rubbing herself on Sandy’s legs and purring.

      “Oh my gosh, you are too adorable. Are you hungry? Come on, help me open the door.”

      As if she understood, she diligently followed Sandy to a door that led to the backyard. Sandy unlocked it and let Jack step inside.

      “Okay, so what are we looking for?”

      “Well – anything. Chemicals. Weird seeds – I know that Sandy said she got into gardening now that she’s retired. Anything that looks broken – like maybe a broken appliance?”

      “Uh – you mean something that could cause carbon monoxide poisoning?”

      She frowned. “No – that doesn’t make much sense, does it? I mean the symptoms kind of line up – but they wouldn’t have both gotten worse after getting to the hospital. They would’ve died in the house, probably.”

      “Whoa! That got serious.”

      “Sorry – you know what I mean.”

      “I do. Right. I’ll start here in the living room.”

      “Okay. I’ll go to the kitchen. Oh – look for medications, too. Prescription drugs or other things. Herbal supplements, diet pills. And look at any kind of alcohol they have in the house – anything homemade or home brewed could cause a problem.”

      He nodded. “Got it.”

      Sandy went to the kitchen and decided that she would look methodically from the right side of the room over to the left. She opened every cupboard and drawer.

      She found a basket of prescription medications – nothing looked unusual. There weren’t even any herbal supplements – sometimes those could be the culprit, but maybe they were somewhere else in the house? She made a mental note to check the bathroom.

      She looked at the spices and didn’t see anything weird – nothing moldy or with unusual growth.

      Under the sink, there were a variety of bottles of cleaning supplies. But again – nothing unusual. Nothing that even was slightly remarkable.

      She opened the fridge and studied its contents. There wasn’t much in there – Linda was really taking this diet seriously. There were some leftovers from a meal. Sandy picked up the container and lifted the lid – it looked like it was just some old pasta. It smelled fine, nothing bad.

      There was a carton of eggs, a container of take-out (past its prime but not suspicious) and in the back of the fridge, there were several glass jars of pickled things.

      Sandy gasped. “I think this is it! Why didn’t I think of it until now!”

      “What is it?” Jack called out.

      “Well, actually – it’s more common in infants, so I just didn’t make the connection.”

      She grabbed a jar from the fridge and turned to walk into the living room, just as the front door opened and a man walked inside.

      Sandy stopped dead in her tracks.
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      Immediately, Sandy started talking.

      “Oh good, hello! I was just finishing up watering the plants for Linda.”

      Jack stood frozen in the other room. He could only see Sandy – not whoever just walked in.

      “And who are you?” said a man’s voice.

      “Oh, haven’t we met? I’m Sandy, one of Linda’s friends.”

      “I don’t know any Sandys.” There was a pause. “Looks to me like you’re ransacking the place.”

      Jack cringed – that was his fault. He’d left some drawers open with things that he wanted to show Sandy – just in case she thought something was significant, because he had no idea what he was looking for.

      “That was the cat,” Sandy said.

      Jack knew that he shouldn’t make any noise, but it was extremely hard not to laugh at Sandy’s comment.

      “Oh yeah? If you’re Linda’s friend, what’s the cat’s name?”

      Oh boy. This guy wasn’t bluffable at all. Jack took a step toward Sandy – he couldn’t leave her to get out of this on her own.

      But almost instantly, she threw a hand up – a subtle signal for him to stop.

      “I don’t know, I just call her Cat. Listen, Linda asked me to come over here by myself and water the plants.”

      Jack frowned. Was that “by myself” directed at him?

      “Gee that’s funny, because I’m their neighbor and I’m pretty sure that David asked me to come over here and feed Dolly.”

      “Right,” Sandy said slowly. “Because Linda is in the hospital and they had to leave early to get there. Listen – I’m not a burglar. I’m trying to figure out what made them sick.”

      “Then why are you holding that, and why did you tell me that you were watering the plants?”

      “I didn’t want to startle you,” she said. “I do know Linda, and I am actually a doctor.”

      “Yeah, and I’m an astronaut,” he said with a scoff.

      She continued. “I think I know what’s making them sick. I need to get back to the hospital.”

      “Sure lady. You can tell it all to the cops.”

      “No, please! I think it’s these green beans. I think Linda grew them in her garden and then tried to can them and didn’t do it right – I think she gave herself botulism poisoning. And David, too.”

      “Back to the plants, huh? I’m locking you in the bathroom until the cops get here. This is a citizen’s arrest!”

      Enough was enough; Jack wasn’t going to let this unfriendly neighbor get Sandy arrested. He stepped into the room just as the neighbor spun Sandy around and started to push her toward the bathroom.

      Jack opened his mouth to yell something but Sandy shot him a look and pointed at the open door. There was enough of a scuffle that Jack was still unnoticed – but he couldn’t just leave Sandy there!

      “Please,” she called out, “the most important thing is that the doctor knows that botulism could be causing their illness – every minute counts. We need to call the state – the health department, or the epidemiology office. We need to have the antitoxin flown in as soon as possible.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” he said.

      Jack’s window of opportunity was closing. It seemed like he needed to get to the hospital right away – but he didn’t want to leave her there.

      Plus, time seemed slower as he stood, completely panicked. Just before the final push into the bathroom, Sandy flailed a hand wildly at him and yelled, “Go!”

      Okay – so she did want him to go. He turned and ran out of the front door and to his car parked on the street.

      He didn’t go undetected – by the time he reached his car door, he heard a “Hey!” yelled from the house.

      Jack looked at him for a moment but didn’t stop – he jumped in the car, turned the key and hit the gas.

      It took him a while, but there was one message he got loud and clear: this information was time sensitive. Now he just had to get to the hospital and not sound like a crazy person as he explained it.

      

      The drive wasn’t long enough for him to calm down – his heart was still thundering away in his chest as though he just escaped a shootout.

      But it wasn’t all that bad, right? No harm would come to Sandy – well, except for getting arrested. But that didn’t seem to bother her much. She even tried to smooth talk the guy as soon as he walked into the house.

      Jack chuckled to himself. It was kind of impressive – even though it failed.

      He got to the hospital and parked his car – the same spot he’d been in before. Jack walked into the emergency room lobby and saw that it was now empty. It wasn’t a very big hospital, and luckily, the same lady was at the desk from when they came in before.

      He walked up to the counter, breathless and aware that he was a bit sweaty. “Hi there.”

      She looked at him and smiled. “Hi! How can I help you?”

      “This is going to sound kind of crazy – but do you remember me from before?”

      She narrowed her eyes. “I don’t think so? Were you here recently?”

      “Well I wasn’t here as a patient – I wasn’t sick. I came here with Sandy – she’s a friend of Linda and David Miller.”

      The woman smiled. “Do you want to take a seat?”

      He let a sigh. He’d failed at not sounding like a crazy person. “No, thank you. I’m actually not here to be seen – I need to talk to the doctor about Linda Miller. We think we were able to figure out what is going on with her.”

      “I’m sorry sir, I can’t confirm or deny the identity of any patients, and we can’t discuss any patient cases with you.”

      He frowned. He knew there were a lot of privacy rules – and he had no idea how to get around them. “Can I please see the doctor?”

      “Of course. Let me just get some insurance information from you and…”

      “No, I don’t need to see the doctor for me, I just – ”

      A woman in a white coat walked into the lobby. “Is everything okay?”

      “Oh good!” He said. “Hi, I’m Jack. I was here earlier talking to David Miller.”

      “Hi Jack.”

      “Were you the doctor on duty about…three hours ago?”

      She smiled. “Yes, why?”

      “I know you can’t tell me anything – but maybe I can tell you something? My friend Sandy and I were here talking to David about Linda getting sick.”

      The doctor smiled at him. “Do you want to have a seat?”

      “No, thank you – I’m sorry, I’m fine. But the thing is – Sandy is also a doctor, and she was determined to figure out what was going on. So we went to Linda’s house, and she thinks she found the cause. She said that Linda’s been gardening since she retired, and she canned a bunch of green beans, and she thinks that Linda might have given herself botulism poisoning. She said that it was really important that you know right away so that you can order an antivenom? No – sorry, an antitoxin?”

      The smile faded from the doctor’s face. “Green beans? Is that what you found at her house?”

      He nodded. “Yes! And Sandy figured it out – not me. She works with kids, she said it’s more common in babies, so she didn’t think of it at first. And she couldn’t get here but – I needed to tell you as soon as possible.”

      The doctor stood up. “Well Jack – thanks for stopping in today. I need to make some calls.”

      “Good luck – I hope it’s not too late.”

      

      Jack got back to his car and immediately drove back to Linda and David’s house. Despite driving a little too quickly, by the time he got to the house, no one was there.

      No angry neighbor, no Sandy, and no cops.

      Shoot. Now what was he going to do? He didn’t have Linda or David’s phone numbers – they could clear Sandy of any wrongdoing.

      Well, actually, no they couldn’t – they were both deathly ill.

      He sat in his car for fifteen minutes running through scenarios in his head. He knew that there must be something he could do – maybe Margie could help? He was about to drive to her house when he remembered that she wasn’t home.

      He pulled out his phone to look up the number for the Sheriff’s Department and saw that he had a message from an unknown number.

      “Hi Jack – sorry to bother you. This is Margie, Sandy’s sister. I haven’t gotten any updates from her recently and just wanted to know what’s going on.”

      Bingo!

      He called the number and Margie picked up immediately.

      “Hello? Jack? Is everything okay?”

      “Hi Margie, yes – everything’s fine. Well, mostly. I think Sandy figured out what happened to Linda.”

      “That’s great news! What happened?”

      “Sandy thinks that Linda gave herself botulism poisoning when she canned some green beans.”

      Margie gasped. “That’s awful! Is she going to be okay?”

      “I honestly don’t know. But I told the doctor and she seemed to take me seriously, even though I sounded insane.”

      “Why didn’t Sandy just explain it?”

      Jack sighed. “That’s kind of the problem. We may have done something a little unorthodox…and Sandy might have gotten arrested.”

      “Jack, is this some sort of a joke?”

      “No Margie – for once, I’m not joking.”

      She laughed. “Well that’s a new one. Don’t worry – I think I can still call Hank before he gets on his flight to London. I have to go!”

      “Okay, thanks Margie.”

      

      Jack sat back and put his face in his hands.

      Three weeks ago he didn’t know where he was going or what he was doing. And now he’d gotten pulled into a medical mystery with a brilliant and beautiful woman, who promptly got herself locked up.

      What a trip.
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      The bathroom where Sandy was trapped had a small window – too small for her to crawl out of. Not that she was terribly interested in escaping; she thought that she had a much better chance of reasoning with the police when they got there.

      At least Jack finally took the hint and got moving. Or maybe he was just running as far away from her as he could because he thought that she was completely crazy.

      That was a possibility. But no, he wouldn’t do that.

      Would he?

      No. He’d at least stop at the hospital first and pass along the information – he wasn’t a monster. But how long would it take him to get there?

      And how long would it take for the antitoxin to be flown in? Sandy wasn’t sure where it was even kept in Washington state – unlike back home in Massachusetts, where she knew all of the details.

      When she was doing her residency, she saw a case of infant botulism. It was terrifying and something that she’d never forgotten. Luckily, the baby fully recovered.

      Would Linda and David be so fortunate? If David hadn’t progressed into full paralysis yet, then he had a very good chance of a quick reversal…but what about Linda? How many of those green beans had she eaten?

      Sandy let out a sigh. Another reason she didn’t like diets – vegetables could kill.

      She stood up, walked to the door and gently knocked. “Excuse me? My purse is just in the kitchen. May I please have my phone so I can call the hospital?”

      No answer.

      “Are you still there? If you call David then we could just clear all of this up.”

      “That’s enough! I can’t believe that you heard about Linda getting sick and took the opportunity to rob her house.”

      All right then. He still wasn’t happy with her.

      There definitely wouldn’t be any convincing this man. Sandy gave up and took a seat on the edge of the bathtub. Even if she got her phone, it would be really hard to get the doctor on the line. She could try paging her, but by the time she called back, Sandy might be getting put into a jail cell!

      She let out a laugh. She’d never been arrested before – this was quite an extreme situation. Her residents would love it – they always loved a good story.

      But truth be told, Sandy didn’t care about the arrest or how good the story was. All she cared about was getting David and Linda back to normal. There was a chance that she was wrong and botulism had nothing to do with it. There’d be no harm done – the antitoxin wouldn’t do anything.

      But if she was right, then the antitoxin would start working pretty quickly. Especially for David. And in her gut, she felt like she’d cracked it.

      

      It wasn’t too long before a sheriff’s deputy arrived. Sandy could hear them chatting inside the house before they opened the door to the bathroom.

      “That’s her,” the neighbor said, pointing.

      “Thanks Hal. I’ll take it from here.”

      Sandy offered a small wave. “Hi there, I’m Sandy Randall. I’m very sorry about all of this, and I can assure you that it’s a misunderstanding.”

      The deputy nodded. “Okay. Come with me and you can tell me your side of the story.”

      That sounded reasonable – it didn’t sound like she was getting arrested yet. She slowly got up from the bathtub and the deputy motioned for her to stop

      “Any weapons on you?”

      “No sir.”

      He quickly patted her down, then allowed her to pass. Sandy made her way down the hallway.

      “I’m sorry – can I please get my purse? Or – can you get it?”

      “Show me where it is.”

      She nodded and made her way to the kitchen as Dolly pranced in, purring with delight when she saw Sandy.

      “It’s just there – on the kitchen counter.”

      “Is it okay if I take a look inside?”

      “Please.”

      He picked up the purse. “Anything sharp that could poke me in here?”

      “Oh no – nothing like that.”

      The deputy used a pen to look around in her purse, at one point pulling out her elf hat and holding it in the air.

      “This yours?” he asked.

      Sandy had to force herself not to laugh. “Uh, yes sir. That’s from my elf costume. I was dressed up yesterday at the Christmas cookie party, where I met Linda. That’s where all of this started.”

      “All right.”

      She continued. “Linda got severely sick after the party and had to be rushed to the mainland. I talked to her husband, David, at the hospital and came here to look for a possible cause.”

      “Did you have permission from Linda or David to enter the home?”

      Sandy paused. What if she said yes? Would he just let her leave?

      But no – she couldn’t lie. “Not exactly.”

      He nodded. “Let’s go for a ride.”

      Oh. Now that sounded a little more like she was getting arrested.

      Nothing she could do about it now – if the antitoxin worked, she was sure that David would forgive her for sneaking into his house.

      If it didn’t work…well, she’d have some more time to think about what was causing their symptoms when she was stuck in jail. She followed the officer’s directions and took a seat in the back of the police car.

      

      From a purely academic standpoint, Sandy found the entire process fascinating. It was different than what was shown on TV – maybe that was just because she was being  cooperative. She really had nothing to hide – and though she knew that theoretically she could request an attorney, she hoped that it wouldn’t get that far.

      When they got to the county jail, Sandy was placed into a holding cell by herself. It wasn’t a very big place, and the only other person there seemed to be a drunkard. He was fast asleep, snoring – though his cell was close enough that Sandy could catch the stench of stale alcohol.

      She wondered if she would get a chance to make a phone call – or was that just something that happened in the movies? And even if she did have the opportunity, she couldn’t decide who she should call.

      She wanted to call the hospital, but she didn’t know the number or how to get through to anyone. Her best bet was probably Margie – especially because Margie knew everyone in this town.

      Sandy tried to run through other potential diagnoses in her head. Nothing else fit quite as well, but she kept running through ideas. Anything other than having to think of poor Jack.

      He had no idea what he’d gotten himself into that morning by agreeing to drive her. At least he didn’t also get arrested. Maybe he really did just run off and try to get off of the island as soon as possible – maybe he wanted nothing to do with her again.

      That would be fair. She closed her eyes. This was exactly the sort of thing that her ex-husband would get upset about. Linda wasn’t even Sandy’s patient, yet here she was getting crazed, trying to figure out what was going on.

      When it was her actual patients who were sick, and when they were children…there was nothing that Sandy wouldn’t do to save them.

      A twelve hour surgery? No problem. A forty-eight hour shift? Fine. A weekend spent scouring articles about experimental surgical techniques or medications?

      A perfect use of time.

      Medicine was her little corner of the world, the sliver where she could actually do something. There were a lot of things that made Sandy despair, but being able to put all of her heart and time into helping one patient set everything right again.

      And that was that. Sandy was grateful for the life that she had and what she was able to do with it. And as nice as it was spending time with Jack over the past few weeks, it was a fantasy to think it could continue.

      Maybe some people could have it all, but not her. She was happy she could at least have her career. It took her a long time to make peace with it, but she was okay with it now. She couldn’t hold it against Jack for having the same realization – hopefully he at least stopped at the hospital on his way out.

      

      After some time, the drunkard awoke and Sandy tried to start a conversation with him. She was bored and wanted to do something to pass the time.

      He wasn’t interested in talking, though. At first he grunted responses at her, but when she started chatting more, he very loudly told her to “shut it.”

      Not long after being rejected by him, the deputy who brought her in came back and opened the cell door.

      “Dr. Randall?”

      She stood up. “Yes?”

      “You can come with me. I’m very sorry about this misunderstanding.”

      “Oh! I’m very sorry as well.”

      Maybe she was getting out for good behavior?

      “I talked to Chief Hank and he let me know everything that I need to know. He also gave me quite an earful for almost arresting his future sister-in-law.”

      Sandy laughed, accepting her purse from the deputy. “Oh that’s right. I didn’t even think of name dropping my future brother-in-law.”

      “He also said that he’s never leaving the country again because we’re letting the island fall apart in his absence.”

      “Understandable,” Sandy said.

      “Do you need help getting home or anything?”

      “Ah – no, I think I’ll call my niece. But thank you.”

      “Please send Margie my best!”

      “I will. Thanks again!”

      

      Sandy stepped outside and took a deep breath. Freedom!

      A car honked at her from across the parking lot. She squinted, trying to block her eyes from the sun and see who it was.

      The door opened and out came Jack. Her heart jumped. Part of her really did believe that she’d never see him again.

      “Hey!” he yelled.

      “Hi there.” She started walking toward him.

      “I can’t believe that worked.”

      “What worked?”

      He motioned toward the jail. “I talked to Margie, and she talked to the Chief Deputy Sheriff – who she’s apparently dating?”

      “Engaged to,” Sandy said with a smile.

      He laughed. “Oh. Small town, huh?”

      “The smallest.”

      “I’m really sorry about leaving you behind, but – ”

      “No,” she held up a hand. “I’m sorry that I dragged you into this.”

      “I was happy to help. I got to the hospital as fast as I could, and after doing my best impression of a crazy person, babbling about botulism – ”

      Sandy interrupted. “Right, as I hoped you would.”

      He smiled. “Yes, just as planned. And after a while, they decided not to admit me for a mental breakdown, and I got to explain everything to the doctor.”

      “Oh! You got to talk directly to her? That’s great.”

      He nodded. “Yeah. And she thanked me and said she was going to make some calls.”

      Sandy shifted her weight. “Well – I’m sorry you had to be involved, but thank you for doing that. You might have saved their lives. And I don’t want to take up any more of your time, so I’m going to give Jade a call and she can pick me up.”

      “Oh.” He looked at her for a moment. “I really didn’t mind – any of it. Even the almost getting arrested part.”

      “You’re too kind, but I know that my…” She paused for a moment, struggling to put her thoughts into words. “My hyper-focus can be a problem. It’s just how I am.”

      “I know. It’s great.” He pulled his hands out of his pockets and let out a sigh. “To be honest, over the last two weeks with you, I’ve been having the time of my life.”

      She laughed. “Yeah, good one.”

      He took a step closer. “I’m not kidding. I would get arrested with you ten times over if that meant we could spend more time together. You’re just…incredible. You’re passionate, smart and beautiful and really cool about breaking the law.”

      She stared up at him and for the first time, words failed her. She thought she could handle anything that life threw at her – but apparently, not this. “I…was not expecting that. I was sure you’d think I was insane.”

      A strand of hair blew in front of her eyes and he gently brushed it away. “No Sandy – you’re a lot of things, but that’s not on the list.”

      Her skin rippled with goosebumps from his touch. “Jack – you’re wonderful, really wonderful. But I don’t think you understand.”

      “Oh?” he said, cocking his head to the side.

      Why did he do that? It was oddly adorable, like he was an overgrown puppy.

      Sandy shook her head, breaking the spell. “This isn’t a one-off thing. I mean – it’s the first time I’ve almost gotten arrested, but this is my whole life. Being a doctor – this is what I do. I don’t think that – no, I know that there’s no room for anything else. This is all I have.”

      She looked at him and watched as her words registered on his face. He frowned for a moment, then his expression softened.

      “That can’t be true. Because I’m completely taken with you, so now you have that to deal with, too.”

      She was about to respond when he leaned in, slowly, and kissed her.

      Despite her shock at the moment, something stopped her from jumping away – something inside of her told her to enjoy this moment.

      When he pulled away, she looked at him. “So…is this your way of telling me that you don’t mind giving me a ride?”

      He laughed. “Yes. This is my way of telling you that you can have pretty much anything you want from me.”

      Well. That was quite a statement. He continued to surprise her. When she thought he’d run for the hills, he stayed. Instead of ditching her for being intense to the brink of derangement, he joined her. Could it be possible that, after all of these years, she was wrong about him? That she was wrong about her own luck in love, too?

      She thought about reaching out to hold his hand but stopped herself. Best to take things slowly. “Let’s start with dinner tonight, maybe?”

      “You’ve got it.”
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      Her famous herb-crusted roast beef would be ready to come out of the oven in twenty minutes and there was still no sign of Sandy. Margie stood in the kitchen with her hands on her hips and debated what to do.

      On the one hand, she didn’t want to disturb her sister – she was clearly off having the time of her life with Jack. But on the other hand, it was unconscionable for her to miss Christmas dinner, especially since all of the kids were here!

      Jade had been over for days, helping with the prep and trying to learn some of the family recipes. Margie’s eldest, Tiffany, arrived from Chicago yesterday and Connor, her youngest, arrived that morning.

      Her house was filled with good smells, laughter, cookies, and love. And her sister was going to miss it!

      “Do you need help with anything else?” asked Jade, popping her head into the kitchen.

      Margie smiled and shook her head. “No sweetie – we’ll be eating soon if you want to let everyone know.”

      “What about Aunt Sandy?”

      “I was hoping that she’d make it…but I don’t want to bother her.”

      A smile spread across Jade’s face. “I can’t believe that your plan with Jack worked. Though I don’t think Tiffany or Connor will believe any of it until they see him walk through the door.”

      “Well in that case,” she said, reaching for her phone, “we’d better give her a call.”

      The call went unanswered, so Margie left a brief but cheerful voicemail reminding her sister that her presence was requested for dinner and secret Santa activities.

      She busied herself with getting everything to the table, the last of which being the roast beef. Dinner looked quite lovely – she’d even had time to bake some fresh bread rolls, the smell now pulling everyone to the table.

      They weren’t exactly fresh – she and Jade made them the previous week and froze a batch. Margie was able to pop them into the oven and bake them to perfection. These were the sort of little tricks that Jade really liked and Margie was happy to pass on to her.

      Just as Margie was about to sit down for dinner, the front door opened. She dropped what she was doing and rushed to greet her guests.

      

      “Hey sis!” she yelled. “Perfect timing. Merry Christmas!”

      “Merry Christmas! I’m so sorry that we’re late,” Sandy said. “We really lost track of the time.”

      Jack nodded. “Very sorry – I hope that our holiday berry meringue wreath is enough to make up for our rudeness.”

      Margie accepted the plate from him and pointed above their heads. “Oh no, you’re not getting off that easy.”

      They both looked up to see what Margie was pointing at – mistletoe.

      Sandy groaned. “That wasn’t there this morning. Did you booby-trap this entire house with mistletoe?”

      “Of course! And Connor helped.”

      Connor yelled, “Sorry Aunt Sandy, she made me!” from the table.

      Sandy and Jack looked at each other before Sandy gave Jack a peck on the cheek.

      “That was pathetic, but I’ll take it,” said Margie, allowing them to pass.

      All three kids were already sitting at the table and waiting to meet the mysterious Jack.

      “Jack, I’d like you to meet my children – Tiffany and Connor. And you already know Jade.”

      “Nice to meet you all,” he said with a smile.

      “Hey guys!” Sandy said, going over to hug them all. “Merry Christmas!”

      Margie stood at the table and smiled at the scene unfolding in front of her before coming to her senses.

      “All right everyone, let’s eat before everything gets cold!” she said, passing around the green bean casserole.

      Tiffany had about a hundred questions for Sandy – all about the botulism cases, how Sandy figured it out, and of course, Sandy’s untimely arrest. Sandy was more than happy to recount it all from the beginning – with Jack’s help, of course.

      Margie looked on, enjoying hearing the story again. What she enjoyed most was watching Jack as Sandy spoke – he seemed to watch her with such an awe in his eyes. He was truly lovestruck and it made Margie feel absolutely giddy.

      Tiffany, however, focused on the botulism. The antitoxin had to be flown to the hospital, which made for a rather dramatic end to the story. Both Linda and David received it, and since David wasn’t as far along in his illness, he started to get better almost immediately. Within two days, he was back to normal.

      Linda was a different story – the antitoxin worked for her too, but it was much slower. She was finally off of the ventilator and starting to move with the help of her physical therapists. She actually called Margie on Christmas Eve to say that she was thankful that she’d come to the Christmas party. “Thank your sister,” she said, “for saving our lives.”

      Margie promised to relay the message – and reminded Linda that she should give up her new hobby of canning. Linda had no protests about that.

      Jack jumped in, giving a rather animated version of how Sandy’s confrontation went with the grumpy neighbor. All of the kids were laughing – and now they couldn’t accuse their old mom of making up a story about this Christmas matchmaking gone right.

      Margie sat for a moment and enjoyed the feeling of her heart swelling with happiness. The year prior, she was in a much different place – trying to host a disastrous Christmas in her tiny one-bedroom apartment.

      And now? It felt like her entire life had turned around. And it seemed like Sandy’s life might be undergoing a similar transformation.

      Margie took a sip of cider and ripped open a bread roll. Yes, compared to last year, this Christmas was a raging success.
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      It was the weekend before Halloween and Sandy was on call for another five days; though Friday night had been quiet, she expected things to get progressively more exciting as they got closer to the holiday.

      She had one surgery Saturday morning and then made her rounds with the team. She was about to go back to her office and finish up some notes when she received a message on her pager.

      She smiled when she saw the number – it was Jack’s. Ever since she’d taught him how the pager worked, he liked to ping it every now and again.

      She pulled out her cell phone and gave him a call.

      “Wow that was fast!” he laughed.

      “Well yes,” she said. “You do understand the purpose of the pager, right?”

      “Yes, very well. This is a stat message. I needed you to know that I’m parked outside of the hospital – if you and your crew would like a free lunch.”

      “You know that I can’t resist tacos. I’ll be out soon – and I’ll put out the invitation.”

      “Can’t wait to see your beautiful face!”

      

      She shook her head and ended the call. They’d been dating for months and he still liked to sneak things in that he knew would embarrass her. She wasn’t really embarrassed – no one else heard – but it was enough to make her turn the volume down on her phone.

      Not that it mattered. All of her coworkers – from the other surgeons, to the nurse practitioners and nurses, to the pharmacists and the medical assistants and nurses aides – everyone knew Jack and adored him.

      After their rendezvous on San Juan Island at Christmas time, Jack decided to move out to Boston and rent an apartment. He reasoned it was only a half hour drive from Helen, that it’d be a better market for his future restaurant and…he wanted to be close to Sandy.

      Sandy was a bit surprised by this, but as Margie reasoned, there was no point in trying to stop him. Margie said she should just enjoy it and not worry so much.

      And as for the fact that they were crazy about each other and spent almost all of their free time together? Well, that was just a happy byproduct.

      When Sandy was at work, Jack explored the local culinary culture and got ideas for what sort of project he wanted to do next. Ultimately, he got the idea to buy a food truck and run a small restaurant out of it. He came up with a number of signature dishes and his popularity boomed.

      It was perfect for him at this stage in his life – he set his own hours and could spend the days parked outside of the hospital while Sandy worked longer shifts. He wasn’t looking to expand – not yet. He really enjoy the flexibility of being able to spend time with Sandy and Helen.

      He insisted that Sandy meet Helen – and his new granddaughter! Sandy felt nervous about it, but it all went exceedingly well. Helen and her husband Phil were enormously kind and welcomed her as if she were part of the family. It was really a brave new world for Sandy and she was glad to have Jack by her side.

      

      After alerting the rest of the team about Jack’s generous offer for a free lunch, Sandy took the elevator down and went through the lobby to find Jack’s truck parked just across the street.

      A line was already forming – he was just too good at what he did. And he spent a lot of time hanging around this hospital, so people quickly came to know and love his creations.

      Sandy dutifully waited in line, not wishing to anger any of the paying customers by jumping ahead. When it was finally her turn to order, she stepped up and gently tapped three times on the window.

      “Dr. Randall!” He exclaimed, a smile spreading across his face. “What an absolute delight to see you. What can I get for you today?”

      “Hm, I think I’m in the mood for a chorizo chicken taco and a side of chips and guacamole.”

      “Did you catch that Robin?” He yelled over his shoulder. “Can you take care of that while I take a break?”

      The young woman nodded. “Of course!”

      “Thanks Robin,” said Sandy. “How’s school going?”

      “Oh it’s good, really good! Thank you.”

      Robin was going to college as a premed major – Sandy sat down with her a few weeks prior to talk to her about the options in medicine and some of the various specialties. She was a bright girl – Sandy was confident that she would do well.

      

      Jack hopped out of the truck and gave Sandy a kiss before they walked over to a nearby bench.

      “You guys are popular today,” said Sandy. “I hope you can handle the influx of hospital employees that are about to come pouring through those front doors.”

      He laughed. “We’re ready. I’ve got to show my appreciation to the staff.”

      Sandy looked up, just as a group of seven people walked out of the hospital and over to the truck. “I can confidently say that they feel very appreciated every time you stop by.”

      “And how do you feel when I stop by?”

      She smiled. “Happy, I suppose.”

      “You suppose?”

      “Fine – I feel happy.”

      “Good. And do you also feel full? Of tacos?”

      “Yes,” she said with a laugh. “I definitely feel full. And a bit, I guess, loved.”

      “Mission accomplished.” He beamed. “You’re off Thursday, right?”

      “I am. Why, what’s up?”

      “I thought we could go pumpkin picking. You know, just something really fall-ish. Maybe go for a hayride.”

      “Do you really want to take a ride on a rickety old tractor? Sitting on a bale of hay – I mean, can we face it?”

      He shrugged. “With you I can face anything. But if that sounds too uncomfortable, we can just do the pumpkins.”

      “I like it when you say that.”

      “What? That we’re going to stick to pumpkins?”

      “No.” She turned to him. “That we can face anything.”

      “I think we can. We’re a pretty good team, you and I.”

      Sandy grasped his hand. “We are.”

      She sat there, taking in the scene in front of them. The sun shined through the golden and red leaves, giving a delicate filter to all of the families and people rushing by on the sidewalk.

      It’d been almost a year since she yelled at her patient’s mother, causing her to be sent away to think about what she’d done. Luckily, Sandy really had just needed a break – and a new perspective, which Margie helped with.

      She squeezed Jack’s hand and let out a sigh. Life was better than she could have ever imagined – and she was thankful for every moment.
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READY FOR YOUR NEXT ADVENTURE ON SAN JUAN ISLAND?

      The completed 7-book series is available everywhere books are sold! Pick up the first book in the Westcott Bay series, Saltwater Cove, and get to know Sandy's sister Margie and get lost in her story!
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      When Mary’s mom walked out on them, her dad started drinking and never stopped. The one bright spot in her miserable childhood was a charity called Sub-for-Santa. It restored her faith in magic and brought hope and love into their home. She’s run the program as an adult for nearly a decade to bring the same joy to children all over Atlanta.

       

      When the same man’s name pops up both the donor and the recipient list, she’s a little frustrated. How can she figure out where he belongs without hurting his feelings? After making the trek out to his address, she’s prepared to mark down ‘recipient.’ It is a trailer park, after all.

       

      But when he answers the door, it’s the ridiculously handsome, polished man she met last week. He’s also the first man she’s agreed to go on a date with in more than a year. He definitely doesn’t need anyone to bring his children Christmas gifts—he travels for work, hence the trailer. But Mary made a vow to herself long ago that she would never have children. She didn’t want to risk being like her parents. 

       

      She knows she needs to walk away—he has two beautiful children, after all. But Luke doesn’t make it easy. Can Mary find enough faith in herself to do something she never thought possible?
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      For my darling husband, Whitney.

      The snap and crackle I felt when we met over that table of grapes didn’t prepare me for the lovely life you and I would create, one day at a time. Even now, more than thirteen years later, you still pay careful attention to all the little things: acts of service, thoughtful notes, and heartfelt gifts. That’s why I love you in such a big way.
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      By the time my friends turned seven, not a single one of them actually believed in Santa.

      Ironically, that's the year my faith in the big guy began.

      I was skeptical from the start. A fat, bearded man shoots down chimneys or climbs through windows to deliver presents to lots of kids he doesn't even know? He travels via a sleigh that's powered by flying deer?

      Yeah, right.

      I always gravitated toward science and math, because their clear-cut answers helped make sense of the world. I learned about Occam's Razor while preparing my science fair project in second grade. It dictates that all other things being equal, the simplest explanation is probably the correct one. That's why, the Christmas after I turned seven, when all my friends were catching up to what I'd known all along, that Santa's a big, fat, phony, I began to believe.

      After all, that year I woke up to a decorated tree with blinking lights, and a whole truckload of fancy, beautifully wrapped presents. My options to explain this baffling event were: 1) a red-suited man who lives in the North Pole brought me toys in a magical sack; or 2) my dad actually saved some of the money he would otherwise spend on beer to buy the presents for me as a surprise. I could count on one hand the number of times Dad left the house, if I excluded walking around the corner to the auto-repair place where he worked, or walking to the convenience store for more alcohol.

      In fact, if I hadn't learned to steal tiny amounts of cash from my dad's paycheck stash, my little sister Gertrude and I wouldn't have even had hotdogs and ramen to eat. Trudy and I still twitch every time we pass a hotdog stand.

      It was clear, given what I knew, that Santa must exist.

      I stand up, and clear my throat. Almost a hundred sets of eyes turn toward me, and the thrill I feel every year when Sub-for-Santa season commences fills my chest. Large nutcrackers stand guard by the door, and faux holly garland drapes along every surface. A sparkly, rainbow lit tree covered in ornaments we've been given by grateful parents as thank yous over the years decorates the conference room. It looks cheerier than usual, but it's still essentially one big table with a podium up front, and a hundred folding metal chairs in rows toward the back.

      “Welcome to the organizational meeting for this year's Sub-for-Santa program, sponsored locally by the United Way. I'm delighted you're all here. We can't wait to work with you to bring a little wonder to a lot of children who haven't had enough of that in their lives. My name is Mary Wiggin, and I'm the President of the Sub-for-Santa program here in Atlanta.”

      Smiles sprout on the faces of volunteers all around me, which is more impressive given the fact that they're all sitting on hard, metal chairs.

      I continue. “We are here to uplift the lives of as many kids as we possibly can. I'm proud to say that this program has grown consistently each of the eight years that I've been in charge, and I hope to be able to say the same next year.”

      Everyone claps and I wait for them to finish.

      “Many of you are familiar, and I'm so pleased to see you returning year after year. Do any of you repeat sponsors recall the number one rule?”

      Three hands shoot up. I point at a lady in a bright pink sweater sporting a reindeer wearing magenta lipstick.

      “Only nominate families who are super poor?” she asks.

      I nod my head. “We do want to ensure the families placed on our list are in need, mostly because our resources are limited and we want to help as many people as we can, but it's not our number one rule. Anyone else remember that?”

      Now that one of them was wrong, they're all nervous about answering. Only one hand stays raised, the green polished fingers waving wildly, like a kid waving down an ice cream truck. “Yes, Paisley?”

      My perky secretary from work is helping me run the program for the third year in a row. She’s paid for some of her time, but at minimum wage. Ironically, she doesn't seem to care about anything at our real job where she’s paid far, far more, but she's my most enthusiastic volunteer with Sub-for-Santa. Paisley’s just made for Christmas, I guess.

      She beams. “Don't ruin the magic.”

      “Exactly, yes, that's rule number one. We do not want any of these children, not a single one, to know where these presents really originate. The reason this program works is that these kids believe in the cultural fiction that a jolly fat man with a loving, hardworking wife supervises a host of tiny elves. The kids need to believe that someone has noticed the kind things, the good things, and the right things they've done this year. They need to believe that someone cares about them. If they think these presents stem from pity, how will they feel instead?”

      Paisley's hand shoots up again, and she bounces up and down in her chair.  I suppress my grin and call on the heavy-set man sporting a full beard with his arm raised behind her.

      “But isn't that kind of a lie?” he asks. “I mean, eventually they'll figure it out, and they'll either be mad or feel like idiots.”

      I frown. I should never have trusted a man with howling wolves on his t-shirt.

      “Were you ever a recipient of Christmas gifts, something like the Sub-for-Santa program?” I ask.

      He shakes his head. “Nah, my parents didn't need handouts.”

      I grit my teeth. “As someone who was a recipient, trust me. They won't be angry when they find out people cared enough to keep their donation a secret.”

      “You're only one person. You don't know how everyone will feel.”

      Note to self: install ejection seats before next year’s opening meeting.

      “I can't speak for everyone,” I say, “but neither can you. Respectfully, speaking from ten years of experience with this program, I think you're wrong. I've seen a lot of reactions and heard from a lot of children. I've heard from kids who were participants year after year on both sides. Many of them are involved to this day, just like me. We aren't lying to these children, and anyone who believes that Sub-for-Santa is perpetuating a lie should leave.”

      I pause and glance meaningfully toward the back door. No one stands up. “If you're all staying, I'd love to share something with you that might help you understand how this will work. When I was younger, my mom left our family. My sister was not quite four years old. After Mom left, our dad started drinking heavily. Now I have a label for what he was: a poorly functioning alcoholic. Those were difficult times in the Wiggin household.”

      Paisley gives me two thumbs up and I want to stop this presentation to hug her.

      “That Christmas I was old enough to know that Santa wasn’t real. He was a lie, and I knew we'd wake up Christmas morning the same as every other morning. I'd make ramen for my sister, and we'd pretend it wasn't the crappiest day of the year.”

      I make eye contact with a dozen people, making sure they’re all listening.

      “Except that's not what happened. For the first time in a very long time, something great happened to us. Santa Claus was real, and he brought us a beautiful tree with multitudes of presents underneath it. Once a year, I knew that even if my parents thought I was worthless, someone somewhere cared. When I did finally discover that it wasn't Santa, but in fact a group of extraordinary people who wanted me to have a fantastic day, that meant more to me than the fiction of Santa.”

      A tear springs to my eye, as it always does this time of year when I think back to that first Christmas. I wipe it away.

      “Sub-for-Santa,” I say, “is a program that allows good people to give to those who need love, for no benefit to themselves. We should be doing things like this all year, but that's too tall an order, so we settle for one day a year of selfless service and love to children who will truly appreciate the gesture. The real reason we never, ever, let the children know where the presents come from is that—”

      Paisley's waving so frantically I'm worried she's going to poke the guy next to her in the eye. A lawsuit would eat up all our funds and the program would collapse. I sigh, but the corners of my mouth turn up a little anyway.

      “Yes, Pais?”

      “If the kids figure out it's coming from a charity, they'll feel patronized. We want them to feel like someone values them, like they're worthwhile, not like they're getting presents out of pity or guilt. Eventually, they'll be old enough to realize that there may be a real Santa somewhere, but he can't really reach everyone, so other people help out and do some of his work for him.”

      There may be a real Santa somewhere? I can't help but smile, because other than her small delusion, she's spot on. If she exhibited half this much zeal in the tax office where we both work, she wouldn't still be my secretary. She'd have been promoted to office manager.

      “Well said Paisley, thank you. If these children believe in Santa, they also believe that they matter to someone. If these children know rich people are donating things to poor kids who aren't loved, they'll feel lesser. That's obviously the opposite of our goal.”

      As I work my way through the rest of the rules, my heart lifts and it finally starts to feel like the holiday season is upon us. Eventually, it's time to pass out nomination forms and sponsor requirements.

      “I have a list of volunteers that we've collected from several church groups and businesses, as well as employees, friends and neighbors. You're all here because you offered to sponsor a family, or be part of my core team to help administer the entire operation, or both. I appreciate that greatly. We still have one more week to collect volunteers and then I'll finalize the nominations for participants. Please write down the information on anyone you have now, and bring it to me. The sooner we have nominations, the sooner we can contact them for permission, and request the documentation we need to ensure our efforts go to the right place. Last year, we helped five hundred and thirty-two families, with more than eleven hundred children. My goal for this year is to reach six hundred families and fifteen hundred children. If you'll all help, I think we can get there.”

      Paisley passes out nomination forms, and cards with the website URL where they can submit nominations once they've left tonight. “Thank you all, and please feel free to call me with any questions. My phone number and email address are both on that card, below the website listing. I try to reply as promptly as possible during the holiday season. I don't want details to impede our desire to bless these children.”

      Pais and I each take a door and people hand us nomination forms on their way out. Once the last person waves and walks out the door, I lock it behind her and blow out all but one of the Christmas Cookie candles. Paisley and I buckle down to work immediately, compiling a list of people to contact. A few people added names to the volunteer column as well, and my heart swells. Several others indicated they'd be willing to sponsor more than one family.

      “We're almost done with the nominations,” I tell her. “Why don't you take the volunteer names and update that spreadsheet for me. I'd love to send out the introductory email tomorrow. We always get a flurry of new sponsors when that goes out, plus maybe you can post our numbers and our mission statement to the Facebook group and hopefully get some shares that way.”

      Paisley is a whiz with lists of any kind. Sometimes I think she manages lists better than the computer. Whenever I comment on it, she says her parents had her working on lists of things before she could even talk. I've never asked her about her parents, and she's never volunteered much more than that.

      “Sure boss, right away.”

      “I'm not your boss here, Pais. You're a volunteer same as me.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Except you’re the Chair, and I’m still getting paid. But whatever you say, boss.” She salutes me.

      Paisley hops on the computer with a saucy grin on her face, and the clacking of her fingers on the keys soothes me. After a long and exhausting tax season, it's a relief to be focusing on the one thing I love more than taxes for a few weeks before we start all over again.

      “Umm,” Paisley says, “I found something a little odd on this list.”

      I tilt my head sideways. “Odd? What does that mean?”

      “Well, I need to compare something first.” She walks across the room and peers over my shoulder at the list I'm finishing up of nominated families. “There.” She points. “That says Lucas Manning, right?”

      I squint at the screen of my laptop and nod. “Yes, Lucas Manning, at 236 Sunset Cove.”

      “Can the same person be both a nominee and a volunteer?” she asks.

      I scrunch up my nose. “No. If they're a legitimate participant in the program, they shouldn't be able to afford to sponsor a family.”

      Paisley walks back over to the desktop, and I follow. About a third of the way down her list, there's his name again. Lucas Manning, 236 Sunset Cove.”

      “Gah,” I say, “what a mess. We must’ve included his name by accident. We'll have to go over the initial forms and figure out which one he really is.”

      We search and search, but sure enough, we didn't make a mistake. His name and address are listed here on the nominee form, and someone filled his name and address out as a sponsoring family as well.

      “Now what?” I wonder out loud.

      “Has this ever happened before?” she asks.

      I shake my head. “Not that I know of.”

      “What do we do?”

      Take the bull by the horns, I suppose. “I’ll call him and set up an appointment to discuss the program. I don't think it's a subject I should broach over the phone, because if he's a sponsor, he'll be offended someone nominated him, and if he's a nominee, he'll wonder if other people disapprove of him taking things as evidenced by his name being listed as a sponsor. What a snarl. Hopefully the answer will be glaringly obvious once I reach his house, and I can play it off as a standard preliminary meeting either way.”

      “Good idea,” Paisley says.

      I dial the number listed, and the phone rings and rings. Finally it goes to voicemail. Lucas Manning has a deep voice with a faint accent I can't place, at least, not from hearing only ten words. I leave a message asking him to call me at the United Way office.

      Not five seconds after I end the call, my phone rings and the words UNKNOWN CALLER pop up on the screen. Probably Lucas returning my call.

      “Wow, that was fast,” I say.

      “Mary?” My boss Shauna's voice, even just saying my name on the phone, is unmistakable. “What was fast?”

      I cringe, not that she can see it. “Your phone number came up as unknown, and I thought you were someone with Sub-for-Santa returning my call.” Which was stupid, because I only gave him my office number.

      “Ah, okay. Are you busy tonight? I was hoping you could meet me for dinner. I need to talk to you, and it’s important.”

      “That sounds ominous,” I say.

      She laughs. “Well, we do have a lot of data to review. I got our analyst's reports on numbers and performance for the year.”

      My stomach turns. “You're not firing me, right?”

      “I'd hardly do that over dinner. I'd have to wait until the end of the meal to tell you, which would be beyond awkward when I finally got around to firing you.”

      She also wouldn't be making a joke about it if it were happening. I relax a little bit. “Where did you want to meet?”

      “Bentleys, eight sharp. Dress nice.” Shauna hangs up the phone.

      “Was everything okay?” Paisley asks.

      “I'm wearing black pants and a red sweater. Does this count as 'nice enough for Bentleys' do you think?” It's one of the premiere steakhouses in Atlanta, and I've only been once.

      Paisley scrunches up her nose. “Well, I’ve never been there, but. . .”

      “That bad?” I sigh. “Shauna wants to see me, and she said to meet her there. She reminded me to dress nice, like I need someone to tell me how to pull my pants on the right legs.”

      “Bizarre. Although you are her rising star. Probably just another client that asked for you specifically. If she's giving you more work, I know it goes against every part of your character, but you need to demand a raise. You already work harder than everyone else in that stupid office.”

      I wish. “No way is she calling me over to give me a raise. In any case, I have forty-five minutes until I'm supposed to arrive, and it's fifteen minutes to get to my house for a change of clothes. Bentleys is a solid twenty minutes away from home. I'm sorry to ditch you, but I better run.”

      “I have a cocktail dress in my trunk. If you ask nicely, I might be persuaded to share.”

      I raise one eyebrow. “Do I even want to know why you have a dress in the back of your car?”

      She grins. “I'm single, and I like to be prepared. You never know where the night may lead.”

      I always know where mine will go. My nights beeline toward a TV dinner in front of an episode of Gilmore Girls. But that’s kind of pathetic. I should have a cocktail dress in my trunk. I should be spontaneous and fun.

      “I'm single too,” I say, “and the only thing in my trunk is dust bunnies, hiding amidst old tax files.”

      “You want the dress, or not?” she asks.

      “I might. Lemme see it.” I follow her out to her car.

      She lifts the trunk and slides a black bag out. She pulls the zipper down to reveal a blood red sheath dress with black piping. I gasp. “Yes, I'd love to wear that, but I doubt it'll fit me.”

      Paisley eats like a bird and it shows, but one quick try on won't hurt. If by some miracle it fits, I'll spare myself a lot of anxiety about traffic and changing in time to reach Bentleys.

      Paisley snorts. “It'll look better on you than on me I imagine, especially with your coloring. I mean come on, this vibrant red with your blonde hair and hazel eyes? Not to mention your golden tan. Remind me why we're friends again?”

      I don't bother correcting her, but my skin isn't actually tanned. My dad's half Italian, so my skin's darker than your average white person.

      I roll my eyes. “Obviously I've been using you this whole time for the day I would need a cocktail dress with no notice.”

      I leave the conference room and walk around the corner to try on the dress in my office. Paisley stands guard by my door just in case. It's late enough that everyone who normally works here is gone, but I'm not taking any chances on janitorial staff. The dress is red satin, with panels that alternate between shiny and matte in vertical stripes. It's a little snug, which means it shoves my chest up near my collarbones.

      “I don't think I can go out in public looking like this.”

      “You have to at least show me,” Paisley whines. “Come on, lemme see it. I have no exciting news, so I need to live vicariously.”

      I step out of my office.

      Paisley whistles and claps. “If you were going on a date instead of to meet our boss, I’d totally force you to wear that. Since it’s just a work thing, it's your call. You're welcome to borrow it as long as you dry-clean it afterward.”

      I bite my lip while I think about it. “It will be way easier than trying to drive home first, so I’ll borrow it if you’re sure it’s okay.”

      She nods. “Totally fine.”

      “Thanks.” I slide into my boring black pumps and grab my purse. “Actually, I should probably use the time I’m saving to help you finalize the nominee list.”

      Paisley shrugs. “I can finish the last few up here, no problem. Order the most expensive thing on the menu. Frank & Meacham owes you a nice meal for coming in on no notice, and late at night. Not during tax season.” She scowls. “Those guys abuse your work ethic.”

      “I’ll order the lobster and the steak.”

      “Oh man, then bring me leftovers. And to pay me back for the loan, text me and let me know what's going on. I love firm gossip.”

      “Will do.” I pull my light brown leather jacket on over the stunning red dress, and walk out the door.

      I run through a list of things Shauna might need to tell me. It can't be a promotion, because I'm a senior associate, which means she's got the only position above mine. I can't imagine she'd fire me. My hands shake. Could she be transferring me? There's a rumor going around that the London office is struggling. I can't leave my baby sister Trudy here in Atlanta alone, and she'd never follow me to London. If that's it, I'll have to tell her no. Can I tell her no?

      I'm deep in thought, and only a few steps away from the comfort of my Honda Accord when I bump into someone.

      My heart accelerates and I stumble backward, blinking my eyes in the cold air to help focus them. Strong hands wrap around my upper arms, steadying me. “Mary?”

      I look up into the face of my ex-fiancé, Foster Bradshaw. He looks every bit as aristocratic and perfect as ever. I shouldn't be surprised to see him here, since he runs United Way's Atlanta office, but he's not usually here after hours. His dark hair falls softly over his forehead and ears. His deep blue sweater exactly matches his eyes. He knows it, too. With Foster, nothing is ever a coincidence.

      “I'm so sorry, Foster. I didn't see you.”

      “Obviously.” The humor in his tone rubs me the wrong way, or maybe it's my body's reaction to his cologne that makes me cranky. “Do you have a few minutes to spare? I need to talk to you about something.”

      Get in line, buddy. “Sorry, I don't actually. I just got a call from my other boss, the one who pays my bills. I've gotta run.”

      “Always working, even after tax season has ended. Typical Mary. Well, don't let me stop you, but I'd love to touch base sometime in the next few days before things get crazy.” He releases me and steps back. “Be careful. It's icy out there.”

      I practically sprint to my car. Whatever my boss has to say, it can't be worse than spending another second with Foster.
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      Traffic is light this late in the evening and I arrive more than twenty minutes early. I slide a little on a patch of ice behind a Range Rover, but this isn't my first winter here. I regain my balance and head toward the doors. The enormous pine bough wreaths create a festive atmosphere, especially in conjunction with the white twinkle lights. When the greeters open the door, holly bushes in enormous, rough-hewn pots sitting on either side of the double door entrance come into view.

      “I'm meeting my boss. Reservation for Shauna? Eight p.m.”

      “It's only seven-forty, and you're the first to arrive. You could wait at the bar until your party is here,” the perky hostess suggests.

      I hate that they always say my “party,” like people with balloons and cake and presents are on their way. How about, wait until your people have arrived?

      I climb up on a barstool and whip out my phone to text Paisley.

      MADE IT. SHAUNA NOT HERE YET. THANKS AGAIN.

      I check my email too, since I'm waiting anyway. The IRS finally responded on our request for a private letter ruling. I'm downloading it when the bartender asks for my drink order.

      “Can I get you a drink?” he says.

      I don't bother looking up. The bartender's got a very light Australian accent, but the letter ruling popped up on my screen and it looks like good news for my client. “No thanks. I don't drink.”

      “Wow, you didn't even look at my face before shutting me down. That's a new low.”

      I glance up from my screen, and realize the offer came from the barstool next to me, not from behind the bar. The man smiling at me has light bluish grey eyes, and short, caramel hair with a hint of grey at the temples. His grey polo shirt stretches tight across his chest, the sleeves barely containing his biceps. Which I should not be staring at. Dressed that casually, he's either out of his element here, or he's so stinking rich he doesn't care what anyone thinks. Based on the heft of his biceps, I'd say out of his element. In my experience, very few wealthy men bother working out consistently enough to bulk up. Certainly Foster and his buddies didn’t.

      My eyes dart back up to his face, and I blush. “I'm so sorry. I thought you were doing your job.”

      He lifts his eyebrows. “Doing my job? Rejected and insulted in two sentences, even after you took a moment to check me out. I guess that means I have an unattractive voice and a smarmy look.”

      I roll my eyes. “You're Aussie, right? I'm guessing you get a lot of mileage out of that voice.”

      “I've been here for fifteen years, now. Most Americans don't recognize it anymore.”

      “Maybe I can pick it up because I've been to Sydney,” I say. “I loved it.”

      “It's been a decade since my last visit, but it is a beautiful city.”

      “In any case, I apologize. I thought you were the bartender asking for my drink order.”

      “Now that you know I'm not, does that change your mind?” He chuckles. “Any interest in a free drink from me?”

      “Sorry, I don't drink alcohol. Never have,” I say.

      “Never have? So you're not in AA, then. Are you Mormon or something?”

      I raise one eyebrow. “If I was ever in AA, I certainly wouldn't tell you, and if I was Mormon I wouldn't talk about anything else. For me, it's neither of those things. Actually, my dad should've been in AA and never joined up. Thanks to his shining example, alcohol never held any charm for me.” I glance behind him at the door.

      “You're waiting for someone. I get it.”

      “What makes you think I'm waiting for someone?” I ask.

      He glances down. “Other than the toe tapping, the purposeful glances at the door, and the phenomenal dress?”

      I suppress a smile. “Yes, other than those things.”

      “Most people who are looking to meet new people in a restaurant bar make eye contact, and you were clearly engrossed in your Facebook post until I propositioned you.”

      I huff. “I don't even have a Facebook account. I was replying to a client.”

      “Ah, a working woman, maybe even a boss lady. Now I'm even more devastated you shut me down. Twice.”

      I can't quite contain my smile this time. “Fine. It's not very festive, but I'll take a virgin piña colada.”

      “A milkshake with a twist for a woman of refined tastes. I like it.” He holds up two fingers to the bartender and tells him our order. “Virgin piña colada and Scotch on the rocks with peppermint.”

      “Peppermint?” I ask.

      He taps the bar. “It's festive, right? So tell me, what's your name?”

      “Mary. Which is a festive name, now that I think about it.”

      He chuckles. “And who are you waiting for? A shepherd? An angel? Someone named Joseph? Please tell me you're not also looking for a hotel, because that would be too obvious.” His eyes sparkle as he shifts sideways, one arm up on the wooden bar.

      “How about you?” I ask. “You're at a nice steakhouse, clearly killing time for a bit. You must be waiting for someone, too.”

      He grins. “My cousin-in-law's running late, but even if he wasn't, he wouldn't mind being left alone for a minute, not once he saw who I was talking to.”

      Oh please. Let him chew on this one. “I'm meeting a woman.”

      His eyebrows rise. “In that dress? So I'm seriously barking up the wrong tree, huh?”

      I purse my lips and watch him squirm for a moment before saying, “She's my boss.”

      “Mary?” Shauna's high, clear voice carries from the hostess stand. “Are you ready?”

      “She looks tough. Cracks the whip, huh?” he says. “Before you go, I'd love your phone number, Virgin Piña Colada Mary.”

      I roll my eyes.

      The bartender brings us our drinks. I take a sip of mine and look him over. He's probably too good looking for me, and way too tall. I barely top five foot. He's over six for sure. “If we're meant to date, I'm sure fate will push us together again.”

      He shakes his head. “Fate's a heartless jerk. I prefer making my own luck.”

      I stand up and push my stool forward. “I don't even know your name.”

      “It's Luke, which fits Mary well, I might add. Both of them are in the New Testament, and both are short.”

      “Luke,” a booming voice calls. “Sorry I'm late, but I'm so hungry I could eat a whole cow. You ready to go?”

      Luke turns his head toward the man calling him, a large barrel chested man with a full beard. I take advantage of the break to slip away and join Shauna. When I reach her side, the hostess grabs three menus and walks toward the back of the restaurant. A grey haired man in a gorgeous charcoal suit walks alongside Shauna.

      My eyes widen. “Oh, I didn’t know anyone else would be here.”

      The man switches his grip on his briefcase to his other hand and extends his right one to me. “Peter Meacham.”

      My mouth drops. One of the two founders of our accounting firm is eating dinner with us? “Wonderful to meet you, sir. What brings you all the way to Atlanta?”

      He doesn't speak until we've been seated, but then he wastes no time. “I don't believe in small talk or meaningless chatter. I'm here because Shauna will be taking over the London office at the first of the year. It's drowning, and thanks to her organizational prowess and work ethic, the Atlanta office runs like a well-oiled machine.”

      I frown. “That's bad news for me, sir. I've absolutely loved working with Shauna.”

      Shauna smiles. “I'll miss you Mary, but I hope tonight's dinner isn't a sad one for you once you hear what we have to say.”

      “I'll try to keep my chin up,” I say.

      The waitress brings us menus and we all look over it and place our drink orders.

      “Actually, I'm ready to order now,” Shauna says.

      “Me too,” I say.

      The waitress takes our orders and disappears.

      “Two decisive women,” Peter says. “Which is exactly why we've asked you here tonight, Mary.”

      I glance from Peter to Shauna and back again. Peter pulls out a piece of paper from his briefcase, placing it carefully on the table.

      “What's that?” I ask.

      “Frank & Meacham employees love figures, balance, and order. Once a month, Shauna sends me updates, as I'm sure you can imagine. But beyond that, at the end of each tax season she provides a chart for me with a lot of relevant statistics. Do you know how many CPAs work for our firm at present in the Atlanta office?”

      I tally my co-workers in my head. “Eighteen, including me.”

      “How about the total accountants?” Peter taps the table absently.

      I shake my head. “Twenty, give or take? I don't know them as well, because since my second year, I've focused on taxation.”

      He points at the paper. “This line is you, Mary. You're our top tax preparer for volume, total returns, and refund amount. You're also the fastest worker, and your co-workers regularly report that if they have a question or concern, you answer it for them without complaint and in a snap. Your peer reviews and your end of year reviews are off the charts.”

      I open my mouth, but I don't know quite what to say. “Thank you sir. I love what I do, and maybe that shows.”

      “In spite of that, you never complain, you've never demanded a raise for helping your co-workers, and Shauna reports that you pick up any extra work and audits that no one else wants.”

      “She's far and away my best employee,” Shauna says. “And everyone in the Atlanta office knows it.”

      “We've asked you to dinner today because we have a proposal for you,” Peter says. “When Shauna leaves, we need someone to steer the boat here. We all agree you're the best one for the job.”

      My heart sinks, and my head begins shaking involuntarily. “I can't do that.”

      Peter's eyebrow rises. “You can't?”

      Shauna sighs. “I wondered about this. Something I hadn't mentioned was that Mary spends all her vacation and most of her free time each year running a program for the United Way. It's called Sub-for-Santa. They provide gifts and food for families who can't afford to provide for themselves.”

      Peter steeples his hands over the report. “I don't see the connection between that, admittedly admirable effort, and our promotion.”

      “Running the program takes up fifty hours a week for the three weeks leading up to Christmas and at least fifteen hours a week for the three weeks before Thanksgiving. I can do it as a tax preparer, and even have time left to schedule a few audit defenses during December, but if I'm running the office. . .”

      “The accounting end picks up around the holidays,” Shauna says, “with all the year-end reporting requirements. She can't dedicate enough time around the holidays to run her charity if she's filling my position.”

      Peter grunts. “It's an impressive thing you've done, young woman, but I'm sure they'll thank you for your many years of service and wish you well. Besides, we haven't even gotten to the best part yet. Your current salary is just under eighty thousand a year. Your pay will go up to nearly a quarter million, and on top of that, you'll become a partner, eligible for the profit share. It really isn't something you should turn down.”

      I clench my napkin in my lap. “You have no idea how flattered I am at the offer sir, but I love my job. I enjoy preparing returns, and I don't want to give that up. And the average CPA here makes around eighty-thousand, but I've been making closer to a hundred thousand, based on my speed.”

      Shauna puts her hand over my forearm. “Peter hasn't even mentioned the bonus.”

      Peter clears his throat. “Typically new partners are required to buy in, but it’s a nominal fee of ten thousand dollars. However, we do allow them to participate in the profit share in the year they become partner. For you, that will be locked in on December 30. This year's bonus should be nearly a hundred thousand dollars.”

      My eyes widen. “Into a retirement account?”

      Shauna shakes her head. “No, the retirement plan for partners is generous as well, but it's a separate track. We can sit down and go over those numbers tomorrow. You're still coming in to meet with Bargain Booksy, right?”

      “I am, and that's exceptionally generous,” I say, “but for me it's not so much about the money.”

      Shauna grins. “That's one of the many reasons we appreciate you. Your priorities are nothing short of phenomenal, but think of all you could do with that extra income.”

      “The United Way would need to hire someone in my place, and that would cost them as much as I could donate, or awfully close after taxes.”

      “Accountants.” Shauna shakes her head. “Take some time to make your decision, Mary. It's a big one, and we won't even announce my departure until the firm Christmas party. As long as we know the day before that, we'll have plenty of time to select another candidate or bring someone over from another office.”

      I'm relieved when our food arrives and the conversation shifts to the quality of the steak and accuracy of the requested temperature. I ask Shauna about her plans when she moves, and whether her daughter's excited. We discuss the plans for the expansion of the Atlanta office, and the hiring program. Clearly Shauna's dying for me to accept this position, and extra money's always nice, but at the end of the day, I don't need it. And the Sub-for-Santa program gives me a reason to wake up in the morning, a purpose, a goal.

      I shake Peter's hand again after dinner. “It was a pleasure meeting you, and I'll give your offer a lot of thought.”

      He nods. “You do that. If you turn this down, it won't come around again, at least not anytime soon.”

      I'm walking out to my car when I hear my name.

      “Mary,” a deep, barely Aussie accented male voice yells.

      When I turn around, Luke's smiling at me, his dimples visible from here. He waves at me wildly and jogs toward me. He looks even better with a black leather jacket on than he did inside. “Mary, what a coincidence to bump into you here. One might even go out on a limb and call it fate that threw us together again.”

      Oh good grief. “Maybe not such a coincidence, since you were eating dinner at the same time and place as me.”

      He shrugs. “What if I told you I finished eating half an hour ago, and I'm only here because I forgot my phone?”

      “Really?”

      He shakes his head. “No, although that does make for a more interesting story. The truth is, I waited on that bench by the door for no more than ten minutes. I probably would've waited half an hour, fair warning.”

      “I walked right past that bench.”

      “Yep, you did. You were so busy shaking hands with that old guy that you didn't even notice me. Does that count as my third rejection?”

      I count them off on my hands. “Well, number one was refusing your drink. Number two was thinking you were a working man. Number three was not giving you my phone number when you asked. So I think that makes this number four. If you're keeping track.”

      “Since you weren't actually calling me a working man, I don't think that one counts. And I hear the third time's the charm.” Luke smiles and I can’t help but notice his adorable dimples. I don't want to get involved with anyone right now, not with so many other things going on, but he’s unbelievably good-looking.

      “Oh, fine.” I dig an old receipt out of my purse, along with a pen, and scrawl 'Mary' and my number on the back.

      Our hands brush when he takes it, and an electric zing travels all the way up my arm. It's such a strong reaction, that I don't know what to make of it. I almost snatch my number back. I don't have time to deal with a smooth operator anytime, much less at Christmas.

      “I'll call you tomorrow,” he says. “I'd love to take you to lunch.”

      I should tell him I'm busy. I shouldn't agree. For one thing, it's not how the game is played, but for another, he's altogether too eager. I decide to tell him no.

      “I've been craving French food.” The words fly out of my mouth in spite of my plans, but when he smiles again, I decide it's almost worth the risk.

      “I'm guessing McDonald's fries don't count?” he asks.

      I snort. “Uh, no. I was thinking more like La Madeleine's.”

      “I have no idea where that is.” He whips out his phone. “If I text you, can you hit me back with an address for it?”

      “Subtle,” I say. “Making sure I didn't fake number you.”

      He shrugs. “Not my first rodeo, lady.”

      My phone bings. “I'm not a bronco, and I wasn't trying to buck you off.”

      “Good to know. Although a little bucking doesn't bother me.”

      I raise one eyebrow. “As long as you're respectful and listen.”

      “Yes, ma'am I always do.”

      “Then I guess it's a date.”

      His perfect, white teeth, and his beautiful eyes aren't a bad image on which to end the night. I hop into my car and close the door, but it doesn't stop me from watching him walk away.
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      Peter and Shauna asked me to keep the offer a secret, so my text to Paisley is a lie. WENT OVER MY NUMBERS. THEY MAY WANT ME TO MOVE TO ACCOUNTING.

      She texts me back right away. IF YOU'RE GOING, TAKE ME WITH YOU.

      I smile. If I did take the promotion, Paisley would move up with me. OF COURSE. ALSO, I MET A GUY.

      WHAT?!?

      I THINK IT WAS YOUR DRESS. HE'S HOT, THOUGH, SO THANKS.

      Paisley's been bugging me to go on a date for over a year, ever since Foster and I split. LIKE HOW HOT?

      I roll my eyes, not that she can see me. HOTTER THAN FOSTER.

      Her response is all emojis, heart eyes, the wow face, and party confetti. I swear, Paisley texts like a thirteen year old. A moment later, three dots appear, and she texts again. DOES HE HAVE A BROTHER?

      Oh good grief. HAVEN'T ASKED YET. PROBABLY NOT.

      I CAN'T CATCH A BREAK. YOU OWE ME A PHOTO. HE LIKES YOU BECAUSE OF MY DRESS. ARE YOU SEEING HIM?

      I can't mention that we've got a date tomorrow. She'd probably follow me to the restaurant to try and get a look at him. HE ASKED FOR MY NUMBER.

      I STRONGLY PREFER SUMMER WEDDINGS.

      I don't even reply to that. I can't encourage this sort of madness. The next morning after my jog, I drive over to the United Way office. Over the holidays, I split time between the United Way and Frank & Meacham, coming here in the morning, and doing my real job in the afternoons. It's only eight in the morning, but Foster's always in early and I need to talk to him.

      I wave to his assistant Heather as I pass her desk. She lifts one eyebrow, and I shake my head. “Is he busy?”

      She smiles. “Mr. Bradshaw's always busy, but he's not in a bad mood.”

      “Thanks.” I tap on the door and walk inside.

      When Foster turns to face me, my heart skips a beat. His hair curls a little around his ears and at the base of his neck when he’s overdue for a haircut, and I want to touch it, tuck it back in place. I miss having someone in my life, someone whose hair I’m supposed to fix. It’s been a year, but it still stings a little bit at the strangest times. Sometimes he asks if I’m free for dinner and I wonder if we should give things another try, but I’m always busy even when I’m not really busy. Because he wants kids, and I'll never have any.

      Foster leans back in his chair, his designer suit shifting along with him. Most presidents of a charitable organization wouldn't wear two thousand dollar suits every day, but Foster's a trust baby, so he owns nothing else. “I'm glad to see you made it safely home on the icy streets last night.”

      “There wasn't any ice, no need to worry.” I sit down in one of the plain black chairs facing his modular desk. Foster's determined to pull the United Way out of the stone ages, and he started with the furniture.

      “When I said we needed to talk, I didn't mean you had to rush in this morning before work.”

      I shrug. “As it happens, I need to talk to you too.”

      “Oh?” His eyebrows rise. “What about?”

      “You can go first if you want.”

      “Ladies always go first.” Foster may be a little old fashioned, but no one contests that he's a gentleman.

      “Okay, well, I have a question I suppose. This is confidential, but last night I was offered a promotion at Frank & Meacham.”

      He scrunches his aquiline nose. “To what? Even better CPA?”

      “Senior Partner, and head of the Atlanta office.”

      He whistles. “That's amazing, Mary. Major congratulations.”

      I shake my head. “I told them no.”

      He leans forward and braces his hands on his desk. “Why would you do that, Mary? I don't know anyone who loves their job as much as you do.”

      “Actually that's a large part of it. I love my job, preparing returns for people and businesses. I love the certainty, the absolute answer, the beauty and balance. I love helping people save money, and helping them fulfill their financial goals. But that's not all of it. If I took this job, I couldn't run Sub-for-Santa anymore.”

      Foster breathes in slowly through his nose. “You told them no already, like absolutely no?”

      “I tried,” I say, “but they told me to think about it for three weeks.”

      His shoulders slump a little, and his eyes fall to his desk. “It's not great timing then, for my news I mean. Or, I don't know. Maybe it is.”

      Uh oh. “What's up?”

      “The President of the United Way has been phasing out the Sub-for-Santa programs in various locations for years. They feel it doesn't reflect well on us, and makes us seem to support Christian beliefs at the expense of other religions and cultures.”

      “Wait, what? That's stupid. Santa isn't even a Christian construct.”

      Foster sighs. “Don't make this difficult, Mary. Santa is short for Saint Nicholas.”

      I close my eyes and force myself to count to ten.

      “Don't be so melodramatic,” he says. “If there hadn't been an enormous anonymous gift two years ago, they'd have cut the program then.”

      The substantial anonymous gift, otherwise known as my entire life savings. It was that, or no more Sub-for-Santa. It's nice to know my entire savings fund bought us two years. I've been replenishing my accounts ever since, but it's nowhere near recovered.

      “Stan has asked me to provide him a timeline for phase out. He understands we can't halt it for this year, but he'd like us to develop a press release to issue just after the holidays. It should give the community time to process its termination before the holidays hit again next year.”

      I groan. “We've heard this before, and we've kept it going. Tell him you'll phase it out over five years or something. He'll quit or be fired in the next few years and we'll tell the new boss what a great program it is.”

      “I've pushed back before because I always had a strong leader willing to make things happen. We made sure it remained net neutral from a resource pull, and you've worked for free. If you leave, I'd need to hire a replacement, and that means a bigger chunk of the budget. I think we need to be realistic about this.”

      I grit my teeth. “Are you punishing me with this?”

      The veins in his neck stand out. “It's been more than a year, Mary. Of course I'm not punishing you. This is about limited resources and allocating them in the best way possible. A way that allows United Way to grow and serve the community well into the next hundred years. This is off brand for us now, anyway.”

      “I can't see how bringing Christmas cheer will stymie United Way's growth. It's still good PR, right?”

      “You're looking at this all wrong. This is an escape hatch for you. You can't make life altering decisions around a once a year charity,” he says. “You've worked so hard at your job and at this, but it's time to focus on the one that matters to you.”

      “Sub-for-Santa changed my whole life, Foster, and if you can't see that—”

      “I know it did. And you've paid it forward for a decade, running the whole thing yourself for the last seven years.”

      “Eight.” I cross my arms over my chest.

      “Fine, eight. But the point is that over time, things change and we have to accept them. There are plenty of other charities, some that run year round, where you could make a tremendous difference, but to do that, you have to let go of this obsession.”

      I no longer believe we're talking about Sub-for-Santa. “I have moved on, Foster. This decision has nothing to do with you, believe me. It's not like I'm holding on to this as an excuse to see you. I ran this program for five years before you even got the job you have now. Not everything is about you.”

      He stares at me. “Are you sure?”

      I roll my eyes. “Are you kidding me? Yes, I'm sure. In fact, if your news was that you were offering me your job because you've been offered a transfer, I'd take it. Please move far, far away so I don't have to bump into you in dark parking lots anymore.”

      He purses his lips. “I guess this won't upset you, then. Last week, I proposed to my girlfriend Jessica, and she said yes. We've decided to do a simple wedding in my parents' backyard.”

      “Hold up.” My eyes widen. “You're dating someone?”

      “I didn't hide it, okay. More like, I kept it off the radar because I didn't want to hurt you. But I worried you'd hear about our engagement elsewhere and that might be a real shock.”

      “How long have you even known her?” I mentally tabulate when he proposed to me, a few weeks before Halloween. Last year. Fourteen months ago isn't that recent I guess.

      “We met at a Fourth of July barbecue this year.”

      “You moved from a Christmas girl to a Fourth of July enthusiast?”

      “Oh please.” Foster crosses his arms. “She doesn't even like the Fourth. I doubt she could even recite the Pledge of Allegiance. She was a caterer at the party, that's all.”

      I'm over Foster, I really am. I loved him and he loved me, but he wanted something I couldn't give. I'm happy for him, but even so, it's hard to force the words society demands me to say out of my mouth.

      I gulp once, and then say, “Congratulations. I'm happy for you, and I'm sure you two will build a fantastic life together.”

      “It's all happened really fast, but it feels right and we're both delighted.”

      I stand up, eager to dive into work so I don't need to think about this anymore. “Well, thankfully, you won't need to worry about Sub-for-Santa. Since I'm not going anywhere, it'll stay budget neutral and you won't need to hire someone else. We can make up some stupid phase out plan and say the Mayor of Atlanta would be upset or something. You know him, don't you? Could you talk the program up to him and get a sound bite?”

      Foster stands, too. “Trying to save a dying program is a mistake, and frankly, I'm not even sure I want to try.”

      My eyebrows fly upward. “I'm afraid you're not the judge of that. I'm the President of that program, even if I don't take the pay.”

      “You say you don't have time or energy for children, but you pour all your energy and money and time into this every year. These children aren't your kids, you know. And they never will be.”

      He stood up to emphasize his point. Well, that crap doesn't work on me. I sit back down and fold my arms. I won't leave until I'm good and ready. “You know that's a mischaracterization. I love children, but I won't have kids I can't dedicate enough of my time to, and I love my job. I won't do any children the disservice of having a mother who's never around. I won't have children, because I can't put them first in my life.”

      “I know, I know. Your mom chose her job and left your family. It destroyed your dad. But if you chose your career, and you're pursuing it, then when you get offered a promotion, take it. Don't hide behind excuses.”

      I slam my hand down on the corner of his desk. “Sub-for-Santa isn't an excuse, Foster. I have a chance to make a real difference. If even a few of these kids believe in something, if they believe that someone notices the good things they do, then I've done more than my parents ever did for me, in eighteen years.”

      “Well, I won't be able to help you save it, not this time. I've got too much to do with the wedding plans. You'll have to find sound bites and assemble data to present to Mr. Peters yourself.”

      “When is the wedding? You're probably worrying too much. The guy doesn't usually have to do much.”

      “It's December twenty-third.”

      I throw my hands up in the air. “That's only a few weeks away.” Why would they get married so fast, and right before Christmas? I tilt my head. “What's the rush?”

      “We want to make sure we get the tax break this year, and my parents are leaving for a transatlantic holiday cruise on Christmas Eve.”

      “Just a thought,” I say, “but you don't need the couple of grand you'd save. So why not do it in January or February, or even go wild and wait until March.”

      “Jessica didn't want to wait.”

      “Why ever not?” It makes no sense. Foster's family would pay for everything, and help plan all the details. There's no reason to rush Christmas over a few thousand dollars. I've seen Foster drop that much on a new pair of dress shoes.

      Unless.

      I blurt it out without thinking it through. “Oh my gosh, she's pregnant, isn't she?”

      Foster frowns. “It's a secret, Mary. Please respect that.”

      “Well, I'm glad you're finally getting everything I couldn't give you.”

      “Oh you could have. You just didn't want to.”

      I clench my jaw, but don't say another word.

      I'm over him, but maybe I'm not entirely fine with how things went down. I swipe at an errant tear and spin around before rushing out his door.
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      Foster follows me to the doorway, but my phone rings loudly down the hall, cutting him off before he can say anything. “I better take that. It’s got to be a sponsor, because no one else has this number.” I spin on my heel and jog around the corner to my office.

      “Hello?”

      “Mrs. Wiggin?” a male voice asks.

      It's Miss, but close enough. “That's me. What can I help you with?”

      “This is Mr. Manning. You left me a message about the Sub-for-Santa program. I've never done anything like this before, so I hope I didn't do anything wrong.”

      Completely unhelpful. He's never been a participant? Or a sponsor family? Ugh. “Yes,” I say, “I did call you last night. We're in a bit of a confusing spot, but it might be easier to explain in person. Is there any chance I could come out and meet with you sometime this afternoon?”

      “I'll be on the job until seven. Deadlines are in overdrive right now with the holidays. They're trying to finish my project and running a little over. I can meet you after that, if you don't mind coming to me.”

      His voice sounds vaguely familiar, but I can’t think of anyone I know named Manning.

      “I don't mind,” I say. “What time will work for you?”

      “Is eight o'clock too late?” he asks.

      I scramble through the paperwork on my desk until I find the right nomination page. “That should be fine. Is your address still 236 Sunset Cove?”

      “It sure is. I'll see you then.”

      I hang up my phone and force myself to work for the next few hours, drafting the nomination letter, updating guidelines and rules, revising the call for volunteers and call for nomination forms, and contacting churches and other clubs to ask for both nominations and sponsor families. I should've done it all in less than two hours, but glancing at the clock every two minutes slows me down.

      I never should've agreed to go to lunch with this guy today. What was I thinking? At least I'm meeting him at the restaurant, so if it goes terribly, I can fake an emergency and bail. I squat down and practically crawl past Foster's office, ignoring Heather's giggling. I'd rather Heather think I'm a coward than have to interact with Mr. Perfect and listen to him highlight all my many flaws again. Once a year is more than enough for that.

      I pull up in the parking lot of La Madeleine's and cut the engine. My hands still grip the steering wheel. Am I wasting my time here? Maybe I should skip this whole thing and head for my office to get ready for my three o'clock audit meeting.

      Not that I need to prepare. And my stomach's growling. I force myself to let go of the steering wheel, climb out of my car, and walk into the restaurant.

      Luke's sitting on a bench just inside the door in faded jeans and a dark blue tee shirt that clings to his chest muscles, reading a book. An honest to goodness book, not something on his iPad, e-reader, or phone. Before he notices I'm here, I glance at the title. Percy Jackson and the Lightning Thief. I can't quite contain my giggle.

      He glances up at me and grins, his light eyes connecting with mine. Beautiful white teeth and dimples. He took more than his share from the genetic lottery. He tucks his book into a black bag and stands up, slinging it over his shoulder. “You came. I might have been a little worried. I don't usually have to work so hard to convince someone to spend time with me.”

      I can see why.

      “I hope you're hungry,” I say, “because I'm starving, and it's bad first date etiquette if you eat less than me.”

      “I'm always hungry. Ravenous, actually, so you can eat whatever you want without fear.”

      “Good word,” I say. “This is a modified buffet so you can get whatever a hungry wolf might want.”

      He mock growls. “Perfect. I have a tendency to bite whatever's close when I've waited too long to eat.”

      I pick a quiche, a salad, and a bowl of fruit, but he loads his plate up with pasta, fruit, a salad, and both a chicken and mushroom friand.

      “I had no idea wolves liked lettuce,” I say while the cashier rings us up.

      “I make an exception when strawberries or poppy seed dressing are involved.” He hands the cashier a credit card before I can stop him. “My treat, I insist. I know you're an impressive boss lady, but I'm kind of old fashioned like that.”

      “Thanks, but for future reference, I don't mind paying.”

      “Neither do I. How's this? As long as I'm begging you to make time for me, you let me pay. Once you realize what a catch I am and start begging me for a date, then I'll let you pick up the tab a few times.”

      Luke follows me to a table near the window, and we put our food down. I place my plate, my glass and my utensils on the table and put my tray above the trash cans to make room on the table. Luke's already eating when I return, so I dive in too. I alternate between a bite of quiche, a bite of salad, and a bite of fruit.

      “What do you do for a living?” he asks.

      “I'm—”

      “Wait, actually, don't tell me. I bet I can guess.”

      This should be good. “Sure, what do you think I do?”

      “You're either a wedding planner or an accountant,” he says.

      My jaw drops. “You can't know that.”

      “You've sliced each item into perfectly even pieces, and you're switching from salad to that egg pie and then to fruit, evenly dividing all of it. That kind of precision means you're a perfectionist. Your impeccably clean slacks and button down shirt tell me you're not an artist. And you have a purse that more closely resembles a trendy briefcase.”

      I glare at him. “I'm an accountant.”

      He smirks. “What do you think I do?”

      “You're fit, and you have a black bag. You're free for lunch, and you ate at a steakhouse last night, but probably not for work. You were wearing a polo shirt, and you met someone who didn't seem like a frequent flyer at the steakhouse.”

      He flexes his arms. “You think I'm fit, huh?”

      I roll my eyes. “And confident, so I'm going with . . . You own a gym.”

      He pulls out a pen and draws on a napkin, first a few lines that form a hangman's post and noose. Then a head. “You've got the body, arms, legs, and if I'm feeling generous fingers and toes, before you die.” He puts his hands around his neck and pretends to choke.

      “Really?”

      “I didn't make up the rules, lady. You look like you need a little encouragement, and that first guess was way off.”

      I wrack my brain. He was reading Percy Jackson while he waited. Could he have been reading it for work? “You're in publishing?”

      He shakes his head and draws a torso. “Even further away. You can do better than that.”

      I look at his hands. Calloused and worn. “You do something with your hands.”

      He draws an arm.

      “That wasn't even a job,” I protest. “I was just thinking out loud.”

      “You were fishing for information. Rules are rules.”

      I frown. “Carpenter? Artist?”

      He draws another arm and a leg. “By traditional rules, it's one more guess until game over.” He draws a line across his throat.

      Oh, come on. “Fine, you're an installation artist.”

      He draws the last leg slowly, almost mournfully. “At least we had that one, epically good first date. Do you give up?”

      I sigh. “I thought I had fingers and toes.”

      “Maybe I'm not feeling generous.”

      “You did just pay for my huge lunch.”

      “True. I think that tapped me out. Since I won and you lost, you owe me some kind of forfeit.”

      I roll my eyes. “What did you have in mind?”

      “Lunch again tomorrow?” He grins.

      “I'm not sure I can commit to anything like that until I know what you do. What if you're an assassin, or a funeral home director?”

      He opens his mouth in mock horror. “I am a funeral home director.”

      I shake my head. “You'd smell like formaldehyde, so obviously that's not it.”

      “Umm, that's my embalmer. All I do is wear drab suits and pretend to care about all the families who are grieving.”

      “It's an act? You don't really care?”

      He shrugs. “You can't care about the whole world.”

      “Wow, I guess not, but the people you see just lost a loved one.”

      He rolls his eyes. “Oh fine, I'm not a funeral home director. I'm a beautician.”

      “Oh please.”

      “What?” He runs his hand through his hair. “Why couldn't I be a beautician?”

      “I'm not even going to respond to that.”

      He grins. “Fine, I'm not a beautician, either.”

      Thank goodness. “Give me a clue, then. What's the worst part of your job?”

      He taps his bottom lip, and I can’t help myself from staring at how full it is. He is way, way too good looking for me.

      “I get asked to help people with things around their house for free all the time.”

      My eyes widen. “You're a plumber?”

      He shakes his head. “Warmer, though.”

      “You're a cable guy?”

      He shakes his head. “Nope.”

      “An electrician?”

      “Bingo.” He grins and my heart drops. No one should have such a beautiful smile.

      “How could an electrician afford dinner at Bentleys last night?”

      “My, my,” he says, “aren't you a snob? As it happens, I'm excellent at what I do. I'm the master electrician on the new Citibank building.”

      “Interesting.”

      “Is that impressive enough to justify a second date?”

      “You make me sound like a gold digger. I just wanted to make sure you weren't a stripper or something.”

      “You think I could be a stripper?” His eyebrows rise.

      I blush. “No, I'm not saying I thought you were. I meant, I wanted to verify you weren't something embarrassing, like a con man.”

      He frowns. “I'm feeling like your past few first dates weren't so great. Besides, if I was a con man, I wouldn't own up to it, would I?”

      I guess not. “Maybe I need to test your claim before I can agree to a second date. I've got a closet light that went out. If you're really an electrician, you can fix it. And this isn't me asking you for an annoying favor. I'm just doing my due diligence.”

      “Did you already try replacing the light bulb?”

      “Cheeky,” I say. “I'm not an absolute moron. Of course I checked that.”

      He grins. “I'll fix your light if you'll help me with a little something.”

      “What's that?”

      “I haven't paid taxes in nine years, and the IRS gets more persistent every year.”

      I bolt upright in my chair. “Are you kidding right now? That's not good news. Nine years?”

      He places his hand over mine, and my heart races even faster. “You should see your face! Mary, calm down, it was a joke. Do you really have a closet light that's not working?”

      I nod my head, numbly.

      He snorts. “I totally thought you were kidding, too. And I'd be happy to help you with a closet light. Wouldn't even take me half an hour. I might fix it in five minutes with a wire nut.”

      “So.” I clear my throat while my heart decelerates. “You do pay your taxes?”

      “I'm sensing this would be a deal breaker,” he says.

      “Uh,” I sigh. “Yeah, it would, which probably makes me seem a little uptight. If you had any idea how often clients walk through my door who haven't paid in years.” I shake my head.

      “You must really care about your job.” He takes his last bite of pasta.

      I look from my empty plate to his. He ate three entrees. Holy cow. “I love my job, but each of those people's lives are in jeopardy when they let things go that far. It's nerve-wracking. I don't know how people like that even function.”

      “You work at a tax firm, then?” he asks.

      I nod. “Yeah, filing returns. But now I've got this big wrench I have to deal with.”

      He tilts his head sideways. “Like what? I'm pretty handy with wrenches. Maybe I can help.”

      I glance around the restaurant. I don't see anyone else I know, and it's not like an electrician and I would run in the same circles anyway. “I was at Bentleys last night because my boss is moving to London to revamp things there, and they needed to talk to me about it.”

      He places both his hands on the table, palms down. “But you aren't moving?”

      I shake my head. “My boss went to Oxford for undergrad and she's married to a Brit. She's familiar with their complicated tax code, and their culture, so she's the ideal candidate to bring our American firm's first European office up to speed.”

      “How does that affect you?”

      I shrug. “She's been my mentor from before I even graduated from college. She brought me out for my first internship, so obviously I'll miss her. Maybe that's why they're offering me her job, now that she's leaving. They want me to head up the entire office.”

      “Isn't that wonderful?” he asks. “A big promotion, right?”

      I nod. “It pays a lot more, that's for sure, but I don't know.”

      “Money isn't everything.”

      “People who have plenty of money say that.”

      He shrugs. “I'm an electrician.”

      “True.” I nod. “More money makes things easier, but I just don't know.”

      “If you'd appreciate the raise, what's the problem?”

      “First of all, I love what I do. I like the simple expediency of taking pieces and plugging them in, and I like helping people. The smile on someone's face when I tell them I've gotten them an extra thousand or sometimes even just an extra couple hundred dollars. The relief when someone's put off filing for years and we work through it all, and set up a payment plan they can manage. The clear-cut sense of accomplishment when I wade through a gosh awful box of receipts and notes and form them into piles, or when I hand a client their complicated business return that's tied up with a bow.”

      “So turn it down,” he says. “It may be a tired cliché propagated by the rich to make poor people feel better, but it’s still true. Money really isn't everything.”

      “The head of the company says if I turn this down, it won't be offered again. And I have no idea what kind of boss they might hire instead of me. What if he or she is horrible? I could probably still do a few returns as the Office President, plus I'd be a partner in the firm, which has a lot of benefits. I'd even get control over new offices, and policies, and I'd be the final say in recruitment. We could finally hire the same number of women as men.”

      “Maybe you should take it, then.” He points at the dessert counter. “Would a cookie help you feel better about this terrible dilemma? Your job loves you so much they want to promote you, but you're not sure if you will like being super fancy, and getting way more money.”

      I lean back in the chair. “Cookies always help.”

      “I knew you were my kind of girl.”

      I tap my fingers on the table. “But I haven't even told you the hard part. I run a charity that I absolutely love, and my job right now is intense for most of the spring, and again in the early fall, but summer is low key, and I almost have the holidays off. If I take the promotion, I won't get holidays off anymore, and I can't run the charity anymore. Also, if it's not bad enough that I'd miss out on doing something I love, the head of the non-profit told me if I leave, the program ends.”

      He exhales. “Well, if you don't care about the money, and you like your job, and you love this charity, I think it's pretty clear you should turn it down. Pray for a good boss, and if you get a bad one, keep to your office and think bad thoughts about him or her.”

      “How about that dessert,” I say. “Because I think you're right, and anyone who finds out what I'm going to do is going to think I'm an idiot.”

      He raises his eyebrows. “You just made your decision, that fast? I'm surprised you have that much confidence in the opinions of a stranger.”

      I stand up and point at the dessert counter. “I didn't decide because of you. I've been thinking the same thing all day. My reasons for taking the job are: money, pride, and convenience. Those don't outweigh my reasons for turning it down. Doing what I love at work and on my time off matters more than having a padded bank account. After all, I have enough money for whatever I need. I should be content with that.”

      We cross the room and I peer into the rows and rows of gorgeous French sweets. Éclairs, madeleines, coconut cookies, fruit tarts of several varieties. I point at a strawberry tart, and Luke orders a blueberry muffin and a strawberry napoleon.

      “For what it's worth, I think contentment's an underrated value,” Luke says as he pays the cashier.

      “What do you mean?” I sit down with my strawberry tart and take a bite.

      “Finding joy in what you already have goes a long way toward making the world a better place. If you're always wishing you had something better, you'll never be happy with the present.”

      “So right now, if I was regretting my dessert choice?”

      He grins. “I'd say you could trade straight across for either of mine.”

      “I already took a bite of this one.”

      Luke shrugs. “I've always lived dangerously. I'll brave your cooties.”

      I eye my options. A blueberry muffin with raw sugar on top, and a perfectly layered napoleon with custard, berries, pastry dough, and a sugared topping with almonds. “That strawberry napoleon looks amazing.”

      He jabs it with his fork, cutting off a perfect sized bite, then he passes it to me.

      “You aren't going to insist on feeding me?”

      “Did we fall back into 1954 and I missed it? You're capable of feeding yourself. I'd never patronize you that way.”

      His napoleon is way better than my tart. I slide my plate across the table, and he hands me his. “I'd just like it noted for the record, that I won.”

      I cough. “I'm sorry, you won what?”

      “Well, first I guessed your job on the first try.”

      “You said wedding planner.”

      “Wedding planner, or accountant.”

      I roll my eyes.

      “And, obviously I picked the best dessert.”

      “Wait, so you picked the best dessert, and I took it. What happens when I win?” I ask.

      He takes a bite of my strawberry tart. “You can keep it.”

      “So lemme get this straight, in the interest of establishing clear dating rules. If I win, I keep my dessert.”

      He nods.

      “If you win, I get to take the dessert you won with?” I raise one eyebrow.

      He smiles. “That's how my parents always did it.”

      “Did?”

      He looks down at the sad strawberry tart, one bite missing. “Mum passed away two years ago.”

      “I'm so sorry,” I say.

      “Dad's not doing so well with it, either. He's lonely. The doctors say he can't die of a broken heart, but he's doing his best to prove them wrong.”

      “Does he live in Australia?” I ask.

      He shakes his head. “He and mum moved out here seven years ago. I wonder sometimes if that's part of the problem. They wanted to be closer to me, but they both missed their friends in Perth.”

      “How often do you get to see him?” I ask.

      “Almost every day. He's in the assisted living off of Townsend, by the new Hilton. In fact, I'm supposed to go by and see him before I head back to work.” He glances at his watch.

      “What time is it?” I ask.

      “One fifteen.”

      I take one more big bite and stand up. “I've got a meeting I need to prepare for.”

      “Good timing then.” He motions for me to walk first, and then follows me out of the restaurant. He walks me over to my car.

      He leans toward me, and time stands still. I realize he's going to kiss me, and my heart races. Until he reaches past me and opens my door.

      My heart skids to a halt. Not a kiss. Just a gentlemanly gesture.

      His breath puffs out in a white cloud in the brisk air. “Good luck with your meeting.”

      I hope he didn't notice that I turned toward him, lips parted, eyes eager. I cast my eyes down at the car door, and slide into the seat. I pull my keys out, and toss my purse on the passenger side seat. “I hope your dad's doing well. You'd think he'd be a real hit with the ladies, what with his accent and all.”

      “It's hard when you've lost someone. For the first few years, all you can think about is the love you lost. It becomes almost a pattern, the sorrow, the regret, the longing.”

      He sounds like a really good son, like he's really given a lot of thought to how his dad must feel.

      “My dad never got over my mom leaving,” I say, “and she didn't even die.”

      He shakes his head. “I don't even care if he gets over Mum. I'm okay with him never finding someone new. I just wish he'd try to make some friends, or do anything but lay in bed and watch crime shows.”

      “Crime shows depress me, and I didn't recently lose the love of my life. I can only imagine how depressing they'd be if my wife had died.”

      Luke winces, and steps back from the car.

      I don't know what I said wrong, but he doesn't even wave back when I pull away.

      The preparation for the Bargain Booksy meeting only takes ten minutes, thanks to Paisley's competency. I check my phone when I'm through reviewing the file and I have two texts from Luke.

      THIS IS LUKE, SORRY I WAS WEIRD WHEN YOU LEFT. LONG DAY.

      It's promising that he noticed he was being odd.

      I HAD A GREAT TIME. CAN I SEE YOU AGAIN TOMORROW?

      I type back as quickly as I can, a smile plastered on my face. SURE. TIME? PLACE?

      INDIAN FOOD?

      I LOVE INDIAN, YES. NOON?

      I watch my phone until the dots turn into a reply. OUCH. STILL ON THE FENCE ABOUT ME?

      WHY DO YOU SAY THAT? I ask.

      I'VE BEEN LUNCH-ZONED.

      I chortle, and I'm glad he can't hear me.

      “How was lunch?” Paisley asks from behind me.

      I jump and slide my phone into my top drawer. “I don't know what you mean.”

      “You can't fool me. We left United Way at the same time, and you took forever to get here. You met that guy from last night for lunch.”

      I suppress a smile.

      “And you like him.” She perches on the edge of my desk. “Spill.”

      “There's nothing to spill,” I say. “I stopped for food.”

      Her eyebrows rise. “Oh my gosh, you really like him! Otherwise, you'd tell me.”

      I shake my head.

      “Oh please,” she says. “You can stop covering it up, because you're smiling like a loon, and you've barely listened to anything I said for the last half hour.”

      “I'm just happy to be working on Sub-for-Santa again.”

      Paisley points at my shirt. “You sure? Because you've got a little bit of strawberry tart on your lapel there, and you never eat dessert at lunch unless you're on a date.”

      I glance down, and she's right. I swear, and rush to the bathroom to clean it off.

      Paisley's voice follows me down the hallway. “You still owe me a photo!”

      When I return, it's five minutes until my meeting. “Pais, can you get a message to Shauna? Tell her I need to talk to her this afternoon and try and get fifteen minutes on my calendar after this meeting, if possible?”

      Paisley nods. “Of course, but what should I tell her it's about?” She grins innocently. Which is how I know she's prying.

      I promised Shauna I'd keep the whole thing a secret, which means I can't tell Paisley either. “Not everything is noteworthy,” I say. “Just schedule the time.”

      Paisley harrumphs, but I know she'll do it.

      My client shows up late, but the IRS representative is reasonable and it moves along quickly. One more meeting and we should reach an acceptable compromise. After all, it's not like my client's a huge conglomerate. I walk my clients out, and when I reach my office, a post it note's stuck to my screen. It reads: Meeting with Shauna at four-thirty.

      It's four o'clock now.

      I sit down at my desk and close my eyes, mentally preparing what I'll say. I appreciate her offer, and I know she's been my mentor and my champion for years. I appreciate her help and her interest in me, and I'll miss her dearly, but I don't want to run an office. I only want to prepare tax returns.

      The ringing from my phone startles me, and I pick up the receiver automatically.

      “I've been calling you for like two hours,” my little sister Trudy says.

      My cell phone was in my drawer. I slap my forehead.

      “What's wrong?” I ask.

      “Troy's in the hospital. It's not good, Mary. Can you come see us?”

      “Of course. I'll be right there.”
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      I stuff my phone in my bag and jog past the poinsettias that sit on the corner of almost every desk. I almost knock one over on my way down the hall to Shauna's office. When I poke my head inside, even though I'm half an hour early, she stands up, her eyes wide.

      “Mary, you look upset. Are you okay?”

      I shake my head. “My sister's little boy Troy is in the hospital.”

      Shauna's eyes widen. “I assume you wanted to talk to me about the job?”

      I nod my head.

      “We can talk about that later. Go take care of your sister.”

      Before I have time to turn around and go, Shauna crosses the space between us and pulls me in for a hug. She doesn't let go until I pull away.

      “Thanks,” I say. “I needed that. I'm sure he's fine, but he's only three and a half. She didn't give me any details, just said she needed me.”

      “You've always been there for her, and she'll be fine. So will Troy.”

      I nod, and blink away tears. I'm really going to miss having Shauna around. I hope they find a good replacement for her, someone who remembers my nephew's name, and someone who sees people and not just numbers around the office.

      I don't get a ticket en route to the hospital, in spite of going at least twenty over the entire way. Maybe it's a good sign.

      I'm winded by the time I reach the nursing station on the fourth floor of the hospital. I run five days a week. Why am I winded from jogging up some stairs? It's embarrassing.

      I race down the hall until I see the name TROY written in black sharpie on a red stocking stuck to one of the large, metal hospital doors. I swing it open quietly, and creep inside. My sister's sitting on the hospital bed, rocking tiny Troy back and forth in her arms. He's whimpering quietly. I wait in the doorway until he drifts off to sleep, and Trudy transfers him into the bed. She tiptoes over to where I'm standing and pulls the curtain closed.

      When she mouths the words, “Get food,” I follow her out the door.

      She pulls the door almost closed and then inclines her head to the right, toward the nursing station. I follow her over to it, and Trudy stops, waving to catch their attention. “Troy's finally asleep. I hope he'll stay that way, but please call my cell if I'm still downstairs when he wakes up. I'm going to try and grab something to eat.”

      “We can bring you a tray,” a short nurse with a bob offers.

      Trudy shakes her head. “I don't want him to wake up and see me eating, well you know.”

      Eating? What's wrong with Troy seeing her eating something? “What—”

      Trudy cuts me off. “I'll explain in a minute.”

      A tall, black nurse with kind eyes clucks. “I understand.” She writes down Trudy's cell phone. Her nametag identifies her as Patty. “I'll wait outside his door to listen for any sounds.”

      Trudy grabs Patty's hand and squeezes it. “Thank you.”

      Patty's eyes crinkle when she smiles. “I know it's scary, but it's going to be alright, honestly. This is very common.”

      We walk past a box of stuffed animals, the Grinch on top, the toy donation boxes, and the Make-A-Wish-Tree on the way down to the cafeteria. Trudy doesn't speak when we walk down the stairs, around the corner, or through the line. I choose things from a cafeteria lineup for the second time today, but this time with far poorer options. When we sit down and she digs into her food like a stray dog, I can't take any more silence.

      “You didn't tell me anything on the phone. What's going on?” I ask.

      “I'll tell you. I'm just hungry. I haven't had a bite to eat since we got here.”

      “How long ago was that?” I ask. “And if it's been a while, where in the world is Chris?” I may not like her husband very much, but he's like gum on the bottom of her shoe, always there to make a mess.

      Trudy frowns. “Chris left us last month.”

      My jaw drops. “No. He couldn't have.”

      She swallows slowly and takes another bite without meeting my eyes.

      “Why, why didn't you call me?” I ask. “Surely you were upset. Devastated.”

      She nods.

      “Then why am I only hearing about it now?” I touch her arm. “Gertrude?”

      “I couldn't say anything to you. You've been telling me all along I should make sure I'm ready to handle my life if anything goes wrong. You thought I was an idiot for marrying him.”

      “That's not true,” I say halfheartedly. “Technically I thought he was the idiot, not you.”

      She sighs heavily. “You have a degree and a career, and you said loving Chris was a mistake, and you told me not to have a kid right away, to get a degree, or at least to have a job long enough to make progress with my career, but I ignored you. Love mattered more to me than security, and now Chris is gone, and all I have is Troy. My dear sweet baby, and no job, and no money, and no plan.”

      “You have me.”

      She drops her fork, and her spoon and looks at her feet. “Troy's sick, Mary. Really sick, like for the rest of his life the doctor says.” She chokes up, the last words barely coming out at all. “I'm sorry to dump all this on you while you're running your program or whatever, but I didn't know what to do. I never know what to do.”

      I want to shake her and tell her I'll always love her no matter what. I want to tell her I'd never say 'I told you so'. But right now she doesn't need anything that feels like chastisement or judgment, even if it's about not calling me soon enough. Trudy needs support, so I let go of all my frustration and cut to the crux of the issue. “What's wrong? How exactly is Troy sick?”

      “He's been thirsty all the time, and drinking cup after cup of milk, and then when we ran out, cup after cup of water. He's lost a lot of weight I guess too, and he complains that his body aches. He even has some bruising we can't explain.”

      “And?” I want to yell at her for not calling me, for not taking him in earlier, but I bite my tongue.

      “Today he passed out, so I rushed him over here. I called Chris and he thinks I'm making all of it up.”

      I don't call him any of the creative names I come up with in my head. I don't call Chris on the phone and yell at him. I clench my fists under the table where Trudy can't see them, and then I let my breath out slowly. I'm proud of how calm I sound when I say, “What do the doctors say?”

      She shudders. “At first they thought he had leukemia, but after running some tests, oh Mary, at least it's not leukemia, but it's going to impact every single day for the rest of his life. Troy's diabetic. Type I. He'll need insulin forever, and if I don't do a good job with his diet and his medicine, and if he doesn't act and eat responsibly, he could lose his feet and his eyesight.” She bursts into tears. “It's all so horrible.”

      Insulin is expensive. Testing and measuring and caring for him is expensive. I shake my head. “Did they say how much it would cost to get him stabilized and buy all the equipment he needs? Your deductible portion, I mean?”

      Trudy shakes her head, and whispers, “I don't have insurance.”

      “Wait, what? What about Medicaid or CHIP?”

      A tear runs down her face. “Chris didn't want to pay for it, since we're all healthy. He makes too much to qualify for Medicaid, and since we're still married, I can't get it, either.”

      I close my eyes and breathe in and out once, then twice. “How much are they saying you'll need, Gertrude?”

      “Well, for just this stay, it's probably going to be twe-twe-” She starts crying again, and I pat her back until she calms down. “Twenty thousand.”

      I nod. “That's okay. I can help. It's going to be alright.”

      “One of the pediatricians told us about a new protocol for children under seven who are diagnosed.”

      “Okay,” I say. “And?”

      “He said if there's any way we can afford it, we need to try to do it.”

      “And?” I wish she'd just spit it out.

      “It's a fifty thousand dollar enrollment, with another fifty thousand in costs over the first year,” she says, “but they're seeing amazing results at keeping their sugar levels consistent. Apparently what causes nerve damage and shortens his life is the inconsistency of sugar levels.”

      I nod my head. “You didn't tell me about Chris.”

      Her mouth drops open, and she shakes her head.

      “And you've been here all day.”

      “Yeah,” she says, glancing anywhere but my face.

      “You didn't call me until you needed money.”

      Trudy twists her napkin until it begins to shred. It's not the first time she's asked me for money, but it's the first time she's asked for quite so much. “I don't want to ask you, but I don't know who else I can ask.”

      I lean back against my chair and groan. “I'm not upset you're asking me for money Trudy! I'm upset you didn't ask me for any help until now.”

      Her eyebrows draw together and her lower lip wobbles, just like it did every time my dad yelled, every time she scored poorly on a test, every time she got nothing but a new toothbrush from me for her birthday. My heart breaks all over again.

      “I'm your family. I'm here for you. You should have called me the second Chris started being a butthead. The second you thought Troy was sick.” I lift her chin until she's looking in my eyes. “You and Troy need a place to stay, right?”

      She shakes her head.

      “Of course you do. You can move in with me. I've got a three bedroom house, and I don't even use the other two bedrooms. That should save you some money in the long run. Beyond that, I may have a way to get the money you need quickly, and even if I don't, I can take out a loan or cash out a retirement fund, okay?”

      Trudy leaps across the table to hug me, knocking my bland soup over and onto the floor in the process. She hasn't changed a bit in twenty years. In spite of her carelessness and her inability to plan ahead, I love her and I'll do anything for her. She collapses against my collarbone, sobbing noiselessly like always. I pet her hair slowly until she stops.

      Once Trudy's calmer, and she's eaten, she heads back upstairs and I meet with the financial office. She wasn't wrong about the figures she quoted me, and it looks like the clinical trial really is the cutting edge of treatment for young children with Type I.

      I guess it's a lucky break I haven't turned Shauna down yet, because money may not be everything, but it's pretty important when you need it. I guess I'm not going to turn down that promotion after all.
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      When I finish filling out financial responsibility paperwork for the woman at the business office, I hike back up to the fourth floor. I'm breathing heavy again when I reach Troy's room. I make a mental note to add some stairs to my normal route.

      “Did you take the stairs all the way up here?” Trudy asks me.

      I nod.

      “What's wrong with you?” she asks. Troy's awake now, and sitting on his mother's lap. She shifts Troy so he can see me. “Aunt Mary always does things the hard way.”

      Says the woman who struggled through all this alone until she monetarily absolutely had to call me. I shove aside any annoyance. With the day she's had, Trudy gets a pass.

      I walk toward her, my eyes focused on Troy's angelic face. “Aunt Mary sits all day at work, so she tries to be active whenever she can.”

      “Aunt May May will play.” Troy slips off his mom's lap and pads across the floor to where I'm standing, his short arms raised high. I lean over and pick him up under his armpits, careful not to jostle the IV port. It may not be plugged into anything right now, but I imagine a bump or tug would still hurt.

      “How you doing, kiddo? You being a brave little prince?”

      He nods and leans his head against my shoulder. “They been poking me all day, and I only cried a little.”

      “I certainly hope they brought you Jell-O.”

      “Nope.” He shakes his head forlornly.

      Nurse Patty, as if we'd paged her, knocks twice and walks in the door with a dinner tray. “We need to get you hooked up again little man, and once we're monitoring you, if you eat your dinner, you can have this blue Jell-O.”

      Trudy frowns. “Is that safe right now?”

      Patty grins. “It's sugar free, don't you fret. We're taking care of this.”

      Trudy and I read Troy his choices of a variety of books the hospital had on hand, and then we tuck him into bed.

      “I'd stay with you,” I say, “but I've got a meeting at eight tonight.”

      “Sub-for-Santa?” she asks.

      “Yeah, sorry. I can cancel if I need to?”

      She smiles. “I'm lucky to have a sister like you. I don't tell you enough. You've done plenty. No, go to your meeting.”

      I put one hand on her shoulder. “You're going to be okay, and you know, Troy's lucky too, to have you for a mom.”

      “You'd make a wonderful mother,” she says. “I've always thought so.”

      I shake my head. “Never. I love my job, remember?”

      “Some people do both, you know.”

      “Not well. I've never met someone who's a truly good mother, and also manages a successful career.”

      “What about Shauna?” Trudy asks.

      “Shauna loves her daughter, but she sees her like five hours a week. I can't do that. I won't do that.”

      “You aren't anything like our mom, you know. Or Dad, either.”

      I don't need my baby sister's psychoanalysis of my brain, thanks. Especially since she was an inch from a breakdown an hour ago.

      “I'll call you tomorrow to work out the details of you moving in with me.”

      “We've paid for the entire month of December,” Trudy says. “And Chris is stuck paying the utilities. Maybe we should wait until after Christmas. I feel like Troy's been through enough as it is.”

      I shrug. “Whatever you think.”

      By the time I reach my car, I've got less than twenty minutes to reach Mr. Manning's house. Luckily traffic has died down enough that I make it with two minutes to spare. My GPS leads me to an RV park at the edge of Decatur. It's in a surprisingly nice area, practically surrounded by mansions, or as close as it gets to mansions this close to the square.  I wonder how annoyed all the neighbors are that there's an RV park smack in the middle of all their posh housing developments.

      A sign on the front entrance of the park reads: The Cove. One side of the hanging mechanism has broken off, leaving the sign to dangle alarmingly.

      I'm pretty sure I've identified which submission was correct. I could've saved myself a lot of time if I'd thought to check out his address on Google maps. Live and learn, I suppose. Although now that I'll be taking the new job, I won't need to manage these situations anymore. This will be my last year to manage them at all. I choke down my disappointment, because now's not the time to wallow. I drive into the RV Park and move past lot after lot until I reach the space labeled 236.

      I park my car next to an old Mustang sitting up on cinder blocks, and rummage around in the back seat of my sedan for an eligibility form. If I've come all the way out here, I may as well do the preliminary assessment and leave Mr. Manning the materials to finalize his family's enrollment in the program for this Christmas. I climb the steps up to the door, and knock softly in case children are sleeping. When the door opens, I look into Luke's face blankly. I can't seem to look away, and I have no idea what to say.

      His light blue-green eyes look like the surf crashing over a white sand beach in this light, and his hair's slightly mussed. How can this be happening?

      Luke's mouth drops and he looks over my shoulder, as though he's expecting to see someone behind me.

      “Uh,” I sputter. I finally ask, “What are you doing here? And where's Mr. Manning?”

      “I am Mr. Manning,” he says with his faint Australian accent, and suddenly it clicks. The voice on the phone I couldn’t quite place, because I’d only heard it once before at the time. “Lucas Manning, but I go by Luke.”

      The world stops spinning, and I can't make sense of anything. The man I met in the bar at Bentleys? He's Lucas Manning, the guy who showed up on both lists for Sub-for-Santa? How?

      “Mary, what are you doing here? Why are you being so weird about my name?” He steps outside, forcing me back down the steps. “I'd invite you inside, but it's a mess, and I have a meeting in a few—” he glances at his watch, “well, right now actually.”

      He still has no idea why I'm here. “You're Lucas Manning.” I tilt my head and take in his RV. “Because you never told me your last name.” I scratch my head with my free hand. “Actually, you never really told me your first name either.”

      “I go by Luke, usually. It's pretty common for people named Lucas.” His eyes glance down at my clipboard, and it finally hits him. “Wait, your charity that you run every year. It's Sub-for-Santa?”

      I nod.

      His laugh fills his belly and echoes against the neighboring trailers and RVs.

      “It's not that funny,” I say. “And once you realize why I'm here. . .”

      He snatches the clipboard out of my hands. “What's this?” He glances down at the forms and I clench my hands. He's a master electrician. He's taking me out to dinner, but he lives here? In a travel trailer in an RV park?

      “You think I'm supposed to be a participant in the program?” His eyebrows rise precipitously.

      “Your name was written in both categories. That's why I came out in person, to figure out where you belong.” I don't mean to, but my eyes track behind him to the doorframe of his trailer.

      He chuckles. “Church-going busy bodies. I suppose I should be grateful they care, but it's not helping my dating game, is it?”

      I shrug. “Look, if you tell me you don't qualify, I'll remove you from the list. It's that simple.”

      He snorts. “I'm not quite Bill Gates, or even Jeff Bezos, but I don't qualify for a subsidized Christmas.”

      I smack my forehead. “Of course you don't. You don't even have kids.”

      He clears his throat. “I don't qualify because I make plenty of money. We live in a trailer because it's more convenient for me since I move often from job to job. But if I were poor, I'd definitely be eligible.”

      We?

      Luke pushes the door behind him open further, and I hear the familiar sounds of Bubble Guppies streaming through the doorway. And he was reading Percy Jackson earlier. Not because he's in publishing. Not because he loves fast paced mythological stories come to life. Because he has children, of course. I'm so stupid.

      “Of course you have kids. I'm so sorry. I have no idea how I missed that.”

      “I didn't mention them. I usually wait until the second date for that. You'd be surprised how often women are put off by a man who has kids full time. But not you clearly, since you run a charity for children.”

      “It's pretty rare for the dad to have custody,” I say. “Maybe that's the bigger surprise.”

      Luke frowns. “I think Dad gets custody close to one hundred percent of the time when mom dies.”

      My eyes bug out. “I am so, so, very sorry. I can't seem to pull my foot out of my mouth today.”

      “It has been a strange day,” he says. “I think you get a pass. Beth's been gone for almost four years, and I still don't like to talk about it. It's probably my fault. It may also be why I wait to tell women until a second or third date. See, once they know I have kids. . .”

      “You have to tell them what happened to their mother.”

      He nods. “And it's kind of a conversation doorstop.”

      “I guess so.” In fact, our current conversation has effectively ground to a halt. I rock back and forth on my feet.

      “Well, now that I know I don't have a stuffy case worker showing up imminently, you're welcome to come inside.”

      “Oh, that's funny. Because I'm the stuffy case worker.”

      He shrugs. “Maybe a little less stuffy than I expected.”

      “What a glowing recommendation,” I say, “but I can't stay. I have a lot of paperwork I didn't finish today that I need to do tonight. But if you and your children still want to help with Sub-for-Santa by sponsoring a family, I'm delighted to make sure you remain on the appropriate list and are removed from the other.”

      He grins. “That would be great.”

      He waves at me when I get into my car, and then ducks back inside.

      I should've told him to his face, and explained in person, but it has been a long day, and I chickened out. When I reach my own house, and pull into the garage, I whip out my phone. I close my eyes and think about Luke's dimples. His beautiful eyes, his witty banter. It's been years since I've looked forward to a date as much as I was looking forward to tomorrow's lunch.

      When I open my eyes again, I've already gotten a text message from Luke, before even sending him one. It's a photo of Luke’s grinning face next to a little boy who looks just like him, sticking out his tongue. On the left, a dark blonde girl in pigtails is making a duck face, her lips pursed, her eyes sassy.

      I wish he hadn't sent me a photo. It makes it so much harder for me to do what I have to do. But those beautiful children deserve a good mother. Luke deserves a wife who can take his first wife's place, not someone who wants to be chained to a desk. Not someone who will miss out on math competitions, and have no time to help with the science fair. Those kids need a mom who will give them fresh cookies and milk when they come home from school.

      My mom left us for her job, and I will never, ever do that to a child of mine. If I didn't love my job so much, this wouldn't be so hard. But I won't ever abandon my child, because I'll never have one.

      I should wait until tomorrow so it's not so painfully obvious. I should come up with a better excuse, but I don't have the energy or the patience.

      I text Luke back. SOMETHING CAME UP AT WORK. CAN'T MAKE LUNCH ANYMORE. SO SORRY.

      My phone rings in my hand, and caller ID tells me it's Luke. I'm so surprised that I drop it between the seat and the center console in my car. I couldn't answer it now even if I wanted to, which I don't. I slide my seat back and feel around underneath my seat for a few minutes before my fingers finally close over it. My voicemail chimes, telling me I have a new message.

      No thanks.

      I'm in my kitchen when the text notification chimes. CALL ME BACK.

      I don't respond. A bear never wanders off if you keep feeding it.

      YOU DON'T HAVE A MEETING. COME TO LUNCH WITH ME TMW.

      When I don't reply, he sends another.

      AT LEAST TALK TO ME ABOUT IT.

      I hold firm.

      IT'S MY ACCENT, ISN'T IT?

      I suppress a smile, put my phone on silent, and stick it in the top drawer of my nightstand. Then I grab a pint of ice cream out of the freezer and flop onto the sofa. Today has been a rollercoaster, which means tomorrow must be better. I light a balsam and pine candle, and turn on one of my favorite episodes of Gilmore Girls, when Lorelai and Luke finally become a proper couple. I fast forward through the mess with Rory and Dean, and by the end, I can almost smile again. I'd feel a lot better if Lorelai wasn't in love with someone named Luke. But at the end of the day, I'm way better off than she is. It's not like I'm secretly in love with anyone for years without being able to admit it to myself or to him.

      I simply know myself, and I don't want to cause any more damage for Luke or for me by pursuing a relationship that can't go anywhere.

      I brush my teeth and climb into bed, checking my phone one last time before turning out my lamp. I don't want this to be any harder than it needs to be, but for some reason I'm disappointed that he hasn't sent me any more texts.
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      I'm brushing my teeth the next morning when Luke finally texts me again. WHAT'S THE MEETING ABOUT?

      I roll my eyes, but a smile creeps onto my face anyway. I'M MEETING WITH RETAILERS ABOUT DONATIONS FOR THE SFS PROGRAM.

      WHEN WILL IT END?

      He's tenacious; I'll give him that. NO IDEA.

      I'M WILLING TO GRACIOUSLY POSTPONE TO TOMORROW, BUT I WANT AN UPGRADE. DINNER.

      My heart flutters, and I want to dance around my bathroom, preen in the mirror and maybe even text Paisley with delight. I'm obviously attracted to him, and he's funny, and it's exciting. But I can't keep stressing over something I know can never be. I close my eyes and imagine myself turning into my mother. Spending all my time combing hair and doing laundry and starting to resent being a mom. I don't want to give up my career, and I don't want to resent my kids.

      I don't want to abandon my own children like she did, or implode like my dad did.

      My hands are stiff and I keep having to delete and retype, but I finally force the words out. My index finger hovers over the send button, shaking. I swallow hard and hit send.

      LUKE, THIS ISN'T GOING TO WORK. I'M SORRY.

      THERE'S CHEMISTRY BETWEEN US. I KNOW YOU FEEL IT TOO. WHAT HAPPENED? IT CAN'T BE MY KIDS. THEY'RE ADORABLE.

      The photo was cute, and I sound like a monster if I tell him it's the kids. I stick the phone face down on the counter. Until it buzzes again.

      YOU DO NOT LIKE GREEN EGGS AND HAM, I GET IT. BUT TRY THEM TRY THEM AND YOU MAY...

      Oh good grief. He's only reinforcing the fact that he's a father to two young children. No one else would jump right to a Dr. Seuss themed text. I only recognize the reference because Troy loves that book so much.

      YES, I MAY. EXCEPT I DON'T WANT TO TRY THEM, NOT IN A BOAT OR A HOUSE OR WITH A MOUSE.

      I watch my phone for a full twenty minutes, before deciding to stop fretting and get ready for work. He doesn't text me back on the drive into the office, or while I slink past Heather and Foster's office and into my own.

      I congratulate myself on doing that without being spotted, and breathe a big sigh of relief. I begin the exhausting phone call and follow up email and letter process for each of our nominees, glancing at my phone after each one. I shouldn't care, because I told him I'm done. I can't date him.

      I glance at my phone again. What's wrong with me? I try to forget about Luke through inundating myself in explaining the details of what aspects of the tax return I need to see. This is something I can handle, and it's something I know. It's one of the reasons I'm so good at running this charity.

      I'm hunched over a pile of papers when I hear the tap on my door. I glance at my phone one more time before looking up. Nothing.

      Because Luke is standing in my doorway, holding a bouquet of roses. Gorgeous roses—white with frilly pink edges.

      “I don't know what I did wrong, and you said you didn't like green eggs and ham, so I thought I'd bring flowers instead. If you're just not that into me, I'll leave you alone.” His fingers form an x over his heart. “Cross my heart. But I haven't been as excited about anyone in, well.” He runs his free hand through his hair. “In years, if I'm being honest. And you seemed to like me almost as much as I like you before you saw where I live. I just want to reassure you, I'm not a charity case or a con man. I even brought a birth certificate, and social security card and a driver's license for verification.” He gestures at his back pocket with half a grin.

      I drop my face into my hands. “It's not that at all. It's more complicated than that, and has nothing to do with your address or the fact that your home is on wheels.”

      “What is it, then?” He takes a step into my office and sets the roses gently on the edge of my desk.

      “Look, the thing is—”

      Foster appears in the doorway. “Uh, who's this?” He looks so smug, and I think about how he's got everything he wanted from me from someone new, like a year after I turned him down.

      Fury flares in my chest. Foster thinks I'm a loser, he thinks I'm broken. He thinks no one will want me, since I won't grow and pop out a baby. I stand up and pick up the flowers, bringing them to my face and inhaling their light, sweet, fragrance. “Isn't my boyfriend the sweetest?”

      Luke frowns at first, but he must see something in my face, because he winks, and turns toward Foster. “Luke Manning, boyfriend extraordinaire. Nice to meet you. You must be the man who's planning to dismantle Mary's amazing Sub-for-Santa program.”

      Foster frowns and shifts, narrowing his eyes at Luke.

      I'm impressed that Luke stares him right in the eyes, completely unintimidated. Since Luke's wearing a polo shirt with cargo pants and work boots, and Foster's wearing one of his many designer suits, it's even more impressive that Luke doesn't bend under the Bradshaw glare.

      “Foster Bradshaw. I'm the President of the United Way chapter here in Atlanta, but my family has been in oil for years and years. And I'm not dismantling anything. I'm merely handing down a mandate passed down to me.”

      “Surely the buck stops with the President?” Luke leans against the doorframe comfortably, like he owns my office.

      “My family may carry great weight,” Foster says smugly, “but I try not to throw my weight around.”

      Luke glances my way with wide eyes, and a half smile. He turns back to face Foster slowly. “I forgot my pedigree chart when I left the house today, sadly. Running the entire chapter of United Way sure sounds like a lot of work. I'm not nearly as industrious. In fact, I'm borderline lazy. I've been independently wealthy ever since I discovered the key component to the creation of LED light bulbs.”

      I laugh and shake my head, because otherwise Foster's going to feel threatened and tear into poor Luke.

      “Luke's a stand up comedian in his free time,” I say. “But seriously, he's the master electrician for the Citibank building downtown. Which means he's pretty good with his hands.”

      Foster's nostrils flare. “That building is an eyesore. I signed the petition against tearing down the old Stonefield building.”

      Luke shrugs. “I came in long after all those decisions had been made. I'm not the architect, or anything fancy. I'm just there to make sure the lights all work when it opens in two weeks.”

      Foster looks down his nose at Luke. “In any case, I walked down to see whether Mary would have time to run a projection for me, now that my gorgeous fiancé and I will be married before the end of the year.”

      I know, I should not still be doing taxes for my ex. Ugh. “Maybe you should find a new preparer?”

      Foster's jaw drops. “Why?” He turns to Luke. “Does it upset you that Mary does my taxes? Because it's really a compliment. She's the best, that's all.”

      Luke holds Foster's gaze. “This is the first I've heard about it.”

      I sigh. This is getting tedious. “Oh fine, but next year, you need someone new. When do you need it by?”

      Foster exhales heavily. “Thank goodness. I didn't think I could find anyone in the next week or two, and I know quarterly payments aren't due until January, but I'd love a feel for what mine will be before the end of the year. Then I can make some charitable donations if I need to.”

      I suppress the urge to roll my eyes. “Sure, email me the stuff.”

      “Or if you'd prefer I can print it off and we can look over it at dinner. We should touch base on some last minute Sub-for-Santa details, too.”

      Absolutely no way I'm going to sit through a dinner with Foster. I'd rather die slowly of . . . leprosy. Plus, he's only asking me because Luke's here. I've never met someone more inclined to pee all over anything he perceives as his. Which makes Foster a dog. I'm still okay with the analogy.

      I shake my head. “I can't. Luke and I already have plans.”

      Luke sucks air noisily through his teeth. “Sorry man. Dibs.”

      “Dibs?” Foster asks, every aspect of his face reflecting his total disgust. “What is Mary in this scenario? The last blueberry muffin?”

      Luke grins. “If I lick her, will you go away and leave us alone?”

      I chortle in a very un-lady-like way.

      Luke's smiling, but Foster's unimpressed. “You two are perfect for each other.” He storms back down the hall, but for the first time, someone else got the upper hand with Foster.

      My smile can't be contained.

      “Where did you want to go for lunch?” Luke asks. “I hear Georgia Brown's has great ham. I bet they'd be willing to dye it green.”

      “There's no Georgia Brown's here. It's only in Washington D.C.”

      His eyes glance skyward. “Hazard of moving so often.”

      “Sit down, Luke.”

      He sits.

      “I'm sorry you got stuck in the middle of that, but I appreciate you were willing to roll with it for me. Things got a little nasty with Foster and I after we broke up, and he just told me he's getting married.”

      Luke shrugs. “I'm happy to be your fake boyfriend. In fact, I might even make a decent real boyfriend, if you'd ever answer my calls, or you know, agree to let me buy you food. Green or otherwise.”

      “The thing about that.” I moan. “There's no way to say this without sounding like a troll. But I can't date you because you have kids. Adorable kids, but kids. I don't date anyone who has children, or who wants children.”

      “Wait.” He glances pointedly at a photo of me with Troy on my desk, both of us sticking our tongues out. He raises his eyebrows. “You don't like kids?”

      I shake my head. “It's not that. I like them; actually, usually I love them. But I adore my career, and I can't be a mediocre mom. So I'd either hate myself for failing them if I ever had any, or I'd resent them for costing me my career.”

      Luke scratches his head. “I could swear I heard once or twice that women can actually do both. But maybe I'm just making that one up.”

      “Try to understand what I'm saying, Luke. I'm sure your children are absolutely lovely, but this isn't a new thing for me. My parents were beyond awful and I won't ever allow myself to follow in their footsteps. Can you understand?”

      He shrugs. “Not really, but maybe this'll make you feel better. I'm only here until January. So even if we hit it off big time, my Citibank work will be done and I'll be moving to the next big job.”

      I narrow my eyes at him. “You're saying any relationship between us was doomed from the start? Why bother dating me at all, then?”

      Luke leans back in his chair. “Have you ever been single at the holidays?”

      I have. Parties, gatherings, cheer. And you're alone for all of it while couple after couple smiles and leans on each other and smooches.

      It sucks.

      He shrugs. “Look, you don't wanna date someone with kids, and I get it. It's pretty common actually. For all their big talk, most women don't love other people's children. That's fine. But mine aren't monsters, and it might be nice to have a date to your office party. I'd like a hot date to mine.” He winks.

      I sigh. “Fine, so we go out for a few weeks, have a fun time, and then you take your kids and leave. That's what you're proposing?”

      He nods. “And I don't feel bad that you'll be devastated and you don't worry you'll get attached to me and be stuck raising my demon spawn.”

      “I don't think they're spawn.” I tap my lip with my pen. The problem is that I get too attached, but if I know they're leaving. . . “What if I like you too much? I might be depressed when you move.”

      He laughs. “If someone told you that the container of ice cream at the store was the last one that would ever be made, like your president has banned this particular kind of ice cream for being too good. Would you eat it? Or walk away because you knew you'd be sad to never have it again?”

      I roll my eyes. “Of course I'd eat it.”

      He points at me. “I'd love to spend the next few weeks with you, and since you won't ever be a parent to my kids you don't need to worry. We can just enjoy our last bites of ice cream together.”

      The corners of my mouth tug upward. “Dinner later, then?”

      He grins so big I can almost see his molars. “Lunch today, dinner tonight. The sky's the limit, baby.”

      My heart flutters again and this time, I don't shut it down.

      “I can't do lunch right now. I've cut it too close and I need to rush over to my real job. But dinner I can do.”

      “You pick the place,” he says, “but you let me pay. Deal?”

      “Sure, but only as long as you promise me one thing.”

      He stands up. “What's that?”

      “No green eggs or ham.”

      He barks a laugh. “I promise. Text me your address and I'll pick you up at seven-thirty.”

      I should have told him no. I should have been smart. I shouldn't eat a vat of ice cream, no matter how good it is. But the thought of eating it has me smiling like an idiot for the rest of the day.
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      I want to talk to Shauna as soon as I reach my office, but she's out for several days, apparently, probably preparing for her big move. I think about calling or texting her, because I need to tell her I'll take the job before they find another, probably better option. I need that money. Or, more accurately, Troy does.

      I knock off work early, which is no big deal because technically I don't even have to work the last few weeks of the year, at least, until I take the big promotion. I send Paisley home on my way out the door, and she beams at the news.

      “I have so much holiday shopping to do. I better get started.”

      I groan. “Don't mention shopping to me.”

      She grins. “Lots of families?”

      I shake my head. “Nah, I'm only doing one this year.” I don't add that it's because I'm spending all my money and then some on Troy.

      “Wow, that's unlike you. Didn't you do five last year?”

      “I might end up taking more if we don't get enough sponsors, but for now we have more sponsors than nominations by three.”

      “That's good. It means word is getting out.”

      I nod my head. “My shopping woes are because I haven't even started on my friends and family yet.”

      “I like Nordstrom's,” Paisley says. “Or Christmas cookies.”

      I roll my eyes. “I may as well just hand you a fistful of cash.”

      “Yes!” She tosses her hands up in the air. “Why didn't I think of that?”

      “You're shameless.”

      “Hey, what are you getting for your soon-to-be-fiancé?” She shimmies.

      “Cute, but Pais.” I lower my voice. “He has two kids.”

      Her face falls. “You're kidding.”

      My lips compress and I cross my arms. “Nope, and get this. He's Lucas Manning.”

      Her jaw drops. “Wait, the guy who's poor and rich?”

      I laugh. “He's neither. But he does live in a trailer since he travels a lot for work, and so the women from church—”

      Paisley jumps up. “They didn't.”

      I nod. “They assumed he was poor.”

      “Oh em gee. Well. So he's hot. He has kids, and he's charitable minded.” She holds her hands out and lifts them up and down like scales. “What are you going to do?”

      I blush. “I told him I couldn't date him, obviously.”

      “Then why are your cheeks the magenta of humiliation that brings out that nearly Easter egg green color in your eyes?” Paisley leans toward me and puts her hands on her desk. “I think you're waffling on this stupid no kids rule.”

      “It's not stupid,” I say. “It's sensible, and it keeps me from becoming my mother.”

      “So you're not seeing him again?” Paisley asks.

      I look down. “We're going to dinner tonight.”

      “What?!”

      I shush her. “Keep your voice down. Geez. He's leaving in a few weeks, okay? For a new job. So, I figured, what's the harm in having someone to date for the holiday season?”

      Paisley's smile can only be described as sly.

      “Stop it.” I frown. “That smile is annoying.”

      Her smile grows. “This one is much smarter than Foster ever was.”

      “Foster went to Yale,” I say automatically. “He's very smart.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” Paisley waves her hand around. “So smart he can't tell his nose from his elbow. But, sure. Foster's smart. I'm just saying, Lucas Manning is smarter.”

      “Duly noted.” I grab my purse and walk toward the door.

      Paisley follows me out, a spring in her step and a glint in her eye. When I climb into my car, my phone buzzes.

      I STILL NEED A PHOTO.

      I copy the one Luke sent me and forward it to her.

      OMG. YES. MARY, YOU SHOULD SEND OUT HOLIDAY CARDS WITH THIS GUY.

      I send her an eye roll emoji.

      FINE IF YOU AREN'T, THEN CAN I BORROW HIM?

      Paisley is absurd.

      ARE YOU TAKING HIM TO FOSTER'S WEDDING? PLEASE SAY YES. I WANT FOSTER TO MEET HIM SO BAD.

      I sigh. She's never going to give up. I'M NOT GOING TO FOSTER'S WEDDING. NO WAY I'LL GET AN INVITE. BUT THEY'VE MET.

      Paisley sends me the screaming blue and yellow person emoji. DID FOSTER'S HEAD EXPLODE? TELL ME HIS HEAD EXPLODED.

      I CAN'T SPEND ALL DAY TEXTING YOU, YOU KNOW. I'M GOING TO SEE TROY, AND I HAVE A DATE WITH LUKE TONIGHT.

      Paisley sends me a gif of a baby throwing a tantrum. I swear, she is ridiculous. FINE. WEAR THE BLACK STRAPPY HEELS AND I'LL LEAVE YOU ALONE.

      I shake my head, and start my drive to the hospital. Thankfully, I've left early enough to avoid traffic, and I slide my car into a spot outside the hospital by four-thirty. I make a quick stop in the gift shop to buy a stuffed animal. To my delight, they have a fluffy green frog with dots on its back. I hope Troy still loves frogs. Kids can be more fickle than men, their obsessions changing in the blink of an eye.

      When the elevator doors open on Troy's floor, the sounds of a happy toddler fill the hallway. Troy and Trudy are both singing a ridiculous song, his favorite, about five speckled frogs. It probably began as ten frogs, but it's hard to handle any more repetitions than are strictly necessary.

      I push the door open and shake the green frog at Troy.

      The squeals reassure me that he can see it.

      “Aunt May May! Is that for me?”

      I walk around the door so he can see me, too. “How'd you know it was me?”

      He shrugs. “No one else brings me presents. And I love frogs.”

      He's such a smart little guy. “You're going to be an accountant one day, aren't you. Just like me?”

      His green eyes widen. “You count things, right? I'm learning. One, two, fwee, foh, five, six.”

      “How'd you learn that?” I ask.

      He frowns. “They poke me with a needle and it hurts. They do it a lot. So I'm counting each time they do it. Six times today.”

      “I'm lucky to have such a brave nephew,” I say. “I'm glad you're learning to count so well, but I'm sorry they're poking you.”

      He bobs his head, and I hand him the frog. “This frog isn't just any frog. He begged me to buy him at the gift shop. I told him no at first, but then he said that if I bought him, he'd tell me his name.”

      “What is it?” Troy asks, eyes as round as an owl's.

      I whisper. “He said his name's Hoppy.”

      Troy nods and repeats the word.

      “He also needs a kiss every day. If you'll do that, and remember his name, he'll be there for you to hug every time you're scared, or sad or lonely. And hugging him will also help you feel better when they poke you.”

      Troy hugs Hoppy to his chest.

      “Trudy, have you given any thought to the timeframe on my offer?” I ask. “Because I have. You're going to be so much better off getting things settled sooner, rather than later.”

      She folds her arms. “I'm not going to uproot anything before Christmas.”

      “But my house is much bigger, and nicer, and I'd help you with it. It's always better to do things now, than to wait.”

      She shakes her head. “I'll think about it in January.”

      “By which point you'll have paid another month's rent!”

      “I won't have to pay the rent, because Chris is paying that.”

      Finally, the thing that's been bugging me all day has been answered. She won't leave because she's still hoping the functioning alcoholic who left her will come back. He's very unlikely to do that with a scowly older sister on the scene making him feel like the loser he really is. I want to scream at her, but I can't do it in front of Troy, and it probably wouldn't help anyway.

      “I just wanted to come see how you were doing, Troy. And tell your mom that I think the thing we discussed will be just fine. So you can move ahead with the clinical trial.”

      She nods her head, and a tear slides down her cheek. “I know you want what's best for me, but I'm not sure you're right about what that is.”

      “Your happiness is all I ever want,” I say. “But you get to choose for yourself. My support has no strings attached. When you decide you need me, I'm here.”

      She crosses the room and pulls me close for a tight hug, which warms my heart. But the little arms that wrap around the backs of my knees are almost too much to take. I reach over and pick up Troy, still clutching Hoppy. I kiss him on the forehead. “I'm very proud of you for being super duper brave.”

      “Thanks Aunt May May. You come tomorrow?” he asks.

      “I've got a big meeting tomorrow night with volunteers, but I'll come before that if I can.”

      It's a fifteen-minute drive from the hospital to my house. I pull over four times and start a text to Luke begging off each time. After all, we aren't ice cream and that analogy makes no sense. What we're doing is stupid. He's leaving, and I'm never going to have kids of my own, much less marry someone who has them. Ironically, if he was divorced, I might be fine with it, because I would never be their mom. That burden would fall on someone else's shoulders. But it's not like I can tell him that if his wife hadn't died, and he'd just left her, I'd be okay with it.

      The hot water of the shower eases some of my anxiety over the work drama, Troy being sick, and the upcoming date. Even though I stand under the boiling stream for too long, I'm still ready for my date with half an hour to spare. I decide to sit in the formal living room of my house and read until he arrives. Of course, I'd read a lot faster if I wasn't glancing up every single time a car drove past.

      I wonder what Luke drives. It can't be the Mustang that's up on blocks, and I didn't see anything else. I hope it's not a motorcycle. That would be a complete nightmare. I've seen the numbers on motorcycle accidents, and no matter how you skew them, they're bad news.

      I glance at my watch. Luke's six minutes late. Which isn't a big deal to most people, I remind myself. Plenty of people I know operate under the assumption that they're on time for any specified event as long as they arrive within the fifteen minutes following the stated time. My dad and my sister both feel like anything under half an hour should be commended.

      I still hate it.

      I'm probably more wound up than usual, thinking about little Troy and whether he's adjusting to his new circumstances, and whether my sister's okay. How can I convince her to let go of the Chris shaped anvil around her neck so she can move on?

      A red Ford Raptor drives past my house, stops and reverses, and backs into the driveway. Where in the world was he hiding that? I glance at my watch. Eleven minutes late, which means it's likely he's one of those fifteen minute grace period, inconsiderate, selfish jerks.

      Or maybe he had some issues with the tiny people I've been trying to pretend he doesn't have.

      I slide my hands down my sweater to smooth it, and glance in the mirror quickly to make sure my makeup hasn't smudged. I almost never wear red lipstick, but with this particular moss green sweater, the combination turns my eyes a unique olive color. Or that's what Foster used to tell me. Not that his opinions matter anymore.

      He jogs up the steps in nice slacks and a cream-colored polo shirt, covered with a brown leather jacket. Before he even has a chance to knock, I open the door.

      “Whoa,” he jumps. “That scared me.”

      “Sorry about that,” I say. “I saw you coming, and figured I'd spare your knuckles.”

      He raises his eyebrows. “Your last pansy boyfriend may have had porcelain knuckles.” He holds up his hands and slaps his right hand with his left. “But these babies are tough.”

      After I lock the front door, he takes my hand in his, and I follow him to his car, grinning like an idiot. I'm glad it's dark enough he probably can't see.

      He opens the passenger side door for me. “So. You were acting like you didn't even want to go, but you were watching for me by the window?”

      I blush.

      He walks around to the driver side, and when he slides in, he glances at my face. “Hey, I was only teasing. I didn't mean to upset you.”

      “It's been a rough few days.” I buckle my seatbelt. “I'm fine, though.”

      “Me and my knuckles can handle rough. What's going on?”

      “Everything.” I'm embarrassed when my voice wobbles. “After lunch with you the other day, I decided to turn down the promotion.”

      “Actually,” Luke says, “tell me where we're going and then keep going.”

      “Oh, right. I pick the place. Do you still want Indian?”

      “I haven't been living here for very long, and I'm not used to your neighborhood. Maybe you've got a restaurant suggestion?”

      “Sure. I love the place on Bleaker.” I give him some basic instructions to leave my neighborhood, but after a few turns we reach the parkway. “You stay on here until Bleaker, then it's on your right.”

      “Perfect. Now back to how your boss reacted when you told her to take her job and stuff it.”

      I chuckle. “Yeah, I didn't ever get that far.”

      “No?” he asks. “Why not? Cold feet? Late onset greed?”

      “Late onset greed? You're so weird.”

      “You love it.” He takes my hand in his, and my heart flutters in a way I could get used to.

      I lean back in the seat and exhale. “I didn't get greedy. The opposite, actually. I got a call from my sister right before I was going to turn it down.”

      “And?”

      “My nephew was recently diagnosed as a Type I diabetic. He's not even four for another few weeks, and the doctors say it's way, way rare to be diagnosed so early. The poor guy is struggling. He hates getting poked all the time, of course, and he doesn't understand why he can't eat non-stop goldfish like he used to. Like every three-year-old in America.”

      He squeezes my hand. “I'm so sorry. That's terrible.”

      “Plus, my sister Trudy didn't tell me until yesterday, but her loser husband left them. She won't even move in with me, because she's stupidly still hoping the jerk will come back home.”

      “Wow,” Luke says. “Just wow, that's a lot to take in at once.”

      “It's a good thing I didn't tell my boss I was turning the promotion down, because Trudy's gonna need a lot of help.”

      Luke raises one eyebrow. “Your sister's name is Trudy?”

      “Gertrude, actually. I know, it's a terrible name for a young person. My mom named my sister after her grandma and then Mom bailed on the whole family. If she's going to saddle a kid with an awful name, she could at least have the decency to stick around and help defend her when the other kids start making jokes.”

      “Your mom bailed on you guys? When?”

      “Trudy was a baby. I was about to start school.”

      “Do you still see her?”

      I shake my head. “She calls every few years. I haven't seen her in a decade.”

      “I'm sorry.”

      “I don't even care anymore.” Which is a lie. I'll always care.

      “I can't understand any mother ever leaving her kids on purpose.”

      “Mom got pregnant with me when she was in high school. She married my dad, but she didn't want to. She wanted to see the world, and we tied her down. Working as a trucker was the only thing she ever liked, the freedom, the control, and her own place where no one could bother her.” I shrug. “A trucker. She left me to be a trucker. I sound like someone from Jerry Springer.”

      His thumb brushes against the inside of my palm. “You couldn't be on Jerry Springer.”

      “No?”

      He shakes his head. “Too many teeth, and you don't have roots in your hair. Also, it's been washed this week.”

      “You keep those compliments coming like that, and you never know where tonight might lead.” I suck my teeth and smile lopsided and crazy.

      He laughs.

      “Anyway, my point was that my sister needs money, and I have the means to get it for her, which I should do. So now I'll have to take the new job. Which should be fine, except my awful ex, who you met today, is going to axe the Sub-for-Santa program if I'm not there to run it anymore.”

      “Maybe that's a blessing in disguise,” Luke says.

      “Don't you start, too.”

      “Hold on,” Luke says. “Start what?”

      “My dad, and sister, and Foster and everyone else I know except my secretary Paisley thinks my obsession with the whole thing is unhealthy. They've been after me to quit for a while.”

      Luke pulls into a parking place right in front of Bombay Palace. He shuts his truck off and turns to face me directly. “You aren't obsessed. That's when you can't think of anything else. You're dedicated and that's an admirable quality. What I meant was, instead of reporting to the United Way, why not start your own charity that only does Sub-for-Santa? Then you don't need a boss, or anyone else to tell you what to do, really.”

      “Oh no, I couldn't do that.”

      As I say the words, I realize they might not be true. United Way provides me a copier and office space, but I do everything else. Pushing the word out to the community for nominations, vetting the nominees, finding the volunteers, coordinating the efforts, creating the rules and checking that they're followed. Why do I need United Way?

      “I disagree. You could call it whatever you want, but obviously this entire thing is already run by you.”

      What if he's right?

      “One small problem. With this new job, I can't spend more than a few hours a week during the holidays on this. Unless I found another volunteer to do everything I do, which would be a tall order, there's no way this would get done. It's too much work, and not enough excitement in the community for it.”

      Before Luke can open my door, I pull the handle open and climb out, noticing as I do that he has two booster seats in the back of his car. He really is a cute dad. Which would be amazing if I wanted kids.

      When we walk in, there's not a single other customer in the restaurant. It's never busy, but it seems especially sad on Wednesday nights for some reason. Honestly that's one of the reasons I go so often in the middle of the week. I hate crowds, and if this place ever goes under, I might cry. Okay, I would cry.

      I sit down at an empty table, knowing Jay will be over with menus shortly. “Since you've never been here, let me tell you. Their chicken pakora is amazing. Like I might slice off your finger if you reach for the last piece. And the korma is great if you like mild things. It's all my nephew Troy will eat. The naan is to die for, and my favorite is just a little different than the usual tikka masala, called chicken makhani. The chicken's shredded and simmered and oh my word. It's transformational.”

      Luke's grinning like an idiot.

      “What?”

      “You are so cute when you like something.”

      “Mary!” Jay shouts. “You brought a friend this time, and a handsome one, too.” Jay holds out his hand to Luke, who takes it and they shake vigorously. Once the he-man handshakes finally end, Jay hands us each a menu. “This girl is a gem, you know. You should hang on to her with both hands.”

      For the first time since I met him, Luke actually looks uncomfortable.

      “We're both starving,” I say. “Can you take our drink orders and food at the same time?”

      “Of course I can.” Jay whips out his notepad. “What do you want?”

      “I think we need a little bit of everything.” Luke glances at the menu. “Two orders of the pakora, since I don't want to get stabbed.”

      Jay laughs. “Mary loves her pakora. She likes it spicy though. Think you can keep up?”

      Luke meets my eye. “I aim to try.”

      “Other than the pakora, what else?” Jay points at the menu.

      “Since we're on Mary's turf, maybe she should pick three things for the table and we can share?”

      “Good idea,” Jay says.

      I choose kheema samosas, which is a lamb appetizer wrapped in dough, chicken makhani, saagwala, and korma, plus a few orders of naan. The food takes forever, like always, but the company is good and the weight of the last few days slides off my shoulders.

      I've barely finished my pakora, and ladled rice and makhani on my plate when Luke's phone rings. “Hello?”

      His brow furrows.

      “No, he was fine earlier.”

      Pause.

      “How many times?”

      Pause.

      “I'll be right there. Thanks for calling me. You did the right thing.”

      I motion for Jay to come over. “We need to go boxes for all this. Luke's got a family emergency.”

      “Yes, I'm so sorry,” Luke says to me, “but Chase is throwing up. Like a lot. I need to make sure he's okay.”

      I place one hand over his and his eyes widen softly and then he sighs.

      “It's going to be okay,” I say. “All kids get the stomach flu. It's not fun, but he'll be fine.”

      Jay brings us our boxes, Luke hands him a card, and I start filling the boxes with the food we haven't even touched.

      “Any chance I can run by the house and check on him before I take you home?” he asks.

      I shake my head. “No, just go. I can get an Uber from here. It's really no big deal.”

      He frowns. “Do you hate the idea of being around my kids that much?”

      My jaw drops. “Of course not, that's not it at all. How selfish would I be to say, hey Chase, your dad's here but now he has to leave again with me. I'm trying to be considerate, not a high maintenance mess.”

      He shakes his head. “My cousin-in-law will be there so once he's fine I can drive you home. Besides, it's a second date rule for me that I need to fix something for you to prove I'm manly. I was thinking maybe a closet light might be on the blink or something.” He winks.

      “What an awful pun,” I say. “But it would be great to actually see what I'm wearing. It's been sort of a guessing game for the past few weeks.”

      “Your sweater matches well enough,” he says.

      “I'm kidding, Luke. I have flashlights.”

      “Right, of course. As an added bonus, you'll get to meet Amy, my daughter. After you came by the other day, she's been asking to meet you.”

      I should protest. I don't want to be involved in his kids' lives. It's a slippery slope, and I avoid those at all times. But he looks so earnest, and there's a sick kid involved, and I don't think he'll budge on me taking an Uber. Which means if I turn him down, I'm basically making his poor son wait to see his dad.

      “Fine,” I say. “I'll go with you, but only if you promise I can take an Uber from your house if he gets upset and doesn't want you to leave. I won't ruin a baby's night so you can give me a ride.”

      “It's a deal,” Luke says.
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      Luke doesn't sound anxious on the way home, but his hands grip the steering wheel of his Raptor a little too tightly, and he sits ramrod straight.

      “I'm sorry to spoil our date,” he says. “I think Chase should be fine in a few days. I'd love to make it up to you on Saturday night. Any chance you're free?”

      “I usually save Saturdays for my boyfriend,” I say. “He's pretty flexible otherwise, but he likes Saturday nights to himself.”

      Luke's head whips around and he stares at me. Then he laughs. “You almost had me there. So is that a yes, or a no?”

      “Sure, a redo on Saturday.”

      “Phew. I was worried I botched my shot by bailing for a stomach bug.”

      “Good parents always put their kids first. It's your job to do that.” I have firsthand experience it's not what all parents do. “Please don't apologize for being a good dad, not to me.”

      “Thanks.”

      I ought to distract him before Luke crushes that poor steering wheel into dust. “How's the Citibank job coming along? Almost done?”

      He rolls his eyes heavenward. “Let's just say that not everyone the contractor hired to work electrical could change a light bulb, much less repair your closet light.”

      “On a job that big, if your people can't do the work, what do you do?”

      He shrugs. “It's a nightmare, but it's not the first time I've dealt with this problem. It's pretty common actually. Licensed electricians are expensive, and subs usually bid out as low as they can to get the job. If they can use unskilled labor instead of skilled, their profit margin goes up.”

      “Is your reputation on the line if it goes wrong?”

      “That's the downside to being the project manager for electrical. I've been spending half my day every day showing these guys how to do their own job without being electrocuted or overloading the circuits. It's a frustrating mess. We should have been done two weeks ago, but instead I've got a day crew and a night crew fixing the stuff they screwed up initially.”

      “I never gave much thought to the work that went into any of my lights, or outlets, or anything at either of my offices. Or my home, for that matter.”

      “You shouldn't. If your crew did its job during construction, you never will, other than the occasional malfunctioning light.”

      “I guess you'll make sure no one at Citibank ever has to think about it?”

      “That's the plan. I've gotten pretty good at identifying which men I can trust to help me quality check and which men need to be supervised heavily. At least we're down to punch list items at this point.”

      My eyebrows rise. “I didn't realize it was so close.”

      “Ribbon cutting is coming up fast.”

      “Wait, does that mean you'll be leaving sooner? Before January?”

      “Worried about me leaving? Weren't you trying to brush me off yesterday?” He grins.

      I stiffen. “Not at all, but if you won't be here for Christmas, I'll need to reassign the family I lined up for you.”

      “You've already assigned me a family?”

      I nod. “Three children. Two boys and one girl. Twelve, seven and three years old. The three-year-old boy loves rockets, and the twelve year old wants board games. It was a refreshing request after sifting through more than a dozen tweens, all asking for cell phones or iPads.”

      “What about the seven year old?”

      I sigh. “Her mom wrote, 'anything.' I hate when they do that, but it's fairly common. I never know whether the mom's lazy and doesn't know her kid, or whether they have so little that absolutely anything will make them happy. Either way, it's sad.”

      “Don't worry. We'll do some research and come up with great stuff for all three.”

      “Unless you leave earlier,” I say.

      He shakes his head. “Nah, my next job starts January 15. I like to leave myself a few weeks between jobs in case one of them gets delayed. Even if it's not my fault, sometimes things go wrong.”

      “Plus, it's New Years. And you mentioned your dad's here. Won't you and your kids miss him? And the cousin you mentioned?”

      Luke shrugs. “I always try to find an autumn job back in Atlanta, or take a few weeks off so we can come here to visit. My brother's here too, but he's always working. Family's important, and my kids miss their cousins and my pops, and their uncle, but they love the adventure, too. When my job lasts longer than six months, sometimes I take Dad with me. I hate bouncing him around for a few months here or there, though, and my brother gets all upset.”

      “What about school? Doesn't that throw things off for your kids?”

      “Nah, not yet anyway. Chase is four, and Amy's five. I did enroll her in a pre-school and she loves it. St. Paul's Catholic Church has a decent program. But she's a free spirit and I line up a full time caretaker for them while I'm working, someone qualified and engaged.”

      “But when the time comes, you're going to enroll them in school? And stay somewhere for the school year, at least?”

      He shrugs. “Probably. They can both read fairly well already, so I know they won't be behind. I've got nine months before Amy's due to start school. I may look for a longer gig, or I may find a homeschool program. Haven't decided yet.”

      He turns into the Cove.

      My palms are clammy, and my heart's racing. Why am I so nervous to meet his kids? It's not like they'll ever be my kids. I'm only hanging out with Luke for the few weeks he has left here in Atlanta. Calm down, Mary. Everything's okay. My head knows it's fine, but my heart isn't listening very well.

      Luke parks around the back of the large trailer, which explains why I didn't see his truck when I came by last time. He opens my door again and offers his hand when I climb out, which is helpful since the Raptor cab sits pretty high above the ground. When my feet both touch dirt, he doesn't let go. He interlaces our hands, and pulls me along behind him on the fifteen-foot walk to the trailer's back door as if he knows I need the little nudge.

      Luke releases my hand to climb the steps to the entry, which are fairly narrow. He had to do it, but somehow without his hand in mine, I'm untethered, drifting, and nervous. I might like Luke a little too much already. It's the only reason I'd be stressed out like this about seeing the inside of his home, and meeting his kids.

      They're four and five, I remind myself. They like anyone who can do a Yoda impression, or who can snort milk out of their nose. I've got this.

      He pauses in the doorway and waves me up. “Come on in. It's freezing outside.”

      My feet override my brain and I hop up to the open doorway. I take a deep breath, and step inside. The inside of the trailer is much nicer than I expected. It's a small space, but with the pop outs on either side, it doesn't feel oppressive like I expected. There's an island in the kitchen with a sink, and against the walls, there's a love seat and two large movie theater chairs that both face a generous sized television. A small table and two chairs nestled against the wall complete the room, and everything's trimmed in dark wood and looks pretty solidly made.

      “I hear them back in my bedroom.” Luke points at the brown leather loveseat. “If you want to wait here, you're welcome to.”

      I sit and pull out my phone. I wonder what people did to kill time before phones. Stare at the wall, maybe? I'm almost finished with an email updating a local restaurant chain about the details of the offer in compromise our favorite law firm is hammering out when I hear a tiny shuffling sound.

      I stand up and turn toward the noise, which is coming from the kitchen cabinets. Oh, no, please oh please let him not have mice. I shudder.

      “Do you like Froot Loops?” a tiny, muffled voice asks.

      I startle and look around. I don't see anyone, but the sound is definitely not coming from a mouse, thank goodness.

      “I do like Froot Loops, but I think Golden Grahams are a little better, personally.” The question had to have come from his daughter Amy. “I'd love to know who's asking?”

      A cabinet door opens under the kitchen counter and a small girl with dark blonde pigtails unfolds herself and climbs out. Her two braids are fuzzy, like they were done this morning and need to be combed out. She's sucking on her thumb. Didn't Luke say she was five? I'm no expert, but I don't think five year olds should still be doing that.

      “Can I have some Froot Loops?” she asks.

      “I don't know,” I say. “You probably need to ask your dad about that.”

      She frowns, her deep blue eyes narrowing at me. “He says they're for breakfast, but we haven't had any for almost a week. Aunt Becca finally bought some today, but not early enough for breakfast.”

      This poor little girl. Her brother's sucking up all the time and energy and all she wants is a few cups of her favorite breakfast cereal. I'd be nervous about stepping on Luke's toes if I thought this was going somewhere, but I don't need to worry. So he doesn't like how I deal with his kids? Oh well.

      I stand up and walk into the kitchen. “You'd make an excellent lawyer someday, you know that?”

      She shrugs. “My dad says I should be a shoe salesman.”

      I chuckle. “Why is that?”

      She sticks out her bottom lip. “I love shoes, and I'm good at talking him into buying more than I need.”

      I hide my smile by turning toward the living room. Once I have my face schooled into neutrality again, I turn back. “Little Amy, maybe you can help me. Where are these contraband Froot Loops?”

      She points to the cabinet above the fridge. “What's contramand?”

      I stifle a laugh. “Contraband. It means something you aren't supposed to have.”

      Her eyebrows rise. “Oh I can have them, just not when I didn't eat dinner.”

      My bottom lip drops open. “Well, well, well. You didn't eat your dinner?”

      She looks at the ground. “No, I mean, I can't have them after dinner.”

      I giggle. She's hilarious. “It appears someone who lives here knows you pretty well. They obviously stuck those Froot Loops up high enough that you can't reach them, huh?”

      She nods her head, her eyes mournful, her tone resigned. “And all the chairs in this stupid house-on-wheels are stuck to the floor, so I can't even push one over to climb up.”

      I drop my jaw and widen my eyes in mock horror. “Next time I come, I'm bringing a screwdriver. You've gotta have some way to be a little naughty, don't you think?”

      Her eyes sparkle. “Are you really?”

      I grin. “Sure. But for now, I can reach them for you. Why don't you grab a bowl and I'll pour it before your dad comes back.”

      “Okay.” Amy scrambles around me and flings a drawer open. I wasn't expecting bowls in a drawer, but I guess she can't reach the cabinets without climbing. Kid friendly house here, even if it is on wheels.

      Amy bolts her cereal, and is slurping the milk when I hear steps coming from the back of the trailer. I toss her bowl into the sink and turn to face Luke with what I hope is an innocent smile.

      “What are you two up to in here?” he asks.

      I shrug and Amy watches me. A split second later, her shoulders rise and fall in the exact same way. On a whim, I cross my arms, and she does, too.  I can't quite keep the smirk off my lips.

      Luke lifts one eyebrow and stares at me, and then turns to stare at Amy. After five seconds she breaks down into a fit of giggles.

      “What is so very funny, young lady?” Luke walks into the small kitchen, filling the entire space. He glances at the sink and Amy turns to me and bites her lip.

      “Your pretty friend gave me Froot Loops!” Amy turns to me and whispers. “It's always better to confess than be caught. Especially with my dad.”

      I whisper back. “I can't believe you threw me under the bus like that.”

      “The bus?” She shrugs. “I'm five.”

      Luke laughs. “Alright Amy, I appreciate you entertaining my beautiful friend while I checked on Chase. He's feeling a little better, so Aunt Becca said I can take my friend home. Can you be patient until I get back?”

      Amy lifts her chin. “Will you read to me when you get home?”

      He smiles. “I will.”

      “Five books?”

      Luke's eyebrows rise. “We just finished Percy Jackson.”

      “And now you're only reading me baby books.” She scowls.

      He shakes his head. “Not baby books, age appropriate ones. I'll read two Dr. Seuss ones.”

      “Three,” Amy counters.

      Luke sighs heavily. “I'll read three, but no bonuses or extras or wheedling.”

      Amy's eyes dart sideways to my face. “I'm five. I'm not making any promises about wheedling.”

      She's cracking me up.

      Luke walks toward the door. “You ready to go, Mary?”

      I cross the room as well. “Yeah, thanks.”

      Luke walks down the steps, but before I can follow him, Amy's tiny hand grabs mine. “You'll come back, right?”

      My heart constricts. How can I tell her no? But if I say yes, she'll ask me again and again. Nothing is ever enough for a small child. “Well, your dad has a lot of work, and so do I. I'm sure I'll see you again, but I'm not sure precisely when.”

      Her precious face falls, her mouth turning down, her shoulders slumping.

      I kneel in front of her. “Amy, you and your dad are going to be helping some kids this year, kids whose parents can't buy them much for Christmas. I'm in charge of setting everything up for that program.”

      She bobs her head, but doesn't meet my eye.

      “What's wrong?” I ask.

      “Nothing.”

      I let go of her hand, and reach under her chin to lift it until she's looking me in the eye. “You can tell me if something's upsetting you.”

      “My school's Christmas pageant is tomorrow. I get to play the angel, and I'm going to do a really good job, even though my dumb wings are made of cardboard, and Collins hogged all the glitter for the wise man crowns.” The animation in her face has returned, thankfully.

      “Cardboard? Angels can't fly with cardboard wings unless they're sparkly,” I say.

      “That's what I told Mrs. Hassan!”

      I tsk. “I had an angel costume a long time ago, and it had real wings made with white feathers.”

      She gasps and claps. “Do you still have it?”

      “I'm not sure,” I say. “I can check. But even if I kept them, if your program's tomorrow night, I'm not sure how I'd get them to you in time. Maybe they can flap their way over.”

      “All my friends will have their dads and their moms there. Even the ones whose parents don't like each other anymore still come. They just sit further apart, and sometimes they yell.”

      “I'm so sorry your mom can't be there,” I say. “I'm sure she's equally sad.”

      “Up in heaven?” she asks.

      I nod my head. “Do you believe in heaven?”

      “Well, that's where angels live. And my mom had to go somewhere and she was a really good mom. So yeah, I think she's probably in heaven. That's why I picked to be an angel.”

      I smile. “I've got to go now, but I'll see you around.”

      Amy grabs my hand with both of hers this time. “Wait, please.”

      Luke climbs the steps and shakes his head. “Amy, you have to let Mary go, or she'll never want to come back.”

      Amy drops my hands like they burned her. I can barely hear her next words. “Could you come to my play tomorrow night, Mary? It's late, so you can do it after work maybe. It doesn't even start until seven. You can even come if you don't find the wings. Mine stink, but I have a really neat halo made of gold pipe cleaners, and I know my lines, like really, really, super, duper well.”

      Luke's leaving in less than a month. It won't be my fault things end when it's time to go. Maybe it'll be good for her to have someone there, even if it's not someone permanent.

      “I suppose I can go, if it's okay with your dad.”

      Luke nods his head. “Fine by me. I hear the pageant is wonderful. You'd really be missing out if you didn't come. And of course, Amy clearly needs your wings.”

      The drive to my house only takes ten minutes.

      “Where's your new job?” I ask.

      “Louisville.”

      “Oh man, if I were you, I'd have picked somewhere that's warm for the winter.”

      He smacks his forehead. “You couldn't have mentioned that two months ago?”

      A few minutes from my neighborhood, we pass a big, white, colonial style home. The entire outline of the house is lit up with sparkly white lights. Enormous oak trees line the circular drive, shading it during spring and summer when they're covered in leaves.

      “I've loved that house for twenty years.”

      Luke glances at it sideways. “Why?”

      “This family used to live there with three kids and a dog. They had shiny hair, and pretty white teeth, and they'd rake leaves into piles and leap into them. They always seemed so happy. I used to pretend they were my family, and it was my house. It doesn't hurt that the house is perfect and has like everything a house should have.”

      Luke looks at me sideways. “How would you know?”

      I blush. “It went on the market a few years ago, and I might have gone to look at it. There's a big pool with a diving board, a cupola covered in flowering vines, and a huge custom built swing set. The whole downstairs has these gorgeous hardwood floors, and the kitchen and all the bathrooms have matching mica-flecked countertops. I know everyone loves white now, but I never moved on from the dark, hardwood cabinets, and these were custom made.” I sigh. “It's stupid, I know, and out dated, and it's still my dream house. I guess dreams from when you're a little kid die hard.”

      “You love it that much?”

      “There are even windows in every room to keep it from looking like a cave with all the dark wood. I couldn't quite afford it then, and I doubt it'll go up for sale again anytime soon. Which is really for the best, because why would I need a mansion with a pool?”

      Luke laughs. “Not much of a swimmer?”

      I shake my head. “Stupid, right?”

      “The heart wants what the heart wants.”

      He's right. And I'm terribly afraid my heart's gearing up to be broken in a few weeks when Luke and his kids leave for Louisville. When we stop in front of my current, modest but snug home, I fling his truck door open and race up to the front porch. Luke's eyes widen, but he doesn't chase me up to the top step.

      Why did I sabotage what could have been a great first kiss? A defense mechanism, I think. The same instinct is screaming for me to shut this whole thing down. After waving at Luke, I close and lock the door and lean against it with my eyes closed. I should text or call him and tell him that I'd put the ice cream back in the freezer. Or that I'm not interested in his green eggs and ham.

      I should cut my losses right now.

      I should, but I don't. I pull out the photo he sent me and stare at his smiling face. Then I glance at Amy's, too. I can see Luke in her eyes.

      Instead of texting Luke to dump him, I spend the next two hours rummaging around in my storage closet and upending every box I have. After two and a half hours, I find them. Somewhat discolored from years of sitting in storage, but still fluffy and mostly white.

      My old angel wings.
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      Paisley doesn't make it to the United Way office Thursday morning, since Shauna's back and she insisted our audit case files be prepared by the end of the week for an office review. So when I walk in the door on Thursday afternoon, she's perched like a hawk on the edge of my desk.

      “And?” Her eyebrows waggle like those of an unhinged villain on an Acme cartoon.

      “Good afternoon, Paisley. How are you today?”

      She stands up. “Oh come on. You didn't text me last night, or this morning. I deserve some details. My dress got this whole thing off the ground, and you still haven't returned that, by the way.”

      I sigh. “Sorry. It's been a crazy week.”

      “A crazy good week?”

      “I sprinted from his truck up to my house so he couldn't even think about kissing me goodnight.”

      Her jaw drops. “What in the world is wrong with you? I've been drooling over his photo for twenty-four hours and you run away?”

      “He's got kids, and one of them was puking last night, and it cut our date short. Not my fault.”

      Paisley puts a hand on her hip. “And what? You were worried you'd get sick?”

      “I've got so much to do for Sub-for-Santa right now that I cannot handle a stomach virus.”

      Paisley slumps into a chair. “You're a real downer, you know that?”

      “Yes, I know. But I met his daughter, and she wants me to go to her Christmas pageant tonight.”

      Paisley stands up and walks into her cubicle, returning with a brown box full of files. She whomps them on my desk. “That's the best news I've heard all day. I’m sure she's cute.”

      “She really is adorable,” I say. “And she wants to borrow my wings, so she can be an angel in the play, which she picked because her mother's an angel.”

      Paisley's face falls and she says, “Oooooh, if that isn't the cutest thing you ever heard, your heart is made of stone.”

      I nod. “I know, I know.”

      “So you're going?”

      “I told her I’d try.”

      “But?”

      I gesture at the boxes. “But I've got a lot of work and I can't always do what I want to do.”

      I spend all afternoon reviewing case files for audits scheduled next month. I'll have to review them again the week of the meeting, so this is a complete and total waste of time. Why am I dragging my feet? Why don't I march into Shauna's office and tell her I'll take the promotion?

      If this offer came in the spring, or even the summer, I might not be struggling as much to accept it. But now, in early December, I'm spending every single morning working on Sub-for-Santa. I'm meeting and talking on the phone with families who are excited to help. I'm holding families' hands so they can provide the necessary paperwork to be included. I'm reading about their children, their darling, precious, little children, and imagining the magic they'll feel on Christmas morning when the impossible happens.

      Deep down in my gut, I resent having to let this go even though I know it's not Trudy's fault.

      My phone rings and instead of waiting for Paisley to answer it, I pick up. Anything to give me a reason to delay telling Shauna my plan.

      “Hello?”

      “Mary?” Trudy asks. “It's me.”

      I giggle. “Hey me, how are you?” Trudy always says it's 'me' and I always pretend I don't know who she is. After so many years, it's not even funny anymore, but it's just what we do.

      Trudy forces a laugh. “Ha ha. But seriously. I've finished all the paperwork for Troy's clinical trial. They'll notify us tomorrow for sure, but they think he could start with the continuous insulin monitor, toddler edition, as soon as next week.”

      “That's amazing,” I say.

      “Well, kind of. The thing is, to start we need—”

      “You need the money. How much exactly?”

      “Sixty thousand dollars.”

      I pinch the bridge of my nose, and briefly consider telling her I'll give her the money only if she stops waiting on her idiotic husband to return. If she moves in with me, the money is hers. Terrorist tactics may not be my best call, so I don't push it. “I've got a meeting with my boss today. I'll see if I can get an advance from her that will hopefully clear that, after tax. I'll call you back tonight or tomorrow.”

      “Thank you, Mary. You have no idea what this means to me.”

      I hang up, but I disagree. I know exactly what it means. Sixty-thousand dollars is what it means to her, same as it means to me. Even if my boss can't give me an advance on my bonus, I can pull it out of my retirement account. I'll just have to take a tremendously large penalty for doing it. I regularly chastise clients for acting so imprudently. Maybe this will give me a little more compassion for their idiocy.

      I walk down the hall and tap on Shauna's door.

      “Come in,” she says.

      I poke my head inside, and Shauna's head lifts up from a hefty stack of paperwork I'm pretty sure is the quarterly and end of year preliminary reports.

      “What do you need?” she asks.

      “I've been giving it a lot of thought,” I say.

      “Wait.” Shauna walks across her room and closes the door. “Okay, you've been thinking, and please, please tell me you're going to take the job.”

      “Actually, I meant to come and tell you I wasn't.”

      Shauna puts her hand on her hip. “You aren't being smart about this. You're being emotional.”

      I hold out my hand to stop her. “But my sister's son is really sick, and frankly I need the money. So I'm going to take it, if it's still on the table.”

      She beams. “Of course. We said you had weeks to decide. I'm so glad it will be you taking my place. I know you love tax returns, but you can still do them, a handful anyway, and you get to review the complex ones to make sure they're accurate, which is more fun than the grunt work ones anyhow.”

      I like the grunt work. I'm helping people with their lives. “I guess so.”

      “You can also keep a few of your clients, but you get out of here at a regular time every single day, instead of drowning under piles of paper and millions of forms in the months before tax deadlines.”

      “I know that too. I hate to seem so ungrateful. I really do appreciate your recommendation.”

      “You're still upset about your charity thing.” Her voice is flat.

      “I am. But I'll be okay with it, I swear.”

      She leans against her desk. “You're going to be the best boss this office has ever had.”

      “Not better than you,” I say loyally.

      She snorts. “You're way better at taxes, and you'll do great.”

      “There is one other thing,” I say.

      Shauna walks around to sit at her desk chair again, and gestures for me to sit down. “What's that?”

      “I know this is a horrible thing to be asking, but my nephew is eligible for a clinical trial that might help eliminate a lot of the terrible side effects Type I diabetics suffer from down the road. It's super rare for a kid to be diagnosed this early, and he's struggling. This trial is specific to very young children.”

      Shauna taps her fingers on the desk. “That all sounds like good news. Why do I sense a 'but'?”

      “Because you're smart. The but is that clinical trials cost a lot of money. More money than I have on hand.” Or in savings, thanks to my floating the Sub-for-Santa program last time it floundered. I don't mention that, knowing how she feels about it already. “I was hoping I might get an advance on my bonus this year.”

      Shauna exhales heavily. “Well, the only reason it might be possible is that Frank & Meacham is a small firm, relatively speaking. I'm supposed to review these reports with Peter tonight before he flies back to New York. If you joined us again, and accepted his offer, he'd be delighted. It would be a great time to lay out the news about your nephew and explain why you'd like an advance.”

      I nod my head. “If he refuses, how sure are we that I'll get a big chunk of money in a month or so?”

      “You're thinking of a short term, unsecured loan?”

      I nod. “If I can't get an advance, interest on that would be preferable to penalties on my retirement account.”

      “You better head home and change. Peter only eats at the best of the best. Tonight he's insisting on Uchi.”

      “I love Uchi. What time are you meeting him there?” Please be early, please be early.

      “Six o'clock.”

      Not great, but it could be worse. If I have to, I can duck out early and channel my inner Nascar to make it to St. Paul's Catholic church for Amy's show. I drive home and change into a pine-green cocktail dress and patent leather, black, high heels. It's only 4:45.

      I look up the location for the new Citibank building. It's not too far from Uchi, and I take that as a sign of sorts. I should go by and try and drop off these wings, just in case my dinner goes long. Also, I kind of want to see Luke in his element. I pull into a metered lot a block away, and with my old wings under my arm, I hike down to the construction site. Thinking about him in a hard hat with a utility belt makes me a little swoony.

      I walk up the front steps and across the threshold before a barrel chested man with a full beard stops me. “Ma'am you can't walk in here. It's a work zone.”

      “Uh, I'm looking for Luke Manning.” I speak clearly and enunciate each word so he'll understand. “He's head of electrical for the site.”

      “I speak English, lady.” The man spits brown juice on the ground a few inches from my feet. “But he ain't here.”

      Whether he really speaks English may be debatable, but I don't push the issue. This man's face tells me I shouldn't be here, and I reluctantly agree. But I can't quite help myself asking, “As in, he isn't here right now? Or he doesn't work here?”

      The barrel chested man wipes his hand over his mouth. “He's in charge of the electrical crap. Yeah, he works here, a few hours a week, at least.” He laughs, and a few other men join in.

      “Well, thanks. It was nice to meet you all.”

      A man standing on scaffolding above the door, where the word Citibank stands out in blue and red, says, “Pretty Boy never talks about anybody. You his girlfriend?”

      “You mean he doesn't join in for your reindeer games?” I ask, my eyes wide with feigned innocence. “That's such a shame. I'm sure you boys are delightful to work with, but to answer your question, no, Luke's just a friend.”

      Whistles and hoots start from all around. The man on the scaffolding swings to the ground. “Luke may be dumb enough to get friend-zoned, but I'd love to ask you out. Name's Xander. What's your name?”

      “It's so nice to meet you Xander. My name's Notta.”

      “Nice to meet you, Notta.”

      “I forgot to tell you my last name,” I say. “It's Chance.” I spin around a hundred and eighty degrees and march back toward my car. The sound of laughter, followed by catcalls and hooting follows me, but I don't slow down and I don't look back.

      In spite of my ill-advised detour, I reach Uchi with ten minutes to spare. I wait at the bar, and this time no handsome men make eye contact, much less approach me to talk or buy me a drink. I'm ready to start pacing when Shauna arrives five minutes late. She waves me over and tells the hostess, “Please seat us now, and I'll order some sushi for the table while we wait.”

      I relax a little. It seems like Shauna's motivated to move this thing along. She and I walk through the year-end reports while we wait for Peter to show up. He finally arrives, thirty-five minutes after six.

      I should be leaving right now for Amy's play. Except Trudy and Troy need me, too. If I can't get this advance, I'll have to dump out my retirement accounts, which I vowed never to do, or procure some kind of high interest, short-term loan. I'm a Kleenex being pulled in two directions, about to be ripped in half.

      As soon as we finish the quarterly reports, our food arrives and Shauna and Peter both gush about how beautifully presented it is. I can't think of a single good thing to say about my food. It's ten til seven, and I have to get out of here.

      “Mr. Meacham,” I say, “Shauna hasn't told you the good news yet, but I've been thinking and thinking about it and—”

      Shauna says, “Mary doesn't really want the job because she loves tax returns and she loves her end of the year vacation. However, she has an investment opportunity she's keen to try her hand at. I think we can persuade her to take the job if we can somehow give her an advance before the holidays, so she can get in on this deal.”

      My jaw drops. What's she doing?

      Peter's laugh begins in his gut and pours out of his mouth. I almost cover my ears, it's so loud. “I like initiative, you know. Hard line negotiations right out of the gate.”

      He pats his stomach. “You even waited until I had food in my belly to spring this one on me, huh?”

      “Actually,” I say, “I am interested in the job but—”

      “She was worried you'd think her investment wasn't a wise one, but I assured her you don't get involved in the specifics.” Shauna glares at me. The message is clear: let me handle this.

      I lean back and cross my arms. “What do you think, sir?”

      He smiles. “I think I'd like you to explain the yearly reports to me. Let's see how ready you are for this big promotion. Dazzle me, would you?”

      I'm lucky Shauna and I reviewed these earlier, or I'd fall flat on my face right now. “Well, I'm not sure about the dazzling, but I think I can muddle my way through.”

      I don't impress Peter Meacham, but he doesn't seem to want to take the offer back either. Unfortunately, the annual report is long, like Dead Sea Scrolls long. By the time we're done, I glance at my watch. Seven forty-two. I groan inwardly. Even if I left now, I'd never make it in time. I imagine Amy's face. The poor kid is gonna be devastated, and it's all my fault.

      Finally, the dinner wraps up around eight-fifteen. No mention has been made of my advance. “Any chance of that advance, sir?”

      Peter grins. “You want the job, and I'm glad. But you're gonna have to wait for the bonus like the rest of us. Trust me, amazing investments come around often. Very often. You'll find plenty of things after the money is in hand, and you'll probably thank me for stopping you from dumping your money into this one.”

      “The thing is,” I say, “it wasn't—”

      Shauna touches my arm. “I tried to tell her, it wasn't that great an opportunity to begin with. But if she's really insistent, she can always empty out her retirement account, or take out an equity line of credit.”

      I keep things together until I reach my car, but then I break down and sob on the steering wheel. I could have skipped this entire dinner and gone to Amy's play. But work is my priority and I've kept it that way. Amy's not my kid and her dad's not my boyfriend, so why do I feel so awful about missing it?

      This is exactly why I should never have gone out with a dad in the first place. At least after tonight, Luke won't push me anymore, I can virtually guarantee. I doubt he'll even be speaking to me.

      I should drive straight home, but when my tears dry up, I glance behind me at the feathery wings spread across half of the backseat. The stupid wings I never should have mentioned, much less spent hours hunting for. Or driven by Luke's place of work with. I really hope none of those contractors mention that I dropped by. I've lost my mind since meeting him, and it's time to get things back on track.

      I point my car toward home, but somehow I end up halfway to Luke's house before I realize what I'm doing. It may be irrational, but I want to apologize. Not to Luke, but to Amy. The precocious little girl who loves Froot Loops and will advocate for why she should get them. The tiny little thing who hides in cabinets, and negotiated with her dad for more bedtime stories. The little girl who mournfully and plainly told me that no mother comes to her performances, and she picked an angel because that's what her mom is.

      The worst part is that I was that little girl. Only, my mom didn't have a good excuse like being dead. No mother came to my science fair. No mother came to my math competitions. No mother came to my graduation from high school, or from college. I vowed I would never be anything like my own mother.

      Now it's my fault Amy's disappointed.

      When I reach the Cove, I drive past Luke's RV and notice his Raptor parked behind it. I park my car a few spaces down and put my hand on the handle. Except I can't bring myself to open it. I want to apologize, to explain what I was doing. But when I really think about what I was doing...

      I was trying to make my sacrifice for my sister easier for me. I wanted to avoid the necessity of tax penalties or high interest. And it didn't even work.

      What's wrong with me lately? I'm a CPA, but somehow that made me lose sight of what matters, and it's not money. It's not making sure my retirement's on track either. It's making sure my sister and her son are taken care of. After all, that's why I'm not ever having kids myself. So that I can have the security I always longed for.

      I grab a post-it and write a brief message: Tell Amy I'm sorry, M. I stick it to the wings and leave them on the steps to the RV.

      I don't know what I was thinking. I'm not the kind of girl who can enjoy ice cream knowing it's my last bowl. I'm the kid who winds up filling the melty bowl of ice cream with her own tears.
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      Luke sends me two messages on Friday. A photo of Amy with cardboard wings, and a big old cheesy smile, and a second photo of Amy wearing pajamas, and my white feathery wings. She's waving in the second one. I type fifteen responses, and delete them all without sending.

      Obviously he's pissed. He has a right to be. I watch Gilmore Girls until midnight on Friday and fall asleep on the sofa without brushing my teeth.

      I always wake up on Saturday and run eight miles in the park around the corner from my little blue house. I don't have a dog to run with, and I don't have a jogging partner, but that's never bothered me. Until today.

      On the first mile, I count three dog joggers, and two couple runners. Single joggers? Me and a lady who's seventy if she's a day. I want to stop counting, but I can't seem to help myself. I run faster and faster, running ten miles instead of my usual eight. When I finally walk back to my house and bend over double, the numbers stream like a litany through my head. Eight people on a run with their dogs. Nine couples jogging together. Three singles, counting myself.

      I'm drinking a glass of orange juice and waiting to stop sweating before I shower when my phone lights up. Eight-thirty a.m. on a Saturday, and Luke's calling me. He's such a dad.

      I want to answer and tell him how sorry I am. I want to ask him if Amy was devastated, or whether she even noticed I wasn't there. I want to pick up, and beg him not to leave in a few weeks. Which is precisely why I don't answer the phone at all.

      Instead, I group text Paisley, Trudy, and my oldest friend from school, Addy. GIRLS NIGHT OUT? I COULD REALLY USE ONE.

      Addy texts back right away. I'M IN.

      Paisley texts next. HECK TO THE YEAH.

      I smile. She's so young.

      Trudy calls me instead of texting.

      “Hello?”

      “Hey it's me.”

      “I'm sorry, I don't know any me-s.”

      “It's your baby sister! It's Ger-trude.” She pronounces each syllable slowly. “You know, we had the same crappy parents. Dad passed out on the sofa every day? We ate ramen every day but Friday, when we splurged on hotdogs?”

      “Oh,” I say. “That me. I vaguely remember you. Okay, what do you want?”

      She sighs. “I'd love to go out, but I don't think I can find a sitter for Troy.”

      I smack my head. Of course she can't. I'm such a jerk.

      “We've only been home from the hospital for one night,” she says. “I don't want to freak him out.”

      I should apologize. I should tell her of course she can't go anywhere. But I can't help the words that pop out next. “What about Chris? Surely he could take a night, since you've dealt with all this alone.” I'm so angry at him for being a complete waste of space. Who doesn't even come to the hospital when his son is sick?

      “Chris doesn't know yet.”

      My head almost spins off. I breathe in and out a few times before I speak to avoid yelling at her. “I don't care what your relationship's like right now. He has a right to know what's going on with his son, Trudy.”

      “He has a girlfriend, Mary. When I asked him why he cheated on me, he said ever since we had Troy, I've been such a drag that he just needed to be with someone fun again. I can't save my family unless I figure out how to be fun again, and monitoring sugar levels and making a three year old take insulin isn't fun.”

      I swear. Of course Trudy isn't fun. Chris abdicates his responsibilities, leaving her to do everything for their family. It makes it impossible for her to be fun. I don't waste my time explaining that right now.

      “He's a loser, Trudy. He's lucky if all I do is hunt him down and castrate him. When you call and tell me your son's sick, I don't get to say, 'oh that's inconvenient for me, maybe hit me up next time something bad goes down. Maybe I'll be less annoyed then.' That's not how it works, because family isn't about some kind of twenty-four seven party. It's being there when the crap hits the fan.”

      And now, for my second act, I've made my sister cry.

      “You're better off without him Trudy, and he's a complete idiot in my book, but he deserves to know what's going on. You can't hide the parts of your life involving Troy from him, because those things aren't about you and your insecurities, or your relationship, or even his girlfriend. Your job is to make sure Troy has the support he needs. Swallow your fear and call your husband right now. Not so he can watch his son for what I'm sure is a much needed girls' night out for you, but so that he has a chance to do the right thing.”

      Trudy whispers, “What if he doesn't?”

      “We can only control our own actions. If he doesn't, well you won't need to worry about him having a girlfriend when I'm through with him.”

      Trudy barks a laugh, and it's far from her normal bubbling joy, but I'll take it. “And hey, I know it's later than you wanted, but I should be able to get the money you need by Wednesday or Thursday of next week.” A home equity line of credit will take too long, months it turns out, but if I empty out my retirement account, even with the withholdings, it should be enough.

      “Thanks Mary. You'll never know how grateful I am. I'll call Chris today, I swear.”

      “You better. I'll check in tomorrow, and if you haven't told him by then, I'll call him myself. I'm joking about the castration, because I’d prefer to avoid jail, but I doubt there will be a realm further from fun than any conversation he and I might have.”

      Once I've showered, I head over to the Sub-for-Santa office where I know Paisley’s waiting for me to meet with nominees. It's one of my favorite things to do, so when Luke calls again, I pretend it didn't happen. He doesn't leave a message or text me, so it's relatively easy to ignore.

      Paisley makes it a little harder. “Your phone's lighting up like a roman candle on New Year's. What's up?”

      I blush.

      “Luke, huh? Why aren't you hunched over it, fingers frantically sending witty banter back to the big guy?”

      I roll my eyes.

      “If you aren't careful, your eyes will get stuck that way.”

      “Oh please. That's just something moms say.”

      “Well,” Paisley says, “since your mom bailed like a loser, I figured you might not have heard. But seriously, why aren't you replying?”

      “He's not texting,” I say. “He's calling.”

      Paisley's jaw drops. “What is he, sixty?”

      I nod. “I know, right? People don't call, not anymore. And I missed his daughter's play, and I have no idea how to tell him sorry. Actually, I don't even want to say sorry. I'm mad I'm in this situation, and I think I ought to just break things off. We were supposed to have a date tonight, but obviously that's off now that I ruined everything. He hasn't brought it up at all, not even to talk about where or what or when.”

      “Hence the girls night?”

      I nod.

      Paisley bites her lip and doesn't bring it up again, and that's when I know I'm probably right. I've irredeemably screwed this up, and it shouldn't even matter, but for some reason it does.

      Around five, Paisley and I have worked through sixteen families, adding eleven to our list for this year. Paisley leaves to get ready for our girls' night, but I stick around to compile a list of match emails I'll need to send to sponsoring families. By the time I finish, I feel calmer about everything.

      I am not my mother. The only duty I owe is to my sister and her son. I'm fulfilling that, even if it sets my retirement back a little. Or a lot.

      My phone bings, and it's a message from Addy. BEN’S SICK AND WANTS ME HOME. CAN WE DO TOMORROW?

      Addy's high maintenance husband would drive me nuts. He's sick, so she has to stay home and what? Ladle chicken noodle soup into his mouth? I roll my eyes, but before I can reply, Paisley does.

      BEN CAN SUCK A LEMON.

      I smirk. TMW. FINE BY ME.

      Paisley sends a variety of colorful emoticons, which I take to mean she's okay with moving it to tomorrow.

      On the drive home, I'm almost relieved. After my long run, and my long Saturday in my secondary office, I'm ready to unwind, not go dancing. I pull into my garage and walk through the door into my kitchen. I take my boots off and leave them by the door. Then I unzip my skirt and lay it over the back of a chair. I toss my blouse on top of my end table, and once I reach my bedroom, I pull on a Metallica t-shirt, big flannel pajama pants I stole from Foster, and fluffy pink bunny slippers Paisley gave me last Christmas.

      No one loves Christmas like Pais. I'm actually surprised she didn't give me a full pink bunny suit. The Christmas Story is her favorite movie.

      So far today, I've only consumed one ham sandwich, and one bowl of multigrain cheerios. After running ten miles, I need food. I mentally scan the inside of my fridge to see what I might make. Scrambled eggs. Toast with jam. A salad with boiled eggs. I open the freezer and I realize why none of that sounded great when I see a pint of double chocolate Blue Bell ice cream. I usually eat quite clean, and I'm over Foster, and I barely know Luke, and money is only money. But still, it's been a long week.

      I grab the pint and consider a bowl, but since I love the environment, I really ought to eat it straight from the container. I plop down on my sofa and turn on an episode of Gilmore Girls. The one where Jess finally kisses Rory, one of my favorites. Dopey Dean's upset, but it's totally worth it. I've only eaten a few bites when there's a knock at the door. I pause my show just as Jess is about to kiss her. I'm cranky about the timing on this person, whoever it is.

      Ice cream in hand, I stroll toward the door. Who would be here at six p.m. on a Saturday? It's probably Paisley in platform heels wearing a light-up Christmas tree sweater. That girl loves her eggnog. It would be just like her to try to convince me to go out both nights, and feel like she's doing me a favor.

      I swing the door open while saying, “I'm too tired, Pai—”

      Luke's arm is raised as though he was about to knock again. He's not wearing a Christmas tree sweater, but the sweater he is wearing is a festive color of cranberry. His eyes travel from my face, down to my toes and then back up again.

      “Uh, hey there Mary. I couldn't get you on the phone to confirm, but I thought we had a date.”

      I force a smile and hope my mouth isn't too chocolate-y. As if that's my problem right now.
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      He frowns. “I guess I know in the future that if you don't answer when I call, our plans are off.”

      “I left the wings for Amy when I missed the pageant. I thought. . .” I trail off, because what was I thinking? We had a date planned, but then I raced into the house so fast last time, I wasn't sure whether it was on or not. Then after I completely flaked on Amy's performance and didn't answer his calls, he thought everything was fine?

      “Why, yes,” Luke says, “I would love to come inside to talk about this where it's warm.”

      “Uh, sure.” I open the door wider and tilt myself sideways so he can push past me and into my living room. He's carrying some kind of box, and I'm wondering what it is until I notice my skirt and blouse and boots are strewn all over the room. I haven't done dishes in days, and I badly need to sweep. My face flushes and want to run and hide, or yell at Luke, or maybe both.

      “You really didn't think we had a date tonight, did you?”

      I shake my head. “Not after I missed Amy's performance, no.”

      “You said you'd try to come. You're working two jobs, and you did bring the wings by, which was a kind gesture. Amy's been alternating between pretending to be a bird and an angel all day long. Chase is pretending to be a cat whenever she's a bird, so there's been a lot of shrieking, but all in all, I'd say bringing those over was a good idea.”

      “I'm glad she's enjoying them.” My fingers itch to clean up the dishes. My feet itch to walk into my closet, to hide or at least change out of these absurd pajamas. Luke's presence locks me into place.

      “Did you come by the job site Thursday?” he asks.

      I nod. “Yeah. I had a work meeting sprung on me late Thursday night to prepare for my new promotion, and I was worried I'd miss Amy's performance. I thought maybe I could drop off her wings to you there since it was on my way to the meeting.”

      Luke beams. “That was considerate. I'm sorry I missed you. I'd just left. You made quite an impression on the boys. I'm sorry they were so awful.”

      I raise one eyebrow. “How did you know they were gross?”

      He grins, both dimples showing and I melt a little bit. “Safe guess, because they're always gross around women when they're in a group for some reason. It's like they lose their collective minds. I'm sorry for that.”

      “Should I go change clothes?” I ask.

      Luke shrugs out of his coat. “You said you were tired when you answered the door. Why don't we order pizza and hang out here. Unless you want me to leave?”

      I shake my head. “No, it's fine. I just thought you'd be upset, and Amy too.”

      He frowns. “Amy was sad, but you told her you'd try, and you explained you had a lot of work. It was a pretty last minute invite.”

      “Maybe I should change clothes.”

      “If you're uncomfortable you should, but don't change for me. I think you look great.”

      I sputter. “Nothing about this twenty year old t-shirt and hand me down pajama pants ensemble is great.”

      He shrugs. “It works for you. You look as beautiful as the first night I saw you in that red dress.”

      “That better not be true.”

      “It's my truth.” Luke pulls out his phone. “What pizza place do you like?”

      “Sorrento's is good and they're close. Since we're at my house, it can be my treat.” I grab my phone and dial the number, turning toward the kitchen so he can't object. “Yes, this is Mary Wiggin. I'd like a large pizza, half with pineapple and bacon and. . .” I turn to ask Luke what he wants, but he's moved.

      He's standing just behind me. He lifts the phone from my hand, and says, “One large with pineapple and bacon for the entire pizza. Also, breadsticks and cinnastix. And I'd like to pay with a credit card.”

      I shake my head and try to grab the phone back, but he blocks me easily.

      “It's my house,” I squeak. “It's my phone. It's my pizza place!”

      He moves quickly for such a big guy. Every time I get close to my phone, he turns and slips away.

      “What were you?” I ask. “A quarterback?”

      He rattles off a sequence of numbers and an expiration date, and hits end call. He tosses my phone to the sofa and holds up both hands. “Truce! I call a truce.”

      I put my hand on my hip. “You can't call a truce once the bomb's already gone off. Besides, you started it.”

      “No, I didn't,” he says. “Besides, I have a score to settle. You think I'm poor. You tried to sign me and my kids up to get a free Christmas.”

      I sigh.

      “Look, I'm just trying to be gentlemanly. I know it's not popular anymore, but I'm old fashioned. I can't club a baby seal and drag it home for dinner, but I can pay for pizza when you need a night in.”

      My heart twinges when I think about how we can only call dinner in for another few weeks before he'll be gone. Which, I remind myself, is the only reason I'll even date someone like him.

      “What are you watching?” Luke asks.

      I blush again like an idiot. “It's an old show about a mom and daughter.” A way better mom than I got, and a daughter who almost always does everything right. I'm watching parent porn, I suppose. I walk into the living room and grab the remote so I can shut it off, regrettably right before the best part. “I've seen it way too many times.”

      Luke raises one eyebrow. “Wait, you thought our date was cancelled. Is this your breakup movie?”

      “We didn't break up,” I say.

      He raises his eyebrows. “Well, I know that. But you didn't.”

      I shake my head. “You and I weren't even going out.”

      He brings one hand to his chest in feigned horror. “And only a few days ago, you proclaimed I was your boyfriend to your ex.”

      “This isn't my breakup movie anyway,” I say. “That's While You Were Sleeping. Or Someone Like You.” I exhale noisily. “Gilmore Girls as a breakup movie? It's not even a movie.”

      “Well, as long as it's not signaling the doom of our love, I'd be happy to watch it with you,” he says.

      “Uh, I really doubt you'd enjoy it. It resides squarely in the chick-flick-rom-com zip code.”

      He sits down on the couch. “I like chick flicks, or at least I like some of them. The funny ones, the smart ones. You've Got Mail, and Kate and Leopold, for example.”

      I sit down next to him and clutch a pillow to my chest. “Well, you can't watch this episode. It'll ruin the whole show. You've gotta start from the beginning.” I queue it up on Netflix and hit play, but sitting a foot away from him on my couch, my eye's drawn to our clothing. My ratty pajamas versus his beautiful red sweater and dark jeans. “I'm going to run change clothes. I'll be right back.”

      Luke bobs his head, which I take as agreement.

      Once I'm standing in my room, I'm crippled by indecision. Pants, or a skirt? Blouse, or a fitted t-shirt? Or should I wear a dress? That's probably going to look like I'm trying too hard.

      I finally choose a dove grey cashmere sweater and pull it over my head. I've just poured myself into a pair of black jeggings when I realize that I'll melt to death in this. I pull both things off and toss them into a pile. I try a skirt and red blouse next, but it's too 'look at me look at me'. I can't go from pajamas to a girl's night out ensemble. Too pathetic. I toss that into the corner, too. I try on another handful of outfits before settling on a white fitted t-shirt and lightweight, black, cargo pants. I'm not in pajamas, but it doesn't scream that I'm trying too hard.

      When I open my door, I realize Luke's washing my dishes. By the looks of the pile, he's been at it for a while. I walk closer and realize he's almost done. And the floor has obviously been swept. I don't even have time to object to his menial labor before the doorbell rings.

      Luke jogs to the door and signs for the bill, as I take the pizza from the delivery guy.

      “Merry Christmas, Dave.”

      Dave grins at me. “Nice to see you ordering a large.”

      I roll my eyes and carry the pizza over to a kitchen counter that now shines like a new penny. By the time I'm pulling plates out of the cabinet, Luke has shut and locked the door and he's drying the last bowl.

      “Luke. You can't clean my house.”

      “Why not?”

      “It's embarrassing. Maybe even worse than the pajamas.”

      “Why?” he asks, looking genuinely puzzled. “You've got a full time job and a full time charitable gig, and you said you were exhausted. I figured you'd be happy for a little help. Unless . . . did I wash something wrong?”

      I shake my head. “You did everything right.”

      He smiles.

      “But we're missing Gilmore Girls, and that's an unforgivable sin.”

      “I was watching while I cleaned,” Luke protests.

      I groan. “You're one of those people.”

      Luke puts four slices on his plate and carries it across the room. “What does that mean?”

      “You can't really relax,” I say. “You watch and clean. You watch and cook. You watch and work.”

      “I prefer to think of myself as efficient.”

      “But it makes me feel guilty.” I grab a piece for myself. “You want anything to drink, Mister Efficiency?”

      “I'm guessing you don't have any beer, since you said you don't drink?”

      I shake my head. “Sorry.”

      “It's fine. Root beer?”

      I grab two sodas and carry them to the sofa, along with my pizza and the box of breadsticks.

      “Whoa there girl, you're gonna drop that.” Luke springs up and takes the breadsticks and sodas from me.

      “Watch the show,” I say.

      Luke sets everything on the coffee table and grabs his plate. The amount of food he eats is impressive, even to me. And I have twelve hundred extra calories today thanks to my run.

      “How do you stay so fit?” I ask.

      “You think I'm fit?” His big blue eyes widen. “I'll be honest. I got winded walking up your front porch step.”

      I roll my eyes. “Oh fine, don't answer.”

      “I'm pretty active at work, and with my kiddos at home. I do lift a few times a week at the Y. Mostly, I think I got pretty lucky, genetically speaking.”

      I'll say.

      He finishes his pizza and grabs the dishes, hauling them all into the kitchen. I pause the show.

      “Why'd you stop it?” he asks.

      I shrug. “It's disrespectful not to pay attention.”

      He whistles. “You are serious about this show. Well, since you've got it stopped anyway, maybe this is a good time for you to show me that closet light that doesn't work.” He crosses to the entry and grabs his box. Why didn't I realize he'd be planning to fix my dumb light?

      Uh, the light in my master, where there are piles of clothes everywhere? He'll either think I'm a slob or he'll know I completely freaked out when I went to my room to change. I'm not sure which is worse.

      “Mary?”

      “No, yeah, I mean, sure. Lemme show you where it is.” I walk slowly toward my bedroom, trying to figure out how I can stall him and go tidy it up first.

      “Wait.” I stop and turn toward him, placing one hand on his chest. My fingers curl against the hard muscle and I want to grab his sweater and pull him close to me. “Is this just a ploy so I'll owe you and you can get your taxes done for free?”

      Luke grins, but there's something weird about his smile. I can't figure out what.

      “Because if so, I have to tell you, I'm the best accountant at my firm, and it's a good firm. One of the nation's best. It'll cost you more than one closet light repair for me to do your taxes. Especially if you're self-employed.”

      His eyes travel down to my mouth, and a shiver runs through me. He leans toward me slowly, so slowly that part of me wants to run and part of me wants to grab him and pull him closer. Kiss me already!

      “Trust me,” he whispers the words an inch away from my lips. “If I ever ask you to do my taxes, I'll pay you much more than a simple closet repair.”

      If he asks me? Like I'm not good enough? I put one hand on my hip and back up until I bump into the door. “I'm an awesome CPA. You'd be lucky to have me do your taxes.”

      He throws his head back and laughs. “I believe you, absolutely. I'll just say, my taxes are extremely complex and thinking about them gives me a horrible headache. I don't want to associate you with a headache.”

      “Oh,” I say, suddenly wishing I hadn't put so much space between us.

      Luke closes the space and presses his mouth to mine so fast I don't have any time to fret. A thrill runs from my toes up to the top of my head and I shiver. He wraps his arms around me then, as if he wants to warm me up. He has no idea that he's the one causing the tremor. I collapse against him, my hand winding up around his neck and into his hair, but far too soon he pulls back and clears his throat.

      “Not that I couldn't do that all day gladly, but this box is kind of heavy.” He hefts it up and down. “Maybe we focus on the closet for now and circle back to this later.”

      The blood rushes to my face, and I spin around to open the door. I don't walk through though, because I forgot what a mess things are in here. Ugh. If I ask to run in and clean up, that's weird. Since I already told him he can fix my light, I'll just have to hope he's not too judgmental. He's already washed a sink full of dishes for me. How much worse could this be?

      As I walk through my room, I see it anew through the eyes of a stranger. My bed isn't made. My dresser's covered with page after page of lists from United Way, and files from work. Lotion, tissues, a lamp, jewelry, and an assortment of oddball things clutter up the top of my nightstand. I cringe. Even without those things, there's a huge pile of pillows on the floor near my bed, and several smaller heaps of clothes lying haphazardly all over. On my dresser, on the floor by the door, and near the foot of my bed.

      I groan. “It's not usually this messy. Like I said, it's been a long week.”

      “I'm a guy,” Luke says. “Nothing bothers me. But do you have a stool, by chance? Or a short ladder?”

      “Yes, of course. I'll go grab one, but that's the light that's not working.” I point through the master bath, which is pretty clean, thank goodness, and toward the closet door.

      I fetch him a stool, and then work on tidying up my room while he climbs up on the stool and starts fiddling with the light in the closet. He comes out to ask where the breaker is, and I show him the garage, which is immaculate at least. Less than eight minutes later, I know because I watch the clock, my closet light blinks on.

      “Good job.” I clap. “That was so fast.”

      He walks out with his box. “Now cinnastix, and Gilmore Girls.”

      Once we're both sitting on the sofa again, I un-pause the show. He watches it dutifully, while I mostly watch him. His high cheekbones, and his square jaw, which is stubbly this late at night, make my heart flutter. Once we're done with the cinnastix, I turn out the lights and settle back down on the sofa, but I don't want to be obvious, so I sit on the far end, leaning on the armrest on the left side.

      He laughs when Lorelai and her mother start fighting in the kitchen. “You like this movie because the grandmother's a nightmare?”

      I can't really tell him it's because the mother has no reason to fight for her daughter, but she does anyway. It sounds too pathetic.

      Just before the first episode ends, he shifts to stretch his legs. “I'm freezing over here. What's your thermostat set at?”

      “I can get you a blanket,” I say.

      He sighs. “That line didn't work at all. I'll have to throw it out of the rotation.” He pats the sofa next to him. “I'd rather you come over here and warm me up.”

      My heartbeat picks up and adrenaline shoots through my body. I slide over, and his left arm wraps around me and draws my head up against his chest. His breath ruffles my hair and I curl a little closer. The first episode ends, and I turn my face toward Luke to ask whether he wants to watch another, but his eyes aren't on the TV.

      They stare into mine, as his head comes down slowly. I could pull away, and maybe I should, but I don't. His full, beautiful, half smiling lips lower and lower, and I move up toward him until our mouths finally meet. I close my eyes then, and give over to the feeling of a man's mouth on mine.

      His lips press lightly at first, and then pull back. My ragged breathing fills the room for one beat, and then another, but before I open my eyes, his mouth covers mine again, this time harder, more insistent. When I bring my left arm up to his right shoulder and pull him closer, he moans against my lips.

      Something inside my chest tingles, and when his arms wrap around my waist and pull me closer still, I reach both hands up to his face. It's been a long time since I kissed anyone. So long that I forgot how much I missed it.

      Luke knows exactly what he's doing, kissing me lightly, and then pulling back enough that I whimper before pressing his advantage. His hand skims the bare skin between my shirt and my pants, and I melt inside. I place his hand on the bottom of my shirt, ready for more.

      Until Luke stiffens. I don't know why until some of the fog clears out of my brain and I realize his phone is playing “The Eye of the Tiger.”  His strong hands shift me upright, and reach into his pocket. He fishes it out and says, “Yes?”

      Why wouldn't he ignore his phone? I doubt I'd have noticed if an entire First Baptist Choir started singing carols on my front porch.

      “No, the doctor said he only needed that the first day. He's fine to have crackers if he wants, and Seven-up, too. But he's probably okay to have spaghetti or cereal at this point. He hasn't thrown up in more than twenty-four hours.”

      His kids. Of course, but what a buzzkill. My head clears quickly and I scoot back over to the far side of the sofa. I skip Gilmore Girls episode two back to the beginning, and then pause it.

      Luke hangs up his phone. “Sorry about that. My cousin wasn't completely clear on what to do with Chase.”

      “Oh, it's fine. I totally understand,” I lie. I know nothing about puking kids, thank goodness. He's a good dad, which is great for the world. It's just not great for me.

      “Why'd you run off?” He smiles at me and pats the sofa cushion.

      “I'm kind of tired. Maybe we ought to call it a night. Plus, it sounds like Chase needs you.”

      Luke grins even wider, and scoots closer to me. “You're jealous.”

      “That's ridiculous.”

      He smiles so big there's a little gap on either side of his teeth. “You're jealous of my kids.”

      I smash myself as far back against the armrest as I can. “I'm not. That would be idiotic.”

      “You are.”

      “Are you calling me dumb?”

      He snorts and shakes his head. “Not at all. But I saw your face, and I may be pretty rusty, but I recognize that look.”

      I roll my eyes, and when he scoots toward me again, I stand up. “I'm not jealous, but I am a pragmatist. I meant to tell you this Monday.” I take a big breath in and let it out. “This isn't going to work.”

      Luke tilts his head. “For something that doesn't work, that kiss felt pretty good to me.”

      I shake my head vehemently. “No, what I mean is, you've got kids and I can't deal with that. Also, you're moving.”

      “I am moving. Soon.”

      I nod. “Right. As I said, this whole thing,” I gesture from him to myself and back again, “is doomed. You'll just have to wait to look for a booty call until you've gotten to Kentucky.”

      Luke rocks back on the sofa, eyes wide. “That's not at all what this is. Is that what it feels like to you? I was hoping you'd come to my daughter's Christmas pageant, for heaven's sake. If that's what you do with someone you're only using then. . .”

      “No, no, that's not what I mean. Look, all I'm saying is.” I sit on the sofa. Everything's a jumble in my head. Foster's getting married to someone who wants kids. I'm getting a promotion I don't want since I said I'd take it, but it's not like that's going to help me, since I have to dump out my retirement for sweet little Troy. I'm going to have to work forever.

      Then it hits me, and I'm embarrassed I didn't think of this before. I'm a CPA for heaven's sake. But it's been a long week, and I've had a lot on my mind. I can take it out as a rollover. Use that money, and as long as the same amount goes into another retirement fund within thirty days, I won't owe penalties. I beam.

      “Now you're super happy? I'm a little confused right now.”

      I perch on the edge of the sofa, a foot away from Luke. I want him to take my hand in his. I want him to pull me close and kiss me until I forget my own name again. But that's not going to help, and it'll make things way worse tomorrow. “What I meant was, you're moving, and I'm not. It'll only hurt you and your kids and me if we keep seeing each other. So this needs to be goodbye.”

      His eyebrows shoot up. “You used me for a closet repair, didn't you? This happens to me all the time.”

      “I'm serious.” I swat his forearm, and he grabs my hand. Electricity zings up my arm and I shiver. I yank my hand back.

      “So am I. I don't know what we're doing, and I know you don't want to marry me, okay? I'm okay with that, because I'm leaving soon.”

      “Then we're on the same page.”

      “No.” He shakes his head. “We aren't. Because you're trying to break up with me every twenty minutes, and I'm thinking about you, every day, from the moment I wake up until the minute I go to sleep. I don't even comprehend how you want to pretend we never met. I can't do that. I'd rather eat a donut while I live across from the bakery than pretend it doesn't exist because I'm moving.”

      I pull my hand free of his big, callused, manly hand, and fold my arms. “I'm tired of being baked goods or ice cream. And we're at an impasse, because I can't date you. It'll hurt too much. Sticking with your analogy, I don't want to deal with the miserable, gut wrenching diet later.”

      Luke runs his hand through his hair. “Fine. We won't date. But Amy's been badgering me to invite you over. I know you don't want to be a stand-in-mom, but would you at least come to dinner tomorrow?”

      This is exactly what's wrong with kids. You give them an inch and they ask for more, more, more. It's never enough because kids need everything. And I can't give them everything, so it's better if I give them nothing at all.

      I need to tell Luke that I won't go to dinner. I won't further complicate this mess we've made. I won't become more embroiled in his life. I don't have the time or the energy, which is why my house is falling apart and everything is such an embarrassing mess. That's what I need to say. It seems sort of harsh, so I try a more tactful method.

      “I'm shopping for Christmas presents,” I say, “for my own family and friends, and for my assigned family tomorrow. I'm not sure how long it will take.”

      Luke tosses his hands in the air, and grins. “Perfect. We were doing the same thing. We could shop together, and then go back to my place and I'll grill.”

      He's like gum on my shoe. Really hot, really sexy gum that I don't actually want to scrape off even though I know that I should.

      “Oh fine.” I give in, but I hold up one finger and wave it in his face. “But it's not a date!” And after this, I'm definitely phasing them out. It'll be easy to do, because with my new job, Troy's medical stuff and Sub-for-Santa, it's about to get super crazy.
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      My hands shake when I reach up to knock on the door to the trailer where Luke and his two kids live, and not because it's cold. The light snowfall brought a smile to my face this morning. I love the snow, and my coat is plenty warm. My hands are shaking because I should have canceled. I shouldn't be spending any more time with Luke or his daughter, Amy.

      I breathe in and out slowly and lift my fist again, but before I can knock, the door opens.

      My mouth drops.

      Amy grins up at me, her thick, russet hair plaited in pristine braids, not a single fuzzy spot or hair out of place. “Hey Mary! I saw you through the window and I've been waiting for you to knock, but you never did. I got tired of waiting.”

      I glance behind Amy to where her dad's standing with a bemused expression on his classically handsome face. “She was probably answering a text or something, honey. It's not polite to tell people you were staring at them or that you thought they were moving slowly.”

      Amy frowns. “She had to know I saw her, or why'd I open the door, Dad?”

      He shakes his head. “Come on in, Mary. If we can ever find Chase's shoe, we'll be ready to go. Recovery from lunch took a little longer than I thought, since Chase dumped his entire bowl of SpaghettiOs on the floor.”

      “It was an accident,” a voice I presume belongs to Chase whines from the other room.

      Luke rolls his eyes heavenward and ducks back behind me into the door he called his bedroom last time. My pulse picks up a little thinking about what his bedroom looks like. His bed. I shake my head to clear my thoughts.

      “Where did you see it last?” I ask Amy.

      She puts one hand on her hip and tilts her head just like her dad does. “If we remembered that, I wouldn't be looking.”

      I smirk. “Well, where have you looked?”

      “Why don't you come with me,” Amy says. “You can help me check my room.”

      “You have your own room?” I follow her through the living room and out a door, into a small room with bunk beds built into the wall.

      She scrunches her nose. “Ever since he got out of a crib, me and Chase have to share.”

      I laugh. “It does make sense. Your dad probably wants his space.”

      She sighs like a teenager. “What about me? I want my own space, and now I have to share these tiny drawers with him.”

      She points at the five drawers directly across from the bunk beds.

      “They don't look so tiny to me.” I crouch down and look under the bunk bed. No shoe immediately obvious, but a blue rabbit, a green Christmas stocking and a red fire truck sort of block my line of vision. I pull them out and notice a red Stride Rite sneaker jammed into the back corner. I flatten down and shimmy toward the back, my coat rubbing against the bed frame. All the shimmying and whatnot has left me sweating in my coat. I should've taken it off.

      I shove one more inch, and finally my fingers close over the shoe. I inchworm back out and straighten up to my knees, holding it aloft triumphantly.

      Amy's mouth forms a little “o”, and she and I walk out into the family room.

      “I think I found it,” I say loudly, and maybe a little too proudly.

      Luke clears his throat, and I notice he's sitting on the floor near the front door, shoving a little boy's foot into a scuffed brown shoe. “We just found it. But hey, you did find a shoe.”

      I glance from the small red shoe in my hand to the brown one being shoved on Chase's foot. The one I found is obviously far too small.

      Chase, shoes on both feet, leaps up and grins at me. One second later, he chucks a small, blue, rubber ball and it beans me in the nose.

      “Catch,” he belatedly says.

      Stars burst across my field of vision and I bring my hand up to my nose. No blood drips from it, so that's something.

      “Chase, no! We don't throw balls at anyone, much less a guest.” Luke runs across to where I'm standing and touches my hand. “Are you alright?”

      I nod, feeling silly for keeping my hand over my face, but it still smarts. “It's fine. It startled me, is all.” I force my hand down to my side, but my right eye waters so badly that I have to reach back up and wipe the tears away.

      “You're crying,” Amy yells. “Chase you need to apologize.”

      Chase's chubby cheeked face falls, and he turns toward the corner of the room and starts to cry himself.

      Amy yells at Chase, which makes him cry more.

      Instead of screaming, Luke laughs. He crouches down by Amy. “That's not helping, sweetheart. Please stop screaming at him.”

      Amy balls her hands into fists and stomps her foot, but she stops hollering.

      “Chase, come see Dad. I know you're embarrassed now, but little men always say sorry when they've done something wrong. My friend Miss Mary came to go shopping with us, and she's not going to stay if we're rude and throw balls at her face.”

      Chase shakes his head, but won't leave the corner.

      Luke whispers to me, “I'm sorry. I know this is annoying, but I can't let it go. That's how kids end up spoiled and not listening. He'll come around in a minute and once he apologizes, we can go. It'll be fine.”

      I've been around Troy enough to know he's embarrassed. Trudy insists on Troy apologizing before we can move on, too.

      I walk over to where Chase is facing the corner and crouch down. “Hi, Chase. My name is Mary. I'm not upset about the ball. I have a nephew who's close to your age, and he loves balls, too. I'm usually faster at blocking them.”

      He angles his head a bit. “Your nephew throws balls a lot? In the house?”

      Chase's dark, dark hair and almost black brows frame eyes that are practically golden. He must take after his mother. “How old are you, Chase?”

      He turns back toward the wall, and I can barely hear his mumbled words. “Four.”

      “My nephew is named Troy, and he's only three for two more months, so he's not as wise and well behaved as you. His mother's always telling him not to throw balls, but sometimes he forgets.”

      Chase nods. “Me too.”

      “I forget things, sometimes.”

      He turns around and peers into my face. “You do? Like what?”

      I shrug. “I have a lot of things to do at work. A lot of numbers to look at, and a lot of forms to fill out. Sometimes I forget one. In fact, during tax season, I have another person whose entire job it is to go behind me checking what I do to make sure I don't forget things.”

      Chase's eyes widen. “Is it your mom?”

      I shake my head. “No, actually, I haven't seen my mother in more than twenty years.”

      Chase's mouth drops open. “Why not?”

      I realize his mother died around the time he was born and wish I could bite my own tongue off. “My mom didn't like being a mom,” I say awkwardly. “It made her really sad, and after a while, she left our family.”

      He nods his head. “My mom didn't want to leave, but she had to go back to heaven. God needed her.”

      My heart cracks a little bit. “I'm sorry to hear that, and I'm sure she misses you a lot.”

      “I'm sorry your mom left on purpose.”

      No one has said anything like that to me, maybe ever. My eyes well with tears and I blink them back before I scare this tiny human. “Me too, buddy. But it was a long time ago, and I'm okay now.”

      He reaches out a hand and puts it on my shoulder. “Are you sure?”

      I nod my head. “I'm sure.”

      “I'm sorry I hit you in the face with my ball,” Chase says. “You're pretty nice.”

      I force my mouth into a smile. “That was a very nice apology.” I stand up. “I bet your dad will let us go to the store now. Are you excited to do some shopping?”

      Chase shrugs. “Not really. Dad says we're not buying anything for me, not even the dollar stuff.”

      I glance at Luke and he nods. “We have very limited space, and we already have everything we need, right?”

      Amy smirks. “Not everything.”

      Luke bundles Chase and Amy into coats, and I can't help myself. “What is it you don't have, Amy?”

      “Not this again.” Luke rolls his eyes heavenward.

      “A puppy,” Amy says. “We don't even have a single pet. Not even a boring old fish. Dad says the water would slosh too much when we move. But a dog wouldn't slosh at all.”

      Luke's voice sounds weary when he says, “You can't have a dog—”

      “In a trailer.” Amy stomps her foot. “Dad, I know. You've only said that a gazillion times.” Amy pulls a pair of mittens out of her pocket, and I notice one is blue, and the other is green. “But we could have a cat, maybe. No one would hardly even notice a cat.”

      Luke picks up Chase and opens the door. “Maybe one day, okay? When you're older, and you can take care of it, but not yet.”

      Amy trudges out to her dad's truck and waits patiently while he buckles Chase into a booster seat. Once Chase is buckled in, she scrambles into the truck and climbs into her booster, buckling herself in.

      “You're still in a five point harness?” I ask.

      She rolls her eyes. “Don't ask. Dad's a little bit paranoid.”

      I turn toward Luke and widen my eyes. “Paranoid, huh?”

      He shrugs. “She's like a sponge. Don't even get me started on the technical electrical words she uses. I swear, if I could take her on a job with me, I could let about half my guys go.”

      I climb into the passenger side and buckle myself. “When I grow up, I'm going to work with my dad. He already said he'll hire me.”

      I nod. “It's great you know what you want to do. I had no idea at your age. I thought I would be a famous ballerina.”

      Amy's eyes widen. “Can you dance?”

      I shake my head. “Not even a little bit. I couldn't even do the Macarena.”

      “The whadda?”

      I laugh. “It's an old song that you wouldn't know. I'm so bad they'd have laughed me off the stage if I ever auditioned.”

      Luke clucks. “I doubt that.” He turns the truck on, and then reaches over and takes my gloved hand in his before pulling out onto the main road. My heart flip flops and I close my eyes. I've always loved the holidays more than the rest of the year combined, but between a new job that I don't want starting in January, and Luke leaving, this New Years is gonna suck.

      We've driven half a mile from the RV Park when Chase says, “We've been in the truck forever. How far are we going?”

      Luke chortles. “Target. It's another mile and a half away. Think you'll possibly survive that long?”

      Chase whines. “I don't know ke-cause I'm starving.”

      Luke smiles. “Because. And how can you be hungry? You ate lunch an hour ago.”

      I've been around Troy enough to know that it doesn't matter how recently Chase ate, not to a kid. In fact, once Troy started complaining of hunger as we were driving away from the IHOP parking lot.

      I'm pretty proud of myself when I pull two bags of Froot Loops out of my purse. “If it's okay with your dad, I brought you guys some snacks.”

      If Amy were an emoji, her face would've had hearts for eyeballs. Once I get the nod from Luke, I hand the baggies back.

      Not two seconds after they started eating, Chase chimes in again. “I'm thirsty.”

      I pull two sippy cups out of my purse and pass those back without asking. Every dad allows water, right?

      “Umm, Mary Poppins, what did you bring for me?” Luke asks. “I'm starting to feel a little left out over here.”

      “My bag is kind of magical. It may only be a knock off Prada from Mexico, but my sister Trudy calls it my magical Aunt bag.”

      “Your sister's name is Trudy?” Amy's nose scrunches and her eyes squint up.

      I nod and stifle a laugh. “Yeah, it wasn't my mom's best decision.”

      “I would be so mad at my mom if she named me that.” Amy smiles. “I like Amy. And I like Mary, too.”

      I bob my head. “Well, my dad named me after his mother, so my mom got to name their next child.”

      “You're lucky you were born first.” Amy crunches on a Froot Loop loudly.

      “You're not wrong kid. You're not wrong.” For more reasons than she knows.

      Once we reach Target, both kids have emptied their bags. “Thanks,” Amy tells me when she hands me the empty Ziploc. She glares at Chase, but he drops his baggie on the floor and jumps into his dad's arms. She sighs and shakes her head. “It's like he has no manners at all.”

      I laugh this time, and Luke does too. “Chase, tell Miss Mary thank you.”

      “Thanks,” he says. “I like cereal.”

      Chase holds Luke's hand across the wet sidewalk, but instead of walking over to take Luke's other hand, Amy looks up at me. “Can I hold your hand, Miss Mary?”

      My heart cracks a little bit inside, and I can barely speak through the frog that crawled into my throat. “Sure.”

      Neither of us stumble or slip on the way inside, but when we reach the front of the store and the doors slide open, I don't want to let go. I do though, so that I can pull my list out of my coat pocket and reach for a cart.

      “What are you looking for?” Amy asks me.

      “I have a family with two girls.” I don't admit that every year I choose at least one family with two girls. Just like my family. “I figure that's easier, because I have no idea what to buy for boys.”

      “Can I help you shop, then? Dad said we have one girl who's seven and I'm really grown up for my age. You and me can pick that stuff and we can let the boys go get dumb Legos and stuff.”

      “You don't like Legos?” I ask.

      Amy shakes her head. “Chase left his out once, and I stepped on one. I threw them all away before he woke up from his nap, and no one's ever noticed.”

      Luke's jaw drops. “You threw them out? I didn't know where they went.”

      Amy's eyes dart from side to side, and then she looks at her feet.

      “If something cut my finger, I'd toss it too,” I say. “I think that was sensible.”

      “Legos cost an arm and a leg,” Luke says. “Besides. You can't go around throwing away other people's things.”

      Amy's bottom lip sticks out. “You threw out my Barbie.”

      “You cut off the bottom of her feet,” Luke says. “She was broken.”

      “She got sick of wearing heels all the time,” Amy says. “She wasn't broken. She was improved.”

      Luke grins in spite of himself. “The point is, no more throwing things away without asking me. Okay?”

      Amy nods. “Sorry. But can Mary and I go shop and you get the boring boy stuff?”

      Luke glances up at me, clearly nervous about cutting me loose with one of his kids. This was supposed to be time with him, not babysitting hour. I glance down at Amy's eager face. Her eyes shine up at me, her teeth catching her bottom lip.

      I nod at Luke. “It's fine with me. I'd like her help picking out something for my sister. With a name like Gertrude, she really needs a good Christmas present this year.”

      Luke snorts. “Meet back here near the carts in an hour?”

      I shake my head. “We can't meet here, goof. It's past the register.” I narrow my eyes at him. “Are you trying to make me buy your family's stuff?”

      “Maybe we should meet by the little dog,” Amy says, a glint in her eye.

      Luke groans. “You just want an excuse to beg for another pair of shoes. We already have enough shoes for an army of five-year-old girls.”

      “I need red ones,” she whines. “To go with my Christmas dress.”

      Luke throws both hands in the air. “Mary, maybe you can help. She has black church shoes, and brown ones, white ones, and a pair of sparkly gold ones. Do you think she needs another pair?”

      “You were just inside my closet. I can't believe you'd ask me this.” I tilt my head sideways. “Did you not see the rows of shoes, Luke? Of course she needs red ones.”

      Amy smiles and holds her hand up for a high five.

      Luke mutters. “I should've known this was a terrible idea. Amy already runs the show. The last thing she needs is an accomplice.”

      “I don't need a nacumpliss.” Amy glances up at me. “I need a teacher.”

      “I think you mean a mentor,” I say. “And I'm happy to show you the way to shoe bliss.”

      I push the cart up the aisle before Luke can argue with us.

      “You do not understand girls,” Amy says over her shoulder. Then to me, she whispers, “What's bliss?”

      “I know what you're doing.” Luke winks. “You can't run away from me forever, you know.”

      Except I don't need to run forever. Only until January. The thought makes me profoundly sad.
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      Amy and I spend quite a bit of time looking at stuffed animals. She loves dogs. Fluffy dogs, small dogs, big dogs, puppies, speckled and black and white. She loves them all, at least in toy form.

      “What about cats? This one's kind of cute.” I squeeze a fluffy, calico, kitten plush and shake it at her.

      She frowns. “Cats don't play fetch. Cats don't do tricks. I don't need a rude pet. I already have a brother.”

      I laugh then. “I never had a brother.”

      Amy lifts one eyebrow. “You aren't missing much.”

      “Not a fan of Chase?”

      Amy shrugs. “I love him. He's just messy and kind of smelly and always throwing things. And I wish I had a sister instead.”

      I bob my head. “I love my sister a lot, but when we were young, she was messy and smelly and threw things a lot. Once she got older, she'd borrow my things and break, stain or lose them.”

      “Did you yell at her?”

      I shake my head. “My dad did enough of that.”

      “My dad yells sometimes.”

      “Often? Or just sometimes?”

      Amy pets the calico cat on its head. “Not a lot, but sometimes he gets really mad when we don't listen, or won't eat, or break things.”

      I smile. “Does he yell more, or hug you more?”

      She squeezes the cat. “Definitely hugs more.”

      “Then it sounds like a pretty decent balance. My dad didn't hug us enough, so my sister got most of her hugs from me. Which was alright, because I needed some, too.”

      “You sound like a good big sister.”

      I lift both eyebrows. “How do you know I'm the big sister?”

      Amy scrunches her nose. “I think you said. But even if you didn't, I can tell. Big sisters learn stuff like bringing snacks in their purses.”

      She has a point. Amy carefully selects a stuffed animal for each girl. A crab with a baby for the five-year-old.

      “Little kids like to play with baby stuff,” she says.

      I don't laugh at her, since she isn't kidding. For the seven-year-old, she chooses a stuffed horse.

      “Why a horse?” I ask.

      She shakes her head. “I don't know, I just have a good feeling about it. I think I'll really like horses when I'm older.”

      And for the thirteen-year-old, she insists on a huge white bunny with a bow.

      “She's a teenager,” I point out. “She might not want a stuffed rabbit.”

      Amy hugs the rabbit close. “Anyone that has parents who can't get her something will want to hug something soft. Even if she's older. She'll like it, I just know it.”

      I toss it in the cart. I pick a few additional items for the teenager. Scarves, sunglasses, headphones, a purse, some simple cosmetics, like lip-gloss and nail polish. Amy chooses toy items, and we choose a few other things together. Soft, fleecy blankets, slippers, and bathrobes. Eventually we wind up on the jewelry aisle.

      Amy pores over the necklaces and selects one for the five-year-old with a dolphin pendant and a crystal. I help her choose a package of chokers for the seven-year-old, but she can't seem to settle on anything for the teenager.

      “What's wrong?” I ask.

      She sighs and looks through the glass case forlornly. “I don't know anything about jewelry for old people.”

      I grin. “I'm not sure thirteen qualifies as old, but maybe we should play it safe. I bet she'd like a watch.”

      “If we're getting her a watch, we should get her sister a watch.”

      Amy's pretty astute for a five-year-old. We put the dolphin pendant back and pick watches for both of the sisters, and then one for the brother, too.

      “So you want a puppy, but if your dad says no,” I say, “what else will you ask Santa for?”

      Amy taps her lip with one finger. “I don't really want anything else.”

      “What about one of the robotic dogs? I've heard they're nice.”

      Amy rolls her eyes at me. “They aren't. I want something that can lick my hand.”

      My lip curls. “I don't like when dogs lick me. Who knows where else that tongue has been?” I push the cart over to the rendezvous point for Luke and Chase. “There has to be something you'd like, other than a puppy.”

      Amy looks at her shoes and I realize we never found her the sparkly red shoes she wanted.

      “Oh no, we need to find your shoes, and we better be really quick.”

      Her eyes light up and we race together over to the shoe section. I sit down next to her on the ground and help her try some on. We find the perfect pair, but they're too small, so I flag down an employee. “Can you get these in a larger size from the back?”

      “I can try,” the woman says.

      “We really need to find this pair,” I say, “because they're a perfect match for her Christmas dress.”

      The woman smiles. “I'll do the best I can. I'm sure you hear this all the time ma'am, but your daughter has the most beautiful eyes.”

      I freeze, unsure whether to correct her, but when I glance at Amy, she's beaming. “Thank you,” she says.

      “Sorry about that,” I say. “She obviously didn't know.”

      “I know, wasn't that great?” she asks.

      “Uh, sure.” I suppose for someone who never has a mom around, it might be nice to feel like you're doing something normal. I'd know. I never had a mom, either. Not that I ever went shopping for sparkly shoes or anything.

      Amy claps her hands together. “And, I know what I want for Christmas now.”

      “What's that?” I ask.

      She reaches over and takes my hand in hers. “I want you to stay and be my mom. Mine was super nice, but she died when Chase was born, and I've been so patient about getting a new one, but I'm really tired of waiting. And that lady thought you looked like my mom, and you know to bring Froot Loops when we're going somewhere, and water.” She looks up at me earnestly, her beautiful eyes gazing into mine.

      And I have no idea what to say.
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      My eyes widen and I can't seem to blink. “Well, I'm not sure that's something Santa can bring.”

      She looks down at the ground and her tiny shoulders slump. “If I can't have a new mom, I guess maybe I'll ask for a house that doesn't move. I'm sick of making great friends and then I can never keep any of them.”

      I reach over and take her hand. “I can understand that.”

      She looks up at me. “You'd be my friend if I stayed here, right? Even if you don't want to be my mom?”

      It's not that I don't want to be her mom. I want to tell her that I'd like to be her mom, but I can't say that. It's not my place, and I can't have kids. But a little girl who wants a friend? My heart swells. “Even if you don't stay, I'll always be your friend, Amy.”

      “What do you want for Christmas?” Her mouth drops open, and her eyes light up. “Do you want a puppy? I can come play with it, and even walk it for you, if you want.”

      I laugh. “Uh, no. But that reminds me. We need to meet your dad and Luke at the big plastic dog.”

      “But my shoes!”

      As if on cue, the woman comes walking up from the back, a small box in hand.

      Amy thanks her, and so do I. When Amy tries on the new shoes, they fit her perfectly.

      “Oh, I love them,” I say.

      “You may not want to be my mom,” Amy says. “But you'd be a really good one for someone, because you've had so much practice with your sister.”

      My lungs stop working, and my hands shake. I'd be a terrible mom, because like my own mother, I'd always miss things for work. I can't speak or even look Amy in the eyes, so I toss her shoes in the cart and start walking. She follows along after me, blessedly quiet for a moment.

      We're only ten feet from the dog, and Luke's not there yet.

      My vocal chords finally work again. “You deserve the best mom in the world.”

      Amy frowns. “I don't need the best mom, just a good one would be fine. Aunt Linda says no mom is perfect, and they all have to learn as they go. I promise I’ll be super patient.”

      I crouch down right in front of her and tuck a stray hair behind her ear. “You are a lovely little girl, and there's no doubt you'd be a perfect daughter. I'm sure your dad will find you a mother very soon.”

      “What about a puppy for you?” Amy asks. “My dad won't get me one, but maybe he'd let me get one for you. You're an adult, and Dad says your house doesn't have wheels under it.”

      I stand up again and brush my pants off. “It's not always easy to be a grown up. I work a lot, and a dog would be hard for me to care for alone. Besides, puppies pee everywhere and chew on everything. If I got one, it would eat my shoes and ruin my carpet.”

      She nods. “How about a hamster, then? I hear they're easy to take care of. And they can't chew on anything that's not in their cage.”

      I shake my head. “It's a good idea, but I don't need a pet. In fact, I can't think of a single thing I want for Christmas this year. I have everything I could possibly ask for. I think that's why Santa doesn't come to adults as much. They already have almost everything they want.”

      Amy narrows her eyes at me. “I think Santa doesn't come to adults because they won't admit what they really want.”

      Luke walks up then, pushing the cart with Chase sitting in the front. Luke's coat is slung over the side of the cart, and his blue polo shirt clings to his chest. I bite my lip, remembering how his pecs felt under my hand. She might be right. What I really want is for Luke not to be moving. And not to have kids. Although when I think about Amy and Chase, I can't really wish he didn't have them. That feels wrong. They're such cute, sweet children.

      “You ladies have any luck?”

      Amy shows him the things we found, one at a time. Luke oohs and aahs appropriately, but Chase starts throwing things out of the cart, and we end up rushing toward the register. “It's okay, buddy, we're going now, okay?”

      I start pulling things out of the cart for my girls, but Luke stops me. “I'll get it. If you insist, you can tally up what you owe me back at my place.” Several people have stacked up in line behind us.

      “Please let me pay,” he repeats.

      I cringe a little, but I don't want to make a big deal about it at the register. “You've got two kids and I'm sure—”

      Luke shakes his head. “It's fine, I promise.”

      I let it go, but after we've got the kids buckled into car seats, and the gifts stowed under the truck's bed cover in the back, I notice a big sign a few blocks down the road. I whisper to Luke. “Do you have time for Chuck-e-Cheese?” I incline my head toward the sign. “My treat, since you paid in there.”

      He lifts one eyebrow. “Have you been to Chuck-e-Cheese in the last two decades? You'd probably be getting the bad end of this deal.”

      I tilt my head to the side. “How bad can it be?”

      He turns around to check behind him before backing out and while he's looking at the kids, says, “Hey guys, Miss Mary wants to know if you two like Chuck-e-Cheese. She said she's never been, and wants to know if it's any fun.”

      Their animated whoops and hollers fill the car, and I close my eyes briefly, pondering whether I can cover my ears without offending them. Once it's quiet enough we can hear again, I say, “I think that's a yes.”

      Luke laughs. “I'd say so.”

      Chase is so excited once we park in the lot outside, that he squirms out of Luke's arms and insists on running across the sloshy parking lot. Luke races after him, glancing back at me apologetically. Amy stands on a dry patch and holds out her hand for mine after she climbs down.

      “Thanks for bringing us,” she says.

      I take her hand. “You're doing me the favor. I didn't get any Froot Loops earlier, so I'm about to perish with hunger.”

      Amy tilts her head. “Yeah right. Dad never brings us here. He hates Chuck-e-Cheese, so I know it was your idea.”

      Luke glances back at me, grinning ear to ear as Chase drags him toward the entrance. He's so handsome, with his big dimples, and his perfect hair that I almost can't stand it.

      “We better hurry,” I say.

      Amy shivers. “It is cold.”

      We rush inside, where they stamp our hands, and I learn that Luke's right. It's not a cheap place to hang out, and it’s a madhouse. We elbow another couple out of the way to secure a table where we can wait for what I’m assuming will be truly amazing pizza, or probably not. I lay our coats on the booth benches so no one gets any funny ideas while we get drinks.

      I'm walking toward the fountain drink station, Amy on my heels, when Luke comes over and crouches down by Amy. “How about you and Chase go play and let me talk to my friend Mary for a little while?”

      Amy frowns. “She's my friend, too. She promised.”

      Luke nods. “She is your friend, and you've kind of taken up all her time today. I think it's my turn for a few minutes. Can you go play with Chase?” He bops her on the nose with a card.

      She huffs, but she takes the card. She doesn't run off, though. She turns toward me instead. “Are you going home right after this?”

      I glance at Luke. We hadn't even discussed dinner, and now that we're eating here, I’m not sure what I’m doing.

      He reaches over and takes my hand in his. He held my hand in the truck earlier, but it's different with gloves off. His fingers are warm and my heart races when our fingers interlace. “Can you stay a little longer?”

      “Yeah,” I say, “I guess so.”

      Amy beams at me, and then bounds off to find Chase. They both start throwing small, squishy, brown footballs over a touchdown pole.

      Luke lets go of my hand to fill up our drinks, but once we've gotten the sodas to the table, he reaches over the laminate tabletop and interlaces the fingers of both his hands with mine. “Thanks for suggesting a kid friendly place. I know you aren't a fan, but you've been pretty understanding.”

      I look down at where our fingers join. My small hands and his large calloused ones. I trace the callouses on the sides of his fingers. “I like kids actually. Remember?”

      His lips compress. “I thought you said you wouldn't date anyone with kids.”

      I bite my lip. “I did, but it's not because I don't like them.”

      “So you don't mind?”

      I roll my eyes. “Well, I would be breaking all my rules if I were actually dating you, right? But this doesn’t count, because you're leaving soon.”

      He grins. “I don’t want you to run screaming out of here, although I’m not sure anyone working in this madhouse would blame you, but it feels sort of like we're actually dating. To me anyway.”

      My heart flip flops. “My parents did such a bad job with us, Luke. You have no idea.”

      Luke squeezes my hands. “Which is why you know how to get things right.”

      I shake my head. “My mom only cared about work. She left us because she couldn't do both, or maybe she didn’t want to do both. And when she left, it completely broke my dad. He started drinking and Trudy and I, we just had to kind of fend for ourselves. I won't risk the chance that I’m like that at my core. I can’t. Do you understand?”

      He lowers his head, his eyes on me until I meet them. “Not really, because I see you, Mary. I haven’t known you long, but you’re nothing like the woman you’re describing.”

      I shake my head. “You don't get it. My dad always told me I’m just like her. My mom might have left for an unpopular career, but she loved driving trucks. She loved seeing the world, and the feeling of accomplishment when she dropped off her load. She told me and I remember it. My dad’s right. I am like her, and even though I didn’t mean to become a career woman, I did. I love my job, and I want to work, and I'll always want to work. I always thought I’d be more like my baby sister—she has a little boy, and she stays home with him. I love Troy, and she loves staying home with him, but that's not me. I’m not like her, I’m like, well, I’m like my mom was.”

      Luke clears his throat. “I don’t want to upset you, and I’m not trying to be argumentative, honestly, but are you really saying the only way to be a good mom is to stay home with your kids?” His eyebrows rise.

      I pull my hands back and lean back in the booth. “I'm not saying that, not precisely. But I would want to be involved if I had kids. And I spend so much time right now at work, and the rest of my time either running, or volunteering. I don't want to give any of that up. There isn't enough time left over in my life for me to bake a cake twice a month, much less have kids, not the way I'd want to take care of them.”

      The pizza comes before Luke can reply, and the kids notice it's arrived. They shoot toward our table like heat seeking arrows, darting in and out of groups of people. Chase even shoots underneath a tall dad’s legs and I suppress a laugh when the man almost topples over.

      Once they arrive, Amy stares defiantly at her dad as she slides in next to me in the booth. Luke grins at her, and places a slice of pizza on her plate. He doesn't bring up kids, or jobs or anything else. We talk, we laugh, and once the pizza's gone, I even ride a plastic horse while Amy watches and claps.

      “What did you think of Chuck-e-Cheese?” Amy asks. “As fun as you thought it would be?”

      “It was a lot of fun.”

      Amy narrows her eyes at me. “You didn't even do anything. You just sat here talking the whole time.” She grabs my hand and drags me over to the Chuck-e-Cheese booth, where a machine draws our picture. Next we're off to ride on a train car that my bum barely fits into. I'm laughing about it when Luke snaps a photo.

      I throw my hand up. “Really?”

      “Yeah Dad, you didn't even warn us.” Amy hops off the train and stands right next to me, mouth in the biggest smile possible. Luke snaps a few more photos.

      Amy holds out her hand. “Now I'll take one of you.”

      Before I can object, Luke tosses Amy the phone and sweeps me up, his arms under my armpits and my knees.

      I squeal, and Amy snaps photos. I'm completely shocked when Luke kisses me, but I kiss him back briefly, before pushing against his chest until he puts me down.

      When I glance at Amy, she's giggling. “I didn't know my Dad loved you.”

      “Oh no—” I start to say, but Luke's eyes find mine, and the words die on my mouth.

      “I can't believe you never got to come here when you were little.” Amy sighs. “I feel so sorry for you as a kid. But at least you can come whenever you want now.” Amy's eyes are wide, certain that my heart is breaking over the lost memories of Chuck-e-Cheese.

      Luke takes my hand in his, and something swells inside my chest. If I didn't know better, I'd say it was my heart, growing three sizes like the Grinch's did. My dad never cared enough to bring us here instead of getting himself more beer, but Luke cares about his kids, and I care about them. I don't want to, but I do.

      Luke and I spend the next few minutes using up the rest of the credits. I clearly over estimated what we’d need. Rookie mistake. Luke throws basketballs into a basket with Chase, over and over, and I go where my skills will be recognized. When the points are finally gone from the cards, and our pockets are full of tickets, we head for the ticket muncher. After the kids have traded in their tickets for a handful of sticky candy, we head out to the car.

      “How can you do the spider bot so good?” Chase asks me. I won fistful after fistful of tickets for the two of them, once they realized I was amazing at nailing the bull’s eye. “You must come here all the time.”

      Amy rolls her eyes. “She'd never been here before, dummy.”

      “Don't call your brother dummy.” Luke says it like he's said the same thing a million times.

      Chase seems unperturbed. “You've never been here? How can you do that, then?”

      I chuckle. “We didn't come to Chuck-e-Cheese,” I say, “but my neighbor had an old video game called a play station, and you're looking at the neighborhood champion of Call of Duty for like five years in a row.”

      Chase's eyebrows rise. “Really?”

      I nod. “I've never held a real gun, but boy can I shoot fake ones.”

      “Cool,” he says. “Dad won't even let me have a bb gun.”

      “You'd probably shoot your eye out,” I say.

      Amy claps. “I love that movie. Can we watch it?”

      I glance at the sun, just beginning to set, and watch as Luke clips Chase into his booster. “I don't know, guys. I'll have to talk to your dad about that. I've kind of taken over your whole day.”

      “You weren't even here for breakfast,” Amy says.

      “Or lunch,” Chase says.

      “Oh,” Amy says, “maybe you can stay for breakfast tomorrow. Dad makes the best pancakes.”

      The first time I'm invited to spend the night at Luke's house, it's by a five year old. I glance at Luke's face, which is stricken, and giggle. “Maybe I can come over for breakfast another time.”

      “If you kids get your pajamas on super fast, maybe we can watch A Christmas Story, but I don't know whether Miss Mary can stay or not. She and I only talked about shopping today, and she may have plans for later.”

      “Plans for what?” Amy asks. “Because it's a really funny movie. This kid writes and writes all these letters and stuff asking for a gun, and everyone tells him he can't have it, because—”

      “And then,” Chase says loudly, “he has to dress up as a pink bunny!”

      I turn to look at Luke's face and he shrugs at me. “You're welcome to stay, but I understand if you can't.”

      “How could I miss seeing a kid dress up in a pink bunny costume?” I ask.

      Amy claps her hands. “Yay! You can help me get my pajamas on. Can you brush my teeth?”

      First, Luke and I move all the gifts for my girls into my trunk. But afterward, I do help Amy brush her teeth, and I help her button up her fleecy pink jammies, too. “I think I need a pair of these,” I say.

      She opens her mouth and coos. “That's so great. Now I know what you want for Christmas.”

      “I guess you do,” I tell her. “But you don't need to give me anything. I'm just glad to have you as a friend.”

      “Can I tell you a secret?” she asks.

      I nod.

      She leans toward me and whispers in my ear. “I wish we weren't moving.”

      I press my lips together to keep from saying, “Me too.”

      When Amy and I reach the family room, Luke's got the movie queued up on the television. Two large, brown leather, movie theater style seats sit directly in front of the TV. The brown leather loveseat perpendicular to the TV is open, and Luke and Chase are sitting in the large seats.

      Luke picks Chase up and gives him a little shove. “You two have to share the loveseat. Adults get the big seats.”

      Amy whines a little. “Why can't I sit on Mary's lap?”

      Luke shakes his head. “You're lucky to be staying up late at all. Don't push it.”

      Her bottom lip juts out, but she lets it go. She climbs up onto the loveseat and Chase does the same, a blue blanket in one chubby hand. I notice he's biting on it when Luke hits play. A few minutes into the movie, Luke pulls a blanket over our lap, and takes my hand in his again. It's like we're in high school, hiding our PDA from his kids. I giggle a little and he glances at me sideways.

      A few minutes in, my eyes begin to droop, and Luke puts his arm around me. I snuggle my head against his chest. My eyes drift closed and I doze off.

      Until Luke shakes me awake.

      I sit up, a little dazed. “Is everything okay?”

      He holds up my phone. “I'm sorry I pulled this out of your purse, but it was ringing and ringing. I thought maybe something was wrong.”

      I blink a few times to clear my eyes and take my phone. Trudy called twice. Paisley called three times. When I realize Addy called too, I smack my forehead. “I had plans tonight. Oh my gosh, I completely forgot we moved girls night to tonight.”

      I sit up straight and the blanket slides off my knees and onto the floor. “My sister and my two best friends were meeting at my house so we could go dancing.”

      I almost swear, until I realize Amy and Chase are both watching me curiously. I bite my tongue and look down at my clothes. Jeans and a grey sweater. I absolutely cannot go out dancing in this. I'll die of heat stroke.

      I stand up. “I'm so sorry, but I need to run.”

      Amy jogs across the room and grabs my leg. “Don't go. Please don't go.”

      I crouch down at the same time as Luke, and Amy releases my leg to keep from getting her hand squashed between my calf and my thigh.

      “Sweetheart,” he says, “Mary has to leave. She stayed much longer than we intended, and we need to be grateful for the time we got.”

      Amy's bottom lip wobbles. Chase bites on his blanket one step behind her. “Can you come back tomorrow?”

      I shake my head. “I don't know. I've got some things I need to catch up on.”

      Chase drops his blanket. “Why do you work a lot?”

      I stand up. That's my cue. “Well,” I say. “I like what I do at work.” And now after one day with these cute kiddos, I already feel guilty for it.

      “Please come tomorrow.” Amy takes my hand. “My dad's making us move soon, and I want to see you as much as I can before then.”

      I squeeze her hand. “I had so much fun today, but I've got some more shopping to do for my sister and her son and some friends tomorrow. Between that and some work, I doubt I'll make it back over.”

      Her face falls and so do my spirits, but I pull on my coat anyhow. “You have so much to look forward to, though. Christmas is just around the corner.”

      “Can you please come with us when we drop off the gifts for our family?” Amy begs. “You helped me pick everything. You have to come.”

      I bob my head. “I'll really try to do that, okay? I'd like to. That's the best part of being Santa's helper.”

      Amy beams at me, but when I walk toward the door, she releases my hand without a fight. “Have a fun time with your sister.”

      I smile at her. “If she forgives me for being so late, I'm sure I will.”

      “If she stays mad, you can come back,” Chase says. “I won't throw any more balls at your head. I promise.”

      I pat his head and reach for the doorknob. “Thanks for being so nice to me today, guys. I had a great time.”

      I hear the movie resume as I step out the door. Luke slips through and jogs down the steps after me, and reaches for my hand before I can escape.

      “Where are you going?” His husky voice washes over me.

      “The girls are not going to be pleased,” I say.

      He tugs me back toward him, and my hands come up to splay across his chest. He must be freezing out here without a coat. His head lowers slowly toward mine, his eyes large and expressive, and his lips open just a bit.

      His lips close over mine, heat and pressure amidst the icy, Christmas air. I cling to him and my arms wrap around his neck.

      Then, too quickly, he releases me. “I don't want to make you late.”

      My head feels fuzzy. “You don't?”

      He grins. “Fine, I do. I'd like to keep you here and never let you go, but I don't want your friends to hate me before they've even met me.” He swats my backside when I turn toward the car. “Drive safely, and have fun. But not too much fun.”

      I glance back over my shoulder, and when I look into his eyes, I'm almost ready to ditch my friends. But I'll never hear the end of it as it is, so I slide into my liquid nitrogen front seat and turn my car on. Once my engine roars to life, Luke waves and ducks back inside.

      My fingers touch my lips and I sit in the car for a moment. I tell myself it's so the heater will warm up a little, but really, it's just kind of hard to drive away.
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      Sunset Cove isn't too far from my house, but it's seven-thirty already. I call Paisley the second I leave. I could've called Trudy or Addy, but Paisley's going to be the most understanding.

      She picks up before the first ring has ended. “Girl. We've been waiting for you for like twenty minutes. Where are you?”

      “Waiting where?” I ask.

      She huffs. “At your house. When you didn't confirm a time or anything, we decided to come here. Figured you'd be the designated driver.”

      As always. Sometimes I wonder if that's the only thing my friends love about me. I never drink, so I can always bring them all home safely.

      “I'm sorry,” I say. “I forgot we moved it to tonight, and I was over at Luke's place.”

      “Oooh, I was worried you were going to cut Luke off. Well, we're all ready when you are, but you'll have to pay us back for making us wait with lots of details. I haven't had a decent date in months.”

      I hear Addy in the background. “Who's Luke? How come I haven't heard about him?”

      “Because you're always busy,” Trudy says. “But I'm her sister and we've been together a ton in the last two weeks. Why haven't I heard anything?”

      I sigh. “Paisley, catch them up and I'll give you details when I get there.”

      I'm just around the corner from my house, driving past the local Pet Smart when I see the sign. “SPCA Event 8 a.m. until 8 p.m.”

      My car clock says 7:40 pm, and the girls are already annoyed, but my hands turn the wheel on their own. I'm sliding into a spot, and running into the front of the store before I realize what I'm doing. I don't want a dog. I've never had one, but I hate when they jump up on me and lick me. If I wanted a pet, which I don't, I'd totally be a cat person.

      And yet, here I am, staring at a plastic playpen where eight or nine bouncy puppies are frolicking. A woman with a dark bob streaks toward me as eagerly as a car salesman. “What brings you in tonight?” Her big, white, teeth gleam when she smiles and I wish I could turn down the wattage.

      “Uh, I don't know really. My boyfriend's daughter wants a puppy so badly.” My boyfriend? Why'd I say that? I want to clamp one hand over my mouth.

      “Well, is your boyfriend coming inside? Usually couples pick this sort of thing out together.”

      “Oh, he doesn't want a dog,” I say. “But I was thinking of getting one she could play with at my house.”

      Her beatific smile wilts. “Umm, but do you want a dog? Because it's a big commitment, and we don't really support people getting one and bringing it back when the relationship falters.”

      “Why would the relationship falter?”

      The woman's mouth opens and she says, “Uhh,” and then closes her mouth.

      I close my eyes. I'm such an idiot. What am I doing here? I take a step back from the puppy pen and glance around wildly, looking for anything I could use as an excuse to leave.

      My eyes lock onto the beautiful brown eyes of an enormous, fluffy, mostly white dog. I have no desire for a cute, bouncy, puppy, and even less desire for a huge, hairy, full grown dog. But when our eyes meet, this fluff ball lifts its head and its ears perk up. I realize the white mixes with biscuit and grey along its ears and darkens on its face to a dark grey muzzle. There's grey and tan all along its back, too.

      It's the prettiest dog I've ever seen, even if it looks like it hasn't eaten in a year.

      I completely forget about the judge-y woman with the bob, and cross the entry way to where this dog rests calmly, ignoring the indignity of its leash being clipped to a wire rack. Once I'm within arm's reach of it, it sits up all the way, its gargantuan haunches resting on the ground, but its huge front legs entirely straight. Its face continues to stare into mine, eyes pleading with me silently.

      “Don't leave me here,” it seems to say. Now that I'm close, its matted coat and ragged claws stand out, and it smells like vomit. I scrunch my nose.

      “Stand,” I say.

      It stands up.

      “Sit,” I say.

      It sits.

      “Down,” I say.

      It lays down and places its big, beautiful head on its dirty front paws.

      “What about this dog?” I ask loudly, so Mrs. Hundred Watt Smile will be sure to hear me.

      “Oh, she's not part of our puppy event. In fact, someone surrendered her today without even obtaining the proper permissions. Dogs are only supposed to be surrendered at the main location. She's a stray, but we aren't taking adult animals right now. We would have refused her entirely, except that she's a Pyrenees.”

      “Excuse me?” I ask.

      The woman shakes her head in annoyance. “When an animal turns up that's purebred, like this one appears to be, we don't check them into the SPCA where they have seven days before being gassed. We call the various rescues, and usually find someone for them. A woman's coming by to pick her up shortly.”

      “So she's going to a home that loves Peerobees?”

      “The full name is actually ‘Great’ Pyrenees, with the word great first and then pronounced Peer, uh, knees.”

      “Oh, sorry. Pyrenees. Great Pyrenees.”

      “Better. But no, she's not going to a new home. The woman who's coming for her likes and is familiar with this breed, and probably has several already. She'll foster her until she's evaluated and they can find another home.”

      “It's a girl?” I ask.

      She nods. “But if she can't be placed within a reasonable amount of time, she'll come back to us.”

      “What's reasonable?”

      Mrs. Hundred Watt Smile shrugs. “A month? Maybe a little longer with the holidays.”

      “That's terrible,” I say. “In a month, they'll send her to you, and you'll kill her?”

      The woman says, “We kill a lot of dogs. I'm sorry you find it upsetting, but it's the reality that keeps your streets clean and orderly.”

      “Can I get the phone number for this woman?” I ask. “I might want her.”

      She raises one eyebrow. “You said your boyfriend's daughter wants a puppy.”

      “I did, and then you said I should only get a dog that I want, and I like this one.”

      She presses her lips together. “We don't give dogs to people on a whim. We want a solid commitment. It's not good for these dogs to be bouncing around. She's been through enough trauma.”

      I pull a business card out of my purse. “Here's my info. Give it to the rescue lady. Maybe she'll feel differently.”

      The woman hands me a piece of paper with a number scrawled on it. “If you don't hear from her, and you feel confident you want a dog and you're prepared to care for one, give her a call.”

      “Thanks.”

      I crouch down in front of the beautiful dog again and whisper to her. “I work a lot, and I've never had a dog. You might hate my house. But I left my information, and maybe your foster mom will call me.”

      I stand up and practically jog back out the door to my car.

      When I finally reach my house, Trudy, Paisley, and Addy pounce on me the second I walk in the door.

      “What took you so long?” Trudy asks.

      “Yeah, where does he live?” Paisley asks. “Macon?”

      “And how could you forget we're doing a girls’ night?” Addy puts one hand on her hip.

      I drop my purse on the kitchen counter. “Merry Christmas to all of you! It's so good to see you. Sorry you had to wait for me.”

      I walk across the kitchen and into the family room, where I plop onto the sofa. Trudy trails behind me, Paisley bounces, and Addy practically stalks, but they all reach the family room and sit down next to me. Trudy takes the other end of the couch, and Addy and Paisley each claim a chair.

      “If we're going dancing,” I say, “there's not much of a rush. It never picks up before nine-thirty or ten.”

      “Not on a Sunday. It starts earlier, because it ends earlier. People have work to go to. Which isn't the point,” Trudy says. “I lined up one of the nurses from the hospital to be my sitter so I could see you, not so I could sit at your house and tap my feet.”

      Paisley rolls her eyes. “No one cares about waiting a little while. And we ate some of your frozen sugar cookies while we waited, so thanks for that.”

      I chuckle. “Of course you did.”

      Addy taps her fingers on the arm of the chair impatiently. “Now, details. Who's this Luke and how did you meet? And when? Paisley wasn't very forthcoming.” She scowls and I realize she's jealous that Paisley knew about someone she didn't. A jealous Addy is a crabby Abby. I smile at my rhyme.

      “I met Luke at Bentleys the other night while I was waiting for Shauna.”

      “Wait, why were you waiting at Bentleys?” Trudy asks. “I didn't know that.”

      I sigh. I’m not supposed to tell anyone, but I think that prohibition really was meant for people at the office. Obviously I need to discuss it with my friends and family to make a decision. “Shauna offered me a promotion. Actually, she offered me her job. She's moving back to London.”

      Paisley gasps. “What? So the move to accounting was…” She waves her hands in the air. “A lie?”

      I can’t suppress my smile. “Shauna made me promise. I can’t believe you didn’t sniff this out, honestly.”

      Paisley crosses her arms and huffs. “I mean, I did. But you still should have told me.”

      Trudy has been following our interchange like a golden retriever eyes a tennis match, but now her eyebrows rise. “So will you take it?”

      She knows I love my job; I love running numbers and doing returns. I don't want her to realize why I'm taking it, so this needs to be convincing.

      “Yep,” I say. “I'm taking it. Because it's the chance I've been waiting for. It's more hours, but they're evenly spread, not just focused on tax season.”

      Paisley glances from Trudy to me and back again, but she doesn't say anything about my reasons. I practically cry with relief.

      “Congrats on the promotion,” Addy says. “I really have been out of the loop.”

      I shrug. “It's not a big deal, honestly.”

      “Um,” Trudy says, “you just said it's the chance you've been waiting for.”

      “Is it more money?” Addy asks.

      I nod.

      “Why didn't you group text us and like shout and gush and brag?” Addy asks. “That's why you have friends. So we can celebrate.”

      I shrug my shoulders. “I guess I didn't want to annoy you guys.”

      Addy shakes her head. “Well that backfired. Now I'm annoyed you didn't tell me.”

      I roll my eyes. “Well, get over it, because I met a guy named Luke that night, while I was waiting on Shauna. He was funny, and pretty persistent. I finally gave him my number.”

      Paisley grins. “And he's super hot.”

      “Wait,” Trudy says. “You've met him?”

      Paisley smiles and tosses her hair. “I loaned her my dress the night they met. Then I've been texting her about it non-stop, and she showed me a photo he sent. He’s blue eyed, and he has the most beautiful smile I've ever seen. Oh, and he's tall. Did I mention Mary says he's tall?”

      I roll my eyes. “The point is, between work stuff and Sub-for-Santa, which Foster's shutting down for good this time, I haven't had time to update anyone. Plus, Trudy, you've been busy with your stuff.”

      “How's Troy?” Paisley asks. “I've been praying for the little guy.”

      Addy throws her hands in the air. “What's wrong with Troy?”

      I glare at Trudy. “You've got to tell people. About all of it, or no one can help you, goofball.”

      Trudy looks down at her black boots and mumbles something even I can't hear.

      “I can't understand you,” Addy says. “What's going on?”

      I take pity on poor Trudy. “Chris left, and shortly after she found out he had a girlfriend, she discovered Troy's got Type I diabetes. It's been a rough few weeks.”

      A tear runs down Trudy's face. “I don't wanna talk about any of it, though. I'm sick of thinking about it, and crying about it, and wallowing. Tonight I need to have a little fun.”

      I stand up and brush my hands on my jeans. “Speaking of, I'll go change. You guys can psychoanalyze me on the way to Flare, okay?”

      “Oh, we will analyze,” Paisley says. “You're not getting out of this conversation. I want to know what you were doing over at his house all day. I thought this was casual and not long for the earth.”

      “Wait,” Trudy says. “What?”

      Paisley's jaw drops. “Oh em gee, did you stay the night at his place last night? Is that why you were over there?”

      I pull up short and pivot on my heel to refute that. “Of course not. We've only been out a few times.”

      “Well, then what did you do?” Paisley calls. “A day date is odd.”

      Paisley, Trudy and Addy follow me back to my room and start expressing opinions on every outfit I pull out of my closet.

      “Not the black dress,” Addy says. “It's too dark for your complexion.”

      “Thanks for that.” I toss the dress in the corner. Goodwill bound, apparently.

      “Not the yellow,” Paisley says. “You look like a banana.”

      “Oh my gosh,” I say. “Where were you guys when I was buying this stuff?”

      Addy shrugs. “We're here now.”

      Finally no one objects when I slide into brown pants and a bright, emerald green tank top with an ivory, chunky, off the shoulder, knit sweater flung over the top.

      “Perfect,” Trudy says. “Not trying too hard, not too hot or cold, and lots of texture. I love it.” She tosses a long, black leather necklace with a huge silver heart pendant at the bottom over my head. “Let's go.”

      Once they're all loaded into my car, Trudy in the front seat, Pais and Addy in the back, Paisley picks up again. “Enough deflecting. What were you doing today over at Luke's house?”

      My fingers grip the steering wheel so tightly, my knuckles turn white. “We were shopping.”

      “Shopping? For what?” Paisley asks. “Wedding rings?”

      “Oh my gosh, Pais,” Addy says. “Knock it off.”

      Paisley glares at Addy, which I can see through my rear view mirror.

      “We were shopping for our Sub-for-Santa families.”

      “You roped him into that?” Addy asks.

      I shake my head. “He signed up for it himself, before he ever met me. In fact, we went on a date before I realized he was even on the list. It was a little awkward when I did. That's one of the reasons Paisley knows all about him. Someone signed him up to be sponsored, actually, and he signed up to take a family.”

      “It was obviously a mistake,” Paisley says. “He didn't need to be sponsored.”

      “Wait a second.” Addy's eyes widen. “If someone thought he needed to be sponsored. . . Does he have kids?”

      They all know that's a deal breaker for me.

      I sigh melodramatically. “He's a master electrician and runs big jobs, like the Citibank building construction downtown that's just finishing up. But he travels for work, so he and, yes, his two kids, live in a travel trailer, which is why a well- intentioned lady from his church thought he needed some help.”

      I brace myself, ready for the barrage of criticism. I know they mean well, so I'll deal with it.

      No one says a word.

      I was ready for jokes, good-natured criticism, or even chastising. But silence? Do they think he sounds that awful?

      “His kids are actually kind of cute,” I say.

      “You think everyone's kids are cute,” Trudy says. “Even Troy, and he's a nightmare.”

      I pat her hand. “Troy's not a nightmare. He's high spirited.” And probably not disciplined quite as much as he should be, but that doesn't seem helpful to say.

      “You don't want kids. Ever,” Addy says, unhelpfully.

      “No, I know that,” I say, “but the thing is—”

      “Wow, if you're considering him even though he has kids?” Paisley smiles smugly. “You're smitten. Like a little baby cat. You're a smitten kitten.”

      I shake my head. “No, it's not like that Pais. I already told you, he's moving in like three weeks or something. So it doesn't matter. I can like him, and interact with his kids, and it can't go anywhere.”

      Trudy's fingers grip my free hand hard. “Where's he moving to next? Because you can't leave.” Panic floods her voice and her eyes stare at me wildly. “I need you. Troy and me, we both need you.”

      I squeeze her hand back. “I'm not leaving, Trudy. I promise. He's leaving for Kentucky, and I won't be going with him. I'll be here for you no matter what. I always will.”

      “Today you went shopping with him and his kids?” Addy asks. “Like all day long?”

      “Nah, only part of the day. I went over after lunch, and we did Sub-for-Santa shopping, and then we got dinner.”

      “Where'd you go?” Paisley asks. “Somewhere good?”

      I toss my hair. “We had the two kids with us, so we went to Chuck-e-Cheese.”

      Addy laughs. “Oh man, you must really like him.”

      I suppress my grin, because she's right. I do, probably way, way too much.

      “All his daughter wants for Christmas is a puppy,” I say, “and she can't have one because they live in a trailer. It's too hard to have a dog when you travel so much, and they just don't have the space. And you guys, I saw some kind of puppy adoption event on my way back home today. I actually stopped in and looked at the puppies. I know it sounds crazy, but when I saw the SPCA sign, it felt like, I don't know, like maybe it was some kind of divine message or something.”

      Silence again.

      “Okay guys, say something.”

      Paisley shakes her head slowly, which I can barely see out of the corner of my eye. “Girl, I don't know what to say. We've wanted you to find someone for forever, but.”

      “This all sounds pretty crazy to me, too.” Trudy's eyes won't meet mine.

      I pull into the parking lot behind our favorite nightclub. Flare's music is always good, and they don't allow cigarettes anywhere on premises. Which is kind of funny, since the name sounds like a place that would be all about flames.

      “We're here,” I say.

      “Yep,” Trudy says. “We are.”

      They all pile out and practically run away from the car. Or maybe they're running from me. I walk slowly to make sure there’s no ice, past the garland around the handrail that flows up the ramp to the front entrance. The sparkly lights, fake holly and music blaring from inside should make me happy. But I keep thinking about how I can't get a dog just because Amy wants one, because that's crazy. But maybe I could get a dog for me. And that emaciated, fluffy, white one might be the perfect one. I didn't realize I was lonely until I started thinking about Luke moving.

      I slide through the front doors and head for the dance floor. My friends always make a beeline right for it. Except they aren't there. I squint in the semi-dark until I finally find them, huddled around a standing table in the back corner. I approach them cautiously, dodging the stumbling and slurring bachelorette party one table over.

      “What's going on?” I ask. “Too tired to dance?”

      Addy frowns. “We've been thinking about this whole thing with Luke, and you know we love you, so this is coming from a good place.”

      I scowl. “If you're prefacing it, it can't be good.”

      Paisley raises her hand, like we're in first grade. “Uh, for the record, 'we' doesn't include me. I don't agree with them.”

      Addy arches one brow and rolls her eyes. “Fine, me and Trudy. We think you need to dump Luke.”

      I toss my hands in the air. “You've been badgering me to date ever since Foster and I broke up.”

      Trudy shakes her head. “True, but not like this. Not a guy who has kids, which you don't want, and is leaving in a few weeks.”

      Addy nods. “Exactly. You're forgetting about girls’ nights, you're going to Chuck-e-Cheese, and you're looking for dogs to adopt? None of those things are 'Mary' in the slightest. This guy's changing you, and the last time I saw something like that it was—”

      Trudy pokes Addy and she gasps. “What was that for?”

      Trudy slaps her forehead. “Don't say Foster, don't go there. Remember? We agreed.”

      My jaw drops. “Luke is nothing like Foster.”

      My sister raises one eyebrow. “Well, he's not rich, and he's not from Atlanta. And he's living in a trailer, so yeah, they seem different in all the wrong ways. But your reaction to Luke is kind of the same. With Foster you gave up running and started cycling. You gave up coffee in favor of tea. You started brunching every Sunday.”

      Addy scrunches her nose. “You stopped being you so you could be Foster's version of you.”

      I stomp my foot. “Listen up. None of that crap makes me who I am. I can try something new with the guy I'm dating and actually like it, you know. But at the end of the day, I was still me. We didn't fit, so we broke up.”

      “It shattered you,” Paisley says in a voice so quiet I can barely hear her. Of course, the bachelorette party behind me isn't helping. The bride-to-be, presumably, has a sash and is downing what is already one too many glasses of wine. Between their raucous laughter, and the ghastly Santa Claus is Coming to Town dance remix, I can barely hear myself think, much less come up with a coherent argument.

      “This music is wrong,” I say. “Play dance music, or Christmas music. But Christmas dance music?” I feign puking.

      “You're right,” Addy says, “but you're trying to change the subject.”

      I lean against the table, until I realize it's sticky, but by then it's too late. My sweater now sports an elbow stain of unknown origin. Gross. “Look, Foster tried to change me. He begged, and pleaded, and cajoled me to agree to have kids. But I didn't want any, and I didn't cave.”

      “Luke has two kids,” Trudy says. “And you're looking at getting a dog?” She closes her eyes and shakes her head slowly. “We're worried about this. He's not good for you.”

      “What about you, Trudy? Have you told Chris that you're done with him yet?”

      Her eyebrows draw together and her lips compress.

      “You can't tell me that I have to dump a perfectly wonderful guy, when you haven't even given up on your cheating, worthless husband.”

      “I'm trying to help you avoid the exact same misery I'm dealing with,” Trudy says. “And you don't get to pressure me about Chris, because we have a child together. It's different.”

      Kids complicate everything. I already know this too well.

      Addy touches my hand. “We're your friends, Mary. We love you. We're trying to help you here, so don't take this wrong.”

      “It doesn't matter,” I say slowly. “I appreciate your input, but Luke's moving. Why can't I date someone for a few weeks and then go back to normal? I've got a holiday party next week, and then it's Christmas. Why bother breaking up with him, when it's going to end by default a few weeks after that?”

      “Because you're taking control,” Trudy says. “Exactly like you keep telling me to do with Chris.”

      “What about you?” I ask Paisley. “You haven't said a word.”

      Paisley meets my eyes. “I don't agree you should dump Luke just because he's making you go to Chuck-e-Cheese, or because he has kids. But I've kept my mouth shut, because . . . Well, you like him so much, Mary. I was so excited to see it, but now we know he's leaving? I do think you need to end it on your terms. Otherwise, he'll re-engage with you every time he comes into town to visit family or friends, and in between jobs. If this can't go anywhere, and you seem adamant it can't, you should dump him now, before he wrecks you even worse.”

      “If I had to go back in time,” I say loudly, competing with the giggling bridesmaids and terrible Christmas music, “I'd still date my ex, even knowing how it would turn out. Even though it all turned out badly, I don't regret—” the music cuts off and it's suddenly silent. My voice fills the entire area around me when I finish my sentence, “a single minute I spent with Foster.”

      The bridal party turns slowly toward us, their seven faces all locking strangely on mine.

      “Oh. My. Gosh.” The bride's words slur. “You're Mary effing Wiggin.”

      I've entered the twilight zone. How does this girl know my name? The music picks up again, with a dance mix of Silent Night. I couldn't describe the horror of it if I tried. “Umm, I am Mary Wiggin,” I yell. “And who are you?”

      The bride to be has a crown with flashy pink stones, tilted askew on a hugely puffy bun of blonde curls. Her dark brown eyes flash, while some of her lipstick holds on for dear life to her two front teeth. “I'm Jessica Hansen. I'm marrying Foster Bradshaw.”

      My jaw drops and I speak without thinking. “But you can't be. You've been drinking!”

      She swaggers toward me, her friends stumbling behind her, their heels clicking loudly enough on the tile dance floor that I can hear them over the music. “I can drink whatever I want. I turned twenty-three this year.”

      I look her over, head to toe. She's wearing a bubble gum pink sheath dress that shows off her figure, and she's either courting a future replete with skin cancer, or she spends a good chunk on spray tanning. Either way, I see why Foster's enamored. But she's so different from me, I wonder whether I knew Foster at all.

      “Hello?” She snaps in my face. “Where do you get off telling me what to do?”

      The scattered “Yeahs,” and “Word,” and “You go girl,” from her posse irritate me.

      “Because you're pregnant,” I say. “You'll give your baby fetal alcohol syndrome if you drink while pregnant, you idiot. You're so young that maybe you haven't yet had sex-ed class in high school, but that's like the number two rule, right after using two forms of birth control. It seems like you didn't pay much attention to that one, either.”

      Instead of panicking, like I'd expect, or turning bright red, she actually doubles down on the scowling. “Not that it's any of your business, but I'm not pregnant.” She sticks her nose up in the air and stalks off, her friends shooting me dirty looks as they sway across the room on four and five inch heels.

      The bartender arrives with our drinks as if on cue.

      “I ordered you a coke with lemon,” Trudy says. “Like always.”

      I force a smile. “Thanks.”

      No one brings the topic of Luke up again. In fact, after we finish our drinks, Addy, Paisley, and Trudy all beeline for the dance floor. We pretend Foster's fiancé and her friends aren't there, which is sort of hard with their stupid sashes proclaiming “Bride,” and “Bridesmaid,” but we persevere.

      By the time we're heading home though, I've thought about nothing but Luke and my breakup with Foster for almost three hours. When we all slide into the seats in my car, I hit the seat warmer button, and then I clear my throat.

      “Maybe you guys are right. Losing Foster knocked me on my rear end. I don't want to go through that again. If someone told me Foster wanted kids, and no dice without them, it would have saved me a lot of time, and a lot of heartache.”

      Addy pats my knee. “This is the right call, you know. We all love you. We want what's best for you.”

      I nod. “I know that. Maybe Luke was the palate cleanse I needed, and after the holidays, I'll be ready to date someone for real.”

      Trudy and Addy both reassure me that it must be true. I drop them off at home, first Trudy and then Addy. Since Paisley picked them up, only her car is at my house, so she’ll spend the night with me. I swear, drinking is such a hassle, I don’t know why people do it at all. They hug me tightly and tell me I'm being smart, and I know they're right. By the time I reach my house, I've heard a ding on my phone. I pull into the garage and pick it up in front of her.

      I smile when I see it’s from Luke. HOPE YOUR GIRLS' NIGHT WAS FUN. YOU LEFT SO FAST I COULDN'T ASK. PLANS TOMORROW?

      I close my eyes and set the phone down. Paisley snatches it from the cup holder. “Oooh, lover boy himself.”

      “Give me that,” I say, tired and cross all of a sudden.

      She wiggles her shoulders. “You'd love it if I jumped out and weaved my way inside right now so you can dump him via text. You big chicken.”

      Before I can snatch the phone back, she starts texting. By the time I wrestle it away, she's already hit send.

      NO PLANS YET. WHAT DID YOU HAVE IN MIND?

      Three tiny dots indicate Luke's typing a response. Paisley and I both stare at the phone, like a dog watching a squirrel. Finally, the text pops up.

      LET ME MAKE YOU DINNER. FOUND A BABYSITTER. WE CAN DO YOUR PLACE OR MINE.

      Paisley shakes her head at me. “You can't do someone's house, not if you're dumping him. It'll be too awkward. You've got to suggest a restaurant.”

      She's right. CAN WE GO OUT INSTEAD? I DON'T WANNA DEAL WITH CLEANUP.

      SURE, Luke texts, STAPLEHOUSE. MEET ME THERE? OR SHOULD I PICK YOU UP? 6:30 OK?

      “Uh, how is he going to get into Staplehouse?” Paisley asks. “It's booked up like a month out.”

      I shrug. “Maybe he doesn't know that. He's not from here. But even if we can't get in there, we can hit another place close.”

      THAT'S FINE. MEET YOU THERE.

      “If he can get into Staplehouse, maybe you shouldn't break up with him.” Paisley smirks, but then her face turns serious. “Addy and Trudy mean well, but they aren't you and they have no idea, not really. Are you sure you want to do this?”

      I shake my head. “No, and that's exactly why I need to.”
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      I dress in a dark blue sheath dress that hugs me all over, and my favorite pair of dark brown Frye boots. When I reach Staplehouse, Luke's pacing outside, on the phone with someone.

      “I told you already. I don't want to do that.”

      Pause.

      “Because I hate that kind of stuff, which you know.”

      Pause.

      “It's like this. You handle this part, and I'll do my part. I've got the prototype, and it's perfect. But you'll have to do the sales pitch without me.”

      Luke glances my way and notices me, a smile spreading across his face, erasing the frown lines creasing his forehead. “Look, I've got to go. We can talk more in the morning.”

      Pause.

      “Fine. Yes, but not now. Tomorrow. She's here.”

      Luke hangs up and holds out his hand to me. “You look like a young Emilia Clarke. All you need is a dragon on your shoulder.”

      “I left the dragon at home,” I say. “I know how you feel about pets.”

      “Oh,” he says. “Amy would appreciate your burn.” He takes my arm in his and leads me through the front door, where I'm fully expecting we'll be turned away.

      “Mr. Manning, please, come right in.” The maître d' greets us in a black suit and waves us inside.

      Which is super weird.

      “How did you get us in here,” I whisper.

      He squeezes my arm. “I may not be a fancy trust baby like your ex, but every store in town has lights, and I do quality work. I helped wire this entire place back when it was going in. I know the owner, and the head chef.”

      “In fact,” the maître d' chimes in, “Mr. Manning helped the Giving Kitchen, back when it started. None of us will ever forget his boundless generosity.”

      Well, color me impressed. “Maybe karma is real,” I say. “I've had a lot of clients who have brought me fruit cake, or a plate of cookies. I think I need to branch out a little.”

      Luke snorts. “Stick with me kid, and you won't need to.”

      My heart twinges a bit, knowing that I'm here with a purpose, and neither of us is going to like it. Why didn't Paisley just let me do this via text? I'm going to kick her in the shin next time I see her. Hard. Like I'm going to leave a bruise.

      After we're seated, I have no idea what to say. I could break up with him now, before we've even gotten a basket of bread, but that seems kind of awful. Plus, I've never eaten here, and I kind of want to try it. Or is that even worse?

      “How was your girls’ night?” he asks. “What did you do? Since you don't drink, I was wondering.”

      I shrug. “First we paint our toenails, and then we braid each other's hair.”

      “Is that before or after the big pillow fights?”

      “So you can tell when I'm kidding now?” I ask.

      He taps the side of his head with one finger. “Prepare to be impressed with my powers of observation. I noticed. . . your hair isn't braided.”

      Before I can reply, a waiter places a menu in my hands. I glance down at the words, and then they draw all my attention. No prices, not categories, nothing I can make sense of in the slightest. It's just a list of ten or fifteen words.

      “Uh,” I say, “what in the world is this?”

      Luke smirks. “It's a tasting menu. You get ten or eleven courses, all of them so good you wish there was more to each one.”

      “Wait, we don't get to pick what we're eating?” I bite my lip. “This is weird.”

      He splays his hands out in front of him. “We can leave if you'd like, but I think even if you don't like a few of the options, you'll like enough to get full.”

      “It might be good for me to try some new things,” I say. “I have a tendency to eat the same burger and fries every time I go out.”

      I can't help but wonder what Trudy and Addy would think. Is this evidence that he's trying to change me? Should I be upset?

      But the thing is, I'm not.

      We chat and laugh, and every single time his fingers brush mine, my heart rate spikes and my mouth dries up. We're on the kombucha course, with only two dessert courses to follow and I decide I can't wait any longer. I open my mouth to break up with him, but he's faster than me.

      “I've been thinking about your Sub-for-Santa conundrum, and how your ex-boyfriend is essentially shutting you down.”

      “It's not actually—”

      He holds up one hand. “Hear me out. I think you need to go over his head. This guy's not doing his job, and you need to tell his boss.”

      “He may also just be distracted, or possibly sick of having me in his office.” I think about Jessica last night, her sneer, and how she knew my name. Maybe it's not even Foster who's the real impetus.

      “Whatever the reason, if you love this program, don't let it go without a fight.”

      I shake my head. “I can't fight it, Luke. I don't have the funds, and after I start my new job, I won't have the time, either.”

      “It's all a matter of delegation. If you can get things rolling, I bet you can find volunteers to help out.”

      I sigh heavily. “I'd need a miracle.”

      “So go ask Foster for his help. Unless he's a real monster.”

      “Nah, he's a decent guy.”

      “Why did you two end things, if you don't mind me asking.”

      I need to just break up with Luke. I don't want to have to go into all of this, moments before I dump him. It's a waste, but maybe Luke needs to know.

      “He wanted kids,” I say flatly. “I don't.”

      “That was it?” Luke's eyebrows rise. “And neither of you would budge?”

      I press my lips together. “Guess not. Although, now he's getting married in like a few days, and I ran into his fiancé at our girls’ night. She was really, really drunk.”

      Luke tsks. “Never great to be too smashed, but if it was her bachelorette party, I think she gets a pass.”

      “You don't understand,” I whisper. I have no idea why it's so hard for me to say this, but it is. “Foster told me she's pregnant, and that's why he proposed so fast. They only met a few months ago.”

      “And she was drunk?” He leans back in his chair. “That's not good. In fact—”

      I nod slowly. “I told her as much. I warned her about Fetal Alcohol Syndrome and the damage it can cause, which is when she told me she isn't pregnant.”

      Luke whistles in disbelief.

      “I don't know if that means she made it up so Foster would propose, or whether she's lost the baby. I wonder if I should say anything to Foster.”

      “Absolutely not,” Luke says.

      A waiter shows up at our side, and looks pointedly at Luke. “Sir? Did you need something?”

      “What?” Luke glances at me and then back to the waiter. “Oh, because I whistled? Sorry, wasn't calling for you. I was surprised by something, is all.”

      The waiter gives a little half bow and takes our glasses. He glances down at mine. “You didn't enjoy the Kombucha?” he asks me.

      “I don't drink alcohol,” I say.

      “It barely qualifies,” the waiter insists.

      I stare at him calmly. “I appreciate your opinion, but for me, barely is more than enough. Thanks.”

      “You weren't kidding when you said you don't drink, huh?” Luke asks.

      I shake my head. “I'll never drink.”

      “Just like you never want kids?”

      “Or we could talk about how you won't get your daughter a dog. We all have our lines in the sand.”

      Luke frowns. “Dogs aren't the same as kids.”

      “No, they aren't. And drinking too much alcohol isn't the same as moving every few months, either. But both could damage a child, leaving them unable to form proper relationships.”

      The corners of Luke's mouth turn down. “What are you saying? That I'm as bad as an alcoholic father, because my job takes me from place to place?”

      “How long have you been moving, Luke? Your entire professional life?”

      “What does that have to do with anything?” he asks.

      “I know you didn't move like this for your entire career. In fact, I'd hazard a guess you've been moving for four years, give or take.”

      Luke crumples his linen napkin in his hand. “Who told you that?”

      I smooth my napkin flat on the table, trying to exude calm. “Amy. She said you've been moving since her mother died.”

      If I'd known how wounded Luke would look, I'd have kept my mouth shut. “Do you have any idea what it feels like, to have an epic love, to meet your perfect match, and then to watch her die doing the one thing you both wanted? Trying to grow your family?”

      Luke looks away from me, away from anything, and he struggles to regain his composure. “Of course you don't,” he whispers. “You'll never understand because you don't even want a family.”

      The waiter approaches, oblivious, with two plates and places them in front of us. “White chocolate tart, with hibiscus infusion and ginger reduction.”

      Luke nods at him stiffly and he walks away.

      “I'm sorry I brought it up, Luke, but Amy told me all she wanted for Christmas was a puppy. I told her that seemed unlikely. She said if she can't have a puppy, she wants to live somewhere in a house with no wheels. She wants to make friends, and keep them.”

      I don't mention her asking me to be her mom.

      Luke practically bites each word off as he speaks. “Amy is fine. She has a father who loves her, a brother, and all the finest tutors. Frankly, I'm teaching her a valuable life skill, how to build new friendships quickly.”

      I clear my throat. “Which is all fine. You're her dad, and I'm sure you know best. I bet you'll make sure she has an excellent education, even if it's from tutors in a trailer. I'm sorry I interfered.”

      Luke's eyes snap when he meets mine. “What would you have me do, Mary? Call and back out of my job? Stay here instead?”

      My lips part in surprise. “No, I'd never dream of telling you what to do. I'm sorry I even brought it up.”

      “Because it's not like you're facing your demons. You're letting your mom and dad ruin not just your childhood, but also your entire life. You're giving them the power to incapacitate you.”

      “Excuse me?” I ask.

      “You're a hypocrite,” Luke says. “You chastise me for not staying put, for running from my problems, but you dump anyone who wants to talk about kids, because you won't make the sacrifices it takes to raise one, and at the same time you blame your parents for being selfish.”

      I slam my fork down on the table. “You have no idea, no idea what you're talking about. I don't want kids because I won't mistreat them the way my parents did. I won't, but I love my job, and I love accomplishing something outside of the home. I know myself, and I set healthy boundaries.”

      “Oh?” Luke asks. “And what kind of boundaries do you set, exactly?”

      I push my chair back from the table. “I came here tonight to set one with you. I can't date you, Luke, not anymore. We want different things, and we just aren't compatible.”

      “I want something different? What, to take care of my kids? To put food on the table? And you want to be a saint who helps every poor kid in the city, but doesn't actually love any of them enough to change your life in the slightest.”

      I grit my teeth. “I should have broken up with you via text. I'm sorry I came tonight at all.” I stand up and my voice is woodenly stiff when I say, “Thank you for dinner. I wish you and your family all the best.”

      “Now who's running away?” Luke asks.

      “It takes a runner to spot one.” I turn on my heel and walk out of the dining room and through the front door before the first tears spill, hot and fast, down my cheeks. The man outside with the Salvation Army cauldron swings his arm back and forth, back and forth.

      “God bless you,” he says.

      I could use some blessings. I haven't had too many lately. I don't even look at the wad of bills in my hand before stuffing them into his red bucket.

      I drive home on autopilot, barely noticing familiar landmarks as I pass them. When I finally turn into my own driveway, I stop on impulse at the mailbox and grab the weekend's pile of letters. Maybe the stack of bills will distract me. Sometimes routine things help me clear my head.

      After I park, I toss the pile of letters onto my kitchen island and start working my way through them. Coupon mailer, bill, bill, coupon, flier, bill. Thick, heavy, embossed envelope. I tear it open carelessly, cutting my finger in the process. Blood stains the edge of the luxe paper.

      A wedding invitation. From Foster and Jessica. A tiny scrawl on the corner in Foster's handwriting. “Sorry this is late. Jessica didn't want to invite you until she realized you had a plus one. Hope to see you there.”

      Blood rushes to my head, my ears ringing. I'm invited, now that I have a plus one, huh? I close my eyes and shake my head slowly. I couldn't have waited until after Christmas to dump Luke? I could box Trudy and Addy's ears for this. Now, tomorrow, I'm going to have to march into Foster's office and tell him Luke and I have broken up.

      I'd rather eat a bowl of glass shards.

      Maybe I could RSVP and then claim I was ill or injured, instead. Or in the hospital! I could get a fake cast to really sell it.

      I shake my head. Grow up, Mary. You can do this. Tomorrow, I'll simply march into Foster's office. I'll fight for Sub-for-Santa, and I'll tell him I won't be attending his wedding as an unwanted single, or with a plus one. And if he's a real jerk about it, I can always tell him his future wife lied and she isn't pregnant at all. I hope he got a good pre-nup.

      Actually, if I'm being honest, I kind of hope he didn't.
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      Heather smiles beatifically when I walk through the front doors of the United Way office, and I wonder why. It's too bright, too cold, and far too early for anyone to be that chipper.

      “Morning,” I mumble.

      “It's a beautiful winter day,” Heather says. “And we're less than a week away from Christmas. If you check the break room, you'll see a surprise for everyone from me.”

      I close my eyes and breathe in and out once. I need to find my Christmas joy. I'm letting men steal it from me. First Luke, and now Foster. No more. From today forward, I'll channel Heather's holiday spirit until mine regenerates.

      “Thanks, Heather. I'll be sure to check it out. Is Foster in yet?” I ask.

      She shakes her head. “He may be pretty late today. I think he had his bachelor party last night.”

      Of course he did. I massage my right temple and walk down the hall to my office to take some Tylenol. It's not fair that I feel horrible this morning, because like always, I didn't have a single drink. Even so, I tossed and turned with dreams of Luke and dreams of Foster, and dreams of Luke with Foster's head, or Foster's voice coming from Luke's mouth.

      All in all, I've never wanted to turn my alarm off as badly as I did this morning. I did hit snooze once, and pull the covers up over my head. But I only gave myself six extra minutes, because I have too much to do today, and they're things that can't wait. Besides, my cleaning lady was coming by this morning to make sure everything's ready for Trudy to start moving in. I only have her come once a month usually, but she squeezed me in once she found out about Troy.

      I slide into my tall, black, leather backed desk chair, a gift from Foster for my birthday last year. I make a few calls to Trudy's landlord to confirm he received her notice, in spite of the place being rented in Chris's name. I also call the moving company I hired to get her stuff packed and shifted over today, and they confirm they'll be at her house by nine a.m.

      Once I'm done with my messy personal stuff, I dig in to the Sub-for-Santa work. This week's officially check-in week. I call each volunteer family to make sure they've found appropriate gifts and are wrapping them. I confirm they've been able to reach their family and schedule a delivery time, usually on Christmas Eve. This year, Christmas falls on a Sunday, which puts Christmas Eve on a Saturday, and sometimes that complicates matters.

      I work my way down the list, chatting with some people, leaving messages for others. A few of them haven't bought all the gifts yet, but are going today. A few have had everything purchased and wrapped for almost a week. The over-achievers make me smile.

      Of course, that smile that drops off my face when I reach the bottom of the list of names. Lucas Manning. Aka, Luke Manning. Penciled in as a confirmed sponsor. I pick up the phone. It's business, not personal. I take a deep breath, because I can do this.

      The phone rings.

      Luke's deep voice intones, “Hello?”

      “Mr. Manning,” I say, trying my best to remain detached. Professional. “This is a courtesy call from the Sub-for-Santa organization. We'd like to remind you that your family's gifts need to be wrapped and ready to deliver for Sunday. Have you been able to touch bases with the family to confirm a time and place for delivery?”

      “Mary?”

      “Uh, yes, this is Mary Wiggin.”

      Luke's voice bristles more than a porcupine in a needle factory. “You dump me, and then you call me the next day and pretend . . . what? That you don't even know me?”

      I sigh. “I have a job to do Luke, and I wasn't sure, er, I mean, this has never happened before.”

      “What, dating a sponsor parent? Or dumping someone because you're scared?”

      My hand clenches on the receiver. “I'm not scared. I'm sensible.”

      “Sensible? What are you, British? Is your real name Mary Poppins?”

      “Luke, I'm not trying to pick a fight here. I'm just trying to check in with you, okay? I've got a holiday party Wednesday that I'll have to attend alone because I'm getting a promotion I don't want. And I got invited to a wedding on Thursday for my ex-boyfriend, which would suck on a normal week, but now I'm dreading it because I don't have a plus one anymore, but he's put one on my invite. I don't have the time or energy to argue with you anymore.”

      “I'll still go with you, if you want me there,” Luke offers. “I'm sorry I said what I said last night, for what it's worth, and it sounds like it would suck to go alone, to both of those. Of course, if I help you out, you'd have to come to my red ribbon ceremony on Friday morning.”

      I want to tell him yes so badly, but everything the girls said is still true. He has kids, and I can't deal with them, I just can't. And he's still leaving, and on and on.

      I clear my throat. “As much as I'd love that, Luke, and I really would love to have a gorgeous, funny, smart man on my arm at both events, but I can't do that. I can't learn to lean on someone who won't be here in a few weeks. And I can't keep spending time with your kids when they won't ever be my kids, and they can't be.”

      “The kids love you. It doesn't hurt them to spend more time with you.”

      I shake my head, but of course he can't see that through the phone. “I think it does cause them pain. Or at least, it shows them what they're missing. Did Amy tell you what she really wants for Christmas?”

      “I know she wants a dog. Everyone in the entire RV Park knows she wants a dog.”

      “Amy told me what she really wants is a mother, right before she told me she wanted a home that's not on wheels. She said since she knows she can't have that, she asks you for a dog.”

      Silence on the line.

      “Luke?”

      “I'm here. I'm sorry, I was processing. She's never said anything like that to me. Not ever.”

      “My sister's son is sick, and they're moving in with me today. Plus my promotion is taking up a lot of time, plus this week is my last big push to get the United Way to keep Sub-for-Santa on its docket. I'm going to beg off on the wedding, I hope. And either way, I've got to be able to handle these things alone, just like I'll have to when you move away in a few weeks.”

      Silence again. I think about hanging up.

      “Well, thanks for checking in,” Luke says. “We've got all the gifts purchased, and we'll be wrapping them all tonight.”

      “That's wonderful to hear,” I say. “And you've talked with the family?”

      “I called the number twice. No answer the first time and no machine, but on the second try, I connected with the father. He only speaks Spanish, but I speak enough to make things work. I'll be dropping them off on Saturday at noon. His kids will be with their grandmother. He has a shed we can store the presents in.”

      “Perfect,” I say. “Thanks so much. I'll make note of it. And don't forget to keep all your receipts. You can deduct them.”

      His receipts. I smack my forehead. “Oh, Luke, I'm so sorry. We never divvied up the cost of the gifts that were for my family. You have the receipt. Can you text me the amount and I'll mail you a check?”

      “You paid for Chuck-e-Cheese. As much as I'd love to lure you over under the pretense of dividing up a check, we're square. Don't worry about it.”

      Not a chance. I'll guesstimate and send him twenty percent more. “Uh huh. Okay.”

      “Mary?” Luke asks.

      “Yeah?”

      “It's really good to hear your voice. I really am sorry for what I said last night. I don't know what you went through, and I don't think you're running away. Quite the opposite. Your sister's moving in with you, and you're taking a promotion you don't want to help her with her son. You couldn't be more different than your own mother, from what I can tell.”

      My throat closes off and I can barely breathe, much less talk. I choke out a few words. “Thanks, Luke. Goodbye.” Then I hang up the phone. A moment later, I hear a familiar voice booming from down the hall.

      Foster's here.

      “Precisely,” he says, his voice moving from the hallway into the conference room. “Please, come right this way. I'll show you the plans for the new healthcare supplemental access for children. Once we've reallocated funds like you suggested—”

      Foster stops speaking, presumably because the person he's with asked him a question.

      “Right, yes, I have a list of programs we'll be cutting. Of course. I'll have Heather grab that for you right now.”

      I grab the stack of papers off the corner of my desk, and jog down the hall to Heather's kiosk with them under my arm. I need to catch Foster's eye. It's almost time for me to leave, but I need to make my case for keeping Sub-for-Santa, and I need to tell him I can't make it to his wedding.

      Foster turns to face me when I reach the receptionist desk. “Mary?” His eyes search my face, looking for my purpose in chasing him down the hall. “I'm a little busy right now.”

      “I can see that you are,” I say. “I only need a minute. I think you're making a huge mistake letting corporate cut the Sub-for-Santa program and I've got evidence to back up my claim.”

      Foster exhales heavily. “Not right now, Mary, okay?”

      “What evidence do you have, exactly?” A short man, balding, with thick black-rimmed glasses stands in the doorway of the conference room.

      I glance from Foster to the man and then back again. “Uh, Foster?”

      “Uh Mary?” Foster asks me, his tone so condescending that my hand itches to slap him. “Answer Mr. Peters. He came all the way out here from Alexandria, and I was about to hand him a list of underperforming charities we should eliminate to make room for a larger initiative for sick kids. So go ahead. Show him your evidence that giving kids some toys at Christmas is more important than, say, providing them with a prosthetic limb, or glasses that will enable them to see the chalkboard and learn how to read and add and subtract.”

      I frown. I wasn't expecting to present to the Vice President of the United Way. And with that glowing introduction, Mr. Peters isn't likely to listen to a word I say.

      “My name is Mary Wiggin. I've been spearheading the Sub-for-Santa program for years, for free. It meant so much to me as a child. In fact, before I get into the evidence I brought, I just wanted to say that I was a recipient of Sub-for-Santa for many years, from the age of seven. Most years, it was the thought of Christmas that helped me survive and thrive in school. That's why I've been giving eighty to a hundred hours of my time free each year in support of this program. I know hope and excitement and wonder don't manifest as tangibly as medical care, but Sub-for-Santa's very low resource, and I don't see why the two initiatives would be zero sum.”

      Mr. Peters' eyebrows rise. “Zero sum?” He laughs then, a great big belly laugh. “Of course they aren't zero sum, except that our funds are limited and if we spend the money we've raised on one thing, we can't spend it on another. Last week, I tasked Foster here to cut enough programs to make room in the budget for our top priority, which is aiding sick kids.”

      Foster walks back toward the conference room. “We can talk more tomorrow, Mary. Stan and I have a lot of work to do now.”

      “Let her come show me her evidence,” Mr. Peters says. “I'd be most interested to see why she thinks United Way needs this program. After all, our goal is to maximize good for the funding we have. Shouldn't we listen to a self-proclaimed expert on it before we decide? And, frankly, her excitement has me questioning Sub-for-Santa's removal.”

      I jog behind Foster and Mr. Peters and into the conference room, spreading my notes, articles and spreadsheets out in front of them both.

      “Okay, first we've got the chart here that shows how many kids have been helped, and the total cost per family to United Way. If you average our costs out by family, we only spend $11.40 per family at Christmas. It's very low budget, because in fact, it's a fundraiser all its own. The families who sign up pay for almost everything.”

      Mr. Peters hums quietly to himself. “And where does that eleven dollars go?”

      I point at another chart, a budget break down. “We have promotional materials we provide to churches, clubs and schools. They help us identify families, which we then screen for eligibility. Beyond that, we also have mailers, paperwork fees, and whatnot. And while I work for free, I need an assistant to help me manage all of this, and she can't afford to work for free. I pay her half what she makes at my firm, and she's the best secretary I've ever had, but her salary composes about half of the expense for the administration.”

      “If I agreed to let this continue, but I insisted on cutting your budget by half?” Mr. Peters stares into my eyes. “What then?”

      I wring my hands in my lap where I hope he can't tell. I'd need to do Sub-for-Santa without a secretary or assistant, and I have a new job where I'll be working even more. I want to keep it alive, but I'm not Atlas and I can't carry the whole globe. Tears well up in my eyes. “I don't know, sir. Maybe we could make that work. Would we be allowed to do additional fundraisers, and use any funds we generate to pay my assistant?”

      He shakes his head. “Against policy.”

      Of course it is. “I could pay the assistant instead.”

      He shakes his head again. “If you donate to United Way, it needs to go into the general fund. It's against our charter to have you pay an assistant on your own. In fact, it might invalidate our 501(c)(3) status.”

      I close my eyes. “Sir, we're talking about a very small amount of money here. And I have more evidence of the benefits. Look at these articles about our program. This program is marketing and publicity gold, sir. People love the stories and the good we do generates a lot of positive buzz for the United Way. It's hard to quantify the exact benefit, but it's got to help people be more generous in donations. Families love participating, and obviously the recipient families love knowing someone cares about them. It fosters exactly the kind of goodwill and general kindness that's missing in the world.”

      Mr. Peters flips through my fliers and my clippings. He lays his huge hand across the top of the clippings and leans back in his chair. “I hate to tell you this Mary, because I admire your excitement and your passion, but even though this certainly seems like a worthy cause, I have to evaluate everything as good, better, best. I would place this squarely into the “good” category. It's good, but our money can be better or even best used elsewhere.”

      I knew this was coming. Foster told me resisting was futile, but somehow, here, looking this man in the eye, I can't quite believe he's turning me down. I think about the little girls out there with nothing to look forward to all year. I think about the little boys who only ask for a baseball and a glove. No glove for their dad, because they have no dad. I remember at last year's drop off, one mother fell at my feet and wept. Her husband was sick and the care for him was more than she could manage. Food stamps kept them alive, but there was nothing left over for the children.

      “You're making a mistake, sir.” I reach across the table in front of him and gather up all my press clippings, thank you letters, emails, and charts. None of it mattered, not in the end. “But because your family knew the right people, and donated to the right groups, it's your mistake to make. I wish you the very best in your admirable and more impressive goals of healing sick kids' bodies. I hope that one day you'll see the value in instilling hope and love in kids' hearts, too.”

      I head back into my office long enough to check my voicemail and make notes, grab my coat, and finish up my phone call notations. I'll be calling all day tomorrow as well, hoping everyone has done what they were supposed to do. If not, I'll have a few extra families this year. I've had as many as six extra families in the past, but last year I only had two.

      I slide my arms into the sleeves of my navy blue pea coat and button it up. I'm proud that I don't glare at Mr. Peters where he's still poring over letters in the conference room when I walk past. He's all alone in there, which leaves me wondering where exactly Foster went.

      I slow down as I pass Foster's office, looking for clues of why he abandoned ship.

      I don't notice her perfectly curled, shiny, blonde hair until I'm two feet from Foster's office door.

      “Babe, when can we go?” she asks, one hand on her flat stomach. “I swear this baby is making me so hungry all the time.”

      “I just hope you can still fit in your dress at the end of the week.” Foster grins down at her. “My parents spent a fortune on it.”

      She's not really pregnant, I want to shout. She lied to trick you into marrying her. But I don't say a single word. I think he may deserve someone like her.

      I wave at Foster. “Hey boss. I'm headed out, but I wanted to let you know I won't be able to make it to the wedding. Unfortunately my funding for buying cute, wedding appropriate clothing and shoes has been cut and reallocated to my toilet paper fund. I do hope you understand. Wiping butts is more important than supporting friends. I wish you both the best of luck in the future.”

      “Don't be petty Mary,” Foster says. “It doesn't suit you. And you know very well that the budget decisions are above my pay grade. I'm just doing my job.”

      When Jessica recognizes me, her eyes flash. “Mary Wiggin.”

      I bob my head an inch or so. “So nice to finally meet you,” I say, daring her to say different.

      “I told Foster not to send you an invite with a plus one. You've only been seeing this new guy for what? A week? That kind of thing falls apart as fast as it goes together, if you know what I mean. We didn't want to put any undue pressure on something so new, and although you're welcome to come alone, we didn't want you to feel conspicuous.”

      Her liberal use of 'we' makes me want to hurl in the big, black, pot next to Foster's fake Bird of Paradise plant.

      I scratch my head. “I think Luke and I started dating about two weeks after you and Foster.” I smile sweetly. “But it's not my relationship status that's getting in the way of me coming. Actually, I can't make it because I'm getting a promotion at work, and my sister is moving in with me, along with her toddler son. Bad timing, is all.”

      “Wait,” Foster says. “What's going on with Trudy?”

      “It's nothing, really.”

      Foster opens his mouth, but before he can speak, Jessica, who's glaring at me says, “Well, in any case, thanks for letting us know.” She leans against Foster and slides her hand down his arm to take his hand in hers.

      “Sorry to tell you so late, but I just can't go.”

      Jessica's smile is relieved. I glance at Foster and he's wearing his plastic smile underneath pained eyes. Which means he's relieved too. If they didn't want me to come, why even bother inviting me?

      I pull my phone out of my purse and pretend to be reading a text message. “On second thought, Luke is free and we'll be there. With bells on.”

      Jessica raises one eyebrow. “What wonderful news.”

      “Yeah.” I drop to a whisper. “Speaking of wonderful news, I heard you have some great news to share. When I guessed, Foster told me to keep it to myself, but of course I can congratulate you.” I stare right into Jessica's eyes. “Are you hoping for a boy or a girl?”

      She flinches and her face falls. At least she has the decency to pretend to feel awful about her lie. I consider telling Foster, but I keep my mouth shut.

      Foster wraps his arms around her shoulders from behind. “We don't care about the gender as long as it's healthy.”

      I think about Troy, who isn't healthy, and I frown. “What does that mean? If it's born with Down's syndrome, you won't want it? If it's born with a bad heart, or another condition, will you walk away? What if he or she isn't that smart, or very talented? Will you still love them then?”

      Foster leads Jessica out of his office and back toward the conference room. “Such a nice chat. We're glad you'll be there for our wedding. But for now, Jess and I are taking Mr. Peters to lunch.”

      “I have to get to work anyway,” I say. “I'm way behind now that I've got a new role to train for.”

      All I can think about the entire drive over to my tax firm is. . . how in the world will I skip the wedding, or go alone, without confirming their suspicion that I can't hold a relationship together for more than a month? It's been a long month already, but I can't bear the idea of facing them without a plus one. Yuck. What's wrong with me? Why didn't I let it go?

      I reach for my phone, about to text Luke, when another message pings.

      YOU OKAY? Trudy asks.

      HOW'S THE MOVE COMING? I text back.

      ALL MOVED OVER ALREADY. THOSE GUYS WERE FAST, AND IT HELPS OUR PLACES ARE CLOSE TOGETHER.

      What a relief. WONDERFUL NEWS.

      I NEED A BREAK AFTER THIS.

      Me too. In the past year, Foster has managed to find the perfect girl for him: a beautiful, money loving, raging liar. Meanwhile, I'm still completely single, unlovable, and married to my job. Actually, Foster and Trudy have always been oil and water. She’s probably the perfect person to be my plus one if I need to go, and I feel like I do.

      WOULD YOU COME WITH ME TO A WEDDING?

      Trudy texts back immediately. WOULDN'T MISS IT.

      Peace settles over me like a warm blanket, fresh from the dryer. I've got a plus one, and I don't have to worry about upsetting Luke or reopening that can of worms. THANKS T.

      ANYTHING FOR YOU. YOU'RE THE BEST PERSON IN THE WORLD. I'M LUCKY YOU'RE MY SISTER.

      Unlike the polite platitudes friends throw out, I know Trudy means it from the bottom of her heart.
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      I carefully hang my keys on the hook by the door from my garage into the house and head inside, but I only take three steps before stopping dead in my tracks. There's literally a box blocking my entrance, no matter which way I turn.

      “Trudy?” I call out.

      “Aunt May May?” a small voice comes from behind a box blocking my way into the kitchen.

      “Hey Troy. Any chance you could find your mom and let her know I can't get inside my own house?”

      “Yeah, yeah, I will.” Troy takes off skipping, which I know, because I hear his sneakers squeaking on the tile, but also because once he moves into the living room, his happily bobbing head bounces into view.

      I try shifting a triple high box stack while I'm waiting, but it's no good. I'm about to give up and circle around to my own front door, when I see Trudy's dishwater blonde hair over the pile I couldn't budge.

      “I need to work out more,” I say.

      “I'm sorry.” Trudy starts shifting boxes out of the way. “I was going to put most of this in storage, but then the storage unit I called tried to triple their price.”

      Any increase would be more than she could afford.

      “That's okay. I have lots of room in my garage and even more in my attic. It's probably better this way. You and I can sort through all of your stuff and figure out what you want to keep and what needs to be donated, and we can do it at our leisure.”

      Trudy smiles. “Thanks.”

      A knock from the front door reminds me I ordered pizza on my way home. I've been eating too much pizza lately, but I do not have the energy, nor apparently the space, to make anything tonight.

      “Umm, if you can run grab that, I'll start shifting some of these into the garage. We can go through them all and repack what you're not going to move inside.”

      We spend the rest of the night tag teaming the unpacking, watching Troy and cleaning up, but as soon as Troy's in bed, she pounces.

      “And?” she asks. “Did you break up with him?”

      My stomach turns and I collapse on the couch. The feeling of cotton balls stuffed in my throat keeps me from talking, so I simply nod.

      She sits next to me. “So right after you broke up, you got Foster's wedding announcement, right?”

      “How did you know?”

      She shakes her head. “It's the way stuff like this always happens. Remember the time Miss Fitzgibbons cut my bangs two inches too short?”

      I stifle my laugh. “The day before senior prom. You thought your life was over.”

      “This will be funny in a few years, too. If you don't want to use me as your plus one, you can always beg off and skip the wedding entirely.”

      I rub my face with both hands. “It's not even just the wedding. I got final confirmation today that United Way won't renew the Sub-for-Santa charter, which means this is my last year.”

      Trudy puts an arm around my shoulder. “It's amazing you've done this for so long, but maybe it's the right time to move on.”

      Is she right? Should I give up on all the kids who need a little cheer, the kids like me who just need something to hope for? When I speak, my words come out very softly for some reason. “Am I using Sub-for-Santa as a way to avoid forming lasting relationships with children in my life?”

      Trudy narrows her eyes at me. “Who said that?”

      I shrug. “Me, I said it. Why would you think someone else would say that?”

      Trudy scowls. “It was this Luke guy, wasn't it?”

      “I might have attacked him and said he's doing his children a disservice by moving them several times a year. It could even have gotten personal. I might have impugned the trailer.”

      “That sounds kind of harsh, and unlike you,” Trudy says.

      “Someone needed to tell him, because Amy hates it and she loves him too much to say anything.”

      “Now you're advocating for his kids. You form meaningful relationships with anyone you've been around for thirty seconds. And you've been the best aunt in the world to Troy.”

      I lick my lips. “I wasn't fishing for compliments. I really want to know.”

      Trudy groans. “No, Mary, I don't think you're avoiding meaningful relationships with anyone, but you definitely are avoiding becoming a mother, and that's your prerogative.”

      I've never asked my sister this, because I didn't want it to sound critical. I don't want her to think I'm judging her, but I need to know. “After how Mom and Dad raised us, how could you have ever wanted a child? Don't get me wrong, Troy is wonderful, but aren't you scared?”

      “Kids are so hard,” Trudy says, “and the hard things about being his mom change every day. It's like he's quicksand. In a diaper. Slipping through my fingers one minute, and sucking me under the next.”

      “Gee,” I say, “still not getting why you wanted to have a baby.”

      Trudy leans her head on my shoulder. “We both had horrible parents. The worst I've ever seen, maybe. One left us and never looked back. The other drank himself into a stupor every day and didn't even notice when we left. But I had something better than them. I had an older sister who took care of me better than they could. I won't make up a bunch of fortune cookie truths about how fulfilling it is to be a parent, and how wonderful Troy is when he's sweet, and how I love and hate raising a mini-me. Because I don't think parenting is about me. In fact, I think the main reason I needed a child in my life was to learn to serve someone else. Mom and Dad were selfish. They only cared about what they wanted, their own desires and pains.”

      “Dad's sick,” I say.

      She nods. “Yeah, he's an alcoholic, and that's hard to figure out, right? Is he selfish, or sick? But at least that first time he picked up that bottle instead of taking care of us, he chose himself.”

      I sigh. “And I don't want to be a mom because it will be easier for me, so I'm like Mom and you aren't.”

      Trudy jerks back. “Exactly the opposite. I was super selfish when we were growing up.”

      “No.” I shake my head. “You weren't selfish before you had Troy. I was there, remember?”

      Trudy laughs. “That's sweet of you to say, but wrong. I spent all my time doing whatever I wanted. Work, play, entertainment. Now I break my back for this little demon child, and I'd do so much more if he needed it. The real reason I could have a child is that Mom and Dad weren't my examples. They were, and are, selfish to the core. No, my example, the person who gave me hope I could do better was my surrogate mother. The best mom I've ever met.” A tear pools in Trudy's eye.

      “Who?” Maybe she means Miss Fitzgibbons of the horrible haircuts. Or her favorite fifth grade teacher who kept going to all her plays long after she left elementary school.

      Trudy rolls her eyes. “You're so dense sometimes. I'm talking about you, Mary. You were the best mother anyone could ask for. It wasn't fair to you, and it wasn't right, but you're still my fill-in-mom. You're still my model of what I one day hope to become if I try really hard.”

      “You're not my daughter,” I say. “I've just been a good sister.”

      “Fine,” Trudy says. “Then you've shown me what family should do. All I'm saying is, you don't need to have kids, because you're already the most selfless person I know.”

      “Actually that reminds me,” I say. “I wired the money for the clinical trial for Troy to the hospital today, so he should be fine to begin tomorrow, like we planned.”

      Trudy gives me a big hug, and it was totally worth the expense, knowing she's okay, knowing Troy gets his best chance.

      The next two days pass in a blur, between unpacking, wrapping, checking in on families on either end, and coordinating the details of taking over for Shauna.

      I'm dressing for my company holiday party, when my phone bings. I pick it up. It's a message from Luke.

      AMY HAS BEEN INSISTING I TELL YOU THAT YOU'RE STILL INVITED TO COME DROP OFF GIFTS WITH US ON CHRISTMAS EVE. SAT @ NOON.

      My heart flip flops. I dumped him on Sunday, and I know three days isn't a long time, but it feels like forever. I miss him, and I want to beg him to come with me tonight, and to the wedding tomorrow. I want to see his red ribbon cutting, and play with his kids, and tell them how amazing it is that their dad made that building possible.

      Trudy and Addy were right. I'm way too invested in this.

      I APPRECIATE THE INVITE. I'D LOVE TO COME, BUT THERE'S ALWAYS A LOT OF LAST MINUTE DETAILS, AND I HAVEN'T QUITE FINISHED MY OWN SHOPPING YET. I'LL TEXT YOU IF BY SOME MIRACLE I CAN MAKE IT.

      I shove my phone in my purse and walk into the mostly clean living room. “How do I look?” I spin in a circle for Trudy and Troy.

      “Amazing!” Trudy says.

      “Sparkly,” Troy says.

      I'm wearing a dark green business suit, but my camisole underneath is red with sequins. I don't wear them together usually, but it's Christmas. And as Troy pointed out, it's sparkly. Much like a child, I love sparkly things.

      Trudy gives me a big hug, and before she lets go, she whispers, “I hope you love this new promotion, but I think maybe you accepted it for me. I'm not sure why exactly, but I promise I'll pay you back for what you've given up one day.”

      “Having you in my life is my payback,” I say. “I love you.”

      My drive to the holiday party takes me past the same Pet Smart, and I'm sad to see that there's no SPCA event there today. I think about that beautiful dog. I've done some research on Great Pyrenees, and they're excellent pets. When I pull into a parking space outside the Hyatt, I rummage around in my purse until I find the card with the rescue lady's number on it.

      I may not be able to keep Luke, and I may not be willing to give up my career to have kids, but I could make room for a dog. I know I could. Plus, Troy will love it. Right? Before I have time to overthink it, I dial. After several rings, a man picks up.

      “Hello?” he asks.

      “Uh, yes, my name is Mary Wiggin. I stopped at Pet Smart a few days ago, and there was a dog there, a Great Pyrenees, and this might sound crazy, but I think I fell in love with her. I keep thinking about her. I was told you might know where I could locate her?”

      “Faith,” the man calls with his mouth still near the receiver. He nearly bursts my eardrums.

      “Hello?” a woman says.

      I explain again why I'm calling. “You're talking about Andromeda. She was chipped, but we contacted her former owner and they said she's a good dog, but the husband has cancer, and they were gone too often with his treatments. They gave her to a friend, who apparently let her go.”

      “That's horrible,” I say. “I'm very interested in her. What would I need to do to adopt her?”

      Faith walks me patiently through the entire process. “Can you come by to see her tomorrow around lunchtime?”

      “Oh,” I say. “So soon?”

      “She's too polite to do well here with my four other dogs,” Faith says. “She's not getting enough food and she's already terribly malnourished. If you're serious, and you're responsible, you can take her home tomorrow.”

      We work out the details and I hang up.

      I expect to feel shaky or nervous at the thought that I might be a dog owner tomorrow morning, but I don't. I didn't want a dog last week, but it's not like I'm with Luke anymore. Which means I'm excited to adopt this dog for me, not for anyone or anything else. I may not be able to be a good mom for real, but I think I can handle a big fur ball.

      No one expected me to bring a date to the company holiday party, so when I square my shoulders and walk inside alone, no one bats an eye. The entire night goes smoothly, perfectly even. I don't spill anything on my dress, and before I've even used up my third accounting joke, I'm being summoned to the stage.

      “Some of you may be surprised to hear this,” Shauna says, “but I've taken a position running our London office. It puts me back at home, near my in-laws.” She makes a face and everyone laughs. “Actually though, I prefer them to my own family.”

      Everyone laughs except for me. If I ever get married, I'm sure that will be too true for me. Her joke hits a little close to home.

      “Although we're excited to move back to the UK, I'm heartbroken at the idea of leaving all of you.”

      Shauna reaches over and takes my arm, tugging me near the microphone. “Corporate initially wanted me to help them choose an outside hire. I convinced them they should offer my job to one of our own.”

      Everyone cheers. Eighty accountants, fifty something support staff, and loads of significant others.

      Shauna holds up her hand to quiet my co-workers. “As I'm sure you've already guessed by her presence on stage, it's my pleasure to inform you that with just a little bit of cajoling, and a good amount of well-intentioned arm twisting, Mary Wiggin has agreed to take my place. I'm sure you'll all welcome her and help her with patience and understanding during this transition.”

      Everyone claps again, more loudly than before, if that's possible.

      After the announcement, drinks flow freely, and I'm suddenly surrounded by a bunch of sloppy, goofy, and gleeful dancers. I start for the exit, shaking hands and accepting congratulations as I go. I've almost reached the back door when Shauna stops me.

      “Are you leaving?” she asks.

      I nod. “Today was our firm's last day before Christmas, but I've got a full day of work ahead of me tomorrow.”

      “Right, your charity stuff.” She nods. “Well, I do have some bad news. I got an email from corporate a few hours ago. They've instituted a vesting plan for the corporate bonuses.”

      I reach my finger into my ear and wiggle it around. Maybe I've got earwax in there or something. “I'm sorry,” I say to Shauna, “but it sounded like you just told me that the bonus you guys promised me won't be accessible. For years.”

      Shauna's lips press tightly together. “They've had a problem this year with poaching. Other firms steal their talent during the training phase when things are rough. No real incentive to stay once you've already gotten your huge bonus.”

      “How many years does it vest over?” Before Shauna can even answer, I shake my head. “I guess it doesn't matter. I emptied out my retirement accounts to pay for my nephew's treatment. I needed that bonus money so I could roll it over. To prevent my penalties, etc. Now I won't be able to.”

      Shauna closes her eyes and shakes her head. After a moment, she reopens them. “Mary, I am so sorry. I had no idea you meant to do that, but my hands are tied. I'm one vote among two hundred.”

      “It's fine.” I force a smile, and make small talk for a few more minutes before someone wanders up to ask Shauna questions about her timing. I take my chance to sneak away.

      I run numbers in my head all the way home. Any way I slice it, I'll have to take out a home equity loan to pay the additional tax penalties for early distribution of my retirement fund.

      By the time I reach the driveway, I've put things in perspective, I think. I had the money to help Troy, and with a home equity loan, I'll have the means to pay my taxes. I'll also be making more going forward, so I can catch up on retirement savings. I hope.

      I put on my game face before I walk through the garage door. I won't let Trudy know what's happened, because she'll never forgive herself. The guilt she'd feel about a debt of that size would destroy her.

      One of Shauna's favorite sayings comes to mind. 'It's only money,' she'd tell me, whenever I had a bad return to discuss with a client. It's not health, it's not livelihood, it's not a beloved family member in trouble. It's only money.

      When I walk through the door, I'm so focused on my own drama, that I barely register that Trudy's on the phone. Tears roll down her cheeks from where she's curled in a ball in one of my chairs.

      She has to be talking to Chris. I want to reach my hand through the receiver and pop him on the nose, but that probably wouldn't help things, and it's not scientifically possible anyway.

      Trudy shakes her head. “Of course not. You were so busy that I didn't want to upset you.”

      I can hear him yelling and swearing through the teensy phone microphone. I stride across the room and snatch it out of her hands. Chris continues to rant, and I'm glad I snatched the phone when I did. He's off the rails.

      “You think you get to make all the decisions about my son? Well, you don't. You're pathetic, and you'll always be pathetic. That's why I left, you know. It was like, having Troy broke you.”

      “Are you quite finished?” I ask.

      “Excuse me?” Chris swears. “Who is this?”

      “Merry Christmas to you too, Chris. This is Mary, Trudy's older sister.”

      “Give the phone back to Trudy.”

      “I acknowledge your request, but as you're an abusive, unfaithful loser, I decline to honor it. In fact, I won't be honoring any requests from you. Today, or at any point in the future. Trudy has been afraid to tell you about Troy because you told her she's a drag now. She was afraid to tell her son's father about his condition, because you're so selfish, she worried you'd like her even less if you knew Troy was sick. I'd suggest you think about that, but I doubt it would penetrate your tiny brain. Now she's finally gotten the nerve to call and dump you—”

      “She can't dump me. I already left her.”

      “Have you ever heard the saying, Chris, that behind every little sister is an older, crazier sister? People laugh about that like it's a joke. Except for us, it's true. I've got a baseball bat, a handgun, and a shovel and Trudy and me were raised to take care of problems ourselves. Keep it up, and I'll let you pick which one I use on you first.”

      “Oh please.” Chris swears again. “Like I'm scared of a little girl. I could kill you both without breaking a sweat, except then I'd have to take care of Troy, which I don't wanna do.”

      “Fine,” I say. “You may not be scared of me or Trudy, but you'll be very afraid of the lawyer I hired to ensure you only see Troy under limited visitation. Possibly only supervised custody once I play this recorded call. Thanks for being so creative with your threats and curses.”

      Chris lets off a string of curses that are, in spite of what I said, more creative than I expected from him.

      “I never understood why people said profanity was the crutch of the uneducated. I know plenty of educated people, and most of them swear. But after talking to you today, I'm starting to understand what they meant.”

      “You stupid—”

      “I think you're drunk, Chris. And as such, this conversation isn't going anywhere. But here are the main talking points. Get a pen, and write them down. Number one, my sister's new lawyer, Ann Stephens, obtained a temporary restraining order against you. With the holidays upon us, the judge granted it for two full weeks. If you call my sister, if you text her, if you come near my house, I'll call the cops so fast it'll make your head spin. And you'll get a restraining order against you for the duration of the pendency of this divorce. Bonus for me. Number two, when you realize you want to win Trudy back because your new girlfriend is a steaming pile of poop compared to my lovely sister, don't waste your time. She's done with you, and poop is closer to what you deserve. Number three, you will never criticize Trudy regarding her timing in telling you about Troy being diagnosed with diabetes. You left them. You were busy shacking up with a new lady and you didn't care about your family. I won't have you unloading your own guilt onto Trudy. Am I clear?”

      Chris gives me the oral equivalency of the bird and hangs up. I text him to reiterate my three points and then toss the phone on the island in the kitchen.

      I manage to get Trudy up off the chair, and onto her bed. I lay next to her until she's asleep. It gives me a long time to think.

      I have a shiny shovel that's never been used, but I don't have a gun or a baseball bat. Maybe I should buy one of each.
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      I want to text Foster and tell him that I'm sick. I almost text Luke and ask him to come with me after all. Taking my sister along instead of my supposed boyfriend is embarrassing, but I can't quite bring myself to use Luke that way. And if I see him again, well. There's no telling what pathetic thing I may say or do.

      “So are you going to this thing?” Paisley asks me Thursday morning.

      “Wait, are you going?”

      She grins and shakes her head. “I'm a lowly peon, remember? There's no way his royal highness Prince Foster would condescend to asking me along.”

      “The way he treated you was always one of the things that bothered me the most about him.”

      Paisley collapses into a chair in my office with an exaggerated sigh. She puts the back of her hand to her forehead. “I lost so much sleep, tossing and turning, wondering what I might do to impress Foster and his snooty family so he'd think I was worthy of being your friend.”

      “No you didn't.”

      She sits up straight and grins. “No, I didn't.”

      “I've been thinking,” I say.

      “Uh oh, that always gets you in trouble.”

      “Shaddup.” I mock-scowl at her. “Maybe I can use last minute Sub-for-Santa details as an excuse.”

      Paisley shakes her head, her strawberry blonde curls bouncing around her shoulders. “Not a chance.”

      My bottom lip sticks out a little in a pout. “That was my best idea. Why not?”

      “Look, when someone close to you dies, you need to go to the funeral. It's like, cathartic. It helps you accept that they're gone, and process the information so you can move on.”

      “Oh good grief. Foster didn't die.”

      “More's the pity,” Paisley mutters. “But your relationship died, and you haven't moved on, not in over a year. It could be because you kept seeing each other intermittently thanks to your role here. Or maybe not, but I think watching him marry the most idiotic woman I've met this month, and I've been to Wal-Mart four times already so that's saying something, might help you grieve and move on.”

      In spite of Paisley's absolute certainty that I should go, I make up and discard various excuses all day. I've got a cold. My nephew's back in the hospital, which is a lie, but it did happen last week. My dad's liver is failing, which is almost certainly true, although I'm not sure we'll even know when it happens. I haven't heard from him since I dropped off a basket of presents and hygiene products last Christmas.

      Even with my waffling back and forth over my RSVP to the wedding, Paisley and I finish our calls in record time. I start the process of taking out a home equity loan so that I can afford to pay my tax penalties in the spring. Afterward, I run to the store and do some shopping for Troy and Trudy, for my dad, and for Paisley and Addy. I even run by Pet Smart and pick up large breed dog-essential items. A crate, dog food, treats, rawhide chews, bowls and a leash. I toss a dozen different toys into my cart on my way out, unsure what exactly Andromeda might like.

      When I reach the address Faith gave me, and walk up the sidewalk, my heart pounding, my hands shaking, I hear the barking of thirty dogs coming from inside the house.

      Maybe this is a big mistake. Plus, I didn't even run it by Trudy, and she's living with me.

      I reach my hand up to knock, and then drop it by my side. Again, for the second time in a week, the door opens without me even rapping it once.

      “You must be Mary.” An older woman, with her hair in a frizzy white ponytail, sporting a floral print caftan, opens the door. Her face breaks into a smile, and I notice a few of her teeth are dark brown. One of them looks crumbly, like old chocolate. I don't shudder or even squirm. Or at least, I try not to.

      Appearances aside, Faith is one of the nicest people I've ever met. She puts her other four monstrously large dogs outside. Andromeda trots right up to me and sniffs my thighs, and then my knees, tail wagging the entire time.

      I crouch down at eye level with her.

      “Sit,” I say.

      She sits.

      “Down,” I say.

      She flattens to the ground.

      “She adores you,” Faith says. “Did you bring the papers I asked for?”

      I nod and pull them from my purse.

      She looks over them while I wrap my arms around Andromeda's neck. She smells like oranges now. So much better than the vomit smell she exuded that night at the Pet Smart.

      “Did you miss me, girl?” An enormous pink tongue licks me from chin to forehead. “Ewww, gross!”

      Faith chuckles. “She likes to lick.”

      I try not to imagine where else her tongue has been. Now that she's clean, it's clear I underestimated her beauty. She may be the most beautiful dog I've ever seen.

      “You know she'll require grooming several times a week?” Faith asks.

      I bob my head. “I've been researching.”

      “The great news is that she never barks, even when surrounded by the horrible miscreants from my mob, and she's already housebroken. Usually the first few days are rough, but she's been perfect.”

      An overachiever. I should've guessed. I scratch her behind her ears and after another twenty or so questions, she follows me happily outside and hops into the back seat of my car. Of course, as soon as I put it in drive, she tries to climb into the front seat.

      I shout, “No!”

      She ignores me, and I shove her into the back. I feel kind of bad about it, but she's too big to hog the front seat. She tries to climb over a half dozen more times, but once we reach the highway, she settles down.

      When I reach my house, I'm surprised to discover Trudy isn't home. I spend the afternoon acclimating Andromeda. She sniffs every square inch of the backyard, though what she can smell in all the ice and mud, I have no idea. She lays at my feet while I wrap presents on the dining table. I usually sit down on the floor to do it, but I'm not sure whether Andromeda would chew on anything when my back was turned so I keep the operation up high.

      We watch The Miracle on 34th Street, and It's a Wonderful Life while I work, and I swear she's paying attention. She looks from me, to the screen and back again. I've got everything wrapped, including family and friend gifts, and gifts for my assigned family. I leave Andromeda inside while I run out in my slippers to take the trash out to the big black can just outside of the garage when I realize I missed something at the bottom of one of the bags.

      The horse plush Amy and I chose for the girl in her family looks up at me accusingly from the inside of one of the bags. My heart stops. I ought to take it to Luke's house. Maybe I should do that right now, and he'll probably still be at work so I could go without seeing him.

      Unless he's all done. The ribbon cutting takes place tomorrow morning. He could be working right up until the deadline, or he could be relaxing at home. I think of him playing with Chase, catching balls, or building a tower with blocks only to knock it down. Or maybe he's reading Amy a book.

      I shake my head to clear the delusional thoughts. I want to see Amy and Chase again, but I shouldn't. And I have no idea where he is right now. Work? Home? Shopping?

      Or maybe he's on a date with someone else. My heart sinks, but I'd have no right to care, even if he was. I stand outside, frozen in thought until I'm almost frozen in body. A whimper from Andromeda, probably upset I left her inside, returns me to my senses. Horse or not, I shouldn't see Luke or his kids again. I can't run it over without the risk of seeing him.

      Besides, I'm almost out of time. I glance at my watch and realize I have barely more than an hour to get ready before I need to leave for Foster's wedding. I have to decide whether to dress up and go to this stupid wedding like Paisley thinks I need to, or stay home and feign sudden and dire illness.

      I'm waffling between the two when Trudy arrives home, her hair up in a fabulous French twist, and a dry cleaner bag in hand. No three year old anywhere in sight.

      “Where's Troy?” I ask.

      She bites her lip. “Well, I didn't want to hire a normal kid babysitter because he's so complicated right now. We lined up the continual monitor and a responsible adult needs to take regular reads.”

      “Okay. . . So where is he?”

      “Chris' parents’ house.”

      I slap my forehead. “Is that wise?”

      Trudy shakes her head. “I don't know. They're upset about the divorce, but they know it's all Chris' fault. They've apologized to me a lot, and begged to babysit Troy whenever I need help.” She lowers her voice. “I think they're worried that they won't get to see Troy anymore, and they're really the only grandparents he has.”

      “I hope you told them about the restraining order, at least.”

      She bobs her head. “Of course I did. They understand they can't have Chris over. Troy was sitting on grandma's lap watching The Grinch when I left. Lemme go change and then I'll be ready to go.”

      If Trudy's gone to all this trouble for me, I can't back out.

      I trudge back to my closet and put on my favorite formal dress, a champagne colored silk sheath dress slit up to mid-thigh. I pair it with my only pair of Louboutins, an almost boring, classic black heel with patent accents to spice them up. Dark shoes to contrast with the champagne  of the dress.

      Trudy gushes when she sees me. “Oh Mary, no one will pay any attention to that lying loser once you walk in. Foster's going to wish he hadn't been so intractable.”

      I doubt it, but I certainly hope she's right. Even now, even today, I can't help feeling like Foster sent me a message when we broke up. Without the promise of children, I wasn't enough for him.

      I'm grabbing my purse when I hear a blood-curdling scream from the family room. I rush toward the noise, my heart beating its way out of my chest. Is Chris here? Does he have a gun? I should never have threatened someone so crazy. What was I thinking?

      When I reach the family room, Trudy's standing on the back of the sofa in four inch brown high heels, clutching my flimsy blinds for dear life. Andromeda's standing in front of the sofa, tongue lolling, tail wagging.

      “Whoops, I forgot to tell you.” I scrunch my nose up and hunch my shoulders. “I got a dog this morning, the one I told you guys about. She's a rescue. Her name is Andromeda, and she's the sweetest thing you've ever seen.”

      “That thing is a dog?” Trudy asks. “Are you sure?”

      “She's a Great Pyrenees, and they're famously good with children, so don't worry about Troy.”

      Trudy's chest rises and falls rapidly, but after she's thought about what I've said, her erratic breathing slows, and she climbs down from the sofa. “Now I feel foolish, but it never occurred to me it might be a pet. I thought a wolf had gotten into your house somehow.” She puts her hands on her hips. “You hate animals.”

      “We never had any, and they seem like they'd be a lot of work, but when I went into that Pet Smart on a whim, she had been surrendered by a family who didn't want her anymore, even though she's a wonderful dog.”

      I sit on the floor in my fancy dress and Andromeda lies down next to me, her head in my lap. I rub her gorgeous head and scratch her ears. “I never thought I'd get a pet either, but I swear, meeting her felt like fate. I miss Luke a lot more than I thought I would. In fact, I miss his kids too. Having a dog helps my heart not feel so empty.”

      Trudy drops onto the sofa with a whump. “When you dumped Foster, you know what you never, ever said? Not even once?”

      I shake my head. “No. What?”

      “You never told me you missed him.”

      I recoil. “That can't be right. I was devastated when we broke up.”

      Trudy smiles. “You were. But you said things like, 'I'll never find someone who's fine with just me. Someone who doesn't care whether we have kids. Someone who thinks I'm enough.’”

      “I did say that,” I admit. “But I missed him too.”

      Trudy shakes her head. “You were uncomfortable at the United Way office. You lamented how miserable it was being alone all the time. But you never, ever said you missed him. You never said your heart hurt when you thought about him. Nothing like that.”

      I narrow my eyes at her. “Are you saying I never loved Foster?”

      She shrugs. “I don't know how you felt. I'm only telling you what I saw. I guess you'll probably know when you see him today. If you're depressed and weepy watching him walk down the aisle, you'll know you did love him and you need to move on. If you're fine, well.”

      Armed with the hope that perhaps Foster never meant as much to me as I hoped he would, I lock sweet Andromeda in the laundry room with her food and water, and head for the wedding.

      Trudy and I watch the ceremony from the very back row. Foster's Catholic and either his soon-to-be wife is too, or else she didn't mind a traditional Catholic wedding. Altar boys walk up the aisle with incense, waving it to and fro. The priest rambles on and on about the power of God and how we should emulate God's example. Except, as far as I know, God's not married.

      And I don't care at all that he's marrying a very young, very immature, and in spite of her fake pregnancy, a very attractive girl. In fact, I hope they're happy. I won't be in the United Way offices anymore where he'll rub my face in it, but even if I weren't being cut, I don't think I'd care. When I look at Foster now, my boyfriend of a year and a half, I don't feel anything at all.

      The most exciting thing that happens during the ceremony is that the octogenarian in front of me dozes off and begins to snore. It takes three different people jabbing her to wake her up. Not a bad way to get married, I guess.

      The reception afterward is a different story.

      We're seated at a table for eight, next to all of Foster's couple friends. I introduce my sister to all of them in turn. I've missed hanging out with a few of them, like Brittany and David. They're all perfectly polite to me, in spite of my date being my sister, and the food is bland, but I don't mind.

      After the cutting of the cake, Foster circles around to our table to chat. The first words out of his mouth are, “Where's your boyfriend, Mary? I thought he was coming, but I see your sister here with you instead.”

      I open my mouth to answer, but before I can, Trudy interjects. “Luke's building opens tomorrow. He got stuck reviewing his team's work on a bunch of punch list items and called and asked me to fill in for him.”

      Foster frowns. “He has your phone number? I don't think I have it at all and me and Mary were together for way longer.”

      “What can I say?” Trudy asks. “I like him a lot more than I ever liked you.”

      Foster snorts. “You're telling me he hasn't finished everything on a hundred million dollar building the day before the ribbon's being cut, and he's down there doing what? Reinstalling electrical outlets?”

      Trudy licks her lips. “I'm not telling you anything Foster, and I don't have to. See, you've never had a real job, not one you earned yourself. All your jobs were dropped in your lap by your daddy. But for those of us without a cushy trust fund, sometimes work comes first, before things we'd rather be doing, even if it's the day before our job is done.”

      “He's the perfect fit for Mary then,” Foster says. “The girl who picks work over her boyfriend, and won't even have kids because she loves her job too much.”

      “You didn't hear?” I ask. “Luke has two children. Adorable, precious children.”

      Foster's jaw drops. “What?”

      “Maybe the problem wasn't my job after all. Maybe I had other hang-ups that kept me from agreeing to marry you and that was just an excuse. Maybe it was the unsteadiness of our relationship that got in my way, not that it matters anymore. I'm so glad you found someone who's a perfect fit, and I wish you all the best.”

      Foster splutters. “She is a perfect fit.”

      Trudy coughs into her napkin. “Hey Romeo, I hate to interrupt our witty banter here, but perhaps you ought to check on your perfect wife. She's pounded at least three chardonnays while you've been over here chatting with us.” Trudy's voice drops to a whisper. “I hear that's bad for the baby.”

      Eyes widen all around the table, and Foster practically jogs across the room to where Jessica's standing, goblet in hand.

      Those two deserve each other.

      After a moment, the conversation at our table recovers, and it's like Foster never came over to hurl insults at me. Trudy handled him so well that Foster's words rolled over me like water down a glass pane, and I realize something. I wasn't just being contrary with him. Our relationship was unsteady. Did I use my fear of children as an excuse?

      Once the wedding starts to wind down, Trudy and I make a mad dash through the sleet out to my car. It’s been such disgusting weather lately. Once we reach the car, I turn on the wipers and they fling the ice chunks away. Before I pull out of the parking lot, Trudy pulls out her phone. When her face falls, I know she's heard from the loser himself.

      “What did he say now?” I ask.

      “Chris used to tell me his biggest fear was that I'd turn out like our mom. He said he was always waiting for me to bail and leave him with Troy. But he's the one who left.”

      I pull out onto the main road. “I think we've established Chris is a moron, with poor judgment and even poorer insight.” I want to take Trudy's hand in mine, but the roads are intermittently icy, so I keep my hands at ten and two.

      Her voice is small enough I can barely make out her next words. “I've never thought I was much like mom, but maybe I'm like Dad.”

      I shake my head. “You're nothing like either of them. You picked a lousy husband, but other than that one error in judgement, you're nothing like Dad. You care for your son, you sacrifice for everyone around you, always putting them first. You're an artist who takes a run down space and turns it into something beautiful. And most of all, you'd never quit on your loved ones, and you'd never leave.”

      “Everything you said about me is true for you too, Mary.”

      I think about that for most of the way home, which is easy because Trudy stares quietly out the window. I've been terrified that if I had a child, I'd fail them. I believed I couldn't pursue my career and raise children at the same time, because my mom didn't do both. She bailed.

      “You don't think I'm like Mom at all?” I hate how uncertain I sound. I always told myself the reason I couldn't have kids was that I didn't want to sacrifice my career. I thought that if I had kids and gave it up, I’d resent them for it, like my mother did.

      Maybe my real fear is that I wouldn't sacrifice my career, and I'd be as bad a mom as my own mom was.

      Trudy shakes her head. “If Foster's loony wife ever actually gets pregnant, they won't be excellent parents. I try my hardest most days, but I'd still say I'm mediocre at best.”

      “Don't say that,” I say. “You're amazing with Troy and you've given up everything for him.”

      Trudy says, “No, no, no, I'm not fishing for compliments. I'm telling you, you'll be better than me, and I'm okay. Head and shoulders above where Mom and Dad were with us.”

      “You're already head, shoulders, torso, thighs, calves and ankles above Mom and Dad.”

      Trudy laughs. “Sadly that's true, but earlier when I told you I thought of you as my real mom, I wasn't kidding. For more than twenty years you've done everything for me. You taught me to read and helped me with my homework. You made my lunches, my snacks, and signed all my school forms. You walked with me door-to-door selling stuff for every fundraiser. You combed my hair, bathed me, and helped me write papers, albeit kind of awful ones. A writer you are not.”

      “Hey, that story about the little spot of air was brilliant.”

      “Whatever you say,” Trudy says. “But you woke me up and brushed my teeth and you told me bedtime stories, and you did all of that while working part time, and working on your own school work. You stayed close for college instead of taking that fancy scholarship to Brown. You helped me manage college while you were in grad school, and—” Trudy chokes up and wipes at her eyes.

      “Hey,” I say. “It's okay, I get it.”

      Trudy shakes her head and can't meet my eye. “You told me Chris was an idiot and you said I shouldn't date him, but when I ignored you, you helped me plan a wedding which you paid for, never once complaining. You even sobered Dad up and brought him to walk me down the aisle. When I had Troy, and I was drowning, and I had no job, and I felt like a loser, you were there to help with him, and assure me I could do what needed to be done. And now that you're proven right about Chris, and Troy's sick, you're here still.”

      I put my arm around Trudy. “I'll always be here for you.”

      She nods. “I know that, in my whole soul. I watch you help those other kids, children you don't know, trying to bring some hope to other kids like us, and I'm so proud of you. Mary, you can do anything, which I know because I've seen you do everything. I didn't want to move in with you, because I'm embarrassed to be a burden. Again. But when I needed somewhere to go, you opened your home to me and Troy without reservation.”

      “You're always welcome with me, you know that.”

      “And you paid for Troy's hospital stay, and this new medical treatment, which I'll never have the words to thank you for. In fact, the one thing I don't think you'll ever do is become like either of our parents in any way.”

      I hug Trudy tight, thinking about her words, her certainty. If she's right to have this much faith in me, I might have made a catastrophic mistake with Luke. I can't stop thinking about him, or his children, but I already shoved them away pretty hard.

      Not that it matters, I remind myself, since they're leaving in two weeks.

      I almost wish I was a little more like my mom. If I was more like her, this might hurt a lot less.
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      With a wrapped, stuffed horse in hand, I pick my way through the crowded streets of Atlanta toward the red ribbon ceremony for the new Citibank building. After yesterday's miserable flurries, it's a surprisingly gorgeous day, almost fifty degrees outside and sunny.

      I 'excuse me' and 'pardon me' and 'can I squeeze past you?' my way to somewhere near the front of the crowd. I know it's a long shot, but I'm hoping to see Luke, and with the gift I inadvertently kept in my hand, I have an excuse to talk to him.

      I look for Luke during Mayor Overton's speech without luck. After the Mayor, the President of Citibank starts talking too. Commerce for Atlanta, a new age of banking, blah, blah, blah. What about the lights guy? He's gotta be there, right? My eyes scan the people sitting on risers behind the makeshift podium. Maybe I need glasses, because I cannot make him out anywhere.

      After the ribbon's cut, a band starts playing. I tap my foot to the music, wondering if there's somewhere else I should check before I throw in the towel and leave. I'm turning to go when I finally see him. Luke's standing on the dance floor, twirling a stunningly beautiful blonde woman, her hair curled perfectly under an adorable knit cap. She's sporting gorgeous, knee-high boots over tight black pants, and a sparkly grey sweater tunic that hugs her curves perfectly.

      I stand there watching them, transfixed, and inexplicably unable to look away. I may have to tear my eyeballs out so I can leave. I imagine how I'll sprint back to my car so I don't embarrass myself, sobbing and messy, to every passerby. I'm starting to spin on my heel when Luke locks eyes with me. Too many emotions cross his face for me to read any of them. His eyes widen and he stumbles a little, his partner frowning at him. She's gesturing and saying something I can't hear. He turns toward her, and I take the chance to dash away.

      I sit in my car, breathing in and out, in and out. Who was she? I realize that I don't know Luke well enough to have any idea. It takes me a good fifteen minutes to get my car out of the parking lot I found, but that's probably good. I didn't care that my boyfriend of more than a year married someone else last night. In fact, I wish them the best.

      Conversely, I wish nothing good for that blonde woman. In fact, I'm gripped with a strange and savage urge to march right back to the City Center and claw her eyes out. Which is ridiculous for many reasons, but first and foremost because I don't even know what she means to Luke.

      Once I've calmed down, I drive home, numb and full of sorrow I can't even share. My family and friends don't approve, which makes me feel worse. I pull into my garage at home and lean my head against the steering wheel. Once I walk inside, I'll need to talk to Trudy, and play with Troy. I'm so happy she's living with me, but I miss the quiet time and space I used to have.

      If Luke did change his mind, and if he did want to stay here and find a more steady job, and if I did decide to try managing his kids and my job. . . It hits me that I'd never have peace, quiet, or a neat house ever again. Boom, insta-family.

      I can barely handle the sister and nephew I've got.

      But the thought of never seeing Luke again, or even worse, bumping into him somehow and seeing that he's married and someone else is holding Amy's hand. . . I hate that idea even more.

      I sit up and reach for the handle on my door, pausing when I hear my text message notification. My hands shake when I pull my phone from my purse. Which is stupid. It's probably Paisley confirming our drop off time tomorrow. Or maybe Trudy asking where I went. Or Addy confirming that Trudy and me will be coming to her house on Christmas Eve.

      Except it's none of them. The message is from Luke. I close my eyes, unaccountably nervous about what he has to say. When I finally force myself to look, I'm not sure how to respond.

      WHERE DID YOU GO?

      My fingers freeze. What do I say? I finally settle on the truth. Sort of. HOME. I ONLY CAME TO BRING THE STUFFED HORSE AMY PICKED FOR YOUR FAMILY. Which sounds really stupid. He knows where I live, which means he knows I could more easily have driven that by his trailer. Of course, I don't think about that until after I've hit send.

      WHY DIDN'T YOU GIVE IT TO ME?

      Time for the real truth. If I can't be at least a little honest, he'll never realize I've changed my mind. YEAH, SORRY. I SAW YOU WITH ANOTHER WOMAN AND FREAKED OUT A LITTLE.

      He responds with a 'laughing so hard he's crying' emoji.

      THAT'S TOO BAD. MY COUSIN REALLY WANTED TO MEET YOU. AMY TALKS ABOUT YOU NON-STOP.

      My heart executes a perfect cartwheel. His cousin. Amy misses me.

      ONLY AMY? I type the words, but I can't quite get myself to hit send. I look at them for a count of ten, and then start to delete them.

      Before I can, a new text pops up from Luke. YOU STILL THERE?

      When two big, furry, paws slam against the glass of my car window, I jump in my seat, and my thumb hits send. ONLY AMY? My needy plea zooms through the ether and to his phone, and there's nothing I can do to stop it.

      I swear.

      Trudy's eyes widen from where she's standing behind Andromeda. “Sorry I scared you.” Her voice is muffled but I can make it out. “Troy, Andromeda and I heard the garage door, but you never came inside. We wanted to make sure you were okay.”

      Family is nosey. Family is annoying. Family gets all up in your face.

      And at least I know someone cares. I pretend I'm not freaking out over having sent a text basically asking Luke if he misses me.

      I open the door and follow Trudy up to the steps into my own home, listening all the while for a ping from my phone. Troy's waiting at the top, his chubby arms outstretched, bouncing on his toes. “Aunt May May. Pick me up!” He's so adorable that part of me hopes he never masters the baffling secrets of the letter 'r'.

      I toss my bag into the utility room and swing Troy up into my arms. “I'm going to have to stop calling you Troy and start calling you Tank if you gain any more weight.”

      “Why Tank?” he asks.

      “Tanks are like really big, really heavy trucks. It still starts with the letter 'T' like your name, but it means you're a big boy.”

      When he grins, I notice his mouth is full of goldfish, the chunks rolling around in there like wet laundry in a dryer of slime. Gross.

      Which isn't even why I want to put him down and stare at my tiny phone screen. But I will not be the pathetic person who hunches over her iPhone, watching and waiting for a response. I won't be that needy mess. I won't. I have a sister and a nephew and they're welcoming me home enthusiastically. I'll play with them and maybe later, when I have nothing better to do, I'll see if Luke ever replied. Maybe, or maybe not.

      I glance around the room, and a smile lifts the corners of my mouth. I've been so busy, I've barely had time to decorate for Christmas this year. Today Trudy and Troy did it for me.

      “I hope you don't mind,” Trudy says. “I found the decorations in the garage when I was shifting stuff around in my boxes.”

      “I'm delighted,” I say. “You decorated my pitiful tree, and put up the garland, and all my other trinkets and nativity sets, and signs. Wait, what am I smelling? Is that Wassail?”

      Trudy points at Troy and he beams, paper-mache-like blobs of goldfish goo dribbling from the corner of his mouth. “I ask and ask Mom to make it.”

      “I also started the clam chowder.” Trudy bites her lip, like she's worried I'll be mad.

      “Hey, I said my home is your home, so don't look worried. All of this is wonderful.” We've had clam chowder for dinner on the day before Christmas Eve for years, ever since a neighbor brought it to us. It was the best meal I'd ever had when I was nine years old. She gave us her recipe and we've followed it faithfully ever since.

      “I know it's rough having someone else in your house, and even harder when that person has a toddler who makes messes, draws on things, and leaves toys all over. And then we pounced on you when you were trying to have a second alone in the car. I'm sorry.”

      My chest feels heavy, because that's exactly what I was trying to do. “I love you, Trudy and I'm so glad you're here. I mean that.”

      “Would you like some Wassail as a peace offering?” Trudy asks.

      “I'd love some.” I set Troy down on a chair and I'm about to sit next to him when I hear a tiny ping from my bag in the laundry room. In a move that would impress Trinity from the Matrix, I rotate on one foot and practically leap into the laundry room.

      So much for not being the pathetic person who waits for a text.

      “Are you okay?” Trudy lifts one eyebrow accusingly. “What's going on? Why did you wait in your car for so long?”

      I swipe my phone, and read his text. I THINK ABOUT YOU EVERY DAY. I HAVEN'T TALKED ABOUT YOU AS MUCH AS AMY, BECAUSE AS AN ADULT, I KNOW THAT WOULD BE PITIFUL.

      I laugh, but I notice a toe tapping in front of me. “What's going on?” Trudy asks.

      “Since last night's wedding, I've been thinking that maybe my moratorium on children stemmed from my fear that I'd do a bad job with them. That I'm like our mother. But you seem to think that's not the case, that I'd be a good mom.”

      Trudy sits on the floor, and Troy comes bouncing across the tile, Wassail sloshing over the corner of his mug. Andromeda follows behind him, lapping up spilled apple cider like a Roomba mop with a shaggy tail. Dogs have benefits I didn't even consider before now.

      “Honey, no. Stay at the table. Look, you're spilling,” Trudy says.

      “You have it.” Troy points at the two mugs Trudy's holding.

      Trudy surrenders and moves her arm so Troy can climb into her lap.

      “Who are you texting?” Trudy asks.

      “Santa Claus?” Troy's eyes widen and his mouth drops.

      I shake my head. “No, not Santa Claus, sorry.”

      He exhales heavily. “I'll never find him.”

      I frown. “Did you not get to see him this year?”

      Troy shakes his head slowly. “I was sick and we moved.”

      “I found Santa years ago,” I say slowly. “And I saved his number in my phone. I'm happy to text him what you want.”

      Trudy's eyes well with tears and I watch as she turns away.

      Troy and I talk for a few moments and firm up the details of his list. I text Trudy's phone with his official list. A nerf gun, a basketball that's not little, and a bean-bag chair. All of which we can accommodate, I'm sure. Trudy wipes her eyes. “Thank you for your help, Mary.”

      “Anytime.” I tap Troy's nose. “Now Mr. Inquisitive, take that mug back over and drink it at the table. You can't have food anywhere else other than the table until you're eighteen years old.”

      His eyes widen. “Are you that old?”

      I nod my head. “Yes, exactly that old.” Andromeda licks my hand, and I roll my eyes. “Fine, I might be lying. I'm thirty, okay? But who's counting?”

      Trudy laughs, and Troy narrows his eyes in suspicion, but he walks back to the table, only sloshing a little more over the side in the process.

      “I have to mop every single day,” Trudy says. “You do know that, right? If you're texting Luke again, just keep that in mind.”

      “Thanks for the reminder, but he's just being nice.” For some reason, I don't want to admit to Trudy that I'm hoping he'll change his mind. That I'm hoping he and Amy and Chase might stay. Maybe because they disliked him. Maybe because I now have a dog, and if I pick up with Luke again, they'll assume I got the dog for him. Maybe because it might be nothing. It probably is nothing.

      Or maybe I'm selfish enough to want to have something that's just mine, not shared with a dog, a sister and a nephew who are all less than a foot away from my face, trying to sneak a peek at my phone screen.

      “I'm going to take Andromeda for a walk.”

      “We need to come up with a nickname,” Trudy says. “Because saying four long syllables every time we mention that dog is almost worse than Gertrude.”

      “Nothing's worse than Gertrude. Mom sure saddled you with a doozie before she left, didn't she?”

      Trudy laughs. “How about Dromy?”

      “It fits the theme.” It's a long running joke that anyone who's anyone in my life has to have a name ending in y. Paisley, Addy, Trudy, Troy and of course I'm Mary. “But it's not very cute, and it sounds like a boy.”

      “Well, what then?” Trudy asks.

      I glance down at Andromeda's squishy, shaggy, grey and tan and white face, and her black nose. “How about Andy?”

      “Andy, Andy, Andy,” Troy says.

      “I think we have a winner.” Trudy smiles.

      “Andy and I will be back. I may see how much she might want to jog.”

      I've scarcely jogged around the corner, carefully avoiding sloppy wet patches, when my phone dings again. WHAT ARE WE GOING TO DO ABOUT THAT HORSE?

      Andromeda pulls and pulls on her leash when I stop, whining a little, but I take the time to respond before jogging again. I CAN BRING IT BY TONIGHT AND LEAVE IT ON YOUR STEPS. I start jogging, and my poor, bony dog bounds ahead with me, frolicking as much as the leash I bought allows her.

      BUT THEN I WOULDN'T SEE YOU.

      My heart rate spikes, and not from the jog.

      YOU CAN COME TO DINNER IF YOU WANT. MY SISTER AND HER SON LIVE WITH ME NOW, SO THEY'LL BE HERE. YOU CAN BRING AMY AND CHASE.

      The response this time is immediate. WHAT TIME, AND WHAT CAN WE BRING?

      CAN YOU BRING ROLLS? SIX P.M. OKAY?

      WE'LL BE THERE WITH ROLLS. PROBABLY NOT WITH BELLS ON, THOUGH. IF I'M LUCKY, CHASE WILL BE WEARING PANTS.

      He's so cheesy, but I guess I like cheesy things. I grin like a mental patient for the rest of my three-mile run, but at least Andy doesn't seem to mind.
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      Poor, emaciated Andy poops out about half a mile before we reach my house and we walk the last few blocks very, very slowly. I feel a little guilty, actually, but it's good to know two and a half miles is about her limit. I'm whistling Jingle Bells when we walk through the front door at noon.

      “Why are you so happy all of a sudden?” Trudy asks.

      “I should've asked you about this, and I'm sorry.” I try and try, but I can't seem to wipe the smile off my face.

      “What is it?” Trudy turns greenish. “Is Chris coming over? Did he call you?”

      “Oh my gosh,” I say, “No, nothing like that. I'm so sorry I frightened you. I was texting Luke back and forth and, well, I invited him to dinner.”

      Trudy drops the bowl she's holding and it clatters to the floor. Thankfully it was plastic, and empty.

      “You're excited, clearly.” I laugh. “Sorry I didn't run it past you. Are you mad?”

      “Not at all. It's your house,” Trudy says. “You don't need my permission to invite someone over.”

      “It's your house too, now,” I say. “If you're upset, I can text him back and beg off.”

      “Not at all. I'm actually really happy to meet him. But Paisley and Addy are going to lose it if you don't invite them, too.”

      “Well, they may just have to lose it. I can't deal with Addy's negativity and Paisley actually likes him, but she's a loudmouth and I have no idea where we are.”

      Trudy nods. “True. Mum’s the word for now.”

      “He's bringing his kids,” I say.

      Troy claps. “Kids, kids, kids.”

      “How old are they again?” Trudy asks.

      “He has a four-year-old boy named Chase, and a precocious five-year-old girl.”

      “Party, party, party!” Troy yells.

      “He's bringing rolls,” I say, “but I can run grab whatever else we might need.”

      Trudy gives me a list and I head for my car. Andromeda scratches on the garage door after I close it, so I open it back up. “You can't come with me, Andy.” I scratch her ears. “But I'll be back. Eventually you'll realize that I will always come back.”

      She licks my hand and then lays down in front of the door, face forlorn, resting poutily on her paws. I ruffle the hair on her head and she sneezes.

      “I am sorry I'm leaving again so soon.” I reach up to the top shelf and grab a rawhide stick. When I close the door this time, she's eagerly engaged in chewing it to a pulp.

      I reach Super Target quickly, and while I shop for the items on Trudy's list, I keep my eyes peeled for something for Amy and Chase. And Luke. He's the hardest, and I can't find anything that perfectly suits how I feel about him. I finally check out, frustrated and confused.

      How do I feel about him?

      I want to see him every day. I want him to kiss me. I like his kids. I like that he supports me in the things that matter. I like what a great dad he is. I like that he's polite and generous, and that he's persistent, but not overbearing. I like that he's funny and quotes Dr. Seuss.

      I'm not as nervous about the children part anymore. In fact, I'm looking forward to seeing Amy again, and Chase too. I mentally note that I should hide all the balls.

      But they're moving in a few weeks, with no way of knowing when or if they'll be back. Normally I'd say whether he was here or not, I wouldn't see them in the winter and early spring. I'd be far too busy with tax returns. But now, with my promotion, my months will be largely the same.

      By the time I reach my house, it's time to make dessert. Troy and Trudy asked for my chocolate layer cake, and that takes some time to make, bake, cool, and frost. We listen to Christmas music while we bake, and I trip over Andromeda fifteen times. I need to remember to call her Andy, but my heart is full.

      “My house is so much nicer with you and Troy in it,” I tell Trudy. “I know it's easier to have your own space, but for now, I'm so happy you're here.”

      “You're just happy because Luke's coming over.” Trudy winks at me.

      “It's not only that,” I protest. “It's having my family here with me.”

      Trudy hugs me, and then we both run to our rooms to change into presentable clothes. I pick a red and green plaid tunic, shot with gold threads, and dark green leggings. I pair them with my favorite pair of knee-high, flat-bottom boots. I even have time to touch up my make-up.

      Trudy whistles when I walk back out. “Wowsa! I hope Luke knows how lucky he is that you like him.”

      I roll my eyes. “You're so biased. But thanks.”

      Trudy cleans up pretty nice, too. She lost all the baby weight she gained in the year after Troy was born. She hates running, but she does little workout videos during his nap religiously. She's got sandy brown hair, which she highlights, and the same greenish eyes as me. She's taller than I am, and somehow curvier too, which just isn't fair, and she's got dimples I'd kill for.

      “You look beautiful too, Trudy. You deserve better than . . .” I don't want to name Chris in front of Troy. I'm not sure how much he understands. “Well, you know. And you'll find the right guy too eventually, I know you will.”

      Trudy grabs Troy under his arms and swings him up to her hip. “I've already got the only guy I need, and the first and last man I've ever loved without reservation.” She kisses Troy all over his face, and his giggles fill the room.

      He's laughing so hard snot runs down his face when I hear the door. My stomach flip flops and I want to run and hide in my room. The last time I saw Luke, I said awful things. I told him he's failing his kids. What do I know about raising kids, or losing a spouse? I'm such an idiot. What if he only came to shut Amy up and pick up the dumb gift?

      Trudy waves me over to the door. “Hurry up, it's cold out there.”

      Duh. I jog across the room to the front door and pull it open. For a moment, my eyes lock on Luke's impossibly handsome face, his dark honey hair, streaked with dark grey around a face that’s usually smiling.

      “Hi,” he says. “Merry Christmas.”

      I can’t help myself from grinning, and he smiles back at me. I hear the clicking of Andy's claws on the tile behind me, and then a squeal from waist level. “You have a dog? But you said you didn't!”

      I want to smack myself in the forehead. I should've warned Luke. He's going to think I've gone insane. “Well, I didn't have a dog until yesterday.”

      Amy hugs Andromeda around the neck. “It's the prettiest dog I've ever seen in my whole entire life. I didn't even know dogs this beautiful were real on the earth!”

      I grin, and Luke does, too.

      “Her name is Andromeda, but we are going to call her Andy. I came across her by accident, and found out her family didn't want her anymore. They said they didn't have time to care for a dog. The pound would kill her if she wasn't adopted before the week was up. A nice woman from a rescue agreed to take her until they could find her a home, but the other dogs were eating all her food and bossing her around. When I heard that sad tale, and she behaved perfectly for me, I decided to adopt her.”

      “Are you only helping out with her, then?” she asks.

      I shake my head. “No, she's my new dog. I'm not a fan of puppies. They're too chewy and barky, and jumpy, and they aren't house broken so they pee all over, but this lovely lady is only three years old, and she has impeccable manners. Once we get her fattened up a little, I think she'll be about perfect. I took her for a jog today and she did great for about two and a half miles. I think as she gains strength she might be able to go a little further. We'll see, I guess. I don't wanna hurt her paws.”

      “Oh, Dad, did you see? I told you Mary was perfect. She even adopted a dog.”

      Chase is hiding behind Luke's leg. “Hey buddy, would you like to pet Andy?

      He bobs his head, and I hold out my hand. He takes it, and lets me tug him around to where he can pet Andy. His little hands ball up in her fur and she whimpers. He lets go, but she doesn't growl, or snap or even whip her head around. I'm impressed.

      “We may need to go over some rules for how to treat a dog, Chase, okay? I had to go over the same rules with my nephew Troy. Speaking of, he's right inside, waiting on you two. He's been dying to show you his room and his toys.”

      I stand up and make the introductions, and then go over some basic rules of dog etiquette. Troy, who had been chattering about this visit all day, grows a shy side and hides behind the couch for a full five minutes before we can lure him out, but eventually, Chase and Troy warm up and run off to his room. I take a seat at the kitchen table, and Luke and Trudy do the same.

      “I'm not sure we'll be able to pry Amy's hands off of Andy in time for dinner,” I say. “Speaking of, are we almost ready to eat? Trudy?”

      “Sure, yeah, the soup's been on a low simmer for a while. The fruit's cut up, and I've got glasses out, and the dining table is set.”

      “Perfect, thanks.”

      Luke slaps his knee. “Oh, the rolls!”

      “Did you forget them?” I ask. “It's no big deal. I'll toast some sliced bread.” I stand up and walk toward the cabinet.

      “They're just in the car,” he says. “I'll only be a minute.”

      “Oh, and don't forget the stuffed animal.” I point. “It's wrapped and sitting on the end table there.”

      Luke nods, and when he heads for the front door, I call out to the boys. “Chase! Troy! Wash your hands, it's time to eat.”

      Amy doesn't move. She's still lying on the rug next to the sofa, an arm thrown over Andy. I crouch down by Amy, intent on getting her to wash her hands. “Sweetie, Andy's not going anywhere, and you clearly adore one another, which is great. But can you come wash your hands so we can eat?”

      Amy sits up and exhales. She pats Andy's fluffy head and stands up. “It's going to be so hard for me.”

      My eyebrows crinkle together. “What's going to be hard?”

      She walks toward the bathroom with me, slowly. “Going back to my house after being here.” She throws her arms around my waist and squeezes me tight. “Why can't you just be my mom?”

      So that idea hasn't shifted at all. I drop to my knees, and I hear the front door open, so this will have to be quick. “Sweetheart, I'm sure your dad has lots of lovely friends who are girls, and one day maybe he'll want one of them to be your mom. But it's really his choice to make.”

      “And yours too, right?” she asks. “Because I've never met any other friends who are girls. Dad never ever brings any of his friends home, except you.”

      My heart takes flight and I want to dance around the room. Which is stupid. If he isn't sure whether he likes me or not, my terrible dance moves would bump him solidly into the anti camp. “Amy, I promised you before and I'll promise you again. No matter what, I'll always be your friend. You guys are moving soon, but if you ever come back to visit Atlanta, you're welcome to stay here with me, or come to dinner.”

      “Unless you marry someone else,” she mutters.

      She's way too smart for a little kid. “Well, then it might be kind of weird.”

      “Not for me, it wouldn't be.”

      “You have so much to look forward to right now,” I say. “Let's enjoy playing together and seeing the dog while we can, okay?”

      “I wrote Santa a letter,” she whispers.

      “Oh?” I ask.

      “I asked him if you could be my mom, and we could get a dog. The perfect puppy.”

      “Well, maybe you'll get a puppy,” I say. “Who knows?”

      She shakes her head. “I think Santa knew there was something better than a puppy. Andy is the best dog I've ever met. Now I just need the other part.” The corner of her mouth curls up into a smile and she scampers off to wash her hands just as the little boys come barreling into the room, each of them holding a truck.

      Troy and Amy love the clam chowder, but Chase won't even try it.

      “It looks yucky,” he says.

      I make him a peanut butter and jelly sandwich. “Here you go, sweetie.”

      He beams at me.

      “You'll regret that precedent,” Luke says. “At my house, if they don't like dinner, they go to bed hungry.”

      “You can't be serious,” I say.

      He nods. “It's the only way to make sure they learn to eat new things.”

      “When they get hungry enough, they'll eat what you offer,” Trudy says.

      I suddenly feel left out, like the only person here who knows nothing about kids, and has no right to an opinion.

      I stand up and grab the cake from the fridge so I don't have to meet anyone's eye. The frosting was a little runny, so I tossed it inside to firm it up. I start slicing pieces and passing them out. When Chase sees the cake, he bolts his sandwich in three bites.

      “Whoa there, slow down,” I say. “You might choke.”

      Chase chews and swallows. “I love chocolate cake.”

      Luke laughs. “To be completely fair, Chase loves any kind of cake.”

      “I'm glad I picked this for dessert, then,” I say.

      “Mary doesn't cook dinner very often,” Trudy says. “She always hated it when we were kids, but she's a gourmet dessert chef.”

      “Hey now, don't set the bar too high.” I carry the slices over to the table and set them in front of everyone.

      Amy takes a big bite and coos. “Oh, Mary. Can we save some of this for Santa Claus? I bet he's sick to death of cookies, and this is really good!”

      “I think that can be arranged,” I say. “I'll send your dad home with some.”

      “Wait!” This time, it's Chase objecting. “Won't we see you tomorrow? We're having a big party!”

      I pat his sticky hand. “It's wonderful you'd like me there, but I have a party to attend tomorrow, too.”

      His face falls. “Oh no.”

      Amy chimes in. “Can't you skip it? We're moving soon.”

      My heart constricts and I want to tell them I'll miss it, but I can't do that. “I'm so sorry Amy, but I'm sure I'll see you again before you move.” I glance at Luke and he reaches over and takes my hand in his.

      “You certainly will if I have any say in the matter.”

      “Oh fine,” Amy says. “But you'll be sad when you hear how good Uncle Paul's pumpkin pie and Dad's ribs are.” Her eyes widen. “Not as good as your cake, but really close.”

      I don't care as much about the ribs or the pie, but I do wish I could be in two places at the same time. When dinner's over, we let the kids play for a bit while we chat.

      “So tell me about this Uncle Paul,” I say to Luke as I stand up and move to the sofa. “Is he your brother?”

      Luke follows me and when I sit down, he sits right next to me. “You have one sibling, a sister. I have one sibling, and it's a brother.”

      “And?” I ask.

      “And what?” He puts his arm around me.

      “Is he older or younger? Taller or shorter? Are you close? What does he do, and where does he live?”

      “Call 911,” Luke tells Trudy, who has followed us over. “I'm being interrogated by the Gestapo!”

      I roll my eyes. “Seriously. You've met my sister now, but I'm just hearing about Paul.”

      “I'm older than him, by five years. I didn't want to admit it, because then I'd have to admit that I'm forty.”

      “Oh no.” I hold my hand to his forehead. “You didn't tell me you were on death's door.”

      He takes my hand in his. “I didn't want to scare you off, but I managed to anyway.”

      “I toughened up,” I say. “I won't be scared so easily again. Not that I'm at risk, with you leaving in like two weeks.”

      He nods. “Not much time left for scaring, I'm afraid.”

      “But we do have time for you to tell me more about this younger brother.”

      He grins and leans back in his chair. “He's smarter than me, by a wide margin. I was always good with my hands, and he always had his nose in a book. When he wasn't reading, he spent a lot of time in science labs, blowing things up.”

      “Sounds like a real dork,” Trudy says. “But I'm not sure I believe you. Older siblings are a little too critical sometimes.”

      “You're both welcome to come tomorrow. You could meet him yourself,” Luke says. “He lives in Atlanta, so he's around pretty often. He travels all the time for work, but when he's here, he comes to play with my kids.”

      “Does he have any kids?” I ask.

      “Oh, I know where this is going.” Luke puts his arm around me. “He sounds like a better candidate than I do, is that it? He's local and isn't planning to move, he has no kids, and he's brainy. Well, I got news for you, sister. I already called dibs.”

      “I'm not the last drumstick.” I feign displeasure, but really I'm floating on cloud nine. “You can't call dibs on me.”

      “Watch me.”

      Luke leans forward, with Amy on the floor curled up with Andy, and Trudy sitting in the chair next to us, and kisses me square on the mouth. When he pulls back, I can't help sighing. I've missed Luke. A lot.

      “Dibs,” he says. “Witnessed, right?” He glances over at Trudy and she giggles.

      “Yep, I saw it. Sorry, Mary, but you'll never be able to date his brother Paul. It would violate the rules of sibling ethics.”

      “Phew,” Luke says. “Glad we got that cleared up.”

      I lean my head against his shoulder. Before too much longer, my eyelids get heavy. Luke and Trudy are talking and laughing, but I'm so tired, I just want to curl up and go to sleep with Luke by my side.

      Gentle hands shake me awake. “I fell asleep? Again? I'm sorry.”

      Luke's breath on my face makes me want to close my eyes again. “You've been working two jobs. I don't blame you.”

      I rub my eyes and notice that I'm not the only one. Amy's asleep with her head on Andy's belly. Luke picks her up, and Andy sits up, looking at him with mournful eyes.

      “You know, before you came over,” I whisper, “I was Andromeda's favorite person. I have a feeling that's no longer true.”

      “Don't worry. You're still someone's favorite person.” Luke brushes his lips against mine, careful not to jostle Amy. “Thanks for inviting us over.”

      I slip into a pair of Hunter boots, but don't bother with a jacket. I scoop up Chase, and Trudy hands me a Tupperware with chocolate cake for Santa. I walk out to the truck, and notice the temperature has dropped again. I buckle Chase in while Luke shushes Amy, who has awoken thanks to the freezing night air, and buckles her in, telling her it's going to be okay.

      Her whimpers turn into tears when she realizes they're leaving. “I don't want to go, Dad. I want to stay with Mary. Please! I'll be so quiet she won't know I'm here.”

      I walk over and give her a hug and a kiss. “I'm sure I'll see you soon.”

      “Tomorrow?” she asks.

      I bite my lip. “I'm not sure. I've got my delivery to make, and some last minute presents to wrap.”

      “Christmas day, then?” Her tiny hands grab mine, and she squeezes. “Please?”

      “You just want me for my dog,” I joke.

      She shakes her head, deadly serious. “Even if you didn't have Andy, I'd still love you.”

      I want to unbuckle her and give her a marathon hug. It's like her words are gluing the fragments of my broken heart back together. I kiss her forehead. “It's time for you to go now, but I promise I'll see you soon. And in the meantime, I put some of my cake for Santa in a container underneath Chase's feet. Okay?”

      She nods, and I step away, turning back toward the house. Instead of climbing into the driver seat, once the door shuts on Amy, Luke grabs me gently, spins me around and pulls me into his arms. He's fast this time, not slow. He kisses me urgently, his lips covering mine, his arms wrapping all the way around me. The ground beneath me spins, my heart beats a staccato rhythm, and my arms twine around his neck. I don't ever want him to stop.

      But of course, eventually he does. He can't let his kids sit in a running truck forever. I stand outside while he backs out, ignoring the freezing gusts of wind as long as I can still see his truck. Once he's gone, I walk back inside. I notice the wrapped horse stuffed animal is still sitting on my end table.

      I text him right away, in case he wants to turn around. YOU LEFT THE HORSE TOY.

      Ten minutes pass. Then another five. No response. Which probably means he's a responsible driver, which is good.

      Finally, I hear a bing. UH OH. GUESS THAT MEANS YOU'LL HAVE TO COME HELP ME DROP OFF TOMORROW.

      WAIT, DID YOU DO THAT ON PURPOSE?

      He replies with a single word. COSTANZA.

      I show it to Trudy. “What the crap does that mean?”

      A quick Google search shows me that George Costanza is a character on an old sitcom, Seinfeld. Trudy and I stay up half the night watching episodes until we figure out what he meant. In one episode, George Costanza leaves an alarm clock at the home of a woman he likes. He confesses it's part of his plan. Ladies may not like him initially, but if he spends enough time around them, he grows on them. He leaves things intentionally, so he can have a reason to see them. He does this over and over until they've fallen under his bizarre and awkward spell.

      It's a cute reference, but Luke doesn't need gimmicks. He's already grown on me. In fact, I think he's more than grown on me. I think I might love him.
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      My Sub-for-Santa drop off takes place at seven a.m. The girls' mother wants to hide the toys before her daughters wake up. When I return, filled with a sense of elation and excitement, I take Andy for a short two-mile jog.

      When I drop her off at the house to run another three miles, she glares at me.

      “You couldn't do more than two and a half miles yesterday. Be patient, we'll work up to more, okay?”

      She drops her head on her paws and exhales dramatically. What a diva!

      By the time I return home and shower, it's nine a.m. I spend twenty minutes picking up the gift I thought of for Luke. I'm proud of my idea, but a little nervous he won't understand it. I wrap the presents I picked for Amy and Chase, and do the best I can with Luke's oddly shaped present. I spend the rest of the morning making sugar cookies for tonight's party at Addy's house. I've made and taken sugar cookies on Christmas Eve for a decade.

      I glance at my clock. Fifteen until noon. I have just enough time to meet Luke over at his drop-off. I text him.

      I'LL MEET YOU AT YOUR DROP OFF?

      He replies immediately. LUNCH AFTER?

      WHAT ABOUT YOUR KIDDOS? I ask.

      MY COUSIN HAS THEM UNTIL TWO.

      I THOUGHT AMY WAS GOING?

      Three little dots. I wait. THEN I FOUND OUT YOU WERE GOING, AND I WANTED MORE TIME WITH YOU. WITHOUT MUNCHKINS. I MAY HAVE BRIBED THEM WITH PEPPERMINT ICE CREAM. I'M NOT ASHAMED.

      My smile is so wide, my mouth starts to hurt, but I don't want to seem too eager. I'LL MEET YOU AT THE DROP OFF AND WE CAN SEE FROM THERE.

      Let him think he'll have to convince me.

      I park behind his truck, and when I hop out of my car, Luke jumps out of his as well. He's wearing a brown leather jacket over a golden polo shirt and dark jeans. I almost forget to grab the wrapped horse, I'm so distracted by his presence.

      He waits for me to reach him and snags my hand. “Uh, how are we going to carry all these presents while holding hands?”

      Luke takes my face in his hands and kisses me softly. “Fine, fine, I'll let you go. But only for a moment.”

      We carry the boxes inside one at a time. I notice several of the boxes are addressed to the parents, and I'm even more impressed by Luke's generosity. He must have a lot of expenses, what with his upcoming move, and Christmas for his own children, but he's gone above and beyond anyway.

      Once we're done, the father in the family rushes over and hugs me, his eyes watery. “Thank you, muchas gracias. Díos te bendiga.”

      “You're welcome,” I say. “We're happy to help.”

      Luke takes my hand to walk me back to my car, and this time I don't pull away. “You never answered. Do you have time for lunch?”

      “Sure,” I say. “As long as we're fast.”

      He beams. “Pick the place. Anything's fine with me.”

      “How about Boston Market?” I ask.

      His eyebrows rise. “I give you carte blanche, and you pick a fast food place?”

      I shrug. “I love their food at the holidays. Turkey, dressing, mashed potatoes, and yams. Cinnamon apples, and best of all, their cornbread.”

      He pulls me in for a hug. “Boston Market it is, then.”

      We drive over separately since we arrived that way. Luke and I walk through the line and tell them what we want, and then we carry our trays over to an empty table. There aren't too many people in here on Christmas Eve.

      “I know it's Christmas, but is there any chance me and the kids can come by tomorrow?” Luke asks. “I know it's a busy day, but we'd all love to see you. In fact, Amy packed a bag this morning. She informed me that when I leave for my new job, she's going to stay with you.”

      I shake my head. “No, she didn't say that.”

      Luke purses his lips and exhales. “She did indeed.”

      “Well, I'm sorry she's giving you a hard time. I know I was rough on you before, but I promise I won't encourage that kind of nonsense.”

      “I know you won't. But she helped me pick something for you, and we'd love to come and drop it off. We can be fast if you're super busy.”

      I grin. “I've got something for you guys, too. Nothing big, and I really hope you're not upset when you see what I bought for the kiddos.”

      He shakes his head. “As long as it doesn't have a heartbeat, it's fine with me.”

      I frown. “Uh oh. I'm not sure whether elephants are returnable. I think the tent I bought this one under had a sign that said, 'Absolutely no returns or exchanges.'“

      Luke snatches a bite of my cinnamon apples.

      “Hey,” I object. “Those are mine! You should've gotten your own.”

      “It's more fun to take them from you.”

      His eyes sparkle, and his smile fills me with joy, and the words just tumble out of my mouth uncensored. “I love you.”

      Luke's bluish-grey eyes widen and his mouth opens half an inch. He blinks at me several times. I want to curl up into a tiny ball and disappear into a crack in the floor, but there's nowhere to go.

      “I'm sorry,” I say. “I—”

      He puts one hand over mine, and the other over his heart. “Say it again.”

      “I'm sorry.”

      He shakes his head. “No, not that, goofball. The other part.”

      I look at the wall and then back at him. “I don't think—”

      He squeezes my hand. “Please.”

      I sigh and force the words out. “I think I love you, Luke Manning, fixer of closet lights, frenetic tidier, phenomenal father.”

      He breathes in through his nose and closes his eyes. When he opens them again, he's beaming at me. “I love you too, Mary Wiggin, genius with numbers, philanthropist, surrogate mother to so many, and devoted friend.”

      “I don't want you to move,” I say, “and I know that's selfish of me. I know you like the change of pace, and you're showing your kids the world. I'm sorry I said you're a bad father for moving them. Really you're a great father. I just wanted you to stay, and I didn't know how to ask, so I tried to make it about something else.”

      He takes my other hand in his, too. “You were right. I was hurt, I was offended and I didn't want to hear it. When my wife died. . . We didn’t find out she had cancer until she was in her second trimester with Chase. She stubbornly refused to do a single thing, including more testing, until he was born. She didn’t even get to know him.”

      He closes his eyes, but doesn't let go of my hands. “I loved her so much, Mary. Losing her decimated my heart, pulverized it. I took care of my kids, and I worked, and that's all I did. About a year ago, I decided I missed doing adult things. I started going out with friends and family, but they kept trying to pair me up with people. Ridiculous people. Clingy people. Annoying people. It made me nuts.”

      “Sounds like your friends care about you, but I've been there too. Setups suck. In the last two months, I've gone out with a computer nerd so awkward he never met my eye in the entire two hours we spent at dinner, a taxidermist who pointed out to me every single animal we passed and how he'd preserve it after it died, and a slick corporate lawyer who didn't talk about anything but money. I'm also pretty sure the lawyer can't keep straight the things that actually happened in his life, and what things he's embellished. Either that, or he really did hike Mount Everest a week after arguing a landmark case before the Supreme Court. Which would require he have mountain goat blood.”

      Luke releases my hands and starts eating again. “Oh man, before I met you, I went out with a ballerina who wouldn't consume anything but veggie sticks and fruit juice, a psychologist who spent the entire date analyzing me, which was painful and ridiculous, and a Mary Kay lady, who honest to goodness, gave me a skincare kit for my hands. I still get text messages from her every week or so advertising the deals of the week.”

      I laugh. “I think my friends stopped setting me up with people they had considered and thought were a good fit a few years ago. Now I'm like that pasta trick, you know the one to test whether the noodles are ready?”

      Luke shakes his head.

      “You throw noodles at the wall and if they stick, they're good. They started just setting me up with anyone who was single, and a few people whose divorces weren't even final.” I pull a face. “For most of the people I've met in the last year, all we had in common was that we were both single.”

      Luke chuckles. “Actually, one of my setups wasn't even single. Halfway through dessert, she mentioned her husband was very understanding.” He wipes his mouth. “I practically sprinted out of there.”

      “You're kidding.”

      He takes my hand in his. “My miserable dates over the past year were bad enough to make me want to go dig a hole and bury myself.”

      “I'm glad you didn't do that,” I say.

      “Me too.” He grins at me. “I haven't been this happy in more than four years. You're like finding the puzzle piece I didn't know was missing.”

      “I'm happy when I'm with you, too. And for what it's worth, I'm sorry about your wife. I can't even imagine what that must have been like for you.”

      “I'm glad you can't imagine it. I wouldn't wish that kind of pain on anyone.” He points at my leftover macaroni and cheese and cinnamon apples. “You done?”

      I nod. “Go right ahead. But next time, you'll know to order some yourself.”

      He bobs his head sheepishly. “I will. And speaking of pain, how was your ex's wedding?”

      “Actually,” I say, “going to that helped me out.”

      “Oh? How so?”

      “This isn't going to make me sound very good, not compared to your declaration of how deeply you loved your wife, but...I realized I never really loved Foster to begin with.”

      Luke's face stretches out. “Really?”

      I look down at my hands. “Not in the same way as I care about you.” I force my eyes up to his, and they're shining at me, which makes me brave. “I loved the idea of Foster, but I didn't trust him, or myself. I'm still nervous I'll turn out to be like my dad, or my mom. They were the worst parents ever. But more than that, I didn't believe Foster would support me.”

      Luke lifts one eyebrow. “I thought the guy was a spoiled rich kid.”

      I shake my head. “Not like that. I mean, support me, and help me achieve my goals. My dad never supported my mom or me and Trudy, and my mom never supported my dad, or any of us.” I look back down at my hands and my voice drops. “I didn't trust Foster to be there when I needed him, or be okay with me not being who he wanted me to be, but who I really am.”

      “You're saying you weren't filled with regret, watching the one that got away?”

      I run my hand through my hair. “Uh, no. I actually couldn't decide who I felt more sorry for. The girl lying to her boyfriend so he'd propose, or the guy whose fiancé isn't actually pregnant. She couldn't even maintain the lie long enough not to get 'stumble and pass out drunk' at her own wedding.”

      “I wish I'd been there to see that,” Luke says.

      I squeeze his hand. “I do too, but I'm also glad I went with Trudy.”

      “Ouch,” he says.

      I shake my head. “No, not like that, but it was good for me to face up to the fact that I didn't trust him, and I wasn't me around him. It helped me realize I've been myself around you.”

      Luke leans across the table and my heart accelerates because I think he's going to kiss me. Only, he doesn't. His forehead touches mine and his gorgeous eyes are so close, it looks like he's a Cyclops. “I'm glad you decided you can trust me.”

      Then he backs away an inch or two and kisses me. I forget where we are until someone behind us clears her throat.

      “Sorry,” Luke says sheepishly.

      I glance at my watch and gasp. “Oh man, I've gotta get back. Trudy and Troy will be waiting on me.”

      Luke carries our trays of discarded plastic and napkins to the trashcan, and then walks me out to my car. Before he lets me duck into my seat, he leans down and kisses me, like a kid in a candy shop. Eager, insistent, and joyful. When he finally pulls back, I'm dizzy. His hands steady me.

      “I'm glad you accidentally said I love you,” he says. “But I'm saying this on purpose, and I'm going to repeat it whenever I see you. I love you, Mary. Drive safely and think of me at your family party.”

      I touch my fingers to my lips. “Give your kids a hug for me.” I climb into my seat and turn on the car. Luke taps gently on the window until I roll it down.

      “I think you forgot something.”

      I glance in front of me and behind, but I don't see anything. I've got my keys and my purse. “I don't think so,” I say.

      He tilts his head. “I love you, Mary.” He widens his eyes and bobs his head. “This is where you say...”

      I chuckle. “Right. I love you, too, Luke. You super hot, immensely polite and irritatingly persistent man.”

      This time when I roll up my window and put my car in drive, he grins that gorgeous grin of his, and waves as I drive away.
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      Christmas Eve at Addy's is the same as it always is, except I feel like I've been blown up like a balloon. Instead of helium, I'm full of joy. I float from dinner to the little family and friend Christmas pageant we always do. Troy is the cutest shepherd, and Addy's twins make perfect wise women, holding a doll between their hands as the missing third. I play my typical role of narrator, and it takes far longer than it should with Paisley cracking jokes the entire time, but none of the toddlers melt down, so I count it as a win. I eat too many desserts after that, and when we watch Home Alone, it's funnier than usual.

      The shiny halo of love that surrounds Addy and her husband doesn't irritate me this year. The person they love most sits right here under their own roof, their two daughters are safe and happy, and they're content.

      When we sing carols, I miss Luke. When we unwrap presents, I miss Luke. When we all say goodnight, I miss Luke even more.

      By the time I reach my car with Paisley, Trudy, and Troy in tow, it's quiet enough for me to hear my phone bing, and I whip it out immediately.

      An hour ago, Luke sent me the first message. MISS YOU.

      Forty minutes ago, he sent another. SEND ME A PHOTO. I MISS YOUR GORGEOUS FACE.

      Ten minutes later he sent a third and final text. PAUL THINKS I'M MAKING YOU UP. HELP A GUY OUT. LOVE YOU.

      I hold my phone out and snap a photo.

      “What are you doing?” Trudy asks.

      I fill her and Paisley in on the details of my lunch date and my accidental blurting of ‘I love you.’

      “Oh my good—” Paisley says.

      “Look, it may still turn out to be nothing. Not many relationships can withstand the strain of long distance, and Luke's leaving, remember?”

      “Ask him to stay,” Paisley says.

      “I can't do that.” I shake my head. “He has to decide for himself. He's a big boy.”

      “You're killing me,” Paisley moans.

      I text Luke the photo with this message. I'M REAL, AND INQUIRING MINDS HERE WANT TO SEE YOU, TOO.

      INQUIRING MINDS? Luke asks. WHO EXACTLY ARE YOU WITH? SHOULD I BE JEALOUS?

      A smile spreads across my face.

      “I've already seen him,” Trudy says.

      “Well, I haven't seen him in days and days,” Paisley says.

      I'M WITH PAISLEY, TRUDY, AND TROY. I insert a laughing face emoji. I DIDN'T WANT TO SAY I MISSED YOUR FACE. I WAS TRYING TO BE COY.

      COY IS OVERRATED, Luke texts back, but he doesn't send a photo.

      I pull up the photo Luke sent me of him with his kids and set it as my background.

      “Santa's coming,” Troy says. “We go home!”

      “Aunt Mary is busy swooning up here, sweetheart. Be patient.”

      I put the car in gear and pull out of Addy's driveway.

      Trudy rolls her eyes. “I can't believe you two said ‘I love you’ before you even took your first picture as a couple.” She shakes her head. “Clearly, neither of you are on Instagram.”

      “Nope.” I tilt my head and frown. “Actually, maybe he is. I didn't ask.”

      A few minutes later, my phone bings. Paisley and Trudy don't even complain when I pull over to check it, but Troy does.

      “Go home,” he says. “Now.”

      “We are headed home,” I say. “I just need to check something.”

      I swipe my phone to see the photo of Luke, with Amy and Chase huddled up next to him. Their faces are all beaming, and it feels like it’s just for me. A few seconds after that, another photo appears of Luke with a taller, skinnier guy. Shiny chestnut hair without a hint of grey, and the same grayish blue eyes, but not as obviously handsome.

      “I bet that's Paul,” I say.

      “That’s too bad,” Trudy says.

      I spin my head to glare at her in the backseat. “What’s too bad?”

      She narrows her eyes and looks at the photo again. Then she looks at Paisley, whose face reflects my bafflement.

      “Nothing, I guess,” Trudy says. “Except that his brother is vastly more attractive.”

      Paisley and I exchange a glance. It's nice to know we're on the same page about Luke’s looks.

      “Uh, well,” I say. “I think I'll bear up under the disappointment.”

      The girls make me repeat our lunch conversation over and over until we reach my house. Thankfully Troy's sound asleep by the time I park in the garage. While Trudy unloads Troy quietly, I turn to Paisley.

      “Are you sure you don't want me to take you home? It's a little more crowded than usual, with Trudy in my guest bedroom and Troy in my office.”

      Paisley shakes her head. She has no family here in Atlanta, so for the past three years, she's slept over at my place. “I told you already, the sofa's fine.”

      After Trudy gets Troy tucked in, we all help her put out the Santa gifts for Troy.

      “It's exciting that he's old enough to understand this year,” I say. “Or at least, mostly understand.”

      Trudy smiles. “Luke's kids are darling, by the way, in case I haven't already said so.”

      “I wish I'd met them,” Paisley says.

      “Well, stick around long enough tomorrow, and you will.”

      “You couldn't pry me out of here with a crowbar,” Paisley says. “In fact, maybe I should make popcorn tonight so I’m ready for it.”

      I swat her on the shoulder. “Very funny.”

      “I'm not kidding. This is better than a Hallmark movie.”

      I finally go to bed, but before I'm quite asleep, I hear a ping. Normally I'd ignore it, but my heart speeds up, because it might be Luke.

      SWEET DREAMS, ANGEL.

      I rub my eyes so I can see well enough to text a reply. I'M NO ANGEL, BUT I DO PLAN TO HAVE GOOD DREAMS.

      ALL THOSE KIDS ARE GOING TO WAKE UP TOMORROW WITH FEELING LIKE SOMEONE CARES THANKS TO YOU.

      I choke up a little thinking about Christmas morning for the kids we’ve helped, so it’s a good thing this conversation is taking place via text. EXCEPT. . . I DROPPED THE BALL. UNITED WAY IS CUTTING THE PROGRAM.

      Luke's reply comes fast. THAT WASN'T YOUR FAULT. BESIDES, I BELIEVE IT’LL WORK OUT FOR THE BEST.

      For the first time in a long time, I dare to hope that he might actually be right.

      The next morning, I wake up way, way, way too early to the squeals of an excited little boy. I haven't even sat up yet when he climbs up on my bed and starts to pat my face. “Wake up, wake up, wake up. Santa here!”

      “He's not here,” I say. “Do you mean he left presents?”

      “Yes, yes, yes!”

      I blink, and blink and blink, and grab my robe as I stumble out of bed.

      Christmas morning passes too fast, like it always does.

      I've barely cleaned up the mess from breakfast and changed into appropriate clothing when I hear a knock at the door. I glance at my watch. Nine in the morning.

      I yawn on my way to open the door, only a little bummed that a visitor means I can't take a nap yet. Even so, I hope it's Luke.

      Please let it be Luke.

      Luke's big grin is the first thing I notice. The second is that he's wearing a Santa Claus hat. The third is that Trudy’s nuts.

      He's the hottest thing I've ever seen.

      I feel like I've been waiting for years and years, and I've finally found someone who embodies the same magic for me that Santa always did. He fills my heart with the same verve, the same excitement, and the same love. I found out years ago that Santa didn't really exist, and it became my job to take his place for other children who needed hope. But today, when Luke walks inside, I realize something wonderful.

      I've finally found my Santa.

      “Come in.” I wave Amy, Chase, and Luke inside.

      Troy bounces up and down, screeching about his presents while Luke kisses me quickly. “Merry Christmas, Mary.”

      “There are still three presents under your tree,” Amy says with a glint in her eye. “Who are those for?”

      “You sly little thing,” I say. “One of them is for you.”

      “Is it the big one?” She rubs her hands together and bounces up and down. “I hope it’s the big one.”

      I remember being so small that I judged the worth of presents by their size. Vaguely. “It is, minx.”

      She rushes across the room to grab it, but pulls up short less than a foot away and turns around. “Dad, can I open it right now?” She pointedly at Luke.

      I make a shooing motion with my hands. “Of course, go ahead.”

      She tears the wrapping paper off to reveal a painted, red wooden chest, with gold trim. The lacquer on it still shines.

      “What is it?” she asks.

      “Open the latch,” I say.

      She fiddles with it a moment before she figures it out, but then she throws the lid back, and dresses and tiaras and gloves spill out. She coos in delight.

      “I noticed the other day that you don't have a dress-up chest. It was one of my most beloved toys when I was a girl.”

      “Are these your old dresses?” Amy asks, her eyes wide with wonder.

      I shake my head. “No, my old dresses were yucky. I threw them out a long time ago. But that's my old dress-up trunk. I called it my Princess Wardrobe. I thought you might want to have it.”

      I watch her mouth the words, “Princess Wardrobe” a few times, as if she's trying her best to remember it. Then she leaps up and runs over to hug me around the waist. “Thank you so much!”

      “You're welcome.” I whisper my next words. “Think your dad will forgive me for how much space it's going to take up?”

      Amy bites her lip, and Luke puts his arm around her. “We'll work something out, won't we?”

      She nods.

      “Chase?” I say, “You're next, sweetie.” I reach under the tree for the smallest gift and pass it over to him.

      He rips the paper off like a pro. Once he's uncovered the nerf gun and extra darts, he hoots and pumps his fist in the air. “A gun, Dad, she got me my own gun!”

      “Oh no,” I say, “are you a ‘no gun’ family?” I want to curl up in the corner and hide. I should’ve asked first. Why didn't I ask?

      Luke puts his arm around my shoulder this time. “Not purposefully. It's fine, and clearly I'm behind on getting him the exact toy that he desperately wanted.”

      I breathe a heavy sigh of relief. “You're next, then.”

      Luke leans over and pulls out the last present. The wrapping paper couldn't look uglier. The present's a weird shape and I didn't want to ruin it, so I wrapped half a roll underneath, bunched it up, and tied it with ribbon at the top. Luke plucks the card from the top first.

      He reads it silently, but I know what it says. It's a simple message, just one line. Merry Christmas Luke. I didn't know what to buy you, but in spite of everything I've always done to keep people at bay, you're growing on me. Love, Mary.

      He unties the bow and the paper falls to the sides of the big, leafy, Philodendron plant I chose. I like that it looks happy, easy going, and full of life.

      “It takes up a lot of space, but I figure once you reach your new job, you can put it on the little porch area most of the time.”

      Luke sweeps me up in his arms and spins me around. “You're growing on me too, Mary.” He kisses the tip of my nose.

      “Dad, can we give her the presents now?” Amy's grinning, with her hands balled into fists at her sides, nearly vibrating with excitement.

      “Wait,” I say, “presents? Plural?” I shake my head. “I only got you each one small thing. I refuse to open more than one present.”

      Amy takes my hand and her eyes plead with me. “We spent a long time on these. Please? Please open them all.”

      “How many are there?” I ask.

      “Only three,” Luke says. “One from each of us, and you had to get three for us. So it’s fair.”

      I lift one eyebrow, and Luke pulls out a long, flat box. I take it from him and shake it. I'm really good at guessing things. “The shape is right for clothing, but the sound is weird. Too clunky.” I glance from Luke to Amy and back again. “You got me a book?”

      He shakes his head. “Not exactly.”

      “This one's from me.” Chase smiles for miles.

      “Thanks, sweetie.” I pull the wrapping paper off and open the box. It's a stack of paper, folded in half.”

      “Uh,” I say. “What is this?”

      “Read it,” Luke says.

      I glance over the paperwork, and as I do, my jaw drops. “This creates a foundation, Luke, funded up to a quarter of a million dollars.”

      Luke points at the name on the paperwork. “My lawyer thought Santa's Aid Society conveyed the point, and that no one could come back and complain later. He said we can change it for three more days, if you hate the name or want to stick with Sub-for-Santa.” Luke unbuttons his jacket to reveal a green shirt with the words Santa's Aid Society printed across the front, alongside the image of a stylized cartoon elf.

      Amy unzips her jacket, and she's wearing the same green shirt.

      Chase tugs his sweater up, nearly shucking off his shirt and sweater both. Luke laughs and helps him, and of course he's also wearing a matching green shirt.

      “This is too much,” I say.

      Luke sets the box down. “Oh come on, it's tax deductible.”

      “Luke,” I say. “That's not the point.”

      “Oh come on. Just say thank you, and then open mine next.” Amy hands me a tiny box, much narrower than the first, but just as long.

      “We're not done talking about this, Luke.” I point at him until he meets my eye and nods.

      His face is more sober than I've ever seen it. “Of course not. I named you the President, and I'm the Vice President. I imagine we'll talk about this a lot. Or that was my plan.”

      I had no idea electricians made enough money for this kind of donation. I open the next box. It's a set of keys, one large and one small, both on a silver keychain that has the word “Winning” engraved on the oval plate.

      “Uh, I think this one might need an explanation.”

      “You need to sleuth better.” Luke winks. “There's a paper underneath it.”

      I pull the paper out and start reading. It's a warranty deed for a house, and the address seems familiar. I flip to the next page, and there's a photo—of my dream house for the past twenty years. The house that wasn't even for sale. The one with a pool, a beautiful yard, the perfect floors, and mica flecked counters. The old, white, colonial home I've wanted my entire life.

      I read the deed more carefully.

      Now, somehow, it's mine.

      “What? How?” I can’t formulate a good question. “It's way too much, Luke. I can't accept it.”

      Luke hugs Amy and Chase and then whispers, “You two go play for a minute so I can talk to Mary, okay?”

      I grab my jacket and Luke and I walk to the front porch. “I should probably have told you before the presents,” he says. “But I hate having this conversation.”

      “Oh my gosh, you're a drug dealer or something.” My stomach feels like it's full of rocks. “Or a smuggler? A thief!”

      He laughs, deep and loud. “Nothing of the sort, but I'm glad to know you went straight there.”

      “Then what?”

      He throws his hands up in the air. “When we were both young and stupid, my brother Paul and I wanted to start a business. I'd identify things that the world needed by working at real jobs. Paul would do research in a lab to try and make them. We collaborated on this one project that evolved into the main component of LED lights. That was our first success. Since then, we've created and patented more than a hundred new inventions, most of them electrical in nature.”

      I recall him telling Foster he invented the LED light. I thought he was joking, so I didn't even think about it a second time.

      “But. . .” I splutter. “You live in a trailer.”

      Luke puts an arm around me. “After Beth died, I didn't care about money, or possessions, or houses. All I wanted was to feel numb enough not to think. But then you pointed out that big, white, columned house, and explained what it meant to you. When you told me why you loved it, I don't know. I just had to see it for myself. I called my realtor and set up an appointment.”

      “But—it wasn't even on the market. You can't set up an appointment for something that's not for sale.”

      He tsks. “Oh Mary, everything's on the market for the right price. But as it turned out, the Bennetts had been thinking of downsizing for years. I didn't even have to pay much over the appraisal value.”

      I don't even have words.

      “Do you have any questions?” he asks. “Anything at all?”

      “So you're like a billionaire?” I ask.

      He laughs heartily again. “Not even that close.”

      “What are you worth, then?”

      He shrugs. “It fluctuates, you know, but somewhere around 600 million, last I checked.”

      He could buy and sell Foster a hundred times.

      My jaw drops.

      I stand up and turn to walk back inside my modest little three bedroom home. Luke jumps up after me and slips on the step, falling backward on his butt into a bush. I shouldn't laugh, but I can't help myself. Mr. Richy Rich himself, bent double and stuck in a brown holly bush.

      Once my giggling fit subsides, I offer him a hand and help him stand up. He doesn't let go of my hands once he's standing again. He pulls me close and kisses me until I can't think anymore. Numbers don't exist, money isn't real, and nothing matters except Luke, and me, and his darling children. When he finally lets me go, he drops to one knee and holds up a big black box.

      If the box was small, I'd think he was proposing. As it is, he's handing me a big present in a really strange way. Maybe the fall damaged his brain.

      “You've done way too much already,” I say. “What else could you possibly give me?”

      He arches one eyebrow. “I'd hardly find the woman of my dreams, and the house of my dreams, and then buy her that house and drive away to a job in the Midwest.”

      I take the box and unwrap it. “This bag says Prada.”

      He nods. “There's a note.”

      I pull a yellow post-it off the gorgeous black Prada bag. “Perfect Mom Bag.”

      My heart races. “You bought me a mom purse?”

      He grins. “The bag is just to show that I have faith in you and your abilities. Look inside.”

      I reach inside and pull out a little blue box that says Tiffany's on the top.

      Luke pulls me into his arms. “If you hate this, you can go pick out something else, but I wanted to surprise you. You've never had the life you deserved, not even close.”

      “I love my life.”

      He kisses my forehead. “And that's what I like most about you. Life gave you a pile of crap, and you rolled up your sleeves and got to work. You've made the life you deserved for yourself, and as far as I can tell, you never even complained that you had to do it all alone.”

      “Oh, I complained alright.”

      I open the blue box and gasp at the enormous emerald inside, flanked by two large, sparkly, diamonds.

      “Is this because of our joke?” I ask.

      He frowns. “What joke?”

      “Green eggs and ham?”

      He laughs, and shakes his head. “I told the jeweler I wanted something that exactly matched your eyes. This is a little too green, but I figured you'd let that go.”

      My knees feel weak, so I'm glad Luke's arms are still around me. He slides the ring on my finger, and I don't stop him.

      “You've always taken care of everyone else, and never worried about yourself. I know it hasn't been very long for us, but I've watched you sacrifice and sacrifice and sacrifice for others. I've watched you care for your sister, your nephew, and hundreds of kids you don't know. I've watched you interact with my children, and I love you for all of that and more. Please, please, don't freak out about the money thing. Give me a chance, give us a chance, and I won't let you down.”

      The door opens behind me, and Amy's head pokes out. A second later, Trudy's head pops out just above it. “Did he do it yet?” Amy asks.

      Trudy shakes her head and whispers, “He's doing it right now.”

      “Well, what did she say?” Amy asks.

      “I haven't said anything yet.” I huff.

      Amy squeals. “The ring's on her finger, though!” She ducks back inside, and after beaming at me, Trudy follows.

      “They're excited, that's all.” Luke drops his hands. “So I know I slid that on there without you saying anything. Any chance I'll get some kind of answer out of you?”

      I grab Luke by his shoulders and pull him up against me. I press my lips to his, and disappear into the feelings again. He's a good man, a hard worker, and a wonderful father. So what if he's sinfully rich and uses that money to buy presents that are way overblown?

      Everyone's entitled to one flaw.

      “Yes,” I say. “I'll marry you and move into a big, old, white mansion with your beautiful children. On one condition.”

      Luke's smile nearly cleaves his face in two. “What's that?”

      “You have to call and quit your job in Louisville.”

      He exhales dramatically. “Oh, please. It's like you don't know me at all.” He winks. “I did that yesterday.”

      My eyebrows rise. “Before you knew my answer?”

      “You said you loved me. Even if you said no the first time, I figured I could work with that.”

      I slug his shoulder, and he picks me up and twirls me around. The ring spins around my finger, weighed down by the enormously large emerald.

      “Oh, hey,” I say. “Maybe we ought to take this off until we get it sized.”

      “Sorry,” he says. “My brother's a hopeless bachelor, but he offered me one piece of advice.”

      “What was that?”

      “He said, 'make sure that ring's not too small. No woman wants to find out you think her fingers are fat.’”

      I throw my head back and laugh. “I can't wait to meet your brother.”

      Amy comes bouncing out of the house like a pinball. “I picked it, I picked it. Dad said if I did a good job, you might be my mom. Santa didn't bring me one, but I think it's because he knew I’d already picked you.”

      Her eyes, desperate with hope, lock on mine. I don't tell her that Santa brought her a mom after all, my Santa, because I don't think she'll understand. No one else will. But before I can think of what else to say, Luke takes the ring back and slides it into the box.

      Amy's lower lip trembles. “You didn't like it?”

      I pull her into my arms and hug her tightly. “You did a wonderful job sweetheart, but the ring is a little bit big.”

      She closes her eyes and sighs. “That's Dad's fault.”

      I swing her around. “Yes, it is.”

      “Dad says the white rocks are what girls all want, but I liked the green one cuz it matches your eyes and it’s different, like you. I didn't think you'd want what every other girl wants. We comzimized.”

      “Compromised?” I ask.

      “Yes!” She nods her head. “Exactly. What do you think?” She meets my eyes. “Also, not to push you or anything, but Dad says if you say yes, we don't have to move. We can live here in a house without wheels instead.”

      I think about the absurdly large ring. “I think I love the ring.” And I can't wait to show it off to everyone I meet.

      Chase comes running out next. “What does she say?”

      Luke swoops me up in his arms and carries me inside. I whap his arm again. “You can't carry me over the threshold. We aren't even married yet.”

      “I'm practicing. So sue me.”

      Luke and his kids stay the rest of the day, and it's absolutely the happiest Christmas I've ever had. I tell Luke so.

      “Oh Mary,” he says, “I'm just getting started.”
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      I’m elbow deep in month-end reports when someone clears their throat in the doorway to my office. I glance up.

      Luke’s holding a brown sack toward me like a white flag. “I come bearing food.”

      The smell of Philly cheesesteak makes my mouth water. I glance at my clock. It’s almost two p.m. How well does he know me? “I never stopped for lunch.”

      “What a huge shock,” he says.

      I wave him in and clear a section of papers from the edge of my desk. “You’re going to eat with me?”

      He nods.

      “This is basically a date, then?”

      He lifts one eyebrow. “Oh no you don’t. I’m a food delivery person who’s hungry himself. This does not count as one of the three dates per week you promised to make time for during tax season.”

      “It’s food you paid for, and we’re chatting while we eat.”

      He snatches the bag toward his chest. “I will take this bag and eat all the food myself, so help me.”

      “Oh fine,” I say. “It’s not one of the dates.” I may act put out, but I actually love that he fiercely guards our time together. He knows me well enough, even with a whirlwind courtship, that he’ll advocate for what’s best for me. “Now give me a sandwich.”

      He hands me one, and it’s still warm. My stomach growls embarrassingly.

      “It’s January.” He frowns. “How are we supposed to plan a wedding if you’re already drowning in paperwork before people’s K-1s have even gone out?”

      I laugh. “Do you mean 1099s? K-1s aren’t due until—” I realize he was kidding. He just threw out the name of a form. “Fine. Let’s talk wedding while we eat.”

      “Have you picked colors yet?” Luke asks. “And we need to pick a venue. Plus an official date.”

      I narrow my eyes. “Did you bring a list or something?”

      “You’re the list maker, not me. I just know that if you do want to get married this spring, we’ll need to step on the gas with the planning.”

      “It’s just such a bad time,” I say. “New job, tax season, and it turns out, with my old boss headed for the door, she let a few things slide. . .”

      “Am I interrupting?” Paisley’s head is barely visible around the doorframe. The perky look on her face is familiar.

      “You smelled the sandwiches, didn’t you?”

      She smiles and steps into the doorway. “The thing is, without food for my belly, I can file a complaint about unsafe working conditions—”

      Luke reaches into the bag and offers her a white-paper rolled cylinder. “I knew you’d have skipped lunch too.”

      “He’s perfect,” Paisley says. “Painfully perfect. Did I say that already today? I’d like to order a man for myself who’s just like this.”

      “Actually,” Luke says. “Speaking of ordering someone like me. . .”

      I set my sandwich down and smooth the paper out flat, curious where this is going. “Someone like you? I thought we were going to try and set your brother up with Trudy—”

      “Your sister’s not ready to date yet,” Luke says. “But yes, I think she’ll be perfect for Paul. There’s no rush there. That guy is clueless.”

      Then who is he talking about? “If you don’t mean Paul—”

      “Stop interrupting your amazing fiancé.” Paisley perches on a chair in the corner. “Let him tell me about my future husband.”

      Luke chuckles. “I don’t know about that, but when Paul told me he doesn’t have time to be my best man, I called my best friend to see whether he can come out and visit so I can ask him in person. But when we spoke, Trig seemed so miserable. I realized that he hasn’t had a serious girlfriend in. . .well, ever, that I recall.”

      “That’s not hugely promising.” Paisley frowns. “You want to set me up with your broken, unable-to-commit-to-anyone friend?”

      “When was your last significant relationship?” I ask.

      She grunts. “Not the point.”

      “Trig is brilliant,” Luke says. “He’s hard working. The ladies seem to think he’s good looking, and he has his own company.”

      “Then what’s wrong with him?” Paisley frowns. “Why hasn’t he already been snatched up?”

      Luke shifts in his chair. “Yeah. The thing is, his parents are pretty intense. And well, messed up. His mom is like. . .the Steve Jobs of, uh, finance. His dad is a trust baby like no other who never quits spending. They don’t get along, and he’s understandably afraid of marriage and commitment because of their horrifying example.”

      Paisley stands up. “After that glowing recommendation, let me be the first to say thanks, but no thanks. I appreciate the sandwich.” She darts for the door.

      “So Paisley’s out,” Luke says, “but if you have any other friends, maybe one who’s super gorgeous and will attract his interest, but who’s guaranteed to shut him down, that would be great.”

      “I’m sorry,” I say. “Did you mistake me for someone with a bunch of giggling girlfriends? I have exactly three friends. Paisley, Trudy, and Addy, but she’s married.”

      Luke sighs.

      Paisley stops in the doorway and turns around slowly. “Did you say amazing looking. . . and guaranteed to shut him down?” She’s got the sly look on her face that always precedes something ingenious.

      Luke blinks. “Uh, yeah. I figured you’d fit that bill, but—”

      “Aww,” Paisley says. “Thanks for thinking I’m great looking.” She crosses the room slowly and drops back into the corner chair. This time she leans against the wooden seatback slowly. Then she sighs dramatically. “I don’t have a gaggle of friends either, but. . .” She glances at me.

      Ah! I’ve heard so much about her. I should have thought the same thing. “Your friend Geo.”

      She points at me. “Exactly.” She pivots in her chair until she’s facing Luke. “My best friend since college is movie star, runway model, turn-around-and-slap-your-momma gorgeous. She makes me feel like I’ve been hit with the ugly stick. No lie.”

      Luke’s brow furrows. “Okay.”

      “And she’s sworn off dating. Permanently. The woman gets asked out a dozen times a week. Delivery guys. Parking attendants, men off the street, and she shuts them all down. Always. Without fail.”

      Luke leans forward and rubs his hands together. “Now we’re talking.”

      “She’s smart. She’s hard working, and the best part: she’s an event planner.”

      I completely forgot about that. “I can’t believe you didn’t mention her before. I’m not going to have time to plan this wedding myself—and you’ll be too busy with work stuff to do much either.”

      Luke catches my eye and beams. “And since Trig’s going to be my best man, they’ll have lots of reasons to spend time together.”

      Paisley raises her hand.

      I swear, she cracks me up. “Pais, you can just say what you want to say, you know. I’m not your third grade teacher.”

      “There’s one tiny problem,” Paisley says. “Geo is the best. I’m sure she’d plan you a gorgeous wedding. Except. . .”

      “Except what?” Luke asks. Bless him for being patient with Paisley’s melodrama.

      “She never ever plans weddings. It’s a hard and fast rule of hers.”

      “Which means there’s no way for them to meet,” I grumble. “That’s a stupid rule for her to have. Don’t weddings pay more than any other event?”

      Paisley shrugs. “She has her reasons. It’s not really my place to share them.”

      Luke looks utterly unconcerned. In fact, he’s smiling. “If I’ve learned anything in the last decade, it’s that people will always do something they say they won’t. . .if the price is right.” He takes a huge bite of his sandwich.

      I sigh. Once Luke has set his mind on something, he’s hard to dissuade. “Set up a meeting Pais, and we’ll do the rest.”
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        * * *

      

      If you enjoyed Finding Faith and want more, hooray! Finding Cupid (Geo and Trig’s story) is available now! You’ll get more of Mary and Luke’s wedding planning (the actual wedding happens in the book following that one, Finding Spring!) and you’ll get to see why Geo doesn’t plan weddings, and why Trig’s afraid of commitment. (Or there’s a book that comes before Finding Faith that’s about the love story between her friend from this book, Addy. It’s called Finding Grace.)

      
        
        You can also sign up for my newsletter by visiting my website at www.BridgetEBakerWrites.com. You’ll get a free ebook when you do! <3

      

        

      
        THE END (for now)
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      Operation Cancel Christmas would begin as soon as Abby Preston tossed her bags into the trunk of her silver sedan and sped away.

      She couldn’t wait to see her tires fling the sun-scorched sands of the Mojave Desert into the spiteful sky as Edwards Air Force Base shriveled in her rearview mirror.

      “Are you sure you want to do this?” Although an unwilling participant in her Scrooge-like scheme, her best friend and roommate, Nadia Chopra, folded a white T-shirt and placed it on the pile with the rest of Abby’s hastily packed wardrobe.

      “I’m sure.” Abby tugged the handle of her suitcase with as much force as she could muster.

      Straining against the bulging sweaters, the stubborn lid sprang open.

      Determined, Abby leaned all 115 pounds of her petite frame against the bulging exterior, but it barely budged. “A little help?” she grunted.

      “Fine. But I still think this is a terrible idea.” Nadia put her exquisite curves to use and sat squarely in the center of the soft-shell suitcase, giving Abby just enough wiggle room to yank the zipper closed.

      “Duly noted.” In truth, Abby expected nothing less. As a professional product reviewer, Nadia shared her opinions as effortlessly as offering someone a stick of gum. But her blunt nature was offset by her big heart. Last year, she’d gathered Abby into her arms—and her stylish apartment—the moment she’d learned about Donnie’s accident. The moment Abby became a widow while the rest of the world overindulged on Thanksgiving turkey and pumpkin pie.

      Nadia’s boyfriend was also one of the rigorously trained test pilots on base, and while both women knew the risks, Abby never expected to lose her husband of only two years in the same amount of time it took someone to order a peppermint latte.

      Death, though always cruel, had been particularly heartless that day.

      Abby dragged the suitcase to the door where the rest of her belongings waited. Then she turned, surveying the room she’d inhabited for the past year but had never truly made her own.

      A comforting ache coiled around her heart, stealing her breath as it cinched tighter. The ever-present pain had arrived the day Donnie died, like a distant family member who’d come to pay their respects but never left. Over time, she’d gotten used to it, both anxious and afraid for the day it finally faded.

      If it ever faded.

      She reached for her throat, her fingers finding the cool metal chain perpetually draped around her neck. It served as a memento—a poignant reminder—she’d never remove.

      “You’re really going to do this?” All the disapproval had evaporated from Nadia’s voice, unveiling her sadness.

      “I have to, Nadia.” Whenever she thought about spending another Christmas without Donnie, panic flooded her veins, fueling her impulse to flee like a primal survival instinct she couldn’t ignore.

      Daily life without Donnie was unbearable, but the holidays? She couldn’t handle the haunting memories attacking her at every turn.

      No one loved Christmas more than Donnie Preston. He’d made Clark Griswold from National Lampoon’s Christmas Vacation look like the Grinch. Not only had he insisted they attend every festivity within a fifty-mile radius, he’d created their own traditions, from snowman-shaped cinnamon rolls on Sunday morning to special notes tucked inside handmade keepsake ornaments.

      Which only made losing him during the so-called Most Wonderful Time of the Year all the more painful.

      Nope. She couldn’t do it. She couldn’t hang around waiting for her heart to crumble like the walls of a stale gingerbread house, forgotten long after the festivities had ended.

      Hiding in Blessings Bay until the new year was her only option.

      The single-stop-sign town on the Northern California coast would be the perfect escape. After all, how Christmassy could the coast be? Sandcastles instead of snowflakes? Crab cakes instead of Christmas cookies? The decidedly unfestive locale was exactly what she needed.

      Plus, the fully-furnished home Donnie’s aunt left him in her will would afford her some much-needed privacy and seclusion. The only downside? She’d finally have to face the ugly reality that he’d kept the home a secret from her their entire marriage—an unpleasant truth she’d long been avoiding.

      “Abby,” Nadia said softly, sympathy shimmering in her dark eyes. “I understand why you want to get away. Honestly, I do. But you don’t even know if the house is vacant. It’ll take several hours to drive there, and leaving this late, you’ll probably arrive in the middle of the night. What if it’s occupied?”

      “I’ve looked into it. Donnie hasn’t received any rent money since his aunt passed. As far as I can tell, he hasn’t done a single thing with the property except pay taxes.”

      Which also meant he probably hadn’t sold off the furniture or other possessions, either.

      “What about electricity and water?”

      “I’ll figure it out when I get there. It can’t be too complicated.” Abby slipped on her coat, avoiding the obvious—her impromptu trip lacked planning. But Nadia didn’t understand what it felt like to wake up on December 1 faced with the incessant hope and cheer of the holidays, without the man she loved, the man whose death had robbed her of every ounce of joy she once possessed.

      She’d worry about the details later. For now, she needed a haven where she could be alone with her heartache without well-meaning friends trying to make her feel better, as if such a thing were even possible.

      Besides, she wasn’t being completely irresponsible. She could ghostwrite cookbooks for D-list celebrities and quirky entrepreneurs from anywhere in the world. She’d just turned in the final draft of Cooking with Cocker Spaniels: Dietary Deliciousness for You and Your Dog and didn’t expect edits until the new year.

      A mixture of concern and something deeper flickered across Nadia’s flawless features. “I still wish you’d wait until after the holidays so I could come with you.”

      Abby swallowed, her throat suddenly as dry as the desert air outside, as though an unspoken question had passed between them.

      What if the house wasn’t the only thing Donnie hid from her?

      “I would, but that would defeat the purpose. Besides, I’ll be fine.” Her words carried a confidence that belied the telltale tension in her shoulders. “I really need to get on the road before it gets too late.” She strode toward the bed and knelt on the floor, retrieving a small package wrapped in gold paper—the only festive leniency she’d allowed herself. She handed it to Nadia. “Don’t open it until Christmas, okay?”

      Tearfully, Nadia drew Abby into a hug that felt painfully close to a permanent goodbye.

      And for the first time since packing her bags, a tiny pang of doubt pierced her heart.

      Was she making a big mistake?
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        * * *

      

      Logan Mathews grabbed the plastic elf by the throat and yanked the goofy-looking lawn ornament from the soggy soil.

      Fat raindrops pelted his face, blurring his vision and sliding, uninvited, down the collar of his jacket.

      One elf rescued, only a thousand more to go.

      He should let the unsightly horde of Santa’s helpers fend for themselves, considering he loathed the eyesores. In all the years he’d lived across the street from Verna Hoffstetter, she never failed to litter her lawn with the ugly little devils every December, like the holiday version of plastic pink flamingos.

      The next elf he came across lay prostrate in the mud, upended by the turbulent wind that seemed personally ticked off by Verna’s tacky Christmas decorations.

      Blinking against the curtain of rain that careened down his forehead, trying to drown him where he stood, Logan tucked the tiny toy maker beneath his arm with his fallen comrade.

      Why exactly had he left the comfort of his home in the middle of a torrential downpour on some misguided rescue mission?

      Heck if he knew.

      He supposed he wanted to avoid seeing the crushed look on Verna’s face when she emerged the following morning to find an elfin massacre on her front lawn.

      Okay, so she wasn’t his favorite person, always intruding on his solitude with invitations to play backgammon or to borrow some sugar—and one oddly specific request for a whole pineapple. But in some ways, she reminded Logan of his grandmother, and watching her lawn display be decimated by daggers disguised as raindrops seemed unnecessarily callous, even for him.

      Although a self-proclaimed recluse, he was a decent enough neighbor. Unlike some clichéd curmudgeons like Mr. Wilson from Dennis the Menace, he’d found a healthy balance between privacy and common courtesy.

      The wind came at him sideways, knocking him to his knees in disagreement.

      His palms sank into the sludge, his nose pressed against the cheek of an elf with a painted-on smile that appeared to be mocking him.

      Ha-ha. Very funny, wind.

      Okay, so maybe he wasn’t well-balanced. On the teeter-totter of life, he’d sunk his heels pretty deep into seclusion and self-pity.

      But it suited him.

      Plus, it seemed reasonable considering the crummy discount-store playing cards he’d been dealt for thirty-five years.

      First, losing his parents at an age when transitioning to the second grade should’ve been the most traumatic event in his childhood. Then, when he’d finally built a decent life for himself as a fighter pilot in the Air Force, a neck injury ripped everything away, including what little dignity and self-worth he had left.

      It wasn’t bad enough that he’d had to move to a dinky backwater town like Blessings Bay, which was basically the coastal version of Mayberry. He’d had to rely on a friend’s generosity to make ends meet, the equivalent of rubbing salt and lemon juice in a gaping wound.

      Sure, some people rose above the hard knocks and toured the country giving perky TED Talks on overcoming adversity.

      Frankly, he found those people more irritating than inspirational.

      He’d gone the other direction, embracing the title of town hermit—a respectable role in the ecosystem.

      After all, it took all kinds of people to make the world go round.

      And he was perfectly content with his choice.
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      Abby squinted against the persistent raindrops pelting the windshield, struggling to keep her eyes open after an entire day of driving with minimal breaks.

      Thankfully, she’d arrive at her destination any second now.

      At least, she desperately hoped so.

      She couldn’t find the adapter to charge her cell phone, and before the battery died, the squiggly line on the GPS leading to Blessings Bay looked relatively short.

      If only she could stay awake.

      She tightened her grip on the steering wheel, prying her eyelids open with sheer willpower.

      During the last few hours of her drive, the stunning coastline had kept her alert. Like peeking into another world, she’d witnessed towering redwoods on one side and rugged cliff faces on the other. The vibrant cobalt waters had stretched toward the invisible horizon, a breathtaking blank slate of endless possibilities.

      That is, before nightfall and an unexpected storm plunged everything into a pitch-black void, leaving her disoriented.

      To make matters worse, the rhythmic pitter-patter of raindrops pinging against the roof of the car threatened to lull her to sleep.

      She flicked on the radio, scrolling through crackling static until the velvety croon of Judy Garland’s “Have Yourself a Merry Little Christmas” stilled her hand.

      Donnie used to love the sultry classic, and had added it to his Christmas Kickoff playlist, along with an eclectic mix of Bing Crosby and Burl Ives.

      Abby always thought the song sounded a little sad, as though a tear hid behind each dulcet note.

      She should have changed the station or turned off the radio altogether, but she leaned against the headrest, letting the music wash over her.

      Her own silent tears slid down her cheeks, the sadness in the song—real or imagined—more palpable than ever.

      Lost in the melancholy melody, Abby nearly missed the sign welcoming her to Blessings Bay.

      Snapping out of her reverie, she jerked the wheel, veering off the highway down a narrow lane.

      Rain pounded the windows even harder now, and the violent wind battered the compact vehicle with shocking force.

      With every muscle in her body clenched, Abby searched the darkness up ahead, expecting to see light from the town—a street lamp, glow in a shop window, something.

      Although her wipers worked tirelessly to whisk away the waterfall cascading toward the hood of her car, she couldn’t make out anything save for murky shapes and moonlit shadows.

      Had she stumbled upon a ghost town?

      A subtle weight of regret settled in her stomach. Why had she been so impulsive? Nadia had tried to warn her, tried to stop her….

      She should’ve listened.

      Suddenly, her headlights bounced off reflective paint, and she stomped the brake.

      Her heart vaulted into her throat as she lurched forward, the unexpected stop sign glaring down at her with a disapproving glint.

      Where had that come from?

      Gathering a deep, shaky breath, she steadied her erratic pulse as she eased forward.

      She murmured, “1109 West State Street,” searching for house numbers within the limited radius of her low beams.

      A quick glance at the clock on the dash told her it was almost midnight.

      She allowed herself a brief whimper, then bolstered what little energy she had left, determined to see this through. But she wasn’t sure how much longer she could last…

      On the verge of pulling off the road and crawling into the back seat, she nearly wept when 1109 leaped off the curb in blocky white lettering. She couldn’t make out much of the home in the gloomy abyss, but at this point, curb appeal wasn’t high on her priority list.

      She eagerly turned into the driveway. “Please, please have a warm bed and soft pillow.”

      Fishing inside the glove box, she found the key that had been included with the paperwork from their lawyer. Clutching it tightly in her palm, she grabbed her purse and overnight bag from the passenger seat, braced herself, and exited the car.

      The moment she left cover, merciless raindrops besieged her on all sides, soaking her hair and clothing in a matter of seconds. Sprinting toward the house, she sloshed through several puddles before stumbling up the slippery steps, finding a modicum of refuge on the expansive front porch.

      She fumbled with the key a few moments before bursting inside, slamming the door against the maniacal wind that seemed to have a personal vendetta.

      Panting, she leaned against the doorframe in the darkness, collecting her wits as water dripped from her shoulder-length hair, pooling by her wet sneakers.

      In the dim moonlight, she could barely make out the ghostly outline of a staircase a few feet ahead. She opened her purse for the flashlight on her phone, then remembered the battery died.

      Great.

      She fought against tears of exhaustion—tears that would affirm she’d made a terrible mistake.

      Nadia was right. She’d been so focused on running away, she had no idea what she’d run toward.

      So far, the trip was shaping up to be a colossal disaster.

      After dropping her duffel, she peeled off her drenched jacket.

      A loud thump, then a clatter came from somewhere upstairs.

      Abby froze, fear gluing her feet to the floor.

      Was someone in the house?

      Her breath remained lodged somewhere in her lungs as she dug inside her purse for her Taser.

      She’d heard of squatters moving into vacant houses, but the possibility hadn’t occurred to her until this moment. Inching toward the bottom of the stairs, she switched off the safety feature, tucking herself against the wall.

      Growing up in a not-so-great part of Chicago, Abby wasn’t a stranger to taking care of herself. Plus, Donnie had made a point to teach her combat maneuvers. But the reality of executing the self-defense techniques in an actual life-and-death scenario sprouted beads of sweat on her already damp forehead.

      More than anything, she wanted to go home.

      She wanted Donnie.

      A creak on the staircase sent her heart scrambling into her throat, and she fought the urge to squeeze her eyes shut.

      Stay calm. Stay focused.

      The dark figure slowly descended the steps, and her fear ratcheted with each imperceptible sound—another creak, the thud of a weighty gait.

      This was it… the intruder was almost upon her.

      No time to back out now.

      When the shadow drew within arm’s length, she inhaled a sharp breath and lunged forward, ramming the Taser against bare flesh.

      A man’s guttural cry ricocheted off the walls and a heavy body hit the ground.
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        * * *

      

      Logan wasn’t sure which hurt worse, the cattle prod to the rib cage or his face getting cozy with the hardwood floor. Either way, he wouldn’t let his attacker get away with the cheap shot.

      His fingers curled, prepared to fight back.

      “Who are you? And what are you doing here?” a strong yet feminine voice demanded in the darkness.

      His assailant was a woman?

      He hadn’t seen that coming. But then, he hadn’t seen the electrified metal prongs before they’d zapped him, either.

      Whoever this woman was, she had gumption.

      Detecting the faintest warble of fear in her words calmed his self-preservation instincts and he uncoiled his fist.

      “Logan Mathews. I live here. Who are you?” He rolled onto his back, but didn’t get up, in case the movement provoked her again. While he was pretty sure a standard-issue Taser couldn’t cook his vital organs, he didn’t want to risk it.

      “Abigail Preston. I own this house.”

      He squinted, straining to glimpse her features in the shadows. But although he couldn’t see her face, a clear picture formed in his mind.

      Abigail Preston… Donnie’s wife.

      In all the years they’d served together in the Air Force, no other man had been prouder of his better half than Donnie. Even in boot camp, he’d taped a photo of her above his bed for everyone to see. Nothing crass or inappropriate, like some of the other guys posted.

      In fact, all things considered, the snapshot had been fairly simple—a dark-haired woman at some restaurant, but Donnie couldn’t remember which one. She held a glass of ice water in one hand, her head thrown back, laughing at something Donnie said. As he told it, late afternoon sunlight had hit her just right, creating a halo effect. She’d looked so beautiful, so captivatingly blissful, he’d snapped a photo to preserve the memory.

      What had stood out to Logan the most was the woman’s smile—the kind that lit up the world, but also seemed to belong only to you.

      While it was a pleasant visual from the past, he had a feeling Abigail wasn’t smiling right now.

      “I’m a friend of Donnie’s. We were in basic training together.”

      “Really?” She didn’t bother hiding her skepticism, and he envisioned her dark eyebrows raised, her lips scrunched to the side. “I’ve never heard of you.”

      He sighed inwardly, suppressing a groan.

      Of course she hadn’t.

      “What about Nugget?”

      “You’re Nugget?”

      “The one and only.” He rose, stretching his full six foot two frame, hoping to regain some dignity.

      He’d loathed that call sign every single day of his service. If he’d been smart, he would’ve participated in some good-natured bribery, which was how one of his buddies wound up with the name Shooter.

      But no, he’d taken the moral high ground, and they’d named him after the sugary, walnut-laden dessert bar his grandmother sent him in regular care packages. But hey, at least they were delicious.

      Besides, if he had a choice, he’d give anything to be back in the cockpit of an F-16, even if it meant reclaiming a call sign as humiliating as Nugget.

      “Donnie used to talk about you all the time. And weren’t you the one who sent the box of desserts the day of the funeral?” Her words blended with a mixture of gratitude and something softer, something close to affection.

      At the time, he’d wondered if he should’ve sent flowers instead, but the homemade Nevada Nuggets seemed more fitting, somehow. At least, Donnie would’ve gotten a kick out of it. “They’re an old family recipe. I hope you liked them.”

      “I did. They were wonderful. So much better than flowers.”

      Her tone carried a hint of a smile, and he was surprised by how badly he wanted to see it. “Why don’t we move into the sitting room? The power’s out because of the storm, but there’s a fire in there and I can scrounge up a couple of battery-operated lanterns.”

      As she followed him into the next room, Logan mentally rehearsed half a dozen ways to ask the awkward yet all-important question—what was she doing here? And how long did she plan to stay?

      But no matter how he phrased it, he couldn’t bring himself to form the words, realizing his future hung on her response.

      After all, she owned the place. If she wanted to kick him out, she could.

      The smoldering embers cast a peripheral glow, allowing Logan to glimpse Abigail for the first time.

      Even dripping wet and a little worse for wear, she did something to his insides that closely resembled internal combustion. Only, in this case, it was ignited by striking hazel eyes instead of jet fuel.

      Abruptly looking away, he rummaged through a desk drawer for a flashlight, then moved to the closet and retrieved two lanterns.

      Clicking them on, he set them both on the coffee table, turning to look at her again.

      Her eyes were fixed on his bare chest, and when he caught her staring, she flushed, quickly averting her gaze.

      “The fire feels nice.” She stepped toward the hearth, stretching out her hands to gather warmth. And maybe mask the sudden rosiness in her cheeks.

      “There’s a fireplace in the master bedroom, if you’d like me to build one in there for you….” He intentionally let his words trail off, hoping she’d fill in the blanks with her plans for the foreseeable future. When she didn’t, he added, “My room is upstairs, so you’re not putting me out or anything.”

      He didn’t want to go into the morose psychological reasons of how he’d chosen the smallest room in the house over the large master suite because he didn’t feel he deserved it.

      And thankfully, she didn’t ask.

      She stood in an uneasy stance, kneading her lips together as though massaging the right words out of them. “I’m sorry to intrude like this. I had no idea you were living here. How, uh, how long has it been?”

      “A couple of years. Donnie didn’t tell you?”

      Something flashed in her eyes. Embarrassment? Sadness? Perhaps a mixture of the two. She shook her head.

      Guilt clawed at Logan’s stomach. Why hadn’t Donnie told her? Was he worried she wouldn’t approve of the arrangement?

      Logan always knew his friend had been far too generous. Sure, he paid the utilities and maintained the property, which wasn’t exactly easy considering large historic homes needed a ton of work. But Donnie would have made a small fortune selling the place. Maybe he hadn’t told his wife to avoid the conflict.

      Logan hated the thought of being a wedge in their marriage even more than he hated being a burden.

      “I’m sorry for the… mix-up tonight,” he said, putting it mildly. He’d likely have a nasty burn on his side in the morning. “This is your house. If you need me to leave, just say so. Only, I’d prefer to wait until after the storm, if that’s okay. Otherwise, the moving boxes might get a little soggy.” He grinned, hoping to add some levity to an all-around uncomfortable situation.

      The corner of her mouth lifted, giving him a small taste of the smile he remembered. “That won’t be necessary. Honestly, I don’t really know what I plan to do with the place long-term, but for now, I was just hoping to get away for the holidays. Or more accurately, get away from the holidays.” She hesitated, slicking a strand of damp hair behind her ear. “I suppose we could work something out for the next few weeks. Find a way to coexist without getting in each other’s way. Would that be okay with you?”

      She met his gaze, and his heart rate skyrocketed like the first time he experienced g-force. Coexist? As in, live within the same four walls? He wasn’t used to sharing his space with anyone, let alone someone like Abby.

      His brain shouted, Eject! Eject!

      But the rest of his body didn’t heed the warning. “Sure. We can make that work.”

      “Great. I just have one… request,” she said in a tone that indicated it was more of a nonnegotiable. “I’m skipping Christmas this year. Which means no decorations, no tree, no holiday music, nothing festive whatsoever. Is that going to be a problem for you?”

      “No, ma’am.”

      He could handle nixing Christmas.

      The real question was whether he could handle living with his attractive new houseguest.
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      Sunlight teased Abby’s eyelids open, and her gaze settled on the unfamiliar surroundings.

      Tasteful and elegant, the spacious room bedecked with antique furniture and a stately marble fireplace reminded Abby of the boutique inn they’d splurged on for their honeymoon. Somehow, the space managed an air of luxury while still being incredibly comfortable and homey. And although the sheets smelled a little musty and dust coated the mahogany four-poster bed, Abby couldn’t remember having a more satisfying night’s sleep.

      Not since Donnie died.

      Donnie….

      If she didn’t miss him so much it hurt, she’d be angry at him for keeping secrets. Not only had he neglected to tell her about the house, but he hadn’t mentioned Logan—aka Nugget—had been living in it, either. Didn’t he trust her?

      No excuse she manufactured could explain her husband’s behavior. Last night, she’d met reality face-to-face and couldn’t hide from it anymore.

      Donnie had lied to her.

      At least, a lie of omission, which wasn’t much better than outright deception.

      When she first found out about the house shortly after Donnie’s funeral, she couldn’t bring herself to deal with the news. The wound on her heart had been too fresh, and piling on more pain and grief would’ve only made things worse. For a time, she wanted to pretend that everything between her and Donnie had been perfect, so she could hold on to her memories like some flawless dream.

      Then days turned into weeks and weeks turned into months. Until the necessity of needing somewhere to go—somewhere to escape—had lifted the blindfold, whether she was ready or not.

      She closed her eyes, sinking against the plush pillow. Was she strong enough to stay in this house, faced with even more tangible evidence of her imperfect marriage?

      Maybe she should admit defeat and go home. Logan would probably prefer for things to go back to normal, especially after their less-than-ideal introduction.

      Piecing together the events of last night, she groaned, burying her head beneath the covers as Logan’s pained outcry reverberated in her ears.

      She’d actually tased him. Hard.

      No doubt he’d have a decent welt this morning to remember her by.

      She’d have to make it up to him somehow.

      Whenever she and Donnie had a huge fight, she’d apologize with one of her over-the-top breakfasts. What man could resist homemade pecan rolls with thick cream cheese frosting? Or Belgian waffles with honey-infused cinnamon butter melted on top?

      While she planned to keep to herself during her stay, she could bend the rules for one apology breakfast. After that, they’d go their separate ways.

      At least, as much as two people could while cohabiting in the same living space.

      Luckily, the master suite had its own bathroom and spacious sitting area, plus a cozy nook with a vintage writing desk and well-stocked bookcases with a wide selection ranging from Agatha Christie to Debbie Macomber. If she could find a small secondhand TV, she’d never have to leave her corner of the house except to use the kitchen.

      Slipping out of bed, she padded into the large bathroom, coveting a long soak in the claw-foot tub. But for expediency’s sake, she’d clean up quickly and head to the market to get started on breakfast.

      Besides the fact that she wanted to make up for her gaff as quickly as possible, Logan Mathews intrigued her.

      Donnie had spoken highly of the man, although he’d only referred to him as Nugget.

      What on earth had brought him to a place like Blessings Bay?

      Was he hiding from something, too?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Logan crept downstairs, careful not to wake Abby. She must be exhausted after last night.

      He subconsciously grazed his side where his hoodie hid her unexpected greeting and made a mental note to grab some burn cream at the store.

      As their unusual encounter replayed in his mind, he couldn’t help a smile. He liked a woman who could handle herself in a tough situation.

      Not that he liked Abby. He barely knew her. Not really, anyway. He knew of her, from all the things Donnie used to brag about ad nauseum back when they were dating. In fact, his incessant and sappy oversharing had earned him the call sign Romeo. But it couldn’t all be true. No one was that perfect.

      Logan cringed, recalling the first time he’d met his ex-fiancée, Kelli Clayton.

      Boy, had he been a sucker. He thought he’d found his Abby. He’d even proposed after a year of dating. Too bad she’d turned out to be more like the replicas at the Combat Air Museum—pretty to look at, but hollow on the inside.

      Curtailing the unpleasant trek down memory lane, Logan dug through the basket by the front door for a canvas shopping bag. While he did need groceries, he mostly wanted an excuse to get out of the house. He’d already cleaned up all the fallen tree branches and begrudgingly replaced Verna’s lawn elves after the storm. He was running out of things to keep him busy—and away from Abby.

      He wasn’t used to having someone else around, let alone the alluring widow of a close friend.

      He’d instantly felt drawn to her, probably because of her connection to Donnie, and he didn’t want to cross any lines.

      Especially since she’d made it clear that she wanted to be left alone.

      Which was exactly what he wanted, too. Although, he had to keep reminding himself of that fact.

      “Good morning.”

      Logan turned to find Abby standing behind him in the foyer, looking all kinds of distracting in snug blue jeans and an oversize sweater that reached halfway down her thighs. Her voice still had the throaty quality of early mornings.

      Which he tried not to fixate on when she asked, “Going out?”

      “Picking up a few groceries.”

      “Oh.” Her gaze flickered toward the door, her forehead wrinkled as she tucked a shiny strand of hair behind her ear.

      He noticed it tumbled in loose waves, falling just above her shoulders. It looked touchably soft, which was an observation he really shouldn’t be making.

      Spouses of squadmates—widows, exes, or otherwise—were off-limits.

      Plus, dating in general made about as much sense as standing behind a jet engine with its afterburner on.

      “If you need to do some shopping, we can walk into town together and I can show you around. But next time, you’re on your own.” He raised both palms in a hands-off gesture, to illustrate his point.

      She smiled, broader this time, though it still didn’t reach her eyes. “That sounds fair.”

      He held the door open for her, then followed her onto the porch.

      She turned, both eyebrows raised. “You’re not going to lock it?”

      “No, ma’am. It’s not that kind of town.”

      Her gaze swept the broad, tree-lined street dotted with stately historic homes and well-kept yards. “It does look rather idyllic.” She perked up as a particularly loud wave crashed in the distance. “Is that the ocean?”

      “Yep. It’s right behind us. Wait’ll you see the backyard. Best view in Blessings Bay.” He grinned, remembering the first time he laid eyes on the sprawling lawn and lush garden with front-row seats to the Pacific Ocean.

      Then, he realized his mistake. He shouldn’t be talking up the place. It would only incentivize her to sell.

      Or keep it for herself.

      “Truthfully, I haven’t even seen the house properly,” Abby admitted. “It was so dark when I arrived, I couldn’t make out much of anything.” She skipped down the steps and headed to the curb for a better vantage point.

      Logan’s heart sank.

      Based on her expression, he might as well go inside and pack his bags right now.
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      Abby gaped, unprepared for the stunning beauty that stood before her.

      It was easily the prettiest building on the block, the architecture closely resembling Victorian mansions of the late 1800s, but with a more understated elegance. Striking yet welcoming at the same time, like a true home away from home.

      She couldn’t quite place the shade of the shingles—a soft, romantic blue with a hint of pale aquamarine, as though in honor of both the sea and sky. Delicate white trim traversed each graceful line and curve, from the pitched roof to the palatial wraparound porch.

      “It’s gorgeous.” She could easily see herself living here. Long-term.

      Hold on. Where had that thought come from?

      Unsettled, she spun around and retreated toward the road, determined not to succumb to the whimsy and charm. There had to be downsides to residing in such a rural, secluded area. “Do you like it here? I imagine it’s not easy being so removed from real life.”

      “Interesting choice of words.” Logan fell in step beside her. “It’s remote, but I don’t mind. I mostly keep to myself, anyway.” He gestured over his shoulder. “If you walk the other direction, you’ll reach the end of State Street. It dead-ends into a walking trail along the bluff. I go on runs, surf during the warmer months. It’s not a bad life.”

      “What do you do for work?” Although innocent enough, she regretted her question when a dark shadow distorted his features.

      “Odd jobs, mostly online. Some transcription, data entry, that sort of thing. And I get disability from the Air Force.” His jaw twitched as though it pained him to admit it.

      “I’m so sorry.” She recognized the haunted look in his eyes. She saw a similar one in the mirror every morning. “Donnie never mentioned your injury.”

      His gaze met hers, hesitant and conflicted, as though wrestling with his next words. The muscles in his jaw flexed again. “When I was discharged, I had nowhere to go and no one would hire me. Donnie offered me this place. Said he needed someone to look after it for a while. He did me a solid, and I’ll never forget it.”

      The unexpected affection in Logan’s voice, and the way he spoke about Donnie with such respect and gratitude, softened the bitter edges around her heart. Her fingers found the familiar silver chain at her throat.

      She didn’t know why Donnie never mentioned the house or Logan. And she still didn’t like that he’d kept it from her. But she did know her husband was a good man. And the reminder offered both comfort and renewed heartache in equal measure.

      They walked in silence for a few minutes, listening to the rumble of the ocean in the distance.

      Knowing the background behind how Logan had come to live here, Abby couldn’t imagine asking him to leave. Donnie had wanted to look after his friend, and as far as she was concerned, Logan could live in the house for as long as he wanted. She didn’t need the money.

      The only niggling concern was how quickly she’d become enamored with the place herself.

      Perhaps she should tell Logan right now that she didn’t plan to kick him out. Then, she’d be obligated to keep her verbal agreement, regardless of her increasing fondness for the house.

      She’d almost formulated her offer when they reached the end of the road. Suddenly, she lost the ability to string two words together.

      In all her life, she’d never seen anything so breathtaking.

      As though putting on a show just for her, the spirited ocean waves splashed against the rocky coastline, tossing frothy white spray into the air like confetti.

      Beneath them, tucked into the crescent bay, a white sand beach glittered in the sunlight, and a few boats bobbed contentedly beside a narrow pier.

      As if the picturesque scene wasn’t perfect enough, a charming lighthouse winked at her from the tip of the cape as if to ask, Are you sure you don’t want to stay here forever?

      The trouble was she wasn’t sure.

      Not one little bit.

      And the realization caught her completely off guard.
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      Logan couldn’t help analyzing every minuscule flicker of emotion that crossed Abby’s features, as if his entire future depended on the tiniest flutter of her eyelashes and imperceptible parting of her lips.

      In a way, he supposed it did.

      She was clearly falling for Blessings Bay and its unavoidable charm.

      His only hope rested in the fact that Abby hated Christmas.

      Which meant she was in for an unpleasant surprise.

      He watched her closely as they turned onto Main Street, a long thoroughfare with shops on one side and the oceanscape on the other.

      While burnished rays of sunlight bathed the Victorian-style storefronts, showing them off in a far too flattering light, he wasn’t worried. The Christmassy explosion drenching the town in decorations counteracted the otherwise appealing effect.

      At least, he suspected it would to Abby.

      “You’ve got to be kidding.” Her nose wrinkled as she took in the yards of evergreen garlands, brightly colored bunting, and wreaths adorning every window and doorway. A twenty-foot Christmas tree stood in the center of the grassy promenade lining the bluff, and festive music spilled onto the sidewalk. “Are you guys trying to win the title of most excessively decorated town?”

      “I wasn’t aware such a competition existed, but I did hear Santa Claus has a beach house here.”

      To his surprise, she laughed, shaking her head with an expression of amusement and incredulity. “This is exactly the kind of overzealous Christmas spirit Donnie would’ve loved.”

      As realization dawned, Logan could’ve kicked himself. Or gone another round with the Taser. “That’s why you’re skipping Christmas, isn’t it? Because of Donnie.”

      She stiffened as though morphing into self-defense mode. “I realize it might be an overreaction to some people, but—”

      “Hey, who am I to judge your grieving process? I’m sure even Tiny Tim and Cindy Lou Who would cut you some slack.”

      This evoked another smile, and he tried not to stare. But it wasn’t easy.

      “How come you don’t like Christmas?” she asked.

      “Who says I don’t?”

      “Well, you gave it up pretty quickly. Don’t you usually celebrate?”

      He shrugged, lengthening his stride. Why did the market have to be at the far end of the street? “My grandparents raised me. They both died while I was serving overseas. Since then, I haven’t really seen the point.”

      “I’m so sorry, Logan.” Her tone exuded genuine empathy, which he found oddly comforting, considering she was essentially a stranger.

      “You learn to get by.”

      “You do?” They stopped in front of the quaint general store, and Abby glanced up, searching his face as though he could offer some sort of tangible hope.

      The only problem? He couldn’t. He didn’t even know why he’d said that, except it seemed like the right thing to say in the moment—a coddling cliché. How could he tell her the aching void never went away?

      “Absolutely,” he lied, forcing a smile as he held open the door for her.

      She slipped past, and he remembered a second too late that he probably should’ve warned her first.
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        * * *

      

      Abby glanced over her shoulder at the exit, reassessing her whereabouts. Had she stepped into a grocery store or a portal to the North Pole?

      A plethora of paper snowflakes hung from the ceiling and elaborate displays decorated the tops of the tall shelves, each one representing a different Christmas-themed vignette.

      And instead of normal aisle markers, the signs designated sections like Comet’s Canned Goods, Prancer’s Produce, and Dasher’s Deli. Even Blizten’s Liquor, a departure from the alliterative pattern for a mildly uncouth play on words.

      Donnie would have loved it, which only made Abby miss him more.

      “You okay?” Logan asked in a voice low enough for no one else to hear.

      Swallowing the lump in her throat, she nodded. “Uh-huh. But I might keep my items under the limit for the express lane.”

      “Unfortunately, there’s only one cashier. Archie, the store owner. And I don’t think he’s going to be your favorite person.”

      He nodded toward the checkout line where a bearded man stood in a full Santa suit of crimson velvet and shiny gold buttons.

      “Oh no,” Abby groaned.

      “It gets worse. He’ll probably try to hand you a candy cane, too. Unless you request the complimentary carrot instead. The kids like to feed his pet reindeer, Tinsel.”

      “Wow.” Abby had no words. This town took Christmas to a whole nother level. And to think, she’d come here to get away from it all.

      “Stay close,” Logan said, gently cupping her elbow. “I’ll shield you from the truly horrendous displays, like the ten-foot snowman made out of stacked toilet paper rolls.”

      He grinned, trying to ease her discomfort with levity, but she couldn’t focus. Something about the feel of his fingertips on her skin short-circuited her brain, cutting off communication to her extremities.

      When she didn’t move, he leaned in closer, only making the situation worse. “Are you sure you’re okay? We can leave if it’s too much.”

      She bit down on her lip and the sharp pain seemed to reboot her system. “I’m fine. Thanks. Let me just check my list.” She used the opportunity to extricate her elbow from his grasp and reached into her purse.

      As they strolled the aisles, her pulse slowly returned to normal, but she couldn’t help noticing the other shoppers’ less-than-subtle glances in their direction.

      “Logan,” she began quietly, when he paused in Frosty’s Frozen Food section. “Have you noticed the way people keep staring at us?”

      “I hadn’t.” He frowned, glancing over his shoulder. “But now that you mention it…”

      “Is it because I’m new in town?” While she found that hard to believe, especially in an area that seemed to cater to tourists, she couldn’t think of another explanation.

      “It’s not you.” He raked his fingers through his thick, light-brown hair, his shoulders tense. “I should’ve thought of this earlier.”

      “Thought of what?”

      “Verna Hoffstetter.”

      “You’re going to have to help me out here. I have no idea what you’re talking about.” She tried to ignore the two women peering at them over a pyramid of minced pie filling.

      Logan ducked behind a wall of boxed waffle mix, gesturing for her to follow. “Verna Hoffstetter is the town gossip and our neighbor across the street. I should’ve figured she’d see us leaving the house together and jump to certain conclusions.”

      Heat swept across Abby’s cheeks as she realized what he meant. “I didn’t think about how it would look, the two of us staying together.”

      “It doesn’t help that I haven’t dated anyone since I moved here. The possibility of me having a girlfriend is prime time news.”

      Her gaze darted to Logan’s face in surprise. With those distracting blue eyes and strong, sculpted features, she found his single status hard to believe. Not that she paid attention to that sort of thing.

      “Don’t worry,” he continued. “I’ll go over to Verna’s as soon as we get back and set the record straight.”

      “That would be great,” she said a little more emphatically than necessary.

      She glanced at her ring finger, barely able to make out the faded tan line.

      At least she wasn’t still wearing her wedding band and diamond solitaire. The rumor mill would have a field day with that detail.

      She’d removed the white gold set a few months after Donnie passed, hoping to avoid the inevitable questions about her husband. It was easier if people didn’t know she’d ever been married. Otherwise, she’d be forced to relive his horrific accident over and over again every time she met someone new.

      However, there was a downside to her bare ring finger. Men asked her out constantly, and she tired of turning them down as politely as possible. Plus, with each suitor she rejected, she had to deal with Nadia, who thought it would be healthy for her to get back in the dating game. The furthest thing from a romantic, her friend believed a year was a respectable mourning period.

      But to Abby, the twelve months had passed in the span of a single second while simultaneously dragging on for an eternity.

      How could you explain to someone who had never experienced a similar loss that moving on wasn’t an option?
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      Abby filled a loaf pan with thick, cinnamon-speckled pumpkin bread batter, dropping a few globs on the counter in her state of distraction. She cast another furtive glance out the large bay window in the breakfast nook.

      Logan crossed the street toward a lilac-colored Queen Anne Victorian with a horde of plastic elves on the front lawn.

      A strange sensation swam in her stomach as he mounted the broad steps and maneuvered around the oversize wreath made of ornaments and abalone shells and knocked on the front door.

      When she’d left home less than forty-eight hours ago, she’d planned on spending the holidays alone with her heartache. But something about being with Logan made Donnie feel closer, somehow. Perhaps because he’d known her husband so well.

      Maybe spending time together would be a blessing in disguise?

      Her phone warbled on the white tile countertop and she slid the loaf pan in the oven before answering it. “Good morning.”

      “Thank goodness you’re alive,” Nadia gushed, skipping the pleasantries. “I barely slept all night, worried you wound up in the Amityville Horror house or something.”

      Abby laughed, pressing the phone between her ear and shoulder as she cracked eggs into a large bowl. “I survived. But not entirely without incident. You’ll never believe what happened last night.” Her gaze flickered out the window again, catching sight of Logan as he disappeared inside Verna’s house. With the coast clear, she filled Nadia in on the details.

      “I knew someone would be living there,” Nadia said, half scolding, half enthralled. “Tell me everything. What’s he like?”

      Abby hesitated, her whisk hovering above the creamy egg mixture. How could she describe someone who appeared to be a walking contradiction? Logan seemed both warm and guarded, open and mysterious, charming and unapproachable, attractive and—

      She straightened, startled by her own thoughts. Attractive? Since when did she notice other men, let alone the finer points of their appearance?

      Returning to her task, she answered casually, “He’s… nice.”

      “Nice? Is that all I get?” Nadia cried. “Is he cute?”

      Abby flushed, furiously whipping the poor eggs as if they’d personally offended her. Recognizing her unnecessary fervor, she set down the whisk.

      Pull yourself together, Abby. It’s a simple question.

      “Some people might think so.”

      “What about you?” Nadia pressed. “Do you think so?”

      Abby tugged on the collar of her sweater. The warmth of the oven engulfed the entire kitchen, and she stepped toward the window, seeking relief.

      Still no sign of Logan. His talk with Verna was taking longer than she expected.

      “Abby…” Nadia’s smirk traveled through the speaker. “Am I to infer by your silence that you find this Logan guy attractive?”

      “No,” Abby snapped, surprised by the force of her own words. Her heart raced like a wild animal backed into a corner.

      “I’m sorry,” Nadia said softly. “I know you need more time and I shouldn’t push you. I’m just worried you’ve got it into your head that in order to honor Donnie, you need to be alone forever.”

      Abby lifted a finger, capturing a tear she hadn’t realized was there.

      She knew Nadia meant well, but how could she explain herself to someone who didn’t believe in soul mates? To Nadia, relationships were pragmatic, not fairy tales. And it didn’t help that her parents had an arranged marriage in India before moving to the States, and they couldn’t be happier together.

      “Donnie was my one great love, Nadia,” Abby whispered around the lump in her throat. “My person.”

      “I know. It’s just—” Nadia paused. When she spoke again, her voice sounded softer, almost sorrowful. “I think you have more room in your heart than you realize.”

      For a long moment, neither of them broke the silence. Abby wrestled with her friend’s words and the familiar ache that wrapped around her chest, siphoning her oxygen.

      A loud crack brought the world back into focus.

      Searching for the source of the sound, her gaze settled on the large oak tree in the front yard.

      A scrawny boy, possibly seven or eight, scrambled down the massive trunk and plopped onto the ground.

      The thought of him getting hurt climbing such an old, decrepit tree made her pulse quicken, but Abby resisted the urge to rush outside and lecture someone else’s child. After all, what did she know about such matters?

      He caught her eye in the window for the briefest of seconds before scampering across the lawn and down the street toward the dead end.

      “Abby?” Nadia asked tentatively. “Are you okay?”

      “Uh-huh.” Abby blinked, wondering if she’d been imagining things.

      “You know I love you.”

      The concern in her friend’s voice drew her back to their conversation. For all her bluntness, Nadia really did speak her mind out of genuine care and concern. “I love you, too. And I promise to keep you updated.”

      “You’re still coming back after Christmas, right?”

      “Of course,” Abby assured her, ignoring the faint hum of hesitation in her heart.
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        * * *

      

      Although he’d helped Verna with various tasks over the years, Logan couldn’t remember ever being inside her house.

      The interior matched his expectations exactly—vivid wall colors, antique furniture recovered in funky fabrics, and framed photographs of Mr. Bingley, an English bulldog mix who had taken a liking to him for inexplicable reasons.

      Even now, as Logan sat at the kitchen table nursing a cup of peppermint tea, the roly-poly pup wiggled by his feet, polishing the hardwood floor with his substantial backside.

      “Okay, Bing, you little beggar. Here ya go.” Logan relented and bent to give the dog a few scratches behind his ear. “Happy now?”

      The pup’s tongue flopped out of his mouth, giving his flat, squishy face a comical expression.

      Logan chuckled.

      “I’m sorry, dear,” Verna cooed, sliding a tray of plump, golden snickerdoodles out of the oven, flooding the room with the distracting scent of cinnamon and sugar. “You had something you wanted to tell me?”

      Logan’s mouth watered, but he tried to focus. They’d been sidetracked enough already. She’d initially invited him into the kitchen to check on the cookies, but had spent the last ten minutes telling him about the time she met Neil Diamond buying a Little Debbie in the back of a supermarket while she was on vacation in New York. And all because his version of “Joy to the World” happened to be playing on the radio the moment they walked in.

      “Just wanted to let you know I’ll have a houseguest over the holidays. The owner wanted to check on the property.” Okay, so that was stretching the truth a bit. But how else was he supposed to explain it? “She plans to keep to herself for the most part since it’s purely a professional visit.”

      He thought that last part was a nice touch, but Verna didn’t appear to be listening.

      “She’s a pretty little thing, isn’t she? Reminds me just a skosh of Audrey Hepburn, may she rest in peace. Her features are a little more angular, I suppose, but remarkably beautiful, don’t you think?”

      “Sure, I guess,” Logan said noncommittally. He really didn’t want to comment on Abby’s level of attractiveness. In fact, for his own sanity, he shouldn’t even be thinking about it.

      “You guess?” Verna shook her head and gave a disapproving cluck. “Is there something wrong with your eyes?”

      “No. I just—” He paused, glancing at Mr. Bingley for backup.

      The dog merely gazed up at him with big, innocent brown eyes. Clearly, he’d never heard of bros before broads.

      “I haven’t paid much attention.”

      Okay, that time he felt a little guilty. He hadn’t planned on lying through his teeth when he came over here, but Verna sure knew how to put a guy on the spot.

      Time to regroup.

      “Anyway, I just wanted to give you a heads-up in case you spotted us coming in and out of the house together, on occasion. Although, as I mentioned, it shouldn’t be too often since it’s not a social visit.”

      “Are you taking her to the Christmas tree lighting ceremony this weekend?” Verna asked, scooping the soft, melt-in-your-mouth cookies onto a cooling rack.

      Logan frowned. Had she been listening to anything he said? “Definitely not.”

      “That’s a shame. It’s one of the most romantic events in town, other than Bells on the Bay, but that’s not for a few more weeks.”

      He suppressed a groan. She really wasn’t getting it. But rather than convince her that there was absolutely zero chance of anything romantic happening between him and Abby, he stood. “Thanks for the tea.”

      “Anytime, dear. And take some cookies for you and your special guest.” She loaded a plate with an assortment of baked goods.

      He eyed the sugar cookies warily. The snowflakes and Santa hats might go against Abby’s anti-Christmas rule.

      But before he could respond, Verna asked, “Would you mind doing me one little favor before you go?”

      “Sure,” he said, hoping she didn’t want him to hang any more Christmas lights. The twinkling bulbs on every tree, shrub, railing, and porch column already boasted a near-blinding effect.

      Luckily, the favor consisted of an interior decoration Abby would never have to see—a sprig of mistletoe for the chandelier in the foyer.

      “Thank you, dear,” Verna said as he climbed the six-foot ladder. “My old knees don’t work like they used to.”

      “No problem.” He secured the sprig of mistletoe to the bottom of the light fixture with the glossy red ribbon, then tilted his head back to make sure it hung straight.

      At the subtle gesture, a searing pain shot through his neck like an electrical current.

      He wasn’t sure if he cried out or if the sound reverberated inside his own head, but within seconds he’d collapsed on the floor, and Verna crouched over him.

      His vision blurred and he couldn’t make out more than a faint outline of her face as she said in a strangled voice, “Don’t move. I’m calling 911.”

      “Wait,” he groaned, blindly reaching for her hand.

      “Logan, you need a doctor.” A quiver hid behind her words, although she tried to steady them.

      While he’d endured this a thousand times before, he hated putting her through the strain and worry, which was exactly why he kept to himself, preferring to deal with the spasms on his own.

      “Don’t call. I’m fine.” The stabbing sensation now resembled hot coals heaped on his skin, but he knew it would pass. It always did. And this time, it seemed to be subsiding more quickly than his last episode.

      He shifted his weight, groaning as his hip rebelled against the movement. He was going to be sore tomorrow, if not sooner.

      “You shouldn’t move,” Verna told him. “I’ll call for some help. Maybe your new friend—”

      “No,” he grunted, forcing himself to sit upright. The last thing he wanted was for Abby to see him like this. “I just need to go home and lie down.”

      Making it across the street would be excruciating, but he could do it. He’d been through worse, fueled by adrenaline and survival instincts.

      Beads of sweat dotted his brow as he struggled to his feet with only one thought in mind—get to the bungalow in the backyard without Abby spotting him.
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      Abby glanced at her phone for the hundredth time. Logan still hadn’t returned from Verna’s.

      Her gaze drifted to the dining table where breakfast waited. She’d really outdone herself. Generous slices of her famous pumpkin bread, scrambled eggs with fresh basil, heirloom tomatoes and feta cheese, crispy bacon, and fragrant skillet-fried potatoes with butter, garlic, and chives.

      All of it cold.

      Was it possible he’d forgotten?

      A surge of disappointment rippled through her, although she tried to pass it off as hunger pangs.

      Maybe she should go over to Verna’s to make sure everything was okay?

      Abby rose, then paused when a motion outside the window caught her attention.

      Verna Hoffstetter emerged from her home, a wrinkly dog waddling beside her.

      The door closed behind them.

      No sign of Logan.

      Her chest squeezed as the pair strolled down the street toward town.

      Logan must’ve already left Verna’s. And he hadn’t come home.

      Embarrassed by the degree of her disappointment, Abby gathered the plates and carried them into the kitchen, telling herself she simply disliked the thought of wasted food.

      She didn’t care whether or not they had breakfast together, but if she was going to go through all that effort, he could at least have the decency to cancel their plans properly.

      What was it with some men and avoiding conflict? Donnie never wanted to talk things out. After a fight, he’d go to the gym for a few hours, come home, and pretend like nothing had ever happened.

      The one time she’d called him on it, things hadn’t gone well.

      Tears burned the backs of her eyes and she scrubbed the frying pan until her fingers hurt, fighting the memories that struggled to the surface.

      Their biggest fight had destroyed her most deep-seated dream—to be a mother.

      After trying to conceive for several months, they’d scheduled a doctor’s visit and received the painful news about Donnie’s infertility. When the initial sense of loss lessened, Abby realized they’d been given an opportunity—a gift—to bring a child into their home who desperately needed a family.

      With a newfound sense of excitement, Abby dove into research, learning all she could about foster care and adoption. She’d been thrilled to tell Donnie that, in some cases, couples became parents in less than six months.

      She thought he’d be happy.

      Instead, he’d grown silent and distant, saying all sorts of things she couldn’t believe. Like how he didn’t think they were cut out to be parents after all.

      Utterly devastated, she wasn’t sure which hurt more—the thought of never becoming a mother or that Donnie didn’t think she’d make a good one.
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      Logan lay on the daybed, staring at the ceiling as he waited for the pain to pass.

      What he wouldn’t give for his TENS machine, or even some old-fashioned Bengay, but he couldn’t risk running into Abby.

      Hard to imagine he had any pride left, considering the side effects of his injury made him a pretty pathetic case.

      The debilitating spasms came and went as they pleased, like little masochists with a superiority complex, bending him to their will.

      He hated being helpless.

      And his condition wasn’t exactly a chick magnet, either.

      He’d been hurt when Kelli dumped him, but he didn’t really blame her. They both knew she deserved better.

      Marrying him would’ve been no better than tying a boulder to her ankle before jumping in the ocean. He’d only weigh her down.

      Of course, it would’ve been nice if she’d given him back the engagement ring….

      Searching for a distraction from his depressing thoughts, Logan scanned the interior of the bungalow.

      The previous owner had used the space for an art studio and she-shed. A daybed and reading chair occupied one side and easels and craft tables cluttered the other. A modest bathroom and kitchenette were situated in the back.

      Logan left the place largely untouched. He had enough on his hands maintaining the house and gardens that covered an entire acre of land.

      Part of him always wondered when Donnie would come to reclaim it. He’d started researching rentals after Donnie passed, expecting Abby to reach out regarding the property.

      His assumptions were partly spurred by guilt. And partly due to embarrassment over being a charity case. Not a day went by that he didn’t wrestle with the desire to do more with his life. But in the ring of defining choices, his self-loathing always won the match.

      Expecting more would only result in more disappointment. And the only thing worse than his own remorse was letting down other people.

      At the thought, a jolt of panic rocketed through him.

      Breakfast!

      He’d forgotten Abby’s breakfast.

      He closed his eyes, his hands curling into fists by his side.

      How could he let it slip his mind?

      He envisioned her sitting at the table, waiting for him as the food grew cold, and his jaw clenched.

      Good old unreliable Logan.

      In the Air Force, men had trusted him with their lives.

      Now, he couldn’t even be trusted with breakfast foods.

      He wasn’t sure he could sink much lower than that.
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      Abby poked her head out of her bedroom, straining to hear any sounds indicating whether or not Logan had come downstairs.

      Things were still a little uncomfortable after he showed up hours late to their botched breakfast.

      While his apology seemed genuine, he hadn’t offered an explanation or mentioned trying again.

      She wasn’t sure what she’d done to warrant the shift in his demeanor, but she told herself she didn’t care.

      Although, it didn’t stop her from avoiding him like an immature child.

      Taking the silence as a good sign, Abby crept down the hall toward the kitchen. She’d skipped breakfast and lunch, and her traitorous stomach made it perfectly clear it would stage a mutiny if she missed dinner, too.

      She rounded the corner, breathing a sigh of relief, only to suck it back in again when she spotted Logan.

      He looked equally startled to see her, his hand stilled halfway through opening a can of chicken soup.

      Awkward tension sizzled between them.

      Oh my goodness. This is ridiculous. We’re grown adults.

      Abby marched to the fridge and pulled out the potatoes and sausage links, and anything else from breakfast that would hold up to reheating.

      “There’s plenty,” she told him, without quite meeting his eye. “Help yourself.”

      “Thanks. It looks great.”

      She responded with a tepid smile and loaded her plate before shoving it in the microwave. The three minutes passed by like an eternity and she reached for the door before the timer had a chance to beep. “It’s all yours.”

      Gathering her plate and a fork, she headed back to her room, convincing herself that she wasn’t being rude. After all, keeping to themselves was their initial agreement.

      She’d barely made it two steps before someone knocked on the front door.

      Logan had his hands full scooping potatoes, so Abby set her plate on the counter to answer it.

      “Hello.” The visitor smiled at her from beneath a floppy elf’s hat.

      A short bark followed, and Abby dropped her gaze to the funny-looking dog by the woman’s feet. His wrinkly neck reminded her of Donnie’s loose socks that used to bunch up around his ankles.

      “I’m Verna and this is Mr. Bingley. We’re your neighbors across the street.”

      “Of course. So nice to meet you. I’m Abby.” She hoped her words sounded more genuine than they felt. Her plans hadn’t involved being chummy with the neighbors. Especially neighbors carrying a plate of humongous, festively shaped Christmas cookies.

      “I hope we’re not intruding, but we wanted to check on Logan after—”

      “The storm last night,” Logan interrupted, rushing forward. “All good here. Thanks for checking in, Verna.”

      “Oh.” Verna’s eyes widened. “I actually meant—”

      “Are those cookies for us?” Logan asked, cutting her off again.

      His voice rose an octave and he sounded unnaturally cheerful. Why did he look so uncomfortable?

      “Yes, you left them earlier when—”

      “How thoughtful of you to bring them by. Thank you.” Logan accepted the scrumptious-looking offering, then placed a hand on her shoulder. “So nice to see you, Verna. You and Bing have a great evening.”

      Abby watched with a mixture of confusion and admiration as he escorted her outside as though leaving was her idea.

      The door clicked behind them, and Logan appeared visibly relieved. “Sorry about that. She’s nice, but nosy.”

      “It’s okay.” She gave a small shrug, but something about the exchange didn’t sit well, as though she didn’t have the whole story. “Actually, I feel bad for being so unneighborly. I’ll be right back.” Slipping out the front door, she caught up to Verna in the street and called her name.

      The woman turned with a broad, inviting smile, as if expecting her. “Yes, dear?”

      “I’m sorry, this probably seems like a strange thing to ask, but did you really stop by to check on Logan because of the storm?”

      “Heavens no. If anyone can handle a bit of bad weather, Logan can. In fact, he’s come to my rescue a time or two.” She glanced left and right down the empty street, before confiding in a hushed tone, “If you must know, I wanted to see how he was doing after that nasty fall earlier.”

      “He fell?” Abby’s heartbeat quickened at the news.

      “Oh, yes. He took a terrible tumble off the ladder while hanging some mistletoe for me.”

      Abby frowned. Logan didn’t seem like the clumsy type.

      As if reading her mind, Verna added, “I think whatever happened to him today had something to do with his injury.”

      “You mean the one he sustained in the military?”

      “Yes. Although, I don’t think that’s the only one, if you know what I mean.”

      “I’m afraid I don’t.”

      Verna peered at her curiously for a moment before answering. “Logan strikes me as a man with many wounds. Some deeper than others.”

      Well, that was oddly cryptic. Before Abby could press further, Verna patted her hand. “Enjoy the cookies, dear.”

      With that, she shuffled off, Mr. Bingley toddling behind her.

      More confused than ever, Abby headed back inside. Only this time, she knew why Logan had missed breakfast. At least, part of the reason.

      When she rejoined him in the kitchen, her heart had softened, more concerned with his fall earlier than their missed meal. But why hadn’t he told her about it?

      “What are we going to do about these?” He nodded toward the sugar-coated contraband. To his credit, the clear plastic wrap remained firmly in place, even though the treats underneath looked temptingly delicious.

      “I’m not sure,” she admitted, ignoring the growl in her stomach.

      “Is it the colors or the shapes that make them objectionably Christmassy?” Logan asked, his expression serious.

      “Definitely the shapes.” The frosting and sprinkles covering the Christmas cutouts reflected the entire rainbow spectrum, not just the usual red and green.

      “Perfect.” Grabbing a butter knife from the utensil drawer, he selected a plump snowman with candied buttons down the front and sawed it in half. He didn’t stop there, breaking it into even smaller pieces before repeating the process with every single cookie until nothing remained save for bite-size chunks. When he finished, he held out the plate. “Hungry?”

      A smile spread across Abby’s face. “I can’t believe I’m saying this after watching you mangle them, but yes.” She pinched one of the pieces between her fingers and plopped it in her mouth. The sweet morsel melted on her tongue, and she released a low moan. “Wow, that’s good.”

      Logan tossed one in his mouth, and based on the way his muscles relaxed, he didn’t disagree.

      She glanced from Logan to the deconstructed cookies to her plate of leftovers.

      Maybe they could have a do-over?

      He collected his dinner, preparing to head back upstairs.

      Before she’d thought it all the way through, she blurted, “Would you like to join me for breakfast… for dinner?”

      His response seemed to take eons, though in reality, only a few seconds passed.

      “Sure. But can I make a request?”

      “Of course.” Her heart nervously inched toward her throat. What could it be?

      “Can we have some of that pumpkin bread you made earlier? The smell’s been taunting me all day.”

      Abby grinned, a happy warmth wrapping around her like a blanket. “I’m sure that can be arranged.”

      She followed Logan to the table, suddenly eager to find out what he thought of the meal.

      For reasons she couldn’t fully explain, she really hoped he liked it.
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        * * *

      

      Logan wasn’t one to fawn over good food.

      Even though Blessings Bay had excellent restaurant options, and some of the best seafood on the West Coast, he preferred not to spend too much time in town. Which meant he cooked most of his own meals. And even then, the term “cook” was generous.

      Normally, he didn’t mind. He was used to bland fare. The Air Force wasn’t exactly known for its culinary prowess.

      But after a home-cooked meal like Abby’s? And one that had been reheated, no less.

      Well, she might have ruined him forever.

      “I take it you didn’t like the potatoes?” she teased, noticing he’d scarfed down every last one in record time.

      “They were pretty inedible, but I didn’t want to hurt your feelings,” he replied, matching her playful tone and rising to get seconds.

      Abby laughed, deep and rich, the kind of laugh where she threw her head back ever so slightly. The kind from the photograph.

      Logan stood motionless, halted halfway to the kitchen, mesmerized by the sight. Her smile was even more beautiful than he remembered.

      He shook himself out of the trance before she caught him staring and loaded his plate with more leftovers.

      After a quick zap in the microwave, he returned to the table. “Where’d you learn to cook like this?”

      “I’ve been cooking for as long as I can remember. My dad left when I was little and my mom worked two jobs. She was usually too tired to do more than reheat frozen or prepackaged meals. But we had a community garden in our apartment complex and I started helping out an older woman who lived upstairs. She could turn two ingredients into the most amazing meal you’ve ever had.”

      Her features softened as she spoke, and her affection for the woman shone in her hazel eyes.

      “Do you keep in touch with her?”

      Abby glanced at her empty plate, sweeping aside a strand of hair that had fallen across her face. “She passed away shortly before I graduated and left home. But she was the one who inspired me to go to culinary school.”

      “Did you want to own your own restaurant?”

      “To be honest, I didn’t plan that far ahead. I just wanted to make good food people enjoyed.”

      “Mission accomplished.” Logan stuffed another forkful into his mouth.

      She smiled again, visibly pleased. And Logan realized for all the times Donnie bragged about Abby, he’d never mentioned her job.

      “Do you work in a restaurant now?” he asked, although he’d be surprised if a chef could take off the whole month of December. Weren’t the holidays a busy season?

      “I write cookbooks. So most of my cooking is coming up with new recipes for other people to make.” She sounded almost wistful, and a little of the light left her eyes.

      “I should get a few. My cooking skills consist of opening cans and peeling back plastic wrap. What are the titles? Or should I just Google your name and they’ll all come up?”

      She shifted in her seat, fidgeting with her fork. “I’m actually a ghostwriter. I work with other people’s ideas and their name goes on the cover.”

      “Huh. I guess that makes sense. Similar to all those celebrity autobiographies, but with food.”

      “Exactly.” She pushed back her chair. “Ready for dessert?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      He noticed her demeanor shift as she set the plump loaf on a cutting board, the sweet and spicy aroma filling the room as she cut generous slices. When she handed him his serving, her smile had returned full force.

      Why did she write other people’s cookbooks when she so clearly loved the in-person experience?

      She watched him take his first bite, and he didn’t even care if his goofy grin looked ridiculous. “I’m a pumpkin bread aficionado and this beats them all.”

      She beamed at him.

      “If my grandma were still around, she’d hound you for the recipe.”

      “She could try, but there are some recipes I’ll never part with, not even for a client.”

      “I don’t know, Grandma Gladys looked sweet and innocent, but she was ruthless when it came to good recipes. She badgered her neighbor Mabel for twenty years for the secret to her sticky buns.”

      “And did she get it?”

      “She sure did. Won it in a poker game.”

      “You’re joking.”

      “No, ma’am. Honest truth. And when she got it, she locked it in her little recipe box.”

      “Wow. She actually kept them under lock and key?”

      “Yep. And she kept the key on a chain around her neck at all times.”

      Abby laughed. “She sounds like my kind of woman.”

      Logan knew his grandmother would’ve loved Abby. And she wouldn’t have bought into the whole widows-of-friends-are-off-limits mindset, either.

      In fact, the more time he spent around Abby, the more he questioned it, too.
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      Relishing the cold air against her cheeks, Abby pulled the plush blanket tighter around her, careful not to spill her mug of hot coffee.

      Back home, she rarely spent time outside. Granted, they had only a tiny balcony off the living room at Nadia’s place. And the view of other apartment buildings hardly warranted hours of admiration.

      But in Blessings Bay, she’d discovered a hidden utopia in the spacious backyard.

      The French doors of the master suite led to a small stone patio with a wicker loveseat and matching chairs—her own intimate oasis. A cozy bungalow and beautiful gazebo occupied the opposite end of the sprawling lawn, surrounded by shrubs and foliage waiting to blossom after winter passed.

      But what Abby loved most was the breathtaking view of the ocean. The endless expanse stretched on for miles, rippling in the sunlight with hypnotic brilliance. She could spend hours listening to the waves crash against the rocky coastline despite the frosty breeze fluttering strands of hair across her face. She should ask Logan if they owned a firepit. If they did, she might never leave the backyard.

      She might never leave Blessings Bay.

      The thought startled her, and Abby straightened. She’d been here for three days and she already wanted to stay? It didn’t make sense. Her home, her friends, were all down south. And when her mother visited from Chicago, she liked to go to Disneyland and shopping in LA. She’d never talk her into schlepping all the way to the middle of nowhere.

      Pushing off the quilt, Abby scrambled to her feet. She needed a reality check. A walk into town would set her straight. After five minutes of strolling Main Street, she’d get bored and remember why she loved living in the city.

      Without even finishing her coffee, Abby dressed and slipped out the front door, anxious to leave the comfort of her too-cozy cocoon.

      Choosing the quickest path to the road, she strode across the lawn, bypassing the meandering stone pathway.

      A loud crack rattled overhead, followed by a jarring thump a few inches from her feet.

      Her yelp caught in her throat, and she froze, too startled to leap out of the way.

      A rotted tree branch lay severed in several jagged chunks on the ground.

      If she’d been standing a few more inches to the right, it would have landed on her head.

      A second later, a small boy scurried down the trunk, his expression sheepish.

      The boy again.

      Another jolt of adrenaline surged through her as a million thoughts collided all at once.

      Is he all right? What was he doing up there? Where are his parents?

      “Are you okay?” She scanned his scrawny frame for cuts and bruises. Luckily, he appeared unscathed.

      He nodded, confirming her assessment.

      As her fear subsided, another instinct kicked in—the one that wanted to prevent future harm.

      “You really shouldn’t be climbing that tree. It’s not safe.”

      His features crumbled as though she’d just told him Santa Claus wasn’t real. He must really like climbing trees.

      “It’s okay to climb some trees,” she amended, hoping to lift his spirits. “Just not this one. It’s old and the branches are weak. It’s only meant to be looked at.”

      He cocked his head, his warm brown eyes curious. “You mean like a Christmas tree?”

      “Yeah, kind of like a Christmas tree. You don’t climb your Christmas tree at home, do you?”

      His face fell again, and he glanced at the ground. “We don’t have one. They cost too much.”

      His words pierced a place in her heart that reached beyond her own complicated feelings about the holiday. No little boy should go without a Christmas tree. Not if she could help it.

      “I’m Abby, by the way. What’s your name?”

      “Max,” he said shyly.

      “Nice to meet you, Max. Do you live nearby?” she asked, a plan formulating in her mind.

      He nodded, pointing down the street. “The gray house at the end.”

      “And you know what Blessings Bay is famous for, right?” She was making stuff up on the spot, but it wasn’t like he’d know that. Kids were gullible, weren’t they?

      He shook his head.

      “It’s known for unexpected blessings. Like a Christmas tree.”

      He frowned, tilting his head again.

      Okay, so kids didn’t grasp subtlety. She’d have to try a different tact. “Why don’t you head home and see if one shows up later today?”

      His eyes brightened, but hesitation hung around him like a heavy shadow. “You really think it could?”

      “I do. After all, it’s the season of miracles.”

      He didn’t look convinced, but seemed willing to give her theory a try as he ambled toward the road.

      Her heart wrenched when he glanced over his shoulder with a look of timid uncertainty.

      What had happened in this boy’s life to make him so skeptical?

      Whatever it was, she hoped surprising him with a Christmas tree would bring a smile to his face.

      But to do so, she’d have to explain to Logan why she was breaking her anti-Christmas rule.

      And convince him to help.
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        * * *

      

      Logan poured himself a cup of coffee, savoring the earthy aroma as it floated toward him. Was it his imagination or did the coffee taste better since Abby arrived?

      As if on cue, she strolled into the kitchen, a sight for sore eyes in a cream cable-knit sweater that brought out the rosiness in her cheeks.

      Good grief. He’d gone soft. When had he ever thought about rosy cheeks before?

      He gulped his coffee, barely registering when it burned his tongue.

      “Good morning.” An underlying question hid behind her greeting.

      Logan lowered his mug. “What’s up?”

      “I, uh, have a favor to ask. If you’re not busy.” Why did she sound so nervous?

      “Sure. What do you need?”

      He took another sip of coffee, almost spewing it across the room when she said, “I need a Christmas tree.”

      “You what?”

      She fidgeted with the hem of her sweater, not quite meeting his eye. “It’s not for me. It’s for Max, the boy who lives down the street. Do you know him?”

      “I’ve seen him around the last couple of months, but no, we haven’t met.” He ignored the sharp pang of guilt for completely ignoring the world around him. Not that he didn’t have a good reason for it.

      “I just caught him climbing the tree in our front yard.”

      “I’m not surprised. It’s the tallest one on the block. If I were a kid, I’d wanna climb it, too.”

      “Well, don’t mention that little tidbit to Max. I told him not to climb it anymore. That ancient tree is an accident waiting to happen.”

      Logan hid a smile at her motherly tone. And for the briefest of moments, he wondered why she and Donnie never had kids. “So, why the sudden desire to get him a Christmas tree?”

      “He mentioned that his family couldn’t afford one, and regardless of how I feel about the holidays, that didn’t sit well with me.”

      A strange tingling sensation spread across his chest as he stared at her, amazed by her kindness. She really was something else. He swallowed against the unusual tightness in his throat. “That’s thoughtful.”

      She shrugged, brushing off his compliment. “I don’t mind paying for the tree, but I’m not sure I can manage picking it up by myself, especially with my tiny car. You wouldn’t happen to have a truck, would you?”

      The reality of her request hit him in the gut. She wanted his help to transport the tree? Of course she did. Why wouldn’t the one favor she needed be the one thing he couldn’t do? His crummy luck wouldn’t have it any other way.

      “I don’t.” Her hopeful expression unraveled at his admission, and he loathed the thought of letting her down. Even if it meant choking on his pride. “But I have something else that might work.”

      A smile lit her face, and he took a mental snapshot to ease the sting that would follow next.

      He led her to the garage and flipped on the light.

      There, gleaming before them, sat a cherry-red 1972 Chevy El Camino, fully remodeled and polished to perfection.

      His baby.

      His untouched, completely pointless baby.

      Abby whistled. “She’s beautiful. You’re not worried about chipping the paint if we put a tree in the back?”

      “Not really.” In his long list of reservations, that didn’t even register.

      But she must have sensed his reluctance and ascribed the wrong meaning, because her features softened. “Thank you, Logan. I can tell the car means a lot to you, and I appreciate your generosity. I promise to let you drive, and I’ll be extra careful when we’re loading the tree.”

      “That’s the problem.” He raked his fingers through his hair, his jaw tense.

      “What is?”

      He grabbed the key hanging on a hook by the door and handed it to her.

      She glanced from the key to his face, clearly confused.

      Just man up and say it.

      With a deep breath, he confessed, “I can’t drive.”
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      Her heart racing, Abby eased out of the driveway, checking over her shoulder so many times, she nearly got a neck cramp.

      Why didn’t Logan drive? And if he didn’t drive, why would he have such a beautiful car? And in mint condition, no less. He clearly spent a great deal of time taking care of it.

      She stole a sideways glance at his profile in the passenger seat.

      He stared straight ahead, his fingers tapping his knee in an agitated rhythm.

      The man was an enigma, and although his expression and posture screamed I don’t want to talk about it, Abby couldn’t help herself.

      She decided to tiptoe her way into the conversation. “This is a gorgeous car. Did you remodel it yourself?”

      He nodded.

      “The only thing missing is the gearshift knob.” When she first climbed into the driver's seat, she noticed he’d used a tennis ball instead. He’d also been surprised she could drive a stick shift. She’d smiled to herself, grateful Donnie had insisted on teaching her.

      “I haven’t been able to find the right one. Needs to be vintage wood, not the basic black.”

      All right… they were finally getting somewhere.

      Keeping her gaze on the road, she asked as nonchalantly as possible, “So, how come you don’t drive it?”

      No response.

      She shifted her grip on the steering wheel, willing herself not to sneak a peek in his direction.

      Was he annoyed? Upset? Irritated? She didn’t want to know.

      Feigning innocence, she tried a different approach. “I suppose there isn’t much reason to drive when you live in a town like Blessings Bay, where almost everything is within walking distance.”

      Crickets.

      Wait. Did he say something? Or was it more of a grunt?

      She braved a glance.

      His fingers had stopped strumming and were clenched around his knee, his knuckles white.

      Abby gulped. Maybe she should stop prying? If he wanted to tell her, he would.

      Switching her focus back to the road, she fought against an unexpected disappointment that went deeper than sheer curiosity. She actually cared about this man. But then, he was a friend of Donnie’s. Of course she cared.

      Granting Logan his privacy, she reached for the radio dial to fill the silence.

      “I made the decision to give up driving a few years ago,” he said quietly, stilling her hand.

      She returned her grasp to the wheel as subtly as possible.

      When he spoke again, his voice was low and impassive, but she sensed a heavy sadness hidden beneath his words.

      “I suffered a spinal cord injury in the Air Force, which resulted in a medical discharge. For months, I could barely walk. Physical therapy helped a lot, but one of my symptoms never went away.”

      A knot formed in the pit of Abby’s stomach, and she resisted the urge to reach for his hand.

      “I still get these periodic muscle spasms. They show up without warning and the intensity of the pain varies. Sometimes, it affects my extremities, shutting them down. That’s why I don’t drive. The last thing I want is to lose control behind the wheel of a car and injure someone else. Or worse.”

      Abby’s throat closed, and the air inside the car was suddenly stifling. “I’m so sorry, Logan.”

      “I can’t complain. A lot of men and women who served were dealt far worse.”

      The implication of his words passed over them like a suffocating shadow.

      Some men and women didn’t come home at all….
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      By the time they arrived at their destination, the mood had grown painfully somber. Logan regretted divulging the depressing details of his life to Abby, especially since it inadvertently conjured painful memories of Donnie.

      He wasn’t even sure why he’d shared, except an inexplicable urge to be raw and transparent had taken over him like a schmaltzy body snatcher.

      Something about Abby set his entire world off-kilter. And the only thing that made any sense was her connection to Donnie, to his old life before he became the shell of a man that he embodied today.

      Abby—with all her warmth, strength, and kindness—made him hope for something better, if only for a moment.

      But in the end, it didn’t matter.

      In a few weeks, she’d disappear, back home where she belonged.

      And his life—such as it was—would return to normal.

      He tried to push the thought out of his mind as they pulled into the parking lot of the Christmas tree farm.

      Well, it wasn’t technically a Christmas tree farm. Hilltop Haven was more of a nursery and sustainability research center that happened to sell Christmas trees.

      Zander Barns, the owner, was a botanist with a fascination for the local flora and fauna, particularly the massive redwoods and plethora of ferns.

      Selling plants and Christmas trees to locals funded his research.

      “Hey, Zander.” Logan held out his hand as he approached. He didn’t know the man well, but he’d come by a few times over the last few years when he’d had trouble with the garden. He’d promised to look after it, but his black thumb thwarted his efforts. Zander gave him useful tips to keep the poor, innocent plants alive.

      “Don’t tell me.” Zander placed a hand over his heart, smudging the magnifying glass protruding from the pocket of his khaki vest. “You finally killed the rhododendron ferrugineum?”

      “Not yet.” Logan grinned. “But believe it or not, I don’t need a gardening intervention today. We’re actually here for a Christmas tree.” He gestured toward Abby. “Zander, this is Abigail Preston. Abby, Zander Barns, the owner.”

      “Nice to meet you.” Abby smiled.

      Zander tipped his head in acknowledgment, the tips of his ears tinged pink. The thirtysomething botanist could work magic with a shrub or seedling. But a grown woman? Not so much.

      “What kind?” Zander directed his question to Logan.

      “What do you recommend?”

      “That depends on what you want. Size, shape, needle density, fragrance, longevity, water consumption? Do you care about the historical accuracy of the tradition? Or price point?” As Zander ticked off the various considerations, Logan realized his mistake. The man never skimped on details.

      “How about whichever one is your most popular?” Logan amended.

      “Ah. In that case, you want a Fraser fir.” Zander plucked a hacksaw off the rack behind him. “Up that hill. Choose whichever one you want, then bring it down for baling. Prices are on the red tags.”

      “Thanks.” Logan gestured for Abby to lead the way, since she’d orchestrated the expedition.

      As they meandered through each row, Logan watched a range of emotion flicker across Abby’s features, delight and sorrow appearing in equal measure. Almost as if she struggled to not enjoy herself.

      He couldn’t blame her. The crisp air carried the invigorating scent of fir and pine as it rustled through the branches, scattering rays of sunlight that surrounded them in a warm, hazy glow. Festive music followed them up the hill from Zander’s baling barn and would have been pleasant under normal circumstances.

      But Abby wanted to block out Christmas this year.

      And Logan was starting to wonder if she wanted to for her own well-being or if she simply believed she should for Donnie’s sake, as if enjoying it without him would be some kind of betrayal.

      “Did you and Donnie cut down your own Christmas trees?” he asked gently.

      “No,” she said wistfully. “But we always talked about it. The nearest you-cut farm was a few hours from our house, but we would’ve gone… eventually.” Her voice fell away, and Logan suddenly experienced a strong urge to comfort her, somehow.

      Instead, he cleared his throat, nodding toward a particularly full and fragrant tree. “What do you think of this one?”

      She cocked her head to the side, her features softening. “It’s perfect.”

      “Great.” He crouched beside the trunk, angling the hacksaw.

      “Wait.” Abby stepped forward, her tone tense.

      “What’s wrong?” Logan glanced over his shoulder, surprised by her strained expression. “Do you want a different one?”

      “It’s not that…” She fidgeted with the chain peeking behind the collar of her sweater.

      He leaned back on his heels, waiting for her to explain. What had made her so uncomfortable?

      She wouldn’t look him in the eye when she asked, “Can I do it?”

      His gaze fell to the hacksaw in his hand, then darted back to her face.

      She still wouldn’t look at him.

      A heavy weight settled in his stomach. Now that Abby knew about his spasms, she saw him differently.

      Weak. Incapable. Unreliable.

      Now, she pitied him.

      The same way Kelli had as soon as she found out.

      Right before she walked out of his life.
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      The entire drive home, Abby wrestled against welling tears.

      Her first time cutting down a Christmas tree was supposed to be with Donnie. He’d always wanted to go, but she’d complained that two hours was too far for a Christmas tree when they could buy one from the lot around the corner.

      But as soon as Logan knelt beside the trunk, something in her heart prompted her to speak up, as if cutting the tree herself would somehow fulfill one of Donnie’s Christmas wishes. She owed him that much, didn’t she?

      For a tiny fraction of a moment, she wondered if Donnie was watching her from Heaven. Would he be happy or saddened by her decision to skip Christmas? And would knowing the answer affect her decision?

      Her throat burned, and she swallowed, forcing the thought aside as they neared the gray, weathered house at the end of State Street. It stood separated from the other homes by a vacant lot overgrown with weeds.

      “Charming place,” Logan said wryly. He unclipped his seat belt and climbed out of the passenger seat.

      Abby followed slowly, struggling to compose herself.

      On top of her already fragile emotions, it pained her to see Max’s house in such disrepair. And although strange to admit, the absence of Christmas lights and decorations made it appear extra drab and forlorn.

      She reminded herself that appearances weren’t everything. Max could still have a happy, contented childhood without silly material things like curb appeal. But even with that knowledge, she couldn’t wait to give him the Christmas tree, sincerely hoping it would be a blessing for his family.

      Abby knocked on the grungy front door, her pulse fluttering in anticipation.

      After several silent minutes, no one answered.

      Her heart sank. “I guess no one’s home.” She turned to go, but a muffled noise came from somewhere inside.

      “Let’s try one more time.” Logan gave a few solid raps, then took a step back.

      Another minute or two passed and Abby suppressed a disappointed sigh.

      “Well,” Logan said. “We gave it our best shot. Maybe we can come back later?”

      They turned to leave when the door creaked open.

      “Hello?” A woman a year or two older than Abby peered at them through the crack.

      “Hi.” Summoning her friendliest smile, Abby held out her hand. “I’m Abby and this is Logan. We’re your neighbors down the street.”

      The woman stared at her hand as though she’d never seen one before, then shifted her gaze to Logan. “Can I help you with something?”

      Abby dropped her arm by her side. “We’ve actually come bearing gifts.” Her heartbeat quickened. Now that she stood in front of Max’s mom, she wasn’t sure what to say. “We, uh, have an extra Christmas tree and wondered if you might like it?”

      The woman, who still hadn’t offered her name, glanced over her shoulder, then back at Abby. “That’s very thoughtful, but no thank you. We already have a tree.”

      “Oh.” Abby blinked in surprise. She was pretty sure Max had mentioned not having one. Although, she supposed they could have picked one up recently. Was there more than one Christmas tree farm? Or had they been at the same place at the same time and not seen each other?

      “Is that all?” the woman asked, looking behind her again.

      Abby noticed she still hadn’t opened the door more than six inches or so. “Yes, I suppose it is.” Before she could say “Have a nice day,” the gap closed, the click of the latch signaling the end of their conversation.

      “Friendly lady,” Logan mumbled, leading the way back to the car.

      Abby trailed a few steps behind. Something about the exchange didn’t sit well, but she couldn’t pinpoint exactly what it was that bothered her.

      “Sorry it didn’t work out.” Logan slid onto the passenger seat. “It’s the thought that counts, right?”

      While he made a valid point, she still couldn’t dispel a faint, disquieted feeling in the pit of her stomach. After she parked in the garage, she told Logan, “I think I’m going to take a walk into town, maybe spend a few hours window shopping or at a café.”

      “What do you want to do with the tree?”

      “Honestly? I have no idea.” The day hadn’t gone anywhere near how she’d expected, and she hadn’t thought of a plan B.

      “Don’t worry about it. I’ll think of something.”

      “Thanks.” The telltale sting of burgeoning tears pricked the backs of her eyes, and she spun around before he noticed.

      The events of the day had worn her out emotionally, confirming her conviction.

      She’d be far better off keeping all aspects of Christmas out of her life… for good.
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      Logan couldn’t shake the sad look in Abby’s eyes.

      His wounded pride from their exchange earlier reminded him that it wasn’t any of his business.

      Stick to the plan, man. Keep a healthy distance.

      Although the persuasive voice in the back of his mind gave sage advice, he brushed off the warning and went in an entirely different direction.

      He wanted to do something to put a smile back on her face. And it didn’t take long to settle on what that something would be.

      Any genius could see that Abby’s love language was food. Sure, he could cook only one thing with any measure of success, but how hard could it be to make a decent dinner? He’d be shooting for edible, maybe remotely enjoyable. It didn’t need to be worthy of a five-star restaurant.

      Slipping his phone out of his back pocket, he Googled easy-to-make meals that could be kept warm, in case she got home later than he anticipated—the crucial factor being easy.

      After scrolling for several minutes, he landed on a video tutorial titled “Baked Ziti for Beginners.” Who didn’t like Italian food? Plus, he happened to have all the ingredients.

      After assembling everything on the counter, he pressed Play on the video, following along just fine until about the two-minute marker.

      Yeesh. Could the lady talk any faster? And why did she keep falling in and out of a fake Italian accent?

      The twenty-five-minute tutorial took him an hour to complete, but he finally slid the casserole into the oven. After noting the time, he collapsed on the couch in the sitting room, more exhausted than after hours of grueling yard work.

      He’d only close his eyes for a minute….

      What seemed like seconds later, a high-pitched wail jolted him awake, ricocheting his heart into his throat.

      Black smoke billowed from the next room.

      Scrambling to his feet, Logan bolted into the kitchen, zeroing in on the oven. He ripped open the door, coughing as more smoke spilled out.

      Blindly reaching for the knob, he switched it off before yanking on a pair of oven mitts and rescuing the casserole.

      The charred pasta and cheese sizzled like lumps of charcoal, and the smoke alarm continued to screech at him.

      “Message received!” he shouted, shoving the ceramic dish onto the stovetop with an unceremonious clatter.

      But the shrill banshee kept squawking.

      Logan stomped to the window and flung it open, letting in some fresh air. “Happy now?”

      “Hello? Is everyone all right?”

      Logan’s eyes widened at the unexpected response. Maybe the fumes were starting to get to him.

      “Should I call the fire department?”

      This time, he recognized Verna’s voice.

      Peering out the window, he spotted her on the front lawn. She wrung her hands, concern etched into the creases around her eyes as she studied the escaping smoke.

      Mr. Bingley bounded up the porch steps, practically defying gravity with the amount of buoyancy in his sizable backside. He barked at the front door.

      Logan smiled, touched by his bravery. It wasn’t every day a chubby English bulldog offered to rush into a burning building to save him. Well, a supposed burning building. But it was heroic, all the same.

      “Hey, Bing.” Logan opened the door and knelt down to scratch his ears. “At ease, soldier. Everything’s fine.”

      “Oh, thank goodness.” Verna rushed forward. “Everyone’s okay, then? There’s no damage? No one was hurt?”

      “Not unless you count my baked ziti. I don’t think it’s going to make it.”

      “Let’s take a look.” Without waiting for an invite, Verna barged inside, heading straight for the kitchen.

      Since she’d been friends with the previous owner, she knew exactly where to find it. Plus, the trail of smoke led the way like asthma-inducing breadcrumbs.

      “I think I see your problem,” Verna told him after examining the oven. “Looks like you had it on broil instead of bake. That’s why the top of your dish is burnt to a crisp.”

      “Can I just scrape the top part off? You know, like when you burn a slice of toast?”

      “I’m afraid it’s a lost cause, dear.”

      Darn. He wasn’t sure how much time he had left before Abby got home. Or if he even had enough ingredients to start over.

      “This is an awful lot of casserole for one person,” Verna mused, tossing him a curious glance.

      “I’d planned on sharing.”

      “I see. Well, then we’d better get to work on a new batch, shouldn’t we?”

      “We?”

      “Of course, dear. You clearly can’t be trusted in the kitchen without supervision.” Her eyes twinkled. “I’ll be right back. I need to grab a few things from my pantry. You work on tidying up while I’m gone. Maybe light a few candles to clear up the acrid smell.”

      “Candles?”

      “Never mind, dear. I’ll bring those, too.”

      By the time Verna returned and lit a few froufrou candles, Logan had discarded the charred casserole and cleaned up the kitchen so they could start fresh.

      Mr. Bingley had made himself comfortable on the overstuffed armchair in front of the fireplace, snoring as loudly as the exhaust of Logan’s El Camino.

      As Verna prepared a brand-new dinner, Logan focused on the one thing he knew how to make—his grandmother’s Nevada Nuggets. The one-of-a-kind dessert bars loaded with brown sugar and crushed walnuts, then coated with powdered sugar, could lift even the lowest spirits. Not to mention satisfy the biggest sweet tooth.

      After a few minutes of working side by side, they got into a groove, and flashbacks of baking in the kitchen with his grandmother flooded Logan’s mind.

      He didn’t think about his grandparents all that often, finding the memories too painful. The guilt over not being there when they passed still haunted him, even after all these years. Plus, he knew they wouldn’t be happy about how he’d chosen to live his life.

      Or rather, how he’d chosen not to live it.

      “Something on your mind, dear?” Verna asked, sliding her completed casserole into the oven.

      Pushing thoughts of his past aside, he sensed an opening to do a little reconnaissance. After all, if anyone knew anything about the neighbors, it would be Verna.

      “Do you know the family that lives in the old gray house at the end of the street?”

      “A little. I run into Mrs. Hobart every now and then at the market.”

      “What about her son?”

      “Such a sweet boy. Such a sad story, though.”

      “What do you mean?”

      She glanced over her shoulder even though they were the only ones in the house besides Bing, who remained sound asleep with his tongue hanging out. “Rumor has it, Max and his father moved here a few months ago. He wanted to try his hand at salmon fishing. Max’s father, not the child.”

      “Got it.”

      “Well, anyway. Not too long after they arrived in town, his ship went down in a storm. At least, that’s the theory. They never found it.”

      Logan’s throat went dry, and he removed a glass from the cupboard, filling it with water from the sink. He downed a couple large gulps, but didn’t find relief. “So, who are the Hobarts?” he asked, although he could guess the answer.

      “They tried to locate family members, but when none came forward, Max went into the system.”

      The system. Such a strange, cold term for something so tremendously life-altering.

      “The Hobarts were the only foster parents in the area, believe it or not,” Verna continued.

      Oh, he believed it. The so-called system sorely lacked families willing to take in kids that weren’t their own. And of those that did, some were in it for the wrong reasons. At least, that had been his experience.

      He thought about the odd interaction they’d had with Mrs. Hobart that morning, and a shiver rippled through him.

      Based on nothing but a first impression, he couldn’t be certain she wasn’t one of the good ones.

      But he was determined to find out.
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      Abby wasn’t sure how long she’d been sitting on the park bench staring blankly at the ocean. Her cheeks had gone numb from the frigid breeze, though she barely noticed.

      Coming to Blessings Bay was supposed to simplify her life, but each day that passed left her more confused and conflicted.

      Meeting Max had been one of the most unexpected events of them all. Something about the boy stirred maternal instincts—a desire to protect and nurture—that she’d convinced herself she didn’t possess.

      Maybe her concerns about his home life had zero basis in reality. Maybe her issues had more to do with her own emotional state.

      A twinge of pain pierced her temple and she pressed two fingers to the tender spot.

      She came looking for a hideaway, a place to heal. So why did she feel like everything she’d worked so hard to hold together over the last year had started to unravel?

      Shivering, she scrambled to her feet. Caffeine usually helped her tension headaches. The town should have a coffee shop somewhere.

      She left the promenade overlooking the bay and strolled along Main Street, wrapping her arms around herself to block out the cold.

      The inviting aroma of sugar, vanilla bean, and buttery confections drew her to a stunning stained-glass door framed in polished redwood. The scene depicted the crescent bay, white-tipped waves, and the lighthouse in the distance, each brilliant piece of glass illuminated by the glow from inside the shop.

      Above the door, a hand painted sign read CeCe’s. Underneath the name, in smaller print, another line denoted Coffee & Crafts.

      Abby entered the expansive space, immediately engulfed in a welcoming warmth and mouthwatering scents.

      One half of the unusual establishment appeared to be an art studio and small gift shop that offered craft classes and sold wares from local artisans. The other half resembled a more traditional coffee shop with a small stage for open mic nights.

      Customers clustered at spacious tables, sipping from colorful coffee mugs while working on scrapbooks.

      That’s when Abby noticed the chalkboard calendar listing the week’s classes. Each craft was paired with a different drink and dessert.

      Scrapbooking with Spiced Cider & Sweet Cream Scones.

      Card Making with Caramel Mochas & Chocolate Macarons.

      Christmas Ornaments with Cappuccinos & Orange Cardamom Cake.

      Abby stared at the last one, lost in her memories.

      Their first Christmas as a married couple, Donnie started a tradition of hand painting a glass ornament together, then slipping a special note inside the bulb to open and read aloud to each other on Christmas morning. The messages were supposed to be a wish or intention for the new year.

      Before Donnie died, they’d painted their keepsake ornament, but hadn’t written their notes yet. Not that Abby knew what to say, anyway. Her wish was to be a mother. And Donnie had made his feelings about that perfectly clear.

      If she could go back in time, she’d change all of her wishes to have one more year together.

      A hot tear slid down her cheek, burning her skin. Abby quickly brushed it aside, hoping no one noticed.

      “Hi.”

      Feeling exposed, Abby flushed a deep crimson as a woman roughly her age smiled at her.

      “Are you here for today’s scrapbooking class?”

      “No, I’m just looking around.”

      “First time at CeCe’s?” The woman’s smile deepened, accentuating the friendly shimmer in her sea-green eyes. Her tightly coiled honey-colored curls were barely contained by a floppy knit hat.

      “It’s that obvious?” Abby offered a shy smile.

      “First timers usually have a confused look on their face.” She laughed, reminding Abby of a tinkling bell. “I’m Sage, by the way.” She held out her hand, which was partially obscured by crocheted fingerless gloves.

      “I’m Abby. Is this your place?”

      “No, but I teach some of the classes. Beadwork is my specialty.” She gestured toward a display of ornaments on a nearby table. Polished sea glass and silver and copper wire were twisted into stars and snowflakes. They glittered in the overhead lighting, creating a truly mesmerizing sight.

      “They’re beautiful.”

      “Thank you.” Sage had the glow of someone who truly loved her work, which Abby envied. She didn’t mind writing cookbooks, and found some satisfaction in the process, but it wasn’t her passion.

      “Are you new in town or visiting for the holidays?” Sage asked.

      Abby hesitated, unsure how to answer honestly. “I’ll be here for the month of December.”

      “In that case, you have to come to the Christmas tree lighting ceremony this weekend. There’s live music, delicious food, and the kids in town make ornaments to hang on the tree. It’s the cutest thing.”

      “Thanks, but I’m not really doing Christmas this year.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well…” Abby grappled for the right words. Why had she even gone down this road? It had been difficult enough to explain to her own mother, let alone a stranger. “I’m sort of… skipping Christmas.”

      “Skipping… Christmas.” Sage repeated slowly as though learning a foreign language. “Like pretending it doesn’t exist?”

      “Exactly.”

      “Huh.” Sage’s nose wrinkled in confusion, and Abby regretted opening her big mouth.

      “I know. It’s an odd concept,” she said, as though admitting the strangeness excused it, somehow.

      “It is a bit unusual. And also seems rather impossible.”

      Now it was Abby’s turn to be confused. “How so?” She’d been doing a decent job of it until today.

      “Isn’t ignoring Christmas kind of like ignoring the sun?” Sage asked. “You can squeeze your eyes shut and pretend it’s not there, but it won’t stop you from feeling its warmth.”

      Abby opened her mouth, but realized she didn’t have a retort.

      Sage smiled again, softer this time. “If you change your mind about this weekend, I’ll be helping at the kids’ craft table. Stop by and say hi, okay?”

      “Okay,” Abby said weakly, still slightly off balance.

      While she may not have a response to Sage’s doubts about her plan, she did know one thing with absolute certainty.

      She would not be attending any Christmas tree lighting ceremony.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      After Verna showed Logan how to put the finishing touches on the meal, she roused Mr. Bingley from his deep, drool-inducing nap.

      “Thanks again for your help,” Logan repeated for the hundredth time. “I couldn’t have done it without you.”

      “Isn’t that the truth.” Verna laughed, shooing Bing off the armchair.

      The doughy pup reluctantly slid off the cushion, plopping onto the floor.

      “Well, you kids enjoy your date tonight,” she called over her shoulder as she headed for the door.

      “It’s not a date,” Logan quickly corrected.

      “And why not?” Verna paused in the foyer and turned to look at him, her gaze unwavering.

      Yeesh. With a penetrating stare like that, she could be in counterterrorism.

      “Because…” He racked his brain for an answer. “We’re just friends.”

      “But you do like her, don’t you?”

      Logan’s jaw dropped but no words came out.

      “I see.” Verna nodded gravely as though he’d poured out his entire life story in the single second of silence. “While I can certainly sympathize, in my humble opinion, succumbing to fear is not a becoming look on any man. But especially not a man in uniform.”

      Startled, Logan straightened. “Ma’am, I don’t wear a uniform anymore.”

      Her features softened. “Maybe not a physical one. But it’s more than what you wear. And once you put it on, you never really take it off, do you?”

      Logan recognized something in her eyes. “Did your husband serve?”

      “On the USS Samuel.”

      How had he lived across from Verna all these years and not known her husband served in the navy?

      “When… how did he…?” Logan stammered, suddenly unsure how to phrase his question.

      “You mean how did he die, dear?” Verna finished with a kind smile. “Cancer, I’m afraid. The toughest battle of his life. And the cruelest opponent.”

      “I’m sorry.” Verna always seemed so cheerful and optimistic; he never would have guessed.

      “We had fifty incredible years together. That’s more than a lot of people get.” She placed her hand on the doorknob, then added, “But we never know how much time any of us have left. So I don’t advise wasting it.” And with that, she and Bing slipped out the door.

      Leaving Logan alone with her words.
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      By the time Abby got home, she couldn’t wait to eat dinner. The cappuccino had helped her headache, but the rumble in her empty stomach could rival a robust percussion solo of “The Little Drummer Boy.”

      She mentally tallied her options for a quick, easy meal as she shrugged out of her coat and hung it on a hook in the foyer, but her thoughts were instantly sidetracked by Motown music spilling from the other room. Was that “Reach Out” by the Four Tops?

      A smile teased her lips. Well, it wasn’t Christmas music. Whether it made sense to anyone else or not, Logan had kept his end of the bargain, not letting so much as a single strand of tinsel creep past their threshold. He may not be a particularly emotive or sentimental guy, but he showed his kindness and empathy in other ways.

      When she stepped into the sitting room, her breath caught. A warm fire crackled in the hearth and cozy candles exuded a comforting glow. The scent of fresh bread and tantalizing herbs beckoned her to the kitchen.

      Abby rounded the corner, then froze, flabbergasted by what she saw.

      Logan shimmied across the smooth hardwood floor in his socks, singing along to the chorus with uninhibited gusto.

      He grabbed a pepper grinder and cranked it over a bowl of leafy greens before spinning around, using the mill as a microphone as he belted out the lyrics like the lead singer of a tribute band.

      Abby smothered a laugh with both hands, her heart melting over the humorous yet endearing sight.

      Halfway through his moonwalk, their eyes met.

      Abby gave a little wave, her grin widening as his expression flashed from shock to embarrassment.

      “Nice moves,” she teased.

      “I didn’t hear you come in.” He fumbled the pepper grinder and it clattered against the countertop as he hastened to turn down the music.

      “Clearly.” Her lips remained fixed in a smile until her gaze swept the rest of the kitchen, landing on the table in the breakfast nook. It had been set with a red tablecloth, white dishes and linen napkins, and a votive candle flickering in the center.

      There were two place settings.

      Did Logan have a date?

      She swallowed the unexpected—and unwelcome—pang of jealousy. “Are you expecting someone?”

      “Just you.”

      A sensation far more acute than hunger pangs stirred in her stomach as realization dawned. He’d planned this dinner for her.

      “Did you do all of this?” She couldn’t hide the amazement in her voice.

      “Verna helped.”

      Abby’s throat tightened, making it impossible to speak. Not only had he gone through all of this effort, the man who clearly valued his independence and privacy had enlisted someone else’s help. And their nosy neighbor, no less.

      But why?

      As if in response to her silent query, he offered, “After today’s disappointment, I thought a nice dinner might cheer you up.”

      Abby met his gaze, and the look that passed between them left her winded.

      Ignoring the way her heart seemed to be beating outside of her chest, she stepped toward the counter. “What are we having?”

      “Baked ziti and a salad with arugula and dandelion greens, which Verna assured me weren’t just weeds she pulled from her flower beds. Although, I’m not one hundred percent convinced.”

      Abby laughed, releasing some of her tension. “What are all the herbs I’m smelling? Is that from the ziti?”

      “Thanks for reminding me.” Logan slipped on a pair of oven mitts and slid out the warming drawer at the base of the oven. “That’s the garlic and artichoke bread, a specialty from a bakery in town. Verna gave us a loaf. I think you’ll like it. They bake whole garlic cloves and artichoke hearts right into the dough.”

      “It smells incredible.” Abby watched him move about the kitchen, putting the finishing touches on dinner, and her heart turned to mush again.

      She convinced herself it was from appreciation, nothing more. Simply gratitude for the kindness of a friend.

      “Can I do anything to help?” she asked, eager for a distraction from her thoughts.

      “You can fill the water glasses.”

      Abby brushed past him on her way to the cupboard, ignoring the sense of intimacy as they maneuvered around each other in the confined space.

      When they finally sat down to dinner, Logan offered his hand to say grace.

      Abby hesitated a moment, unsure if physical contact was such a good idea. But then, that was ridiculous. What was she worried about?

      She placed her hand in his, feeling her smooth fingers against his rough ones.

      His touch was firm yet gentle, foreign yet familiar, comfortable yet completely unsettling.

      As soon as he said amen, she yanked her hand away, quick to focus on unfolding the cloth napkin.

      Get it together, Abby.

      “I have some news.” Logan filled the heavy silence as he served a generous portion of pasta onto her plate.

      “Oh? About what?” Not that the topic mattered. She’d listen to an hour-long soliloquy on the pleasures of watching paint dry if only to get outside of her own head.

      “Verna told me the woman we met earlier is Max’s foster mom.”

      “Really?” A flood of empathy washed over her as Logan recounted everything Verna had shared about Max’s past. How could someone so young handle so much heartache? As a grown woman, she could barely get by.

      “Poor Max,” she murmured, her throat dry and swollen.

      “I thought we could go back over there tomorrow to check on things,” Logan suggested.

      “You think something is wrong?” Her heartbeat stuttered when he alluded to one of her own suspicions.

      He shrugged. “I don’t want to jump to any conclusions, but it can’t hurt to check. Let’s just say not everyone has a great experience in foster care.”

      Something in his tone hinted at a personal experience. Abby set down her fork, studying his shrouded features. What wasn’t he telling her?

      He shifted under her gaze, as if sensing her unspoken question. When he lifted his chin, his blue eyes glinted with unmasked sadness. And for a brief moment, an image flashed before her, of a younger Logan, timid and alone.

      Her heart broke.

      “I spent a month in foster care while they tried to locate living relatives after my parents died.”

      “Logan, I’m so sorry.” Her fingers inched forward on the tablecloth, but stalled just shy of reaching his hand. “How old were you?”

      “It was a week before my seventh birthday. They were hit head-on by a drunk driver.”

      Spanning the remaining inches, she gently rested her hand on his, tears stinging her eyes.

      He didn’t pull away. “I was placed with a family that had four other kids, all older than me. The couple basically used us as free labor and pocketed most of the money they got from the state for looking after us.”

      “That’s horrible.” She shuddered.

      He shrugged again, staring at their entwined fingers. “It could’ve been worse. I got out when they found my grandparents. The other kids weren’t so lucky.”

      Her chest ached at the thought of Max being in a similar situation, even though their speculations were merely based on an odd first impression, hardly conclusive evidence.

      “First thing tomorrow morning, we’ll check on Max,” she reiterated for her own benefit.

      “First thing,” Logan agreed.

      He still hadn’t removed his hand.
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      As he entered the sitting room after dinner, Logan paused in the doorway with a plate of Nevada Nuggets.

      Abby sat curled beneath a blanket on the couch, her features illuminated in the firelight. She stared into the flames, her hands coiled around a mug of hot chocolate, her expression pensive. He could tell what he’d shared about Max had hit her hard, and he wished he knew what she was thinking.

      “Ready for dessert?”

      She glanced up and smiled when she saw the decadent squares dusted in powdered sugar. “I can’t believe you made these.”

      “Truthfully, they’re the only thing I know how to make.” He waited until she’d grabbed one before setting the plate on the coffee table and sitting beside her.

      “Donnie said it’s how you got your call sign, because your grandmother always sent them in care packages.”

      “Unfortunately, yes. I love my grandma, but it resulted in the worst call sign ever.”

      “Donnie loved his, even though Romeo wasn’t as cool as Maverick or Ice Man.” She smiled wistfully. “In fact, he used to call me his Juliet.”

      She nibbled the bar, a faraway gaze in her eyes again.

      “I know I sent a card with my condolences, but it wasn’t enough,” Logan said with self-incriminating conviction. “I should’ve found a ride to the funeral. And I should’ve gotten in touch.” His chest tightened, and the discomfort spread to his throat. He’d been selfish, too lost in his own pain. “I’m sorry, Abby. For your loss. And for not being there for you when it happened.”

      “Thank you. I appreciate that. But it’s okay. Really.” She graciously gifted him a soft smile. “Besides, you’re here now. Even though I technically came to you.”

      “And packing heat, too,” he added with a rueful grin.

      She chuckled. “You’re never going to let me live that down, are you?”

      “I don’t plan on it.”

      They ate their dessert and sipped hot chocolate in companionable silence for a few minutes, listening to the soothing sound of crackling logs.

      But Logan couldn’t shake a question he’d been meaning to ask for a while. “You don’t have to answer this if you don’t want to,” he began, “but I was wondering how come you and Donnie never had kids?”

      Her gaze fell to the mug clasped in her lap, and she self-consciously tucked a loose wave behind her ear.

      “Sorry, that’s one of those questions you’re not supposed to ask someone, isn’t it? Like their age or weight.” He suppressed a groan at his awkward blunder. He was clearly out of practice at the whole making-conversation thing. “Forget I said anything.”

      Expecting her to take the easy out, he was surprised when she gathered a breath, as if preparing her answer.

      “We couldn’t have kids.” Her voice floated toward him, barely above a whisper, but it steadied as she spoke. “I looked into other alternatives like adoption and foster care, but we—” She bit her bottom lip. “Donnie wasn’t sure we were cut out to be parents. And he might’ve been right.”

      Logan studied her face, watching her wrestle with her own words. He probably should’ve kept his mouth shut, but he couldn’t stop himself. “With all due respect to Donnie, I’m not sure he was. I think you’d make a great mom.”

      Her gaze met his, searching his face, half uncertain, half hopeful. “What makes you say that? We barely know each other.”

      He flinched a little at the remark, but plowed ahead, anyway. “Because you’re kind, caring, warm, and generous. But you’re also strong and brave and don’t back down in a tough situation.”

      As he spoke, he noticed the color rise in her cheeks, but she didn’t look away. An almost tangible connection spanned between them, like an invisible wavelength he couldn’t explain.

      It grew in intensity the longer their eyes remained fixed on each other, and he knew if something didn’t break the tie, he’d do something he shouldn’t. Like cross a line that could never be uncrossed.

      “Plus,” he added, clearing the huskiness from his voice, “you nailed the overprotective mom thing when you scolded Max for climbing trees.” He grinned.

      “Hey, I only said that tree, not every tree.” Her lips twitched, hiding a smile. “And it comes from personal experience.” She swept aside her hair, exposing her cheekbone. “I got this scar from falling out of a tree when I was eight.”

      “What scar?” He leaned closer.

      “This one. See.” She angled her cheek toward him, pointing to a tiny nick near her hairline.

      A wavy strand fell loose around her face, momentarily obstructing it, and Logan instinctively brushed it aside.

      Her breath hitched at the unexpected contact.

      He wasn’t sure what came over him, but his thumb traced her cheekbone, lingering on her scar before trailing down the side of her face.

      Her skin sizzled beneath his touch.

      He should stop. He should pull away.

      But he couldn’t move. He couldn’t stop gazing into her eyes, noticing the subtle shift from green to brown to gold. Not to mention the distracting way her pupils dilated.

      Something had taken over, like getting swept into a current too strong to fight—a current he didn’t want to fight.

      His fingertips still rested on the gentle curve of her jawline, teasing their way toward the slender arch of her neck.

      Her breath caught again, drawing his gaze to her slightly parted lips.

      He wasn’t sure how long he stared, mentally tracing their tempting outline, barely able to breathe as he warred over what to do next.

      Then, as if making the decision for him, a startling crack exploded in the distance, followed by a bone-chilling scream.
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      Panic fueled each step as Abby raced to the front yard. Moonlight settled across the lawn and her gaze immediately fell on the splintered branch.

      There was no sign of Max.

      The second she’d heard the scream, she knew something had happened to him. She could feel it. She’d expected to find him lying beside the branch, an arm or leg mangled and broken.

      “Max?” she cried out, trying to keep the fear from her inflection. Whatever happened, he’d need her to be calm.

      “There.” Logan’s voice strained as he pointed upward through the branches.

      Her heart in her throat, she squinted in the darkness, barely able to make out two dangling feet.

      Max clung to a branch, struggling to hold on. If he let go, he’d hit several other limbs on the way down.

      She shivered, terror crashing through her.

      “I’m going up.” Logan strode toward the trunk.

      “No, Logan. Wait. You can’t.”

      He faced her in the dimly lit shadows, and she caught a flash of something in his eyes. Anger? Hurt?

      “I know you think I can’t handle it because of my injury, but—”

      “What?” She shook her head. Where had that come from? “You can’t because you’re too heavy. If you climb on that branch with Max, it’ll break. I’m lighter. It has to be me.”

      His features contorted as he contemplated her assessment, and resignation settled in the lines around his mouth. He nodded.

      She rushed forward, calling into the branches, “Hang on, Max. I’m coming.”

      His faint whimper tore at her heart.

      “Be careful,” Logan said as he lifted her onto the lowest branch, bypassing the knots in the stump that Max had probably used to reach it.

      The rough bark dug into her hands and her arms shook as she pulled herself up each branch. When she finally neared him, a painful lump lodged in her throat.

      He looked so terrified, and yet, a small glimmer of hope sparked in his eyes when he saw her.

      She swallowed her fear and each petrified doubt that told her as soon as she crept onto the branch, it would crumble beneath them.

      “I’m almost there, Max.” She managed to hide the quiver in her voice. Lying on her stomach, she scooted across the rough surface, not caring as bark scraped her palms and forearms.

      She didn’t dare breathe, flinching at every creak and crack.

      “I can’t hold on.” Max sounded on the verge of tears.

      “I’m here. I’ve got you.” Clutching his wrists with all her might, she prayed for strength she didn’t possess. His grip loosened, and she was able to support some of his weight, but how on earth was she supposed to pull him up by herself?

      She needed Logan.

      Tears of fear and hopelessness sprang to her eyes, but she couldn’t give up. Studying their surroundings, she noticed another branch below Max, but several inches too low for him to reach on his own.

      An impulsive plan gripped her and she had no idea if it would work. But what other choice did she have?

      “Abby? Talk to me.” An edge crept into Logan’s tone, and she could tell it was torturing him to remain on the ground, unable to help.

      “I can’t pull him up, but I have an idea.” The confidence in her own voice surprised her. She gathered a breath. “Max, in a minute, I’m going to ask you to let go of the branch. I’m going to lower you to the one right below you, do you understand?” She caught his almost imperceptible nod. “Are you ready?”

      This time, he shook his head, but she could sense his hold slipping.

      “You’re going to have to trust me, Max. I’m not going to let anything happen to you, okay?” Every fiber in her being trembled with uncertainty, but somehow her voice remained calm and even.

      “Okay,” Max whispered so quietly, she almost didn’t catch it.

      “I’m going to count to three, and then you’re going to let go.”

      She counted slowly, shifting her position on the branch for better leverage. When she finally reached three, she inhaled sharply as Max let go, tugging her forward. She bit back a cry of pain as a sharp knot in the wood jammed into her stomach. Every muscle wailed, tense and straining, as she carefully lowered him down.

      His feet touched first, then he crouched, clinging to the branch like a petrified kitten who’d climbed to safety.

      Releasing a shaky breath, Abby restrained a sob of relief as she asked, “Are you okay?”

      “Y-yeah,” he said weakly.

      “Be extremely careful as you climb the rest of the way down, staying as close to the trunk as possible,” Abby told him, realizing her own body trembled too much to move. She stayed where she was, watching as Max maneuvered cautiously until Logan told him to jump the rest of the way and he’d catch him.

      When Max’s feet finally touched the ground, a tear escaped, sliding down her cheek, followed by another, then another.

      “Abby? Are you okay?” Logan asked.

      She sucked in another breath, biting back a flood of emotion. “I’m okay,” she said, though her voice cracked. “I’m coming down.”

      If she could get her muscles to move again.
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      When Abby finally made it back to solid ground, Logan grabbed her without thinking, and pulled her against him, overcome with relief. He wasn’t sure what he’d do if something happened to her.

      She relaxed into him, but only for a moment.

      Quickly stepping back, she dropped to her knees and drew Max into a tight embrace, nearly knocking the wind out of him.

      The boy threw his arms around her neck, burying his face in her hair.

      “Are you okay?” She leaned back on her heels to assess him for injuries.

      He nodded, sniffling.

      “Max,” she began softly, “why did you climb the tree after I told you how dangerous it was?”

      He dug his toe into the dirt, his focus fixed on the ground. “I was looking for my dad’s boat, to see if he’s coming back for me.”

      Logan’s chest tightened, and Abby met his gaze, sadness evident in her eyes.

      He blinked, struggling with his own emotions. When he was Max’s age, he used to sit at the front window for hours, waiting for his parents’ car to pull into the driveway. It never did.

      “Do your—” She paused, carefully considering her words. “Do the Hobarts know you’re here?”

      He shook his head. “They went somewhere overnight and said I couldn’t come. I was supposed to stay home and keep the doors locked,” he admitted sheepishly.

      Logan’s fist curled at his side, and when Abby met his gaze again, her eyes mirrored his concern.

      She stood and held out her hand to Max. “Let’s go inside and get you cleaned up. Then, I think we could all use some hot chocolate. You can stay with us tonight. Right, Logan?”

      “Absolutely,” he said without hesitation, adding, “We can have a movie night.”

      “A Christmas movie?” Max’s tone carried a hint of hope and hesitation.

      “Of course.” Abby smiled, leading him inside.

      While she got Max cleaned up and fed him leftovers, Logan headed for the Hobarts’ to make sure no one was home. The lights weren’t on and no one answered the door when he knocked several times.

      Anger rose in his chest, and he resisted the urge to kick a hole in the wall. How could they abandon Max? Even if they came back in the morning, nothing could excuse their behavior.

      His anger quickly devolved into dread. Based on their reckless actions, he’d have to report them to social services. Which meant Max would be taken into custody… right before Christmas.

      A bitter taste filled his mouth, and he struggled to swallow it down.

      He couldn’t let that happen. But what choice did he have?

      Grappling with his helplessness, Logan tried to focus on the few things he could control.

      Returning home, he situated the bedroom next to his, turning on a heater to dispel the cold. He also located an extra toothbrush and changed the bedsheets and pillowcase.

      As a final touch, he found the Top Gun teddy bear his grandmother had sent in a care package—much to his chagrin. The teasing over the plush toy had been brutal, but Logan had kept it, anyway.

      He blew the dust off the aviator sunglasses and set it on the nightstand to keep Max company before joining them downstairs.

      He found them cuddled on the couch beneath a thick blanket, each with a mug of hot chocolate and the plate of Nevada Nuggets between them.

      Max had one stuffed in his mouth already.

      “What are we watching?” Logan asked, sitting beside Abby.

      She offered him a corner of the blanket, and he scooted underneath, trying not to think about their almost-kiss—or whatever it was—from earlier.

      “Muppet Christmas Carol,” Max mumbled while a fair number of crumbs fell out of his mouth.

      “Cool. I haven’t seen that one.”

      “It’s surprisingly good.” Abby grabbed a steaming mug of hot cocoa from the coffee table. “It might be my favorite Christmas Carol adaptation.”

      She winced as she passed him the mug, and Logan noticed the red skin and scratches on her palms.

      Without thinking he gently grabbed her hand, assessing her wounds. “Are you okay? I have gauze in the upstairs bathroom. I could wrap them for you.”

      “I’m fine. They’re just a little tender, that’s all.”

      “Are you sure?” He still hadn’t let go. And he really didn’t want to.

      She nodded, her cheeks flushed.

      Without a reason to keep holding her hand, he regretfully released his grasp. “What about the Christmas movie?” he asked under his breath. “You don’t mind?”

      “How could I?” she whispered with a soft smile. “Look how happy he is.”

      Logan tore his gaze from Abby to focus on Max, who sported a thick marshmallow mustache.

      The opening credits appeared on screen and the boy’s brown eyes brightened.

      There was something about his childlike joy that permeated the room, and all of Logan’s reservations retreated to the back of his mind.

      As they watched the film, laughing and chatting while they snacked on his homemade dessert, he had a disheartening realization.

      Tonight, he’d been given a glimpse of the family he could never have.
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      Abby slid another slice of bacon onto Max’s plate, suppressing a chuckle as he nibbled the edges of his pancake, careful not to disturb the chocolate chip smiley face in the center.

      Breakfast had always been her favorite meal. It started the day off right. And today, more than ever, they needed the extra boost.

      Logan refilled her coffee mug without asking, and she flashed him a grateful smile.

      She’d had an anxious knot in her stomach all morning, knowing they’d have to do the unthinkable—report Max’s foster parents to social services and rip the child from any sense of normalcy during the holidays. But what was the alternative? Let him stay with neglectful guardians?

      “Maybe we could ask Verna to come hang out with Max for a bit, while we go…” Logan trailed off, looking just as tormented as she felt.

      An intense sadness swept over her, crushing her chest with a suffocating pressure. She couldn’t bear the thought of handing Max over to a stranger, not knowing what would become of him. But what other choice did she have?

      Her eyes burned, and she glanced out the window, fighting back tears.

      That’s when she noticed Verna standing on the front lawn, craning her neck toward the end of the street.

      Something in the woman’s strained expression gave her cause for alarm.

      “I’ll be right back.” Abby set her coffee mug on the counter and hastened toward the door, her heart racing.

      She heard Logan tell Max to stay at the table, and he followed her outside, catching up to her quick stride as she approached Verna.

      “What’s going on?” Abby asked, forgoing the pleasantries.

      “I saw the sheriff drive by twenty minutes ago, followed by a few other government-looking vehicles. They didn’t have their lights on, but I have a bad feeling about it.”

      Abby followed Verna’s gaze, but the road curved, blocking their view of—her heartbeat stilted.

      Max’s house.

      She exchanged a furtive glance with Logan, who seemed to read her mind.

      In a hurried jumble of words, he told Verna everything they knew about the situation and asked her to stay with Max while they investigated further.

      She readily agreed and shuffled across the street with Mr. Bingley close at her heels.

      Abby’s pulse quickened, throbbing in her ears as they approached the end of State Street.

      Several squad cars surrounded the battered gray house, and uniformed men and women exited the front door carrying file boxes.

      Logan halted a few feet from the commotion, stretching his arm in front of her in a protective gesture.

      Anxiety and adrenaline surged through her, but she gladly stayed behind him as they assessed the situation.

      A woman in plain clothes wearing a lanyard walked up to the sheriff, who mumbled something into his radio before giving her his attention. “Well?” he asked gravely.

      “No sign of the boy. They must have taken him with them when they bolted last night.”

      Abby’s stomach flip-flopped in panic. What exactly were the Hobarts involved in? She took a step forward, catching the eye of the woman Abby assumed was a social worker of some kind.

      The woman pointed in their direction and said something to the sheriff in a hushed tone.

      He turned, leveling them with a stern expression. “Sir, ma’am, you can’t be here right now.”

      “What happened?” Logan asked.

      “I’m afraid that’s confidential.”

      A fresh-faced deputy approached with a look of excitement. “You’re going to be so happy, sir. We have enough evidence to convict them of a hundred counts of identity theft, at least.”

      The sheriff shook his head with a sigh, but the deputy seemed oblivious to his blunder.

      “That’s great,” the woman cut in, her tone clipped. “But our top priority is finding the boy.”

      “He’s with us.” Nervous, Abby took another step forward.

      They all turned to stare at her.

      “What did you say?” the sheriff asked, narrowing his intense gaze.

      “Max stayed with us last night,” Abby repeated, filling them in on everything that had happened.

      When she finished, the young deputy whistled. “Well, I’ll be a clam in a big bowl of butter. Ain’t that the best news.”

      “I have to agree with you.” The woman smiled, her features relaxing with visible relief. “I’ll go pick him up right now.”

      Abby stiffened. Although the social worker seemed nice enough, she was still a stranger. And Max had endured so much already. Could she really watch him be taken away and shuttled off to another foster home? While she believed most foster parents were kindhearted souls with the best intentions, could she handle not knowing for sure? And what kind of Christmas would that be for Max?

      Before she could change her mind, Abby gathered a breath. “Wait. I—I’d like to act as Max’s emergency placement and keep him through the holidays, until you find something more permanent.”

      She could feel Logan’s eyes on her. Her cheeks grew hot, but she kept her gaze fixed on the social worker.

      “That’s very sweet, ma’am. And while I’d love to place Max with someone he knows, I’m afraid it’s not that simple.”

      Abby’s heart seemed to be beating inside her throat now, and she knew if she kept going, there would be no turning back. She thought of Max and how happy he’d been last night and this morning.

      In a few short months, he’d lost his father and lived with a couple who couldn’t care less about his well-being, merely viewing him as extra cash in their pocket and free labor.

      He needed so much more than a roof over his head. He needed something that was within her power to offer. At least, temporarily.

      She squared her shoulders, pushing aside her fears and reservations. “I’m a certified foster parent in the state of California. My license should be current.”

      She sensed Logan shift by her side and heard his sharp intake of breath. But she couldn’t focus on that right now.

      “Really?” The social worker perked up. “Well, that changes things. Of course, I’ll have to verify, but if everything checks out, it would be better for the child to stay with someone he knows.” She slid out her cell phone. “Let me make a few calls.”

      Abby couldn’t bring herself to look at Logan while they waited, and he remained uncommonly quiet for the next forty minutes while the social worker—who’d introduced herself as Clara—inspected their house and spoke to Max, waiting for confirmation on Abby’s paperwork.

      The whole process passed in a blur, and Abby couldn’t help wondering how many corners Clara had to cut in order to make things work in their favor. Clearly, the woman had a heart for kids.

      Leaving Max in the kitchen with Verna, Clara asked Abby and Logan to step into the other room.

      “Before we go any further, I have to ask,” she said with an air of seriousness. “Are you sure you want to go through with this? It’s a big responsibility. This isn’t something you should undertake lightly or on a whim. You’re going to need help and support.”

      Abby tried to swallow, her throat uncomfortably tight.

      Logan placed a hand on her lower back, and the small gesture offered her some assurance. “Yes, I’m sure.”

      “Very well.” Clara looked pleased as she swiped through digital copies of Abby’s records on her phone. “All right, Mr. and Mrs. Preston, it looks like your paperwork is still current.” Clara glanced up, beaming her elation at the news.

      Abby flinched, recoiling from Logan’s touch. “He’s not my husband.”

      Logan dropped his hand to his side, ignoring the sting of her response. “We’re roommates. But I’d like to help out with Max, so tell me what I need to do.”

      “Oh, I see.” Clara’s gaze flickered between them.

      Heat raced up Abby’s neck, blazing across her cheeks. Why had she reacted so strongly? It was an innocent mistake. And yet, guilt wrapped around her chest, making it difficult to breathe.

      “Is Mr. Preston…?” Clara trailed off, as though uncertain how to phrase her question.

      “He passed away.” The whispered words tore through Abby’s throat and she struggled against burgeoning tears.

      “I’m so sorry.” Clara’s features reflected her sympathy, softening with visible regret. “This complicates things considerably, but I’ll see what I can do under the circumstances. I’ll need to send someone by this afternoon to get your fingerprints for an expedited background check,” she said, turning to Logan. “Your full name?”

      “Logan Howard Mathews, ma’am.”

      She typed a few things into her phone before slipping it into her pocket. “All right, you two. It’s not a done deal yet, but I think it’s safe to say your Christmas is going to look a little different this year.”

      You have no idea, Abby thought as Clara handed her a business card.

      “I’ll be in touch, but call me if you need anything.” Her smile was warm and genuine.

      “Thank you,” Abby and Logan said in unison.

      Clara left them alone to go say goodbye to Max.

      For the first time since they left the house that morning, Abby met his gaze.

      His eyes searched hers, questioning.

      Only, she had no idea what to say.
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      Logan leaned against the doorframe, watching Abby and Verna make cookies with Max.

      In the last few hours, everything had turned upside down, leaving him more disoriented than the first time he did a barrel roll during flight training.

      Abby glanced up and caught his eye. After excusing herself, she walked past him, gesturing for him to follow her into the sitting room.

      She wrung her hands, pacing in front of the fireplace, her features strained. “I’m so sorry, Logan. I never should have sprung all of this on you, not without asking. It all happened so quickly and—”

      “Abby,” he interrupted gently. “You don’t have to apologize. I’m glad Max is staying with us, but why didn’t you tell me you were a foster parent when the conversation came up earlier?”

      She paused her agitated stride and bit down on her lower lip, agonizing over what to say. “Because I wasn’t. At least, not really. We got our licenses, but a child was never placed with us.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because Donnie never wanted to go through with it,” she confessed, her voice cracking with emotion. “He went along at first, but we got in a huge fight about it right before he died and both of us said some awful things. The final approval came through a few months later, but I couldn’t even consider moving forward without him. I felt so ashamed. I’d told Donnie I didn’t want to have another childless Christmas, and he said in that case, I’d have to have Christmas without him.”

      Tears spilled down her cheeks, and Logan gathered her in his arms, holding her close as she cried softly against him.

      His heart broke for her, unable to fathom the pain of losing Donnie right before the holidays and having those words hanging over her. What could he say to ease her burden?

      “The worst part,” she wept, “is that he didn’t know how much I loved him, that I’d pick him a million times over.”

      Her shoulders shook, and Logan hugged her tighter, smoothing back her hair.

      “He knew, Abby. I promise you, he knew. And you two would’ve worked it out. I’m sure of it.”

      Her quiet sobs slowed, and she straightened, brushing aside a tear. “Deep down, I know you’re right. I just wish I’d told him before…”

      “I know,” he said softly, understanding the pain of her remorse all too well. There were so many things he wanted to tell his parents. His grandparents, too. They’d given up so much to raise him, all their plans to travel the country in an RV and enjoy retired life. He wasn’t sure he’d ever thanked them enough, and now it was too late. “If there’s one thing I’ve learned from experience, it’s that living with regrets isn’t really living.”

      She sniffled, nodding in agreement.

      “How about, from now on, we don’t keep secrets from each other?” he proposed, not counting the one secret he planned to take to his grave—the tiny matter of falling for her when he knew he shouldn’t.

      “Agreed.”

      “And whatever comes up over the next few weeks, we’ll handle it together?”

      “Deal.” A small smile broke through her sadness.

      “Okay, then. That brings us to the matter of Christmas,” he said, knowing this part wouldn’t be easy, either. “What are we going to do about the holidays now that Max is staying with us?”

      Before Abby could answer, Max rushed into the room with unbridled excitement bursting across his face. “Abby! Logan! Guess what? Verna says there’s a Christmas party tonight, with music and a big Christmas tree and I can make an ornament to hang on it. Can we go?”
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      Holding two cups of hot chocolate, Abby stood on the perimeter of the promenade and watched the vibrant, boisterous festivities, expecting to feel a familiar heaviness.

      She’d assumed the rural, coastal town would lack Christmas cheer, and thus be the perfect place to avoid the holidays. Besides the obvious lack of snowfall—Logan said it only happened once every thirty years or so—plus, the salty breeze, abundance of seafood, and sandy shoreline, it simply didn’t seem Christmassy.

      Of course, she couldn’t have been more wrong.

      Round tables surrounded the gigantic Christmas tree, arranged with ornament-making stations for adults and children alike. Local vendors lined the street filling the air with the sweet, intoxicating aroma of gingerbread churros, hot fudge sundaes with eggnog ice cream, and funnel cakes topped with sugar plum preserves. A four-piece band performed Christmas carols on top of a small podium with the moonlit ocean as a backdrop.

      The entire scene should have evoked the dull ache in her heart, bringing back memories of Donnie, reminding her of how deeply she missed him. Instead, a strange numbness spread through her body, as though she wasn’t sure what to feel anymore.

      “You came.” The woman from CeCe’s—Sage, if she remembered correctly—walked toward her, smiling warmly. “I wasn’t sure you’d make it.”

      “I wasn’t planning on it,” Abby confessed, returning her smile. “But Max wanted to come.” Her gaze drifted to the craft table where Logan and Max made snowmen out of seashells.

      “I heard about what you did, taking him in like that. It’s pretty brave.”

      “Or foolish,” Abby countered with a rueful grin. “I have no idea what I’m doing.”

      “Does any parent?”

      Startled, Abby met her gaze. She wasn’t a parent. Taking in Max was temporary.

      Sage continued to smile, her billowy curls blowing about her face. There was something so easy and authentic about her, as though she had no trouble saying whatever was on her mind. In that regard, she reminded her of Nadia. Though, in other ways, they couldn’t be more different.

      “How’s the whole skipping Christmas plan going?” Sage asked.

      “It pretty much went out the window,” Abby admitted without a trace of regret or bitterness. “Max deserves a wonderful Christmas, and I want to give him one, more than anything. But I’m not sure I have what it takes to make it happen.” She meant decorations and supplies, but she supposed, deep down, she meant more than that, too.

      She watched as Max held up his ornament, showing it to Logan for approval. Logan smiled down at him and gave him a pat on the back for a job well done. Max beamed with uncontainable joy.

      “I think you have more than you realize,” Sage said softly, following her gaze. “Do you want to make an ornament?”

      “No, I don’t think so.” She thought of the one she and Donnie made last year but never hung on the tree. It sat at the bottom of a box in the back of her storage unit.

      Max caught her eye, lifting his ornament higher for her to see.

      She pressed a hand to her heart, touched that he’d thought of her in his excitement.

      He waved her over, and then Logan joined in.

      “Looks like you’re being summoned,” Sage told her with a laugh. “Come on. We’ll start you on one of the easy ornaments.”

      Abby followed a few feet behind, her steps tentative. She’d sent herself on a hot chocolate run, hoping to avoid getting roped into the activity.

      Trying to put together a nice Christmas for Max was one thing. But could she really take part in this particular tradition without Donnie?
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      Logan sensed Abby’s hesitation as she stared at the pile of craft materials in front of her. He was about to step in and explain the instructions when Max beat him to it.

      “You have to glue these pieces together first.” Max pushed the three different sizes of smooth, white seashells toward her, arranging them in order of biggest to smallest. “See? That’s the snowman’s body.”

      “I see.” Abby smiled, although the uncertain glint never left her eyes. “And what are these for?” She pointed toward tubes of puffy paint.

      “That’s so you can decorate it. See. Like mine.” He grinned at the hodgepodge of vibrant colors bedecking his seashells.

      “You gave your snowman a very nice Christmas sweater.”

      “And this one is wearing a bathing suit.” He beamed proudly, then his smile wavered. “What are we going to do with them? The lady said one goes on the big tree and we get to take the other one home. But we don’t have a tree at our house.”

      Logan’s heart went a little gooey when Max said “we” and referred to his house as “ours.” He stole a glance at Abby, whose eyes looked glossy all of a sudden.

      “Actually…” He cleared his throat. “We do have a tree at home.”

      Abby met his gaze in surprise. “We do?”

      “I never had the heart to get rid of the one we bought the other day. It’s still in the garage. I could put it up tomorrow, if you want.”

      “Can we?” Max’s face lit up in excitement.

      Abby’s features softened. “Of course. An ornament as amazing as yours definitely belongs on a tree.”

      “Woo-hoo!” Max pumped his fist in the air.

      A chorus of cheers erupted behind them as Santa appeared in the crowd and a swarm of kids ran to greet him.

      Santa—the same man from the general store checkout line—made his way to a regal-looking chair beside the large Christmas tree, toting a red velvet sack bursting at the seams.

      Max stared, wide-eyed and completely mystified.

      “Do you want to join the other kids?” Logan asked. “Looks like Santa is passing out presents.” He’d noticed a donation drop-off location at the store earlier that week. One toy would be passed out to each child tonight, and the rest would be donated to a local charity.

      “I don’t think so.” Max shook his head.

      “Why not?” Abby asked gently.

      Max shrugged. “The Hobarts said Santa didn’t have any presents for me this year. I don’t think I was good enough.”

      Logan’s jaw clenched so hard he almost took a chunk out of his cheek. What kind of people said something like that to a little kid?

      He struggled for the right words to say, anything to undo the damage, but came up blank.

      Abby leaned forward and placed a hand on Max’s hunched shoulder. “Max, that isn’t true. You’re wonderful. But it really isn’t about being good enough. A gift is given out of love, it doesn’t have to be earned. Now, you go over there with the other kids. I guarantee Santa has a present for you.”

      His smile resurfacing, Max scrambled out of his seat and headed toward the huddle of children by Santa’s feet.

      “Wow.” Logan stared at Abby in awe.

      “What?” Her face flushed.

      “I’ve never heard anything like that before.”

      “I know. I don’t know where that came from.” Flustered, she shook a bottle of puffy paint a little too vigorously. “I probably ruined the whole philosophy of Santa Claus and the naughty and nice list. I don’t know what I was thinking.”

      She continued to brandish the bottle with punishing fervor, and Logan set a hand over hers to still the volatile movement. “I think it was exactly what Max needed to hear.”

      Some of the tension seeped out of her shoulders. “This parenting thing is harder than it looks.” She set the bottle on the table, but her fingers found something else to absorb their nervous energy.

      The tender way she touched the barely visible chain told him it was more than a trinket; more like a lifeline. But to what, he wasn’t sure.

      “What’s that necklace you’re always wearing? Something Donnie gave you?” Expensive jewelry was exactly the sort of big, romantic gesture Donnie would’ve loved.

      “Sort of.” She slowly lifted it into view.

      The festive lights from the Christmas tree reflected off the stainless steel dog tag, and Logan rocked back in his seat.

      It wasn’t at all what he’d expected.

      He met Abby’s gaze.

      “I haven’t taken it off since Donnie died. I guess it’s kind of like he’s still with me, somehow. Which probably seems silly.”

      “Not at all.” His voice sounded huskier than usual, and he swallowed against the dryness.

      He imagined a lot of military wives felt the same way as Abby, and he briefly wondered if she had a circle of other women whom she could talk to about stuff like this. Generally speaking, military wives were pretty close. Even his ex had found her circle fairly quickly, like she’d been born into it. In fact, she’d never dated anyone outside of the Air Force, almost as if it was more about the uniform than the man wearing it. Which, in hindsight, should’ve been a red flag.

      “Do you keep in touch with any military wives?”

      “My friend Nadia is dating another test pilot, one of Donnie’s friends. But we don’t talk about Donnie all that much.”

      “How come?”

      “I suppose because she still has Brian, and I don’t want to make her worry about his safety all the time. Plus, she wouldn’t understand, anyway. She doesn’t believe in soul mates.” She glanced up, her gaze curious. “Do you?”

      He hesitated a moment before answering, not wanting to sound callous, but he didn’t want to lie to her. “No, I don’t.”

      She couldn’t hide her disappointment. “Any particular reason?”

      He shifted, uncomfortably warm despite the frigid air.

      “You won’t hurt my feelings. I honestly want to know.”

      “Well…” He took a deep breath. “I guess I don’t believe in soul mates because I’ve seen too many people lose loved ones way too early. If I believed in soul mates, I’d have to believe those people only got one shot at love. And frankly, that doesn’t seem fair.”

      Abby dropped the dog tag down the collar of her sweater, a noticeable shift in her demeanor. “A lot of things in life aren’t fair.”

      She had a point. He thought of Donnie, his parents, his own injury, and Max’s situation….

      He didn’t have a rebuttal, but that didn’t mean he agreed with her about everyone having only one true love in life.

      Although, considering his own muddled feelings for the woman sitting across from him, he might not have an unbiased opinion on the matter.
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      Abby refilled her coffee cup for the third time that morning, but she wasn’t sure if the caffeine was making her jittery or if it was something else.

      “I have no idea what I’m doing, Nadia.” Abby sighed into the phone. “Maybe taking in Max wasn’t such a good idea.”

      “You did the right thing,” Nadia assured her. “And you’ll be great. You have the biggest heart of anyone I know, Abs. Don’t overthink it.”

      Coffee cup in hand, Abby walked into the sitting room. With its ornate mantel, bay window with built-in seating, and all the beautiful antique furniture, it really was a lovely room. But in light of Max staying with them, it suddenly looked drab and uninviting.

      “Christmas is right around the corner and we have zero decorations, no lights, no stockings, no gifts under the tree. Actually, make that no tree, period.” She thought of Logan’s offer to put one up today, and a slight smile lifted the corner of her mouth.

      “I’m confused. Isn’t that exactly how you wanted it?”

      Abby ran a hand along the smooth marble mantel, envisioning a stocking with Max’s name on it, perhaps an evergreen garland and a few pillar candles. “It was. But Max has been through so much, Nadia. I really want to make this Christmas special. But I don’t think I can pull it off. Everything I own is in storage. There simply isn’t enough time to start from scratch.”

      A knock at the door startled her, and she nearly dropped the phone.

      “Someone’s here. I’ll call you back, okay?”

      After a quick goodbye, she hung up and glanced at the time.

      Seven o’clock on a Sunday morning. Wasn’t it a little early for a house call?

      Abby went to the door, surprised to find Sage standing on the front porch.

      “Good morning.” Sage’s bright smile complemented her cheerful, bohemian-style dress of vibrant, jewel-tone colors.

      “Good morning. You look nice.” Abby eyed the large box in her arms.

      “Thank you. There’s a special Christmas service at eleven thirty this morning, and I thought you, Logan, and Max would like to come.”

      “Sounds wonderful. Thank you. We’ll be there.”

      “Great!” Sage continued to grin, not budging an inch.

      “Was there something else?” Abby asked.

      “As a matter of fact, there is. But I’m waiting for the cavalry to arrive.”

      “The what?” Abby blinked as Verna and two young men she’d never seen before crossed the street carrying red and green plastic tubs. A second later, a truck pulled into their driveway. Strangers spilled out of the cab and immediately unloaded ladders and thick coils of Christmas lights.

      “What’s going on?” Abby turned her bewildered gaze back on Sage.

      “When Verna told us what you’d done for Max, we all wanted to chip in.”

      More cars poured onto the street. Abby recognized the man from the Christmas tree farm—Zander something. He brought what looked like miles of evergreen garlands, a plethora of wreaths in different shapes and sizes, and a mountain of potted poinsettias.

      “I can’t believe it,” she whispered.

      “It’s nothing.” Sage’s eyes twinkled. “Just think of us as your elves for the weekend.”

      Abby fought back tears as wave upon wave of townspeople arrived with everything from monogrammed needlepoint stockings to prewrapped presents for Max.

      In all her life, Abby had never witnessed such incredible generosity. And she could barely speak as Verna and Sage ordered everyone around, giving directions.

      “What’s going on?” Logan descended the staircase in rumpled sweats, his hair adorably tousled, rubbing the sleep from his eyes.

      “Apparently, an intervention.” Abby couldn’t help an incredulous laugh. The whole situation was so surreal. “Is Max awake? I think he’ll enjoy seeing this.”

      “I’ll go check.” Logan climbed the stairs, still shaking his head in disbelief.

      For the next few hours, townspeople clambered in and out of the house, and Abby did her best to introduce herself to everyone, her heart bursting with gratitude.

      She wanted to do something—anything—to say thank you, and an impulsive idea sprang to mind.

      She found Logan in the sitting room, where he and Max had finished setting up the tree in front of the window, with Mr. Bingley’s supervision. Verna had even dressed the pup for the festive occasion, squishing his rolls into a red-and-green argyle sweater.

      “Nice job, Max.” Logan held out his hand for a high five, and Max eagerly obliged.

      Abby sucked in a breath, sensing a second wave of emotion tumbling inside her chest. Max looked so blissfully happy, she wanted to preserve the memory in her mind.

      Logan caught her staring and smiled. “It’s been an interesting morning, hasn’t it?”

      “To say the least.” Abby still had a hard time processing it all. “Before everyone wraps up and we head to church, I thought I’d make a big brunch as a thank-you.”

      “That’s a great idea. Can we help?”

      She smiled, grateful but not surprised that he’d offered. They’d become an unlikely team over the last few days, their co-guardianship of Max going more seamlessly than she’d expected. “Would you mind making a quick run to the store? I’m not sure I have enough ingredients for a crowd this size.”

      “Sure thing. What do you say, Max? Are you up for the assignment?”

      “Can Bing come?”

      The dog seconded Max’s request by wiggling his plump backside.

      “We’ll have to ask Verna, but I don’t think she’ll mind.” Logan cast a glance around the room. “Has anyone seen her?”

      Abby struggled to keep a straight face. “The last time I saw her, she was sticking plastic elves in our lawn.”

      Logan released a good-natured groan, and Abby laughed, her joy bubbling to the surface.

      Sage had been right.

      The spirit of Christmas wasn’t something she could ignore.

      And thanks to Blessings Bay, she no longer wanted to.
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      Carrying a large basket of warm scones into the formal dining room, Logan paused in the doorway. He couldn’t remember ever using the room before, and now half the town crowded around the large rectangular table devouring Abby’s delicious breakfast.

      She fluttered around their guests, refilling cups of coffee, her cheeks flushed and glowing with happiness.

      Not for the first time, he wondered why she didn’t do something like this for a living, instead of working behind the scenes on cookbooks for other people.

      She came alive with the personal interactions, as though seeing the enjoyment on their faces added to her joy in preparing the food.

      His grandma used to say, The Good Lord told us all to be hospitable, but to some souls He gave the gift of hospitality.

      Abby was definitely one of those souls.

      He wished he could help her see that. Unlike him, she needed to be around other people. Not everyone was cut out for the hermit lifestyle. Although, a niggling voice in the back of his mind told him he might not be as much of a natural born recluse as he once thought.

      “Logan, over here.” Abby had set the carafe on the sideboard and patted the chair beside her.

      He placed the basket in the center of the table and joined her, although he racked his brain for an excuse to go back to the kitchen. Until that point, he’d been perfectly content to complete all the odd jobs Abby threw his way, avoiding the discomfort of making small talk over scrambled eggs and scones.

      But before he could offer to brew a fresh pot of coffee, Zander asked him about one of the rosebushes out front, and he casually slipped into conversation.

      For the rest of the day, Logan barely spent one minute alone, between brunch, the church service, and Sage offering to take them all down to the beach to look for sea glass, which Max loved.

      After dinner, it finally whittled down to just the three of them again, and they watched Home Alone until Max fell asleep on the couch.

      Logan carried him up to bed and tucked him in before heading back into the sitting room, where Abby picked popcorn kernels out of the couch cushions.

      “I’d forgotten how good that movie was,” he said casually, slowly folding the blanket. He hated to see the evening end, but it was probably for the best. Throughout the entire film, his thoughts kept drifting to their almost-kiss. And it didn’t help that Abby had sat so close to him, he could smell her vanilla-scented shampoo.

      Against his better judgment, he blurted, “It’s still early. Want to watch another Christmas movie?”

      Okay, so nearing ten o’clock wasn’t early. And he expected her to turn down his offer—to be the rational person in the room who knew watching a movie alone was a bad idea. In fact, he already had visions of himself slipping an arm around her shoulders.

      Why, oh why had he said anything?

      To his surprise, Abby cocked her head and asked, “What did you have in mind? And before you say it, Die Hard is not a Christmas movie.”

      He laughed—the kind of laugh that erupts from a person’s core, that’s only generated when shared with someone else. The kind of laugh he hadn’t experienced in years. And it made him forget every previous objection. “No, I wasn’t thinking of Die Hard. How about one of your girly movies, like The Bishop’s Wife, Holiday Inn, White Christmas…”

      Before he could ramble off any more movie titles, she walloped him with a throw pillow. “Those are not girly movies! They’re classics. I resent the sexist implication.”

      He chuckled again, loving the way she got all fired up. “Yes, ma’am. I hereby retract my former remark.”

      “You know, you don’t have to call me ma’am. We’re the same age.”

      He caught the feisty flicker in her hazel eyes, and his stomach swirled. All he could think about was kissing the smirk off her perfect lips. An impulse he should definitely ignore.

      “Aren’t you technically a year older?” he teased.

      Pretending to be offended, she raised the throw pillow again and he lunged for it. She fell backward onto the couch, holding the pillow above her head.

      Logan hovered over her, attempting to pry it from her hands.

      “Don’t make me tase you again,” she threatened.

      The breathless flutter in her voice did strange things to his insides. And when their eyes met, she inhaled sharply.

      The slight, sultry hitch sent him over the edge.

      He leaned in closer.

      Every reason he’d ever had for keeping his distance evaporated in the span of a single second.

      He lowered his mouth toward hers, knowing if she came to her senses first and told him to stop, he would.

      But she didn’t.

      She held his gaze, her eyes soft and full of fire at the same time.

      And in that moment, he desperately wanted to believe they had a fighting chance.

      Then the doorbell chimed, ripping hope from his grasp.

      Abby’s eyes widened, flooding with awareness. She scrambled out from under him, suddenly edgy and agitated. “Who could that be at this hour?”

      Logan didn’t respond. He couldn’t, even if her question hadn’t been rhetorical. His heart ached, struggling to come to grips with what just happened.

      He and Abby could never have a future together. Donnie had been gone only a little over a year and she’d be leaving soon. This—whatever this was—could never last. He knew that. So why, in that brief moment, had he seen their future so clearly?

      Logan watched Abby walk to the foyer, and the distance between them seemed like miles instead of a few feet.

      As she answered the door, she kept her back to him, her features hidden.

      But her shocked gasp was unmistakable.
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      Abby blinked, sure she was imagining things. This couldn’t be real. “I can’t believe you’re here. How—how are you here?”

      Nadia laughed, apparently amused by Abby’s astonishment. “I left shortly after we got off the phone this morning. That is, after I made a quick stop at your storage unit.”

      “My storage unit?”

      “You sounded so discouraged on the phone, saying how badly you wanted to make this a nice Christmas for Max, but you didn’t see how you’d pull it off without any of your decorations. So, I thought I’d solve your problem. Although…” Nadia peered over Abby’s shoulder with a look of confusion. “It appears you’re doing just fine.”

      Abby couldn’t help a smile every time she thought about the town’s generosity. “Some neighbors came by earlier today. Once they found out about Max, they all wanted to help out.”

      “People in small towns really do that? I always thought Hallmark made that stuff up.”

      “You mean stuff like best friends who drive all day to deliver boxes of Christmas decorations?” Abby teased.

      Nadia laughed. “Yeah, stuff like that. Although, this friend might turn around and go home if someone doesn’t invite her inside.”

      “I’m sorry.” Abby flashed a sheepish grin. “I think I’m still in shock.” She pulled her friend into a hug. “I just can’t believe you’re actually here.”

      “I can’t believe I made it. For a tourist town, this place is off the beaten path.” Nadia suddenly noticed Logan standing awkwardly in the background, and a grin spread across her face. “You must be the new roommate. Logan, right?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “I’m Nadia. Abby’s other roommate.” Her gaze fell on the rumpled blanket and half-empty bowl of popcorn in the sitting room. “Am I interrupting something?”

      Abby’s cheeks flamed as images of their heated moment flashed into her mind. Thank goodness Nadia arrived when she did. “Nope. Definitely not. We were just heading to bed.”

      Nadia’s eyebrows shot up.

      “To our separate rooms. To sleep,” Abby rambled, so flustered the tips of her ears burned. She didn’t dare glance at Logan. “You must be hungry after your long drive.”

      Please, please change the subject, she silently pleaded.

      “I’m famished. But I should unload the boxes first.”

      “I can do it,” Logan offered, and his kind gesture only enhanced her guilt.

      She never should have let the situation go as far as it did. She should have stopped it sooner. So, why hadn’t she?

      “Thanks.” Nadia handed him her car keys. “Just the stuff in the trunk is fine. I’ll get the rest of the things from the back seat later.”

      “Only the trunk. Got it. It was nice to meet you.”

      “You, too.” Nadia grinned at his retreating back, then immediately jabbed Abby’s arm when the door shut behind him. “You were holding out on me.”

      “What do you mean?” Abby feigned innocence as she led Nadia into the kitchen.

      “There’s definitely something going on between you two.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous.”

      “You seriously want me to believe that man isn’t crazy about you? It’s written all over his face, Abs.”

      Mortified, Abby stuck her head in the fridge, relishing the cool air against her flushed skin. “Nothing is going to happen between me and Logan.” As she said the words, she wasn’t sure who she needed to convince more—Nadia or herself.

      “Does he know that?”

      Abby pictured the smoldering glint in Logan’s eyes as he leaned over her, the heat from his body still palpable. She pushed the memory aside, retrieving a plate of leftovers.

      “I’m sure the thought has never crossed his mind.”

      Of course, she wasn’t sure. Not in the slightest. And the possibility made her pulse quicken.

      “If you say so.” Nadia smirked, settling on one of the barstools at the kitchen island.

      “How’s Brian?” Abby asked, switching gears as she slid the plate into the microwave. “It must be hard to be apart this close to Christmas. How long are you staying, anyway?”

      “A few days.”

      While Abby wished it could be longer, she was grateful for whatever time they had. She’d missed Nadia more than she’d realized.

      “Well, tell Brian I said thanks for sharing you.”

      “I will. But honestly, I think he’s glad to have me out of his hair for a few days.”

      “What makes you say that?” The microwave beeped, and Abby removed the plate, setting it in front of Nadia.

      Was she blushing? Nadia didn’t blush. Ever.

      “I think Brian’s going to propose at our New Year’s Eve party. He’s been especially secretive, as though he’s planning something big.”

      Abby merely stared, completely at a loss for words. There had always been something about Brian that bothered her, but Nadia repeatedly brushed off her concerns. Still, she’d hoped her friend would come to her senses someday, not marry the guy.

      “You’ll be back in time for the party, right?” Nadia asked. “I can’t imagine getting engaged without you there.”

      “Of course. I wouldn’t miss it.”

      Satisfied, Nadia dug into the leftovers with gusto.

      But Abby couldn’t shake her uneasy feeling.

      Only, she wasn’t sure if it had to do with Nadia’s pending engagement…

      Or the thought of leaving.
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      Logan set the last box on the floor, listening to the laughter drifting from the kitchen. The sound was bittersweet.

      He wanted Abby to be happy, but her friend’s visit was an all-too-blatant reminder of something he’d rather forget.

      Abby would be leaving soon.

      And against all reason, he’d started to believe she might stay. Which not only made zero sense, it wasn’t even in his best interest. If Abby stayed in Blessings Bay, she’d obviously move into the home she owned. He’d have to be really dense to think they could play house forever.

      Besides, he wasn’t even sure he’d want to live in the same house, anyway. When he imagined picking up a woman for dinner, he expected it to take a little more effort than walking down the stairs.

      At the thought, a dull regret rippled through him. Who was he kidding? There would be no date with Abby, in the living room or otherwise. She deserved more than someone who could only take her to a restaurant within walking distance.

      Defeated, he climbed the steps and headed toward his room, pausing to check in on Max.

      From the doorway, he spotted the boy’s small frame curled beneath a pile of blankets. Logan smiled when he noticed the Top Gun teddy bear had been relocated from the nightstand to the bed, tucked beside Max.

      He really was a sweet kid. In some ways, younger than his eight years, while in others, far older.

      A hardness settled in Logan’s stomach at the thought of Max being shuffled off to a new home. One that may or may not be any better than that of the Hobarts, who’d apparently added taking advantage of foster kids to their criminal records.

      For a split second, he wondered if he could become a single foster parent and look after Max.

      But as soon as the ludicrous idea popped into his head, he dismissed it. They’d take one look at his medical record and deem him unfit. And rightfully so. There were times he could barely take care of himself, let alone a child.

      Gently closing Max’s door, Logan slipped into his own room.

      He probably should’ve said goodnight to Abby and her friend Nadia, but he couldn’t bring himself to face the woman’s perceptive gaze. It felt like she could see right through him and read his thoughts. And he didn’t need her to pass those thoughts along to Abby.

      Logan got ready for bed, going through the motions on autopilot. But his gaze kept drifting to his nightstand.

      When the niggling thought wouldn’t leave him alone, he knelt on the floor and slid out the bottom drawer. He pushed aside the stack of aviation magazines and lifted the first pamphlet.

      Then the next.

      Yanking out the entire drawer, he dumped it upside down, scattering the brochures across the carpet. The glossy photographs of happy patients taunted him with their sycophantic smiles.

      Each physical therapist and specialist he’d seen had promised different degrees of success, but none foresaw more than marginal improvement.

      They spouted words like pain management and lifestyle modification. They wanted to help him cope, not offer a cure.

      He used to appreciate their candor. Now, he wouldn’t mind a snake oil salesman promising him a miraculous recovery. Or at least offer him an ounce of hope.

      Abby and Max made him want more out of life. And witnessing the generosity of the town inspired him to give back.

      But there was one question he couldn’t answer…

      What did he have to give?
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      The next few days flew by far too quickly. Abby showed Nadia around town, introducing her to Verna, Mr. Bingley, and Sage. They even had a girls’ night at CeCe’s and made patchwork quilt potholders while sipping peppermint lattes.

      But Abby’s favorite moments with Nadia were spent at home with Logan and Max. They’d built a gingerbread house, played Christmas trivia games, read aloud from A Christmas Carol—Logan was surprisingly skilled at the different voices—and crowded around the small table in the breakfast nook every morning, laughing and making plans for the day.

      Abby would miss those loud, laughter-filled mornings.

      But she didn’t want to tarnish the night’s memories by dwelling on the future.

      Tonight, they’d experience an event Verna called Bells on the Bay.

      Linking arms with Nadia, Abby stood on the tranquil beach watching the moonlit waves lap against the shore. The gentle whisper of the ocean and presence of her dearest friend had a calming effect on her heart. And for the first time in a long while, she felt truly content.

      “I wish you didn’t have to leave tomorrow.” She rested her head on Nadia’s shoulder.

      “Me, too. It’s so different here, like finding your own corner of paradise.”

      Abby smiled, appreciating Nadia’s description, which couldn’t be more accurate. Her gaze swept the glittering sand, illuminated by hanging lanterns and pillar candles in large hurricane votives. Lounge chairs and beach blankets surrounded several firepits and townspeople clustered around various s’more stations. The gentle strumming of an acoustic guitar harmonized with the melodic laughter and chatter.

      Logan caught her eye at the nearest firepit, and for a fleeting moment, an unspoken, intimate connection passed between them.

      Then Max’s marshmallow burst into a fireball, and Logan had to help him put out the flame.

      “I saw that.” Nadia nudged her arm.

      “Saw what?” Abby flushed.

      “The way you two looked at each other. Since the day I arrived, it’s like I’m watching that man fall even harder for you.”

      “We’re friends, Nadia.” Abby hoped her tone resonated with an air of conviction, but the truth was, she wasn’t sure about anything anymore. She had noticed something shift in Logan’s gaze over the last several days. His glances had become softer, and deeper, somehow, as though each one delivered more meaning than before.

      The realization both thrilled and terrified her.

      She never thought she’d want to be noticed—really seen—by another man again. In some ways, it felt like a betrayal to Donnie. And yet, there were times she forgot about everything else, fully present in the moment, too caught up to feel anything except… happy.

      That’s what scared her the most. Those times were increasing in frequency and duration and she wasn’t sure they should.

      “You’re talking yourself out of it,” Nadia said softly. “But I can see it written on your face, too. You care about him. As more than a friend.”

      “I don’t know if I’m ready for more than that,” Abby confessed in a whisper. “I don’t know if I’ll ever be ready.”

      “You will be. Someday. And if Logan is the man I think he is, he’ll wait.”

      Abby watched as a young woman inched beside Logan at the firepit. She appeared to be making small talk while skewering a marshmallow.

      Without really trying to size her up, Abby observed the woman’s warm, open smile and glossy blond hair tucked beneath a white knit cap. She possessed a sweet, effortless appeal—a universal kind of pretty surely any man would notice. Any man except Logan. He seemed oblivious to the woman’s flirtatious overtures.

      Despite the walls he’d built around himself, Logan Mathews was a catch. And she wasn’t the only woman to make the observation.

      If he’d really started to fall for her, was it fair to him?

      What possible future could they have?

      She’d be leaving soon.

      And her heart still belonged to someone else.
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      Logan scanned the crowded beach for Abby. She’d been standing with Nadia nearby a few minutes ago, but both women had disappeared.

      The stranger next to him tried to make casual chitchat, but he found it difficult to concentrate. Where had Abby gone?

      “Mind if I squeeze in?” Nadia asked the woman with a friendly smile, appearing out of nowhere.

      “Not at all. I just finished.” She handed Nadia her roasting skewer before heading toward her group of friends.

      Nadia slid two marshmallows onto the fork prongs and held them over a clump of coals. “Abby went to get Max some hot chocolate. We heard the parade is starting soon.”

      Logan smiled to himself. Of course Abby went to get Max hot chocolate. She was always thinking of him, often putting his needs above her own in a way she made look effortless, even enjoyable. Motherhood suited her.

      “I have to say”—Nadia inched closer and lowered her voice—“it’s been great to see Abby with Max. She’s really come alive here. To be honest, I was starting to worry about her. But being in Blessings Bay, with you and Max, has reignited her fervor for life.”

      Logan wasn’t sure how to respond to that, but if he got to be a part of bringing some joy back into Abby’s life, he’d count himself fortunate.

      “I can’t believe I’m saying this,” Nadia continued, “but I’m starting to wonder if coming home is the best thing for her.”

      His heartbeat stuttered, and he almost dropped his marshmallow onto the smoldering embers. He hadn’t dared to hope that Abby might stay, but he’d be lying if he said the thought hadn’t crossed his mind… more than once. “Do you think there’s a possibility she would stay?”

      “Maybe. It depends. Obviously, your living situation is unconventional. I don’t think Abby would be comfortable with it long-term.”

      “I’ve been thinking about that.”

      “I had a feeling you might be.” Something in Nadia’s smile sent heat creeping up Logan’s neck. Was he that transparent? Or only to Nadia?

      He cleared his throat, about to elaborate, then froze when Abby approached.

      Her gaze darted between them as if she suspected they had been talking about her, but she didn’t press, turning her attention to Max. “Last s’more for you, mister. The parade is about to start.”

      As if on cue, the guitar music faded into silence and a hush settled across the cove. People hastily finished their s’mores and turned their chairs toward the water.

      Logan led the way toward their throw blanket situated beside Verna and Bing, who both sat on low-reclining beach chairs.

      When Max sat down, the pup flopped off his cushy seat and nestled beside him, resting his oversize head on Max’s knee.

      Logan smiled. It looked like Bing had found a new best friend.

      At Verna’s suggestion, Nadia co-opted Bing’s vacated chair, leaving the remainder of the blanket for Logan and Abby. She tossed him a conspiratorial wink behind Abby’s back, and Logan grinned.

      Although her mind-reading skills made him nervous, he liked Nadia. And as badly as he wanted Abby to stay, he knew she’d miss her friend. To his increasing surprise, he would, too.

      “What kind of parade is it?” Max asked, happily accepting the cup of hot chocolate Abby passed him.

      “A boat parade,” Verna explained. “It’s been an annual tradition since the town’s founding. Of course, the style of boats has changed over the years.”

      “Do you think my dad will be in it?” Max asked hopefully.

      Verna exchanged a sorrowful glance with Abby and Logan, and Logan’s heart twisted. Poor kid. How would they explain to him that his father wouldn’t be coming back? At least, he probably wouldn’t be. In actuality, they didn’t know much beyond the rumors. They’d scheduled an appointment with Clara after the holidays to find out more about the situation, but Logan had already braced himself for the difficult news—and the even more difficult task of sharing the news with Max. Although, he suspected Clara had already tried to tell Max more than once.

      “Not tonight, dear,” Verna said gently, patting his hand.

      Max’s lower lip protruded, and his brow furrowed with heartbreaking disappointment.

      “This was a mistake,” Abby whispered for only Logan to hear, her tone laced with equal parts regret and concern. “Maybe we should take him home.”

      As quickly as the shadow had overtaken Max’s features, it lifted, replaced by a confident smile. “That’s okay. He’ll be back soon, though.” He sipped his hot chocolate, seemingly content for the moment.

      “He’ll be okay,” Logan whispered back, but even as he said the words, his stomach clenched.

      Would he be okay? The kid needed concrete answers sooner rather than later.

      And Logan wished he had them.

      For Max and himself.
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      Abby held her breath, her gaze glued to the silvery water as the first boat appeared around the cape.

      Draped in twinkling lights, the fishing rig looked otherworldly as it floated across the bay, followed by a procession of equally adorned boats in every shape and size, from small dinghies to impressive yachts.

      The soothing crash of waves and crackling logs in the firepits filled the silence until the first bell rang.

      Then another.

      And another.

      Soon, Abby made out the melody of “Silent Night” as it echoed across the water.

      “It’s beautiful,” she whispered, her throat suddenly tight as she beheld the bell ringers on the bows of each boat.

      Moved by the beautiful sight and sound, she swept aside an unexpected tear before resting her palm on the blanket beside her. She accidentally grazed Logan’s hand and her heartbeat stammered at the startling connection, like a sudden bolt of electricity.

      Had he noticed?

      Before she could steal a glance in his direction, his hand found hers in the darkness.

      Without consulting her better judgment, her fingers acted on impulse, lacing through his until their palms melded together.

      All of her fear and objections from mere moments ago slipped into the moonlit shadows, leaving nothing but peace.

      The soulful carol of the bells and breathtaking lights shimmering across the water seemed to encapsulate them in a sphere of beauty and tranquility.

      One she never wanted to leave.

      Logan traced gentle circles on the back of her hand with his thumb, and her breathing slowed to a delicate hum.

      Was this really happening?

      She felt something in Logan’s touch, euphoric yet secure, both weightless and grounded in something real.

      Why did it feel so safe, so inviting?

      She should resist, should pull her hand away.

      And yet, for the first time, she didn’t want to….

      Tonight, she simply wanted to be.
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      Logan wasn’t sure what had made him reach for Abby’s hand, but he was glad he did.

      And even more grateful when she didn’t pull away.

      He relished the pressure of her palm against his, the way their fingers entwined together like a custom fit.

      Although her skin was soft, her hands weren’t without calluses, and he remembered something his grandfather used to say.

      A woman’s eyes reflect her heart, but her hands reveal her character.

      He thought of the scrapes and bruises she’d received rescuing Max from the tree. She hadn’t complained about them once.

      Other than his grandmother—and what little of his mother he remembered—Logan had never met a woman like Abby.

      And the real, in-person version, with faults and honest struggles, was even more captivating than the flawless woman from the photograph.

      He stole a glance at her profile, watching the delicate wisps of hair flutter in the wind, gently caressing her face.

      The bond between Donnie and Abby had been so strong, so complete, did he really think he stood a chance? And what if all he had to offer her wasn’t enough?

      He’d told her about his injury, but did she really understand what it meant? The toll it could take on her, on them?

      What about his vow to never get close to anyone again?

      His gaze fell to their clasped hands, hidden in the shadows between them.

      Clearly, he’d forgotten all about the promise he’d made to himself when everything in his life fell apart.

      At the time, he’d been convinced it was a selfless decision, in the best interest of those around him.

      In reality, he’d been protecting his own heart. Could he handle being rejected and abandoned again?

      He closed his eyes, remembering the afternoon Kelli ended their engagement.

      She’d stood by his hospital bed, wearing the red dress he’d always liked.

      “I can’t do this.” Her eyes had filled with tears, making them look even bluer than usual. “Maybe, if the doctors were sure you’d get better, we could make things work. But they’re not sure, Logan.”

      She’d emphasized his name, as though he hadn’t been paying attention and somehow missed his own diagnosis.

      He’d stared impassively out the window, watching a squirrel stuff an acorn into a knot in the tree trunk. For some reason, he wanted to tell the squirrel not to bother, that he might as well eat it now.

      “I do love you, you know.” She’d sniffled loudly at that part, dabbing her finger under her lash line even though she hadn’t shed a tear yet. Her eyes had merely glistened, accentuating her wistful gaze without ruining her makeup.

      “I’m just not cut out to be with someone like you.”

      The knife in his heart had twisted with that little zinger. As if he hadn’t already felt worthless, she’d confirmed it.

      “If you get better, and I’m still single, call me.” She’d kissed him on the cheek then, searing his skin with her bloodred lipstick.

      Funny how quickly people could change. Or maybe she’d simply revealed her true colors—the ones he hadn’t wanted to see.

      Opening his eyes, he stole another glance at Abby.

      In some ways, he knew her better than he’d ever known Kelli. His ex had been a woman afraid of flaws, uncomfortable with being transparent or vulnerable. But she’d put so much effort into the appearance of perfection, their relationship never went beyond the superficial. Which meant their roots weren’t deep enough to sustain heavy wind or rain.

      His thumb gently grazed a callus on Abby’s palm, and heat traveled up his arm.

      He had no doubt that Abby was different.

      And whatever the cost—to his heart or his pride—Abby was worth it.
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      As they stood by Nadia’s car, prepared to say goodbye, Abby roughly wiped a tear from her cheek with the back of her hand.

      “This is ridiculous. I’m going to see you in a few days.”

      “About that…” Nadia wavered, and Abby stared at her in surprise.

      Nadia never hesitated to say whatever was on her mind. “What is it? It makes me nervous when you’re at a loss for words.”

      Nadia offered a half smile, as though she couldn’t quite bring herself to enjoy the joke.

      “Okay, now you’re really making me worry,” Abby said. “If something’s bothering you, just say it.”

      Nadia’s dark eyes glistened with emotion. “When you first told me your crazy idea to come here, I was so afraid something bad would happen and you’d hate it here. Or worse… that you’d love it and never want to come back.”

      Abby straightened. “Is that what you’re worried about? That I’m not coming home?”

      “That’s what I used to worry about. But Abby…” Nadia’s voice trembled, and she sniffled, trying to pull herself together. “Being here the last few days made me realize something I didn’t want to see. This town, these people. Logan and Max, they’re your family now.”

      “Nadia, that’s—” She was going to say ridiculous, but her words faltered even before Nadia cut her off.

      “I know you’re trying to fight it, but I’ve never lied to you. I’ve always told you exactly what I thought, even if you might not like it.” She held her gaze. “I think coming back home would be a mistake. In fact, I hesitate to even call it home anymore. You belong here, Abby.”

      “But…” Abby paused, choosing her words carefully. Her heart agreed with everything Nadia said, but her mind conjured up every excuse for why it wouldn’t work. “It’s not that simple. Max is only staying with me temporarily, until they find a new foster family. And Logan…” How could she even begin to explain her feelings for Logan?

      “I never said staying would be easy,” Nadia told her. “There’s a lot you’d have to figure out. But easy or not, I think it’s the right thing. And you have no idea how hard it is for me to admit that.”

      “I think I do.” Abby’s voice broke as she thought about being so far away from her best friend, the one she’d leaned on for the last year when her life fell apart.

      Nadia embraced her with the force of ten hugs combined, and when she finally pulled away, tears stained her usually flawless foundation. “One more thing.” After wiping her cheeks, she reached into the footwell of the passenger seat and retrieved a familiar wooden box.

      “Where did you—” Abby gasped.

      “I found it in your storage unit. I wasn’t sure if you were ready for it. But now, I think you are.”

      Abby blinked back tears, suppressing the sob rising in her throat.

      “Donnie will always be a part of who you are, Abs. And your memories should be cherished and celebrated, not hidden away.” She pressed the box into Abby’s arms. “But you shouldn’t be afraid to make new memories, either. Loving someone else doesn’t mean you loved Donnie any less.”

      Abby let her tears fall freely, clutching the box to her chest as Nadia blew her a kiss and climbed inside her car.

      She stood on the curb, watching until she disappeared from sight.

      Reaching inside the collar of her sweater, she withdrew the silver chain. She ran her thumb against the cool metal, tracing the letters and numbers meant to identify her husband, as if any one person could be boiled down to something so small and finite.

      Abby lifted the lid of the ornament box, bracing herself for the onslaught of memories.

      In her heart, she knew she’d never stop loving Donnie. But maybe it was time to stop living like her life had ended with his.

      She wasn’t sure how to blend her past with her future, but for the first time since Donnie died, she wanted to try.
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        * * *

      

      Logan swept the broom across the edge of the ceiling, collecting cobwebs in the rough bristles.

      While he prided himself on keeping the main house clean and tidy, he couldn’t believe how badly he’d neglected the bungalow. All things considered, it was a decent space, once he evicted the spiders.

      In fact, it basically had everything a person could need.

      He thought about what he’d have to give up to pursue a life with Abby, if she even agreed to give them a shot.

      His entire life would change, not just the roof over his head.

      Logan spotted a particularly gnarly cobweb weaving between the blades of the overhead fan. Standing on a chair, he strained to reach it.

      Just a few more inches….

      As he stretched a bit further, a hot, searing pain tore through his neck.

      With a sharp cry, Logan collapsed backward, the broom clattering beside him.

      Crumbling onto his side, he rested his face against the cold, hard floor. Blurry black spots dotted his vision resembling a swarm of spiders converging on the white travertine tile.

      He wasn’t sure how long he lay there, but eventually the piercing sensation of knives stabbing flesh subsided to more of a blowtorch effect.

      It’ll be over soon….

      Except, it would never really be over. Not completely. The spasms would likely follow him the rest of his life. And this one felt like a pointed reminder, in case he’d forgotten or dared to believe he was anything more than a broken man.

      Ever since Abby arrived in Blessings Bay, he’d been teetering on the thin line between hope and reality, a tightrope walk destined to end badly.

      There was a time he’d made peace with his lot in life, resigned himself to his limitations.

      Now, he wanted more. A lot more.

      But was he only kidding himself?
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      Abby set the box on the floor by the tree, then straightened.

      The fragrant fir filled most of the window, and Logan had woven both white and colored lights through the branches. Sage had gifted them a small assortment of her stunning sea glass ornaments, plus they had the ones they made at the Christmas tree lighting ceremony.

      Now, they could add hers and Donnie’s to the collection.

      She’d been waiting for an opportunity to decorate the tree properly, since Donnie always insisted it be done right—with eggnog, his mother’s peppermint bark recipe, and a recipe they’d invented together called Hot Chocolate Brownies with Marshmallow Icing. Not to mention his special playlist with festive songs like “Rockin’ Around the Christmas Tree,” “O Tannenbaum,” and “The Little Christmas Tree.”

      Truthfully, she’d been avoiding the tree trimming under the pretense that the timing wasn’t right. They’d been busy showing Nadia around town and participating in various outings and activities, so it was easy to postpone, but she’d run out of excuses.

      Abby glanced at the box Nadia brought from her storage unit. The lid sat slightly askew.

      Was she ready for this? Each ornament held a vivid memory—moments with Donnie she’d worked hard to suppress. Was she strong enough to open the floodgates and withstand the deluge of emotions?

      Her thoughts fluttered to Max, who’d gone to the beach with Verna and Mr. Bingley now that school was out. Did he still look for his father’s boat every time he gazed at the water? She suspected he probably did, which broke her heart.

      Max had been through so much. And now, he needed stability, a steady supply of love and attention. She may not be able to meet his long-term needs, but she could give him the best Christmas possible, even if it meant resurfacing her own wounds.

      Her mind made up, she searched the house for Logan to discuss her plan, but he wasn’t anywhere to be found. That’s odd. Ever since Max came to stay with them, they’d gotten into the habit of letting each other know whenever they were going out for a while. It wasn’t like Logan to disappear without saying anything.

      She had one last place to look.

      Abby entered the backyard through the double doors in the dining room, relishing the cool sea breeze against her exposed skin. She’d never get used to the magnificent view or splendor of the outdoor space.

      Once again, she tried to envision what it looked like in the springtime with all the flowers in bloom, sipping a glass of iced tea on the veranda, while Max played catch with Logan on the lawn.

      Abby shook her head, dismissing the silly daydream.

      She wouldn’t be here in the spring.

      Suddenly, Nadia’s words came rushing back.

      You belong here, Abby.

      Her friend had spoken with such conviction. Could Nadia be right?

      Her gaze drifted to the quaint bungalow in the far corner of the yard. Leaves covered the tiled roof and the pale, seafoam-green exterior could use a fresh coat of paint, but it looked cozy. Although, she had no idea what purpose it served. Storage, maybe?

      She crossed the lawn, hoping to find Logan inside.

      But when she opened the rickety screen door and crossed the threshold, her heart plummeted to the floor.
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        * * *

      

      Panic gripped Logan’s chest when he heard the door creak open.

      Please, don’t let it be Abby….

      His name escaped her lips in a frightened gasp, and within seconds, she knelt by his side.

      “Are you okay? What happened? What can I do? Was it another spasm?” The questions poured out of her in a frantic rush, and her wide, petrified eyes scanned his prostrate body for answers.

      “I’m fine,” he grunted, trying to sit up. His pain must have been written on his face, because she laid a hand on his shoulder.

      “Don’t get up. Do you have a heating pad or ointment to relax your muscles?”

      For a brief moment, Logan closed his eyes. He loathed being in the position of needing help, but what choice did he have? “I have a TENS machine. On my nightstand.”

      “Don’t move. I’ll be right back.” Her voice had gone from terrified to calm and controlled in a matter of minutes, and Logan once again marveled at her ability to rally in a crisis. He would’ve been proud of her if he wasn’t already consumed by his own shame and humiliation.

      What must Abby think of him now? He felt so frail and weak. He doubted she’d ever look at him the same way again. There was nothing attractive about a man who couldn’t take care of himself.

      When she returned, she was breathless as if she’d been running. Kneeling by his side, she situated the pads of the machine where he directed and turned it on. The small electrical pulses immediately set to work, relieving some of the pain. “Thanks. You don’t have to wait around,” he told her when she sat cross-legged on the tile.

      “I’m not going anywhere until you’re feeling better.”

      Logan suppressed a groan. He didn’t want to snub her kindness, but he couldn’t imagine anything more embarrassing.

      “How long have you been out here like this?” she asked softly.

      “No clue. I lost track of time.”

      Her brow furrowed when she spotted the outline of his cell phone in his right pant pocket. “Why didn’t you call me to come help you?”

      He stared up at the ceiling, unsure how to answer that.

      “Logan…” she pressed gently.

      He released a heavy sigh. What was the point in hiding it? He didn’t have any dignity left, anyway. “Because I didn’t want you to see me like this.”

      “Like what? Injured?” She squinted, clearly confused.

      “More like emasculated. I don’t want your pity.”

      “And I’m not giving you any.” Her blunt tone caught him off guard.

      “You’re not?”

      “Why would I?”

      He blinked, positive he’d missed something. “You are seeing this, right? How weak I am.”

      “You’re not weak,” she said firmly. “Weakness is being too proud to ask for help.”

      He wanted to believe her, but his self-perception was too ingrained. “What kind of man can’t lift his own head off the floor?”

      “The kind of man who was injured serving his country, who puts others before himself, and continues to fight for what’s important.” Her voice resonated with conviction and something softer, something that warmed his entire body, even against the cold tile. “I can only imagine your pain and frustration, Logan. And the last thing I want to do is make light of what you’re going through, but please, don’t let it define you. I only wish you could see the man that I see. The man Max sees. You wouldn’t dare call him weak.”

      His throat tightened, and he couldn’t speak. Instead, he stretched out his hand, palm open.

      Abby slipped her hand in his, lacing their fingers together.

      No one had ever said anything like that to him before.

      And her words breathed life into his heart, mending a wound he never thought would heal.
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      From his position in the armchair by the fireplace, Logan watched the idyllic vignette of Abby and Max decorating the Christmas tree. The white and colored bulbs glittered against the bay window, accentuated by the backdrop of the night sky. Vanilla- and gingerbread-scented candles flickered on the coffee table beside the treats Abby had baked that afternoon and a festive playlist emanated from the Bluetooth speakers on the nearby credenza.

      Never in a million years had he thought he’d ever glimpse such a joyful, heartwarming sight. And certainly not in his own home.

      Abby laughed at something Max said, filling the room with the blissful sound, and his chest ached at the possibility of never hearing it again.

      He thought of the plan he’d been formulating over the past few days. What were the chances she’d say yes? Probably slim.

      He took a sip of eggnog, hoping to wash away his nervous tension.

      “This is the last one,” Abby announced, wiggling a wooden nutcracker. “Care to do the honors?” She flashed him an inviting smile, and his heartbeat faltered, leaving him momentarily speechless.

      With her hazel eyes shimmering in the light from the tree and her soft waves of dark hair spilling around her shoulders, she looked distractingly beautiful. He’d never wanted anyone more in his life, and not simply because of her beauty. Her loving selflessness illuminated everything she touched, especially in this moment with Max.

      Logan knew it couldn’t be easy for her to hang the ornaments she’d collected with Donnie over the years. When she first arrived in Blessings Bay, she’d wanted to ban even a hint of the holiday. Now, the spirit of Christmas surrounded them, warming the entire room. And Abby didn’t merely suffer through it, putting on a brave face; she embodied it with every fiber of her being.

      He couldn’t help wondering if, in her own way, she was beginning to move on, to finally heal. And if so, what did that mean for their future? Did they even have one? Or was it merely wishful thinking?

      “Logan?” She tilted her head to the side, peering at him curiously, and he realized he’d been sitting in a silent daze for who knows how long.

      He cleared his throat. “Yeah, sorry. I’d love to hang the last ornament.” After setting down his glass of eggnog, he joined them by the tree.

      Their fingers grazed as she passed him the nutcracker, and for a moment, the music stilled and the lights blurred, obscuring every detail except for Abby’s luminous gaze, which held his own.

      Although she looked away first, he noticed the pretty blush dappling her cheeks. So, he hadn’t been imagining everything. There was something between them; he just wasn’t sure how deep the connection ran.

      It took all of his self-control to redirect his attention to the overflowing branches, searching for an empty space while he collected his composure. The room suddenly felt too warm for his heavy-knit sweater.

      After a minute of careful scrutiny, he settled on a spot between a snowman and an angel. The fragrant bough dipped with the weight. “What do you think?” he asked, taking a step back to survey his handiwork.

      “It’s the best tree ever!” Max beamed his approval before skipping toward the table for another brownie.

      “It’s perfect,” Abby murmured, her eyes glistening. “Donnie would love it.”

      At the slight tremor in her voice, Logan reached for her hand, and together, they gazed at the tree in reverent silence.

      “I was wrong,” she whispered, barely loud enough for him to hear.

      “About what?” He studied her features, trying to read her emotions.

      “About skipping Christmas. I’d convinced myself that it was what I needed, and that Donnie would understand. But deep down, I knew he’d be disappointed. He would call me out for running away, for hiding from Christmas… for hiding him.” Her voice cracked, and Logan tightened his gasp.

      With her free hand, Abby slipped the dog chain from beneath her collar. “He’d want to be honored, not hidden away. And he’d want to be a part of my life, not keep me from living it.” She slid her hand from his and pulled the chain over her head. Tears gleamed in her eyes as she took a step toward the tree and gingerly looped the memento around a focal branch. Her fingers caressed the cool metal before she let her hand fall to her side.

      Wordlessly, Logan wrapped his arm around her shoulders, and she leaned into him, smiling through her tears. “The only thing he’d like better than being immortalized as a Christmas ornament would be getting to be the tree topper.” She laughed softly.

      Logan mirrored her smile, too moved to speak.

      The silver dog tag twinkled amid the string lights, as if Donnie himself had made it gleam in a secret greeting. And, in a strange way, gave his blessing.

      “Guess what?” Max interrupted his thoughts.

      Kneeling beside the box of Abby and Donnie’s ornaments, Max brandished a glass bauble that appeared hand-painted in swathes of red and gold. “There’s one more ornament.”

      Abby’s breath caught.

      At her startled expression, Logan’s heartbeat stalled.

      Why did she look like she’d just seen a ghost?
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      For several seconds, Abby couldn’t breathe.

      The ornament—the one she’d made with Donnie right before he died, before they had a chance to write their notes. She thought she’d packed it separately.

      “Are you okay?” Logan asked gently.

      She nodded, automatically at first, but as her breathing steadied, she realized she didn’t feel as devastated as she thought she would. The bittersweet memories tasted far less bitter. She even managed a smile. “Donnie and I made that.”

      “You made it?” Max asked, studying the swirls of paint. “How?”

      “With nail polish and warm water, if you can believe it.” She laughed at his frown of skepticism. “It’s quite simple, actually. I can show you tomorrow, if you’d like.”

      “Okay.” His face brightened, and he stood, as though prepared to hang it on the tree.

      “Why don’t we let Abby hang this one?” Logan suggested.

      Her heart warmed at his thoughtfulness, and she offered him a grateful smile as Max carried it toward her.

      She’d barely broken their gaze in time to see Max stumble over the edge of the tree skirt.

      Every muscle in her body clenched as the ornament soared from his grasp and shattered against the hardwood floor.

      Panic splashed across Max’s face, and all the air seemed to drain from the room.

      “It’s okay,” she consoled him, somehow finding her voice. Although, the calm, cool tone sounded like it came from somebody else. “Be careful where you step. I’ll get a broom.”

      Her feet carried her into the kitchen, and as soon as she crossed the threshold, the tears fell, soft and slow. She leaned against the counter, her chest rising and falling as she tried to collect herself. Realizing she felt shock more than anything, she rubbed the sleeve of her sweater against her damp cheeks, settling down.

      A floorboard creaked, and she glanced up to see Logan standing in the doorway. “Are you all right?”

      “Yes,” she assured him for the second time that night. “It’s been an emotional evening. I think it just caught me off guard.” She straightened, heading for the broom closet.

      “Wait, Abs. There’s something you should see.”

      The tenderness in his tone gave her pause.

      He held a tiny scroll of white paper in his hand. “I found this when I was picking up the larger pieces of glass. I think it was inside the ornament.”

      Her pulse thrummed, setting every nerve on edge.

      A note? But how was that possible? Had Donnie written his wish early?

      Fresh tears filled her eyes at the possibility.

      Logan pressed the scroll into her open palm. “I’ll go so you can have some privacy.”

      “Don’t go.” She couldn’t explain it, but she wanted him to stay. His presence gave her courage as she untied the thin string and unrolled the coiled paper.

      Tears blurred her vision as she stared at Donnie’s chicken-scratch handwriting.

      

      
        
        My Juliet,

        This year’s wish comes with a confession. I let my pride over not being able to give you a child get in the way of us having a family. I have no doubt that you’ll be an incredible mother. And that’s my wish for the coming year, even if I can’t be the one to make it happen.

        Love,

        Your Romeo

      

      

      A quiet sob escaped her lips as her heart shattered and mended all at once.

      From beyond the grave, Donnie had given her a gift.

      And she’d never needed it more.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            23

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      The next morning, Abby stood in the middle of State Street, staring at the beautiful building that had become so much more than a hideaway over the last several days—it had become a home.

      And yet, here she stood, torn between leaving her new life behind or letting go of everything she once knew.

      In some ways, her decision should be simple, but long-held doubts had slithered deep into her heart, making them difficult to untangle.

      A soft, furry head brushed against her leg, and she glanced down to see Mr. Bingley gazing up at her with sweet, sympathetic brown eyes. “Hey, Bing.” Sniffling against a surge of unexpected tears, she bent down to scratch his head.

      Could she really bear to say goodbye?

      “He can always tell when someone needs a hug.”

      Abby heard Verna’s smile before she spotted it.

      Straightening, she immediately noticed the overstuffed shopping bags bundled in Verna’s arms. “Need some help?”

      “That would be lovely, dear. Thank you.” Verna handed her one of the canvas tote bags and led the way inside.

      Much like Verna herself, the interior radiated warmth and cheerfulness, especially evident in the bright color scheme and cozy furnishings.

      Abby followed Verna into the kitchen, where the sugary scent of holiday baking lingered in the air.

      “Just set it anywhere on the counter. I’ll put on a pot of tea.”

      “That really isn’t necessary,” Abby said quickly, though she realized she wasn’t ready to leave yet.

      “Tea is always necessary,” Verna said with the kind of lighthearted laugh that made Abby feel safe and welcomed. “Now, you two go make yourselves comfortable in the den, and I’ll join you in a minute.”

      As if on cue, Mr. Bingley waddled out of the kitchen, and Abby followed him into a light, airy room directly off the foyer. The tall windows framed by bright, patterned drapes and collection of quirky bric-a-brac gave the space a casual, homey feel in contrast to the stately Queen Anne Victorian’s more opulent features.

      Mr. Bingley plopped onto his plush dog bed in front of the marble fireplace, and Abby chose the vintage armchair beside him, smiling at the unconventional upholstery—a bold motif of fuchsia and violet flowers with diffused lines resembling a watercolor painting.

      In Verna’s absence, Abby surveyed the framed photographs on the walls, searching for hints of the woman’s family life. She didn’t see any signs of children or grandchildren, but there were several photos of a younger Verna with a dashing man by her side, often in uniform. One photo in particular—of the stylish couple standing beneath the regal Eiffel Tower—caught her eye.

      “Harold and I loved to travel.” Verna padded across the plush area rug and slid an antique tea service onto the coffee table. “That trip to Paris was always my favorite. Have you been?”

      “Sadly, no.” Abby shifted on the soft cushion. Donnie had claimed travel as one of the many justifications not to have kids. Of course, now she knew that wasn’t the real reason. If only they’d had more time to talk about it before…

      “Harold served in the navy, so we traveled a lot,” Verna continued, interrupting her train of thought.

      “How long were you two married?” Abby gratefully accepted the dainty teacup Verna handed her.

      “Nearly fifty glorious years. I still miss him every day, even though he’s been gone for almost a decade now.”

      Abby took a sip of tea, but barely noticed the flavor. Over a decade and Verna still missed her husband every day? Would the constant heartache never end?

      “What’s the matter, dear?” Verna’s soft tone carried a hint of motherly concern.

      “It’s nothing.” Abby rested the saucer in her lap, trying to collect her thoughts. “I guess I’d hoped it would get easier.”

      “You lost your husband?”

      When Abby nodded, Verna asked, “How long has it been?”

      “Just over a year.”

      “Oh, you poor dear.” The older woman’s features melted into a puddle of empathy. “That’s not long at all.”

      “No, it’s not.” Abby dropped her gaze to the amber liquid in her cup, studying the tendrils of citrus-scented steam as guilt churned in her stomach.

      She still loved Donnie, and probably always would. So why did she have feelings for Logan? Her heart ached at the thought of leaving him behind, but would staying be a betrayal to her husband? Last night, she’d experienced an unexpected sense of peace, but she should’ve known healing wouldn’t come so easily.

      In many ways, life would be so much simpler if she’d never come to Blessings Bay. And yet, even the mere thought of undoing the last few weeks brought tears to her eyes.

      “I will say,” Verna said gently, “you never quite get that piece of your heart back. But the heart is a remarkable thing, with an endless capacity to love. And focusing that love somewhere else can be incredibly healing.” Her tender gaze drifted to Mr. Bingley, who snored loudly in his bed. “Did I ever tell you how Mr. Bingley and I met?”

      “No, I don’t believe so.”

      “A few years ago, the little scamp showed up on my doorstep, cheeky as all get-out. As soon as I opened the front door, he marched in as if he owned the place.” Verna chuckled at the memory. “I did look for his owners, but with no collar or microchip, he didn’t make it easy. After a while, when no one reported him missing or responded to my inquiries, I realized I’d inadvertently found myself a companion. Or rather, he’d found me.”

      “That’s lovely,” Abby murmured, her throat tightening.

      “I like to think Harold sent him to me. Or at least, mentioned the idea to the Good Lord on my behalf. Harold wouldn’t have wanted me to be alone, and since his first attempt didn’t work out, he went a different direction.”

      “What first attempt?”

      Verna’s eyes glinted with a faraway look, and she shook her head, as if she still couldn’t believe her husband’s harebrained scheme. “When Harold first got sick, he told me he’d already selected his replacement.”

      “His what?” Abby asked in surprise.

      Verna chortled. “I had the same reaction. Apparently, he got the foolish idea that I’d want to marry one of his old friends from the navy who’d lost his wife several years earlier. He thought we’d hit it off. I’d never met the man, but Harold always had the nicest things to say about him, as though he wanted to plant the seed. I guess it’s not all that uncommon for men in the service to come up with such silly shenanigans. I suppose it’s out of love, wanting to take care of us if something ever happened to them.”

      Abby thought of all the times Donnie had mentioned Logan, although he’d used his call sign instead of his first name. Was it possible he’d had a similar intention as Verna’s husband? Was that why he’d never told her about the house, because he knew one day she’d have to cross paths with Logan? As soon as the idea popped into her head, she dismissed the far-fetched notion. It wasn’t like she could find out the answer now, anyway.

      “So, what did happen?” she asked, suddenly desperate to know.

      Verna shrugged. “Nothing, really. I told Harold he was being an old fool and that he’d be healthy and up to his old antics before he knew it.” Her features crumbled. “Of course, he never did.”

      “I’m so sorry, Verna.” Abby’s heart wrenched; she knew the woman’s pain all too well. After a moment of companionable silence, she asked gently, “Did you ever look up Harold’s friend?”

      “Once,” Verna admitted. “A few years after Harold passed, out of idle curiosity, mostly. But he’d gotten remarried a year earlier, if you can believe it.” She plucked her teacup from the coffee table and took a languid sip. “All’s well that ends well, I suppose. Mr. Bingley is all the company I need. Well… and good neighbors.” Verna’s mouth lifted, and Abby returned her smile with genuine affection.

      She’d come to care for this woman, even more than she realized. Plus, in the most unexpected way, Verna had helped her make an important decision.

      But first, she’d need to make a phone call.
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        * * *

      

      Logan set the sparkly gift bag beneath the tree, annoyed at the slight tremor in his hands.

      Get ahold of yourself, man. She’s going to like it.

      At least, he hoped so. He’d taken a huge risk with the early Christmas present, and her reaction may not be what he expected.

      He seemed to be taking a lot of risks these days.

      His gaze settled on Max, who sat cross-legged on the floor wearing Logan’s gaming headset. While he didn’t indulge in many video games, he did own a flight simulator and had happily taught Max how to play. The kid had quite the knack for it, too, which gave Logan an odd sense of pride.

      There was a time he’d wanted a whole herd of kids, enough to make up an entire team for a Thanksgiving game of flag football. Then, he’d been injured and effectively hit the eject button on that dream.

      He thought of Abby’s words from yesterday.

      Weakness is being too proud to ask for help.

      She didn’t see him as a quitter or someone who had nothing left to give. And it was time he started to view himself through her eyes.

      He dug a crumpled brochure out of his back pocket and dialed the number printed on the front in bold black letters.

      His heart beat twice its usual speed as the phone rang.

      And rang.

      Every muscle in his body tensed as the voice mail clicked on. Although he’d hadn’t expected anyone to answer this close to Christmas, he momentarily blanked on what to say.

      He cleared his throat. “Dr. Paulson, this is Logan Mathews. You probably don’t remember me. It’s been a while since we last spoke.” Logan hesitated. The last time they’d talked, he’d just gotten off the phone with two other specialists who both told him to prepare for a long, possibly disappointing road ahead. By the time Dr. Paulson espoused his more unconventional methods, Logan had been discouraged, curt, and frankly, downright rude to the guy.

      Just cut to the chase. “I’ve decided to take you up on your offer, and I’d like to make an appointment as soon as possible. After the holidays, of course. But the next available opening in your schedule would be great. Thanks.” He paused a moment before adding, “And Merry Christmas.”

      As he hung up, he couldn’t quite decipher his own emotions. Nervous? Apprehensive? Hopeful?

      He’d have to drive over two hours for each appointment, but if the doctor could help him make even nominal progress, it would be worth it. At any rate, he needed to try. If not for himself, then for Max

      Whatever transpired between him and Abby, he couldn’t let Max be shipped off to another family. He belonged here, in Blessings Bay, surrounded by people who cared about him.

      If he needed to swallow his pride to make it happen, that’s exactly what he’d do.
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      Abby slipped her cell phone back into her coat pocket and brushed a stray tear from the corner of her eye. Too overcome with emotion, she couldn’t move for several minutes, leaning against the railing on the front porch, collecting her composure before she headed inside to be with Logan and Max.

      She should’ve known Clara would answer her phone this close to Christmas. The woman lived and breathed for the children under her care, and Abby was certain she’d heard happy tears in her voice by the time they’d ended the call.

      While it wouldn’t be an easy road ahead, Abby had never felt more certain about anything. And, in a strange way, after discovering Donnie’s note last night, she felt like he’d given her his blessing—to become a mom, even if he couldn’t be there. Although, she believed he would always be with her, in her heart and her memories. And she felt confident he’d support her decision to take in Max long-term with the hope of adoption.

      Even faced with the uncertainty of their living arrangements, she knew one other man who would support her wholeheartedly. The last few weeks, Logan had gone above and beyond, caring for Max as much as she did. She had no doubt he would help in any way possible and be the fatherly role model Max needed.

      Her heart fluttered as images of their time together flashed through her mind.

      From the first moment she met Donnie, she couldn’t imagine loving and respecting another man more. But during her time with Logan, she’d begun to realize something significant, if not altogether life-changing—falling for someone new wasn’t about comparison or competition. Her feelings for Logan didn’t diminish what she had with Donnie, and vice versa.

      Logan didn’t feel threatened by Donnie and Donnie wouldn’t begrudge Logan.

      In the end, the battle was within her own heart.

      And she was tired of fighting.
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        * * *

      

      Logan’s pulse catapulted the instant Abby walked through the front door. He quickly tapped Max on the shoulder, nodding in Abby’s direction as she shrugged out of her coat.

      Bursting with excitement, Max ripped off the headset and sprang from the floor. “You’re home!”

      “You missed me already?” Abby laughed, glancing at the grandfather clock.

      She’d only been gone for a few hours, but it had been all the time Logan needed for her surprise.

      “We got you something.” Max raced to the Christmas tree and grabbed the gift bag stuffed with red and green tissue paper.

      “Shouldn’t we save that for Christmas morning?” Abby asked.

      “Nope. Logan said we can give it to you now.” The bag crinkled as Max exuberantly shoved it into her arms.

      Abby met Logan’s gaze, and his stomach flip-flopped. What if the gift was a mistake? What if he’d overstepped?

      His throat went dry, and he tried to swallow as she gingerly removed the tissue paper and dipped her hand inside.

      Breathe, man. Breathe.

      Abby’s eyes widened as she withdrew a shimmering tree topper—silver wire shaped into a star and studded with sea glass beads. “It’s gorgeous!” she exclaimed in a breathy gasp.

      “Sage made it, but we told her what we wanted,” Max announced proudly.

      Logan studied Abby’s features as her gaze swept the intricate design, resting on the focal point in the center.

      She inhaled sharply, and when they locked eyes again, her own glistened with unshed tears. “Donnie’s dog tag,” she whispered.

      Logan finally managed to swallow the lump in his throat, though his voice still escaped in a husky rasp. “You said the only thing Donnie would like more than having it turned into an ornament would be to have the prize spot at the top of the tree.”

      She returned her attention to the glittering star, caressing the twists and turns of the glossy metal.

      When she didn’t speak for several seconds, Logan began to worry. “If you don’t like it, we can—”

      “Like it?” she interrupted, her tone soft and trembling. “It’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen. And Donnie would love it. Thank you.” The glow of appreciation and affection in her countenance sent a tingling warmth careening across his skin.

      “Yay!” Max cheered, breaking the trance. “She likes it! Can we put it on the tree now?”

      “We sure can.” Abby smiled through her tears, wiping a stray on the sleeve of her sweater. She strode toward the tree, then hesitated, gazing at the fragrant branches towering a few feet above her head.

      “Need some help?” Logan asked, standing beside her.

      She nodded, her cheeks flushed.

      His heart hammering inside his chest, Logan lifted her off the ground, trying to ignore the way his temperature rose at her closeness.

      Stretching the last few inches, Abby placed the star on top then withdrew her hand.

      Logan held her a moment longer than necessary before setting her back down.

      Together, they took in the brilliant sight of the colored lights bouncing off the bright metal and polished glass.

      She reached for his hand, communicating her gratitude with a gentle squeeze.

      And if he wasn’t mistaken, he read something else in her touch—something he’d hoped for since the moment she arrived.

      If they’d been alone, he didn’t think he could stop himself from pouring his heart out right then and there.

      When Abby pulled away, he noticed tears in her eyes and a tentative glint.

      She turned to Max, a maternal softness stealing over her features. “Thank you for the thoughtful gift.”

      “You’re welcome. It was Logan’s idea, but I helped.”

      She smiled, although it quickly wavered.

      At her palpable nervousness, Logan’s heartbeat stuttered. As he anticipated her next words, his chest expanded, but he struggled to exhale, unable to grapple with so many emotions at once.

      Could this really be happening?

      “Max,” Abby said slowly, “there’s something I need to ask you.”

      He tilted his face toward her, his expression curious.

      Abby swallowed, clearly trying to keep her voice steady. “How would you like to stay in Blessings Bay with me, even after Christmas?”

      His eyes brightened. “You mean I can live with you until my dad gets back?”

      Abby’s gaze darted to Logan’s, and they wordlessly agreed to cross that bridge another time, when they had all the facts. She turned back to Max. “For as long as you want.”

      Logan nearly lost his composure when Max ran to Abby and threw his arms around her waist.

      He could see the release of tension in Max’s shoulders, and his heart broke as he thought of the weight he must’ve carried on his own for so long.

      But now, Max was no longer alone.

      And neither was he.
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      The next few days flew by in a flurry of festivities, from caroling to the Christmas Eve Clam Bake. After the town-wide celebration, they’d returned home and Abby taught Logan and Max how to make keepsake ornaments.

      Her heart had nearly stopped beating when Logan stole a glance in her direction while filling out his wish for the new year. The spark in his eye was unmistakable.

      She’d assumed deciding what to write on her own slip of paper would be arduous, if not impossible. After all she’d been through, how could she articulate her hopes for the future?

      In the end, the words flowed from her fingertips.

      This year, I want to count my blessings, love without limits, and live each day as though there may not be another.

      They’d each hung their ornaments on the tree with the promise to read their intentions aloud next Christmas.

      Next Christmas….

      Snuggled beneath the covers, Abby shivered with delight at the thought.

      To think, the day she used to dread now filled her with hope and excitement.

      Unable to sleep, Abby slipped out of bed before the sun.

      She stole quietly down the staircase, surprised to find Logan lounging on the couch in front of the fire, a mug of coffee in hand.

      Golden rays of dawn filtered through the curtains, casting a soft glow across his strong, handsome features. For the first time, she found herself appreciating each line and curvature without the familiar pang of guilt.

      He must have felt her staring because he lifted his gaze, smiling when he spotted her standing in the doorway. “You’re up early.”

      “Too excited to sleep. You?”

      “Same.” He set his mug on the coffee table, making a move to stand. “There’s fresh coffee in the French press.”

      She motioned for him to stay put. “I’ll get it.” After filling her cup, she quickly checked on the snowman-shaped cinnamon rolls ready to be baked when Max awoke, then rejoined Logan in the sitting room.

      He lifted the edge of the blanket, and she scooted beside him, her skin tingling at his nearness. Even his scent—fresh like the ocean after the rain—scattered goose bumps across arms.

      “Merry Christmas.” His voice still sounded husky from sleep, and her heart fluttered.

      “Merry Christmas.”

      Logs crackled in the fireplace, accentuating the stillness—and the heightened intimacy of being alone.

      Now would be the perfect time to express everything that’s been on her mind. She said a silent prayer that the conversation would go the way she hoped.

      “I was thinking I might rent the Hobarts’ place,” she announced, attempting a casual tone. “For me and Max.”

      Mid-sip, Logan choked on his coffee. “Why would you do that?” he sputtered, wiping the droplets off his chin. “This is your home.”

      “It’s your home, Logan. And I would never ask you to leave. Donnie wouldn’t want that, and neither would I. But I don’t know if this situation will work long-term. And the Hobarts’ place is just down the street. Sure, it needs some work, but it could be really nice. Plus, it’s smaller than this house, and Max and I don’t need this much space.” After the rush of words, Abby held her breath, waiting for Logan to speak.

      Worried he might continue to protest, she was surprised to see him smile.

      “I’ve been thinking about that, actually. And I have an idea.”

      “You do?” Her pulse quickened with curiosity. What could he possibly have in mind?

      He set his mug on the coffee table, then swiveled on the couch to face her. “My idea may seem out of left field, so just promise me you’ll at least think about it, okay?”

      “Okay…” she said slowly, mildly nervous now.

      Logan gathered a breath, his expression a mixture of hopeful anticipation and uncertainty. “What would you think about turning this place into a bed-and-breakfast? You and Max could stay in the house, and I’d live in the bungalow out back. It’s separate, but I’d still be around to maintain the property, help with guests, and be here for Max.”

      “A bed-and-breakfast?” Abby repeated, her mind buzzing with the possibilities.

      “I know it’s a lot to consider, but I think you’d be great at it, Abs. It’s all the things you love, rolled into one.”

      All the things she loved….

      Most importantly, Logan and Max.

      “I love the idea.” Her eyes filled with unexpected tears.

      Logan smiled a light-up-every-inch-of-your-face kind of smile—the kind of smile that gave a glimpse into a person’s soul, revealing their closest-kept dreams and joys.

      Abby could have kissed him, except he sprang from the couch.

      He returned seconds later with a small rectangular package wrapped in red-and-green paper. “I was hoping you’d like the idea. Now, I need you to open this.”

      “Are you sure we shouldn’t wait for Max to open our gifts?” she asked, although she was eager to give Logan his present, too. She’d spent hours scouring the internet to find the perfect gearshift knob for his El Camino.

      “I don’t think I can wait that long.” Grinning, he perched on the edge of the couch, his grayish-blue eyes transfixed on her face. “Go on, open it.”

      “Okay, okay. Keep your shirt on.” She laughed at his infectious, youthful energy as she untied the gold ribbon first. The paper didn’t quite line up straight around all the edges, but she could tell Logan had put great care into wrapping it, which only made her appreciate him more.

      The last scrap of paper fell away, revealing a scuffed wooden box with a brass lock.

      Her pulse faltered. Could it be…?

      “You’ll need this.” Logan handed her a tiny brass key on a gold chain.

      Her throat tightening, Abby inserted the key into the lock, gave a quick turn, and the latch popped open.

      Logan leaned forward, and her fingers trembled as she lifted the lid.

      A collection of handwritten recipe cards filled the box, separated by dividers starting with breakfast foods and ending in desserts.

      “Your grandmother’s recipe box,” she whispered, barely able to speak. She knew how much it meant to him—to his grandmother.

      “If you don’t like it or—”

      “Like it? Logan, I love it. But are you sure?” She met his gaze, and the look in his eyes made her chest ache in the best possible way.

      “Yes, I’m sure. About this. And about us.”

      The huskiness in Logan’s voice made her heartbeat stammer, and when his gaze fell to her lips, it stopped altogether.

      If he tried to kiss her now, she wouldn’t stop him.

      The sights and sounds around them blurred together, fading into the background, leaving just enough room in the world for the two of them.

      His fingertips found their way to the curve of her neck, his thumb resting on her chin mere inches from her mouth as every centimeter of her skin tingled at his touch.

      She simultaneously ached for more, but didn’t want the moment to end.

      “It’s Christmas! It’s Christmas!” Max’s boisterous shouts and plodding footsteps snapped the world back into focus, and Logan’s hand fell away.

      Abby released the breath she’d been holding, forcing aside the budding sense of regret.

      Clad in his reindeer pajamas, Max burst into the sitting room, a picture of pure joy. And just as Abby thought he couldn’t look any more elated, his eyes widened. “It’s snowing! Abby, Logan, it’s snowing!” Without waiting for a response, he sprinted toward the door. Jamming his stockinged feet into the nearest pair of boots—which happened to be Abby’s—he wobbled down the front steps, leaving the door wide open.

      “Snow? But that isn’t possible.” Bewildered, Abby glanced out the window.

      To her disbelief, thick, fluffy snowflakes floated gracefully to the ground.

      “Well, I’ll be….” Logan whistled.

      With almost as much exuberance as Max, they both rushed into the foyer, eager to witness the miracle firsthand.

      After cramming on his boots, Logan headed outside, pausing when she didn’t follow. “What’s wrong?”

      “I need to grab another pair of shoes. I’ll be right back.” She darted a glance at the open doorway and the winter wonderland beyond, not wanting to miss a single second.

      As if reading her mind, Logan scooped her into his arms. “Come on. There will be time for shoes later.”

      Abby laughed, overcome with sheer wonder and childlike delight at the astonishing sight of a white Christmas at the coast.

      Verna and Mr. Bingley had already joined Max, and the boy and pup frolicked through the silky white powder with unbridled merriment while Verna watched in her terry bathrobe embroidered with—coincidentally—tiny snowflakes.

      Other neighbors spilled out of their homes, marveling at the festive phenomenon.

      Abby stole a glance at Logan, only to catch him studying her reaction, his gaze soft and admiring, with a hint of something more. Something she used to see in Donnie’s eyes.

      Instinctively, she snuggled closer, wrapping her arms tighter around his neck. With their faces so close, she could count every silvery flake dotting his lashes.

      “They say it only snows once every couple of decades,” he told her, his voice rich and syrupy. “If you miss the moment, it may not come around again for a long time.”

      Her heart thrummed as she read between the lines. “If I’ve learned anything recently, it’s not to let the moment pass.”

      Taking her cue, Logan dipped his chin and gently brushed his lips against hers, feather-soft like the snowflakes tickling her skin.

      Heat coursed through her body, hot enough to thaw the ice.

      As Logan deepened the kiss, Abby lost herself in each blissful, spine-tingling sensation. If possible, she would trade her need to breathe for the ability to prolong this moment forever.

      Splat.

      Frigid flecks of ice scattered down the collar of her sweater, and Max shouted, “Sorry!”

      Logan shivered as the bulk of the snowball melted on his neck.

      Abby laughed, brushing damp crystals out of his hair. “Guess this is what life with a kid is like.”

      “Then I’d better work on my parenting skills.” After finagling out of his boots, Logan helped Abby slip into them.

      “What are you doing?” she asked as he yanked off his socks.

      “I don’t want them to get soggy.” He stuffed them into his coat pocket before packing a wad of white powder into a firm lump and chasing after Max.

      Her heart full, she watched them romp through the snow, having a grand time as Bing barked at their heels.

      Verna came to stand beside her, a soft smile about her lips. “So, dear, did you find everything you were looking for at 1109 West State Street?”

      Abby looped her arm through the older woman’s, matching her smile. “And so much more, Verna. So much more.”

      She’d come looking for a place to hide.

      Instead, she’d found blessings she couldn’t foresee or even imagine.

      And she knew it was only the beginning.

      

      
        
        This isn’t the end for Abby, Logan, and Max, or the rest of our friends in Blessings Bay. You can preorder the next book in the series now. Grab it at your favorite online retailer.

      

        

      
        *Some retailers may not have the preorder available yet. For updates on availability, please subscribe to my newsletter. You’ll also receive FREE BOOKS and other fun goodies like Logan’s Nevada Nugget recipe and Abby’s DIY ornament instructions.

      

      

      
        
        Continue the Christmas magic with the bestselling Poppy Creek series. Start reading The Clause in Christmas today. With over 8,000 five-star ratings and reviews, readers are calling it “The perfect Christmas story.”
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      To Mom, who never ceases to amaze me with her love and selfless service.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Olivia blinked hard, trying to bring the words into focus. She’d read the same line four times. Conceding defeat at last, she closed her computer. As she arched her back and stretched her arms overhead, she examined the ornate ceiling in the reading room of the New York Public Library. A loud rumble from her stomach gave a rude reminder of the lunch she’d skipped, but luckily, most of the people within hearing distance had already vacated the secluded section of the library as the eight o’clock closing time approached.

      She startled at a chuckle from the table behind her. “When I heard that deafening growl, I expected the source to be a vast beefy gentleman.”

      I recognize that voice. Deep, velvety, chill-inducing…Collin Sterling!

      She turned to glare, but her breath caught in her throat when she locked gazes with him. Flecks of gold sparkled in his deep green eyes as his mouth twisted in a half-smile. A lock of sandy brown hair fell across his forehead, somehow looking as if it had been placed there for a photo-shoot. With a few days’ growth of beard adorning his strong, masculine jaw, she found herself fighting a sudden urge to run her fingers along it.

      What am I thinking? He’s not really attracted to me. Dating is nothing but a game to him. Gathering her resolve, she painted a fake glower on her face.

      “It’s called borborygmus, and the volume isn’t dependent on the size of the person or their gender.” Olivia used her strongest, don’t-even-think-about-flirting-with-me voice, daring him to argue with her.

      “I must say you’re fortunate your borborygmus just began, lest the complaints of the other library goers would’ve had you ousted from the premises.”

      Olivia glanced around the room, empty but for the two of them, suddenly suspicious of her stomach’s eavesdropper.

      “What are you doing here, anyway, Collin?”

      “Haven’t I as much right to be here as you? Or is this room reserved only for medical students? I must have missed the sign.” He used the stuffy phrasing he preferred whenever he teased her.

      “You have a right to be here, the same as me. But it’s Tuesday night. I would expect to find you in some nightclub with a beer in hand and a woman on each arm. What brings you here?”

      “Your assumptions are not only stinging, but wholly inaccurate. Firstly, I am a one-woman-at-a-time sort of man. Secondly, not a drop of alcohol has touched my lips in more than a year. And thirdly, I came here tonight seeking a quiet place to study for my constitutional law class. I thought I’d found the perfect spot, until the roar of your stomach interrupted my concentration.”

      “You’re in law school?” It wasn’t the only surprise revealed in his speech, but it was the most astonishing.

      “Why is that so shocking? Are you one of those female chauvinists who believe men shouldn’t be attorneys?”

      “Surprises me that a rich playboy would be willing to do the work required for law school.”

      “I’ve got more surprises where that one came from.” He grinned, waggling his eyebrows.

      Olivia let out an exasperated groan, trying to hide how his flirting made her stomach flutter. “I’d rather remain in ignorance, if you don’t mind.”

      “Ignorance is bliss, so I can see why you’d seek to remain there.” He leaned closer, his half-lidded eyes sending a warming streak into her system. “But I could offer you an even greater bliss, if you’d only give me the opportunity.”

      Her muddled brain couldn’t form a proper comeback, so she glared at him, calling him a bad name under her breath.

      “I didn’t quite hear you, though I promise I’m properly wounded by your cunning rebuttal.” His lips twitched, and laughter lurked behind his eyes. “But if looks could kill, you’d need a good defense attorney.”

      “Well, it certainly wouldn’t be you.” Olivia lifted her chin. “I’ll hire Charlie to defend me.” Charlotte Best, aka Charlie, was one of Olivia’s best friends and a step-cousin to Collin. Collin had done his level best to break up her engagement. Somehow, Charlie had forgiven him, but Olivia couldn’t bring herself to trust the guy. Though sometimes… like tonight… she wished she could.

      “I’ll have you know Charlie and I attend the same law school. She is, however, a year ahead of me. And I’ll admit, despite my considerable talent, I might not be able to handle a murder trial in which I was both the defense attorney and the victim.”

      “Lucky for you, there are too many witnesses here. It appears you will live to torment me yet another day.”

      Collin had been hounding her to go out with him at every opportunity for the past year, even showing up on occasion at the hospital where she’d worked as a registered nurse in the emergency room. But with the start of medical school in August she’d had to give up her long exhausting shifts at the hospital, so she hadn’t seen him for a couple of months. As much as he drove her crazy, she rather missed their sparring sessions.

      “If you’d only give me an opportunity, you might find my company is not as distasteful as you think. Just go out with me, one time. What can it hurt?”

      “Even if I wanted to—and I don’t—I haven’t got time to go out with you. I’m in med school, in case you’ve forgotten.”

      “I’m in law school. I study all the time as well. Even if you’re busy, you still have to eat. I’m only asking you to dinner.” He shrugged his broad shoulders, and she resented him for making her notice them.

      Olivia buried her face in her hands, mostly because it was so hard to resist his pleading eyes, especially when a hint of dimples played at the corners of his mouth. “How many times do I have to tell you? How many different ways can I say it? I’m not interested in you, Collin.”

      Strong hands peeled her fingers away, forcing her to look at his sad puppy-dog pout.

      “Look at me, Olivia. How can you say no to a face like this?”

      She felt her resolve softening. Maybe it wouldn’t hurt to go out with him just one time. Surely, if they spent a few hours alone together, he’d have to admit they were simply too different. Like oil and water, they could never mix.

      His enticing lips stretched into a smile as the hope grew on his face. She wondered what it would feel like to kiss those lips—just one time. To have those strong arms wrapped around her, pressing her against his iron chest. What am I thinking? I can’t let that happen. I can’t afford to fall in love with a guy who’s not right for me. One who would drop me like a rock as soon as I expressed any interest.

      “No, Collin, you have a face only a mother could love. Do I look like your mother?”

      He winced like she’d hit him in the face, and her heart sunk into her stomach, knowing she must’ve hit a touchy subject.

      “No, Olivia. You’re nothing like her. At least, I didn’t think you were.” His Adam’s apple bobbed up and down as if he were swallowing something painfully large.

      “I…I didn’t mean to—”

      “Pardon me, Olivia.” He stood abruptly, scraping the chair on the floor with a screech. “Though I never meant to offend you, it seems I can do nothing else.”

      No sooner had he spoken the words than he slung his backpack over one shoulder and strode away, his footsteps echoing in the nearly empty reading room. Shocked, she watched his retreating form, while her mind grasped in vain for a proper response. He disappeared, never turning to look over his shoulder.

      Her throat constricted as a surge of guilt propelled her to her feet. She knew Collin’s dad was single and always assumed his parents were divorced. What if his mother was dead? How could she be so stupid? She snatched her laptop bag and hurried after him, still composing an apology in her head. She had to sound sincere, but not too encouraging. She didn’t want Collin to think she liked him. Even if I kind of do like him a little.

      On her way to the main lobby, a reflection flashed in an ornate mirror. She halted, gasping at her disheveled appearance. Her long brown curls hung in a mass of tangles, blown about by a heavy north wind during her earlier commute. She rubbed at the smudge of mascara under one eye, apparently all that remained of the limited makeup she’d applied before breakfast. She hurried on, running her fingers through her hair.

      Pivoting, she joined the throng of patrons exiting the library. Though she had a good vantage point, standing five feet nine inches tall, Olivia couldn’t spot her target among the mass of people. Just as she was about to give up hope, she saw a tall man in a brown leather coat slip out through the door. I think that’s him.

      Darting around her fellow library patrons, Olivia pushed through the exit into the chilly night air. She wrapped her scarf around her neck, lunging after the brown coat, which moved with the crowd into the darkness at the bottom of the massive concrete steps. Breathing heavily from her efforts, she descended the stairs and caught sight of Collin making his way down the sidewalk.

      Grateful for her comfortable boots, she shuffled behind him, watching for ice. Ducking her head against the bitter cold wind, she turned to follow in the direction he’d gone, spotting him a half block ahead, moving at a rapid pace. With long strides she attempted to gain ground, but as he disappeared around the corner, she realized she’d have to run to catch him. She noticed the sidewalk was practically deserted in this direction, and the streets were rather dark. A prickle of apprehension set the hairs on the back of her neck at attention.

      Trotting around the corner, she spied the tall coat-clad man fifty yards away, descending the stairs across the street into a subway station. She thought to abandon her quest, when she heard the rapid clomp of a man’s footsteps behind her, echoing in the urban canyon of tall buildings and concrete, and recognized her precarious situation.

      What am I doing out here? I know better than to walk alone on a deserted street at night.

      Deciding the subway was her closest safe refuge, she jay-walked—or jay-ran—as fast as she could, across the street, angling toward the subway entrance.

      Almost there.

      A shout sounded behind her, and she picked up the pace.

      Then she was in the air, hurtling toward the street, before it even registered that her boot had slipped on the ice.

      Pain flashed in her back. In her head. She saw stars on her eyelids.

      The patter of footsteps was louder, as her pursuer drew closer. She tried to get up and flee, but her body wouldn’t obey her brain. Groaning, she lay still. Helpless. Waiting.

      “Olivia—are you okay?” A warm hand lifted hers, patting her palm. “Olivia?”

      Blinking her eyes open, she saw Collin’s face looming over her, his forehead wrinkled with concern.

      “Did you change coats?” Olivia accused. “You were wearing a brown one a minute ago.”

      Collin glanced at his cobalt blue parka and then tilted his head, studying her with knotted eyebrows. “I think you may have a concussion. Did you hit your head?”

      “No, I didn’t hit my head.” She pushed up on one elbow and probing the tender back of her head with her fingers. “The street hit my head.”

      “Ah, of course! Pardon my inaccurate blunder. I meant to ask if your head had impacted with the concrete.” The moonlight illuminated his face, sporting a smirk, despite his pretense at concern.

      “I’m perfectly fine. I think my back took the brunt of it.” She struggled to sit up, wincing at the raw spot on her spine. Even buried beneath a sweater, an undershirt, and a thick coat, the pavement had done a job on her.

      Strong arms slid under her armpits from behind, lifting her to her wobbly feet. As he propped her up, the earthy smell of his cologne wafted into her nose.

      “What are you doing walking all alone at night on a street like this, anyway?” he scolded, his breath tickling her ear in a tingly sort of way.

      “I was following you.” Desperate to escape his overwhelming nearness, she whipped around to glare at him, a motion that set the streets spinning, until his hands reached out to steady her.

      “Following me?” His eyebrows lifted, widening his eyes. “How could you be following me when I was following you?”

      “Why were you following me?” Her confusion was masked by sudden suspicion.

      “Because you obviously don’t have the common sense God gave to a tadpole, alone at night in a totally deserted area, running on the ice.”

      “It’s not totally deserted,” she defended, a swing of her chin indicating two men exiting the stairs at the subway station.

      One eyebrow lifted, practically screaming his skepticism. “Fine. You were alone on an almost deserted street.”

      “You still haven’t explained why you were following me,” she accused, mostly to throw him off while she thought up a suitable answer.

      “Why were you following me?” he countered.

      “To…” What can I say? I can’t tell him I was going to apologize—not now. “To give you a message to give to Charlie tomorrow. Don’t you see her every day at law school?”

      “I usually do, but why can’t you send her a text?” Collin released her arm, standing poised as if she might topple over at any moment.

      “I could text her, but I want to be sure she gets the message.”

      “Okay. What do you want me to tell her?”

      His intense gaze seemed to penetrate her mind. She felt a bead of sweat on her forehead, despite the frosty air, while she scrambled for something of import to pass on to Charlie. Collin bent to pick up her bag, scooping the spilled contents back inside. Thankfully, it gave her more time to think.

      “Tell Charlie I won’t be at lunch tomorrow. Big test coming up, and I need to study.” It was true, although Olivia had already sent a text, canceling with her lunch mates. The technical truth of her statement didn’t prevent her from heaping a double scoop of guilt into her cup.

      “Ah yes. Your weekly Wednesday lunches with my cousin and your sister.” His smile faltered for an instant, and when it returned it didn’t reach his eyes. She glanced at him as he stood holding her satchel out, waiting wordlessly while her mind wandered around like a nomad.

      “Thanks.” She took the bag from his outstretched hands, tucking the strap over her shoulder.

      “I see you still attack your poor defenseless fingernails with your teeth when you’re stressed.” Collin cocked his head to the side, his lids drooping as his eyes perused her form in a leisurely inspection that brought a flush to her face. “Perhaps you shouldn’t skip your lunch tomorrow—you look a bit thin.”

      His brows furrowed as he stared like he could see through her bulky layers to her protruding bones. True, between work and studying, she hadn’t exactly had time to eat healthy.

      “Thanks so much for the body critique, but that’s none of your business.”

      She waited for his snarky retort. “I’d certainly like to make it my business.” Or maybe, “If you don’t want me to critique your body, I’d be glad to do something else with it.”

      Silence.

      Though he didn’t move a muscle, she felt him withdraw.

      “You’re right, it’s not my business. I apologize for interfering.” His jaw flexed as if he were biting back further words.

      She couldn’t help wanting to see him smile again. “I guess I should say thanks for helping me up, even though I wouldn’t have fallen if you hadn’t been chasing me.”

      A single dimple winked at her. “That was a rather convoluted way to express your gratitude, but I’ll take it.”

      Despite the cold, warmth spread inside her, all the way up her neck to the top of her forehead. She tugged her scarf up, hoping the flush on her face wasn’t visible in the mottled street light.

      “You’re a long way from your subway station. Why don’t I walk you back, so I can be certain you get there safely?”

      Finding no good reason to protest his offer, she answered with a nod, turning on her heel to retrace her steps.

      As she tromped down the sidewalk, now cognizant of the shiny spots where ice had formed, he walked beside her, maintaining a respectful distance. And a civil silence.

      Dialoguing in her mind she worked up the courage to voice her apology. She swallowed a dry lump of air and blurted out, “I’m sorry.”

      “What?” There was no mistaking the genuine shock in his voice.

      “I bet you never expected to hear that word from my lips.”

      “Definitely not,” he agreed, “Unless it were part of an insult, as in, you’re a sorry scoundrel.”

      A furtive glance revealed the dimple peeking out beside an almost-smile. It only made him look that much more attractive—a fact that piqued her frustration. But this time she held it in check.

      “The truth is, I was following you—or I thought I was following you—to apologize for speaking so thoughtlessly. It’s just that….”

      “Just that what?”

      “You bring out the worst in me.”

      “And how do I accomplish this formidable task, bringing out the worst in someone so nearly perfect?”

      “I know I’m not perfect, Collin. I never claimed to be. But I seem to lose control when you’re around.”

      She realized her mistake as soon as the words left her lips, even before the grin popped onto his face.

      “That’s what I’ve been hoping for.” His eyebrows danced on his forehead. “Let’s roll with that and see where it goes. First dinner, then drinks, then losing control—”

      Shoving sideways, she pushed him off balance, but it didn’t stop his merry laughter.

      “Look, Collin. I’m sure lots of girls fall swooning at your feet when you look their direction.”

      “Literally dozens,” he agreed, flippantly. “Every day. I simply sweep them into a dust pan and toss them in the refuse pile.”

      “Then why do you want me? I think it’s just a game with you, and you can’t stand losing.” Her voice cracked. She’d come dangerously close to revealing how much she wished it weren’t simply a game. “Don’t you think you’d be happier with one of those other women? One who’s in your social circle?”

      She missed his smile the moment it vanished.
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      Would I be happier with someone else?

      The women who moved in Collin’s social circles had proven themselves as witless as they were beautiful and flirtatious. That had never bothered him before. Not until he started comparing all of them to Olivia.

      Tall and slim, with huge brown eyes you could fall into, her hair hung in long curls down her back on the rare occasion she didn’t have it tied back in some form or fashion. She was beautiful, no doubt. But he was most attracted to her sharp tongue, even though she customarily used it to tear him to shreds. He’d already forgiven her thoughtless comment about his mother. She couldn’t have known the subject was raw for him.

      She accused him of pursuing her simply because she’d turned him down. Was she right? Why was he so drawn to this girl? They had almost nothing in common, save their mutual friendship with Charlie and a propensity for exchanging droll jibes. And she seemed to despise him, most of the time.

      In many ways, she was an enigma to him. Throughout the time he’d known her, she’d volunteered as a nurse at the free clinic, though she had little time or money to spare. Last year, she’d arrived late to a Christmas celebration his Gram had thrown because she was delivering gifts to some of the clinic families she now considered friends.

      Collin had never stepped foot in a subsidized clinic, a soup kitchen, or a homeless shelter until Olivia came into his life. And though he teased her about her volunteerism, he envied those destitute people who had somehow earned Olivia’s attention and respect. His own volunteer efforts, which began as a ploy to spend time with Olivia, impacted him more than he would’ve ever imagined. He almost laughed out loud to think how he’d volunteered at a food station last Thanksgiving in order to avoid the farce of celebrating with his own family, and in the process met someone he now cared for a great deal more than his blood relatives, a motherly figure named Martha.

      Jolted back to the present when Olivia’s foot slipped, he instinctively reached a steadying hand to her elbow, pleased that she didn’t flinch away. Rather than push his luck, he withdrew his supportive touch when she seemed steady on her feet.

      She cast a furtive glance his direction. “Listen, Collin. I’m sure you’re a great guy, but—”

      “Yes. Yes, I am.” He wiggled an invisible cigar, Groucho style. “I’m glad you finally see the light.”

      He succeeded in making her smile. But she gave her head a shake, forcing a sober expression. “It doesn’t matter how great you are, Collin. The problem is I can’t relate to someone who’s had it so easy their whole life.”

      “Ha!” He laughed in genuine shock. “You think my life has been easy?” Thoughts of his painful childhood invaded for a moment before he shut them away again, where they belonged.

      “No, no, that’s not what I meant. You always short-circuit something between my brain and my tongue. How do you do that?”

      “Perhaps my animal magnetism interferes with your electrical circuits.” He bent down, catching her gaze, attempting to distract her with bouncing eyebrows.

      Her lips tightened, but the corners twitched upward.

      “I do think of you as a bit of an animal, though not a magnetic one. Something like a skunk, perhaps?” Her nose wrinkled.

      “As you remind me of a porcupine,” he quipped. “However, both animals can be quite docile if domesticated.”

      “Fat chance of that happening.”

      “You intend to remain a wild animal, dear Olivia?”

      “I was referring to you, dear Collin.”

      “Of course. And you believe it’s my easy life that’s turned me into a malodorous animal?”

      She huffed out a long sigh that was almost a groan. “What I mean is you’ve never had to worry about money. I was brought up to be careful and frugal. To work hard and save. To pay my own way.”

      “I think that’s an admirable trait. I don’t see any conflict between us because you’re prudent.”

      “You have no idea what it’s like to work your way through school. I’m starting med school at twenty-seven because I did it the hard way.” Olivia marked each word with an emphatic swipe of her arms as if she were directing an orchestra. “I went to nursing school first and worked as an RN to save money. Now that I’m in medical school, I can’t afford the studying time I lose working those long shifts in the emergency room, so I’m working part time in a department store.”

      “A department store? Which lucky establishment has hired such an over-qualified employee?”

      “Bergman Fifth Avenue. But only because they need extra help at Christmas. I don’t know what I’ll do after that. I have loans up to my—” She stiffened and looked down, stuffing her hands in her pocket. “Forget it. You wouldn’t understand.”

      “But you’re poor by your own choice. I have money to spare, and I’d gladly pitch in a bit to help with your expenses.”

      The anger that flashed in her eyes made him regret his hasty remark. “You think I’m that kind of girl? Like you can buy me?”

      “Of course not! Why do you interpret everything I say in the worst possible way? I offered to give you some money so that you wouldn’t have to struggle so much. No need to bite my head off for being nice.”

      “I know you mean well.” She licked her lips, distracting him from the conversation. For a moment, he could only think of tasting those delectable lips. He forced his mind to reality as she continued her tirade. “But I don’t want your money. Can’t you see how insulting it is to offer?”

      No, I can’t. “I know Charlie and Josh have offered to help, too. Did you find their offer as insulting as mine?”

      She didn’t answer, but he could almost hear her grinding her teeth. She’s probably planning a way to kill me and dispose of the body. He decided to make another attempt to comprehend her objections.

      “Explain this to me, Olivia. I know you don’t have a lot of money yet. But so what? When you finish school, you’ll be rich to a certain degree, like me. Why does the unfortunate situation of my birth into a wealthy family make you so irritated with me all the time? You don’t strike me as the envious type.”

      “I’m not. At least, I hope I’m not.”

      Doubt slid onto her face, pushing her eyebrows together. She probably would’ve been biting a fingernail if both hands weren’t buried in her pockets. He took pity on her, prodding her side with a gentle elbow jab. “Don’t beat yourself up. I’m certain you’re not jealous of my money. I believe the only thing you covet is my superior wit.”

      The corners of her mouth twitched. “Sounds like wishful thinking to me.”

      “Where you’re concerned, there’s always wishful thinking going on.”

      “Stop it,” she scolded, as her shoulder rammed into his arm, pushing him off balance. “You need to accept we’re from two different worlds.” Her teeth worried her lower lip. “You’re twenty-nine and you haven’t worked a day in your life. I imagine your dad is paying for school, and you haven’t taken out a single loan for law school. Good grief, Collin… you’re a billionaire!”

      “No, my father is a billionaire, not me. And he’s not paying for school,” he responded, bursting with indignity. He’d thought she would be impressed that he was going to law school, but now she’d turned it against him. “I pay for it myself, out of my salary.”

      “You work?” Skepticism rolled off her tongue.

      “Of course. I’m on the board at my father’s company.”

      “Interesting. How many hours a week do you work? What are your responsibilities?”

      “It’s, uh, excuse me a second. Someone’s messaging me.” He pulled out his cell phone and tapped the keyboard, darting through his messages to stall for time. Of course, being on the board was a name-only position, as it had been since the day he turned eighteen. Someday, he would be involved in the decision-making process, as would his younger brother, David. He slid the phone back into his pocket. “It’s all very complicated. You know, secret board stuff.”

      “Right. Secret stuff. Stuff I can’t comprehend.” He could see the whites of her eyes when they rolled up in her head. “Like I was trying to explain, I don’t understand your way of life, and you don’t understand mine. Have you ever shopped the discount racks?”

      “One doesn’t have to shop at a discount rack to understand the process. I could walk in any store right now and choose to shop the discounted racks.”

      “Yes, but I don’t shop the discount racks simply because I have to. I shop them because I think it’s a waste of money to pay full price for most clothes.”

      “Truly?”

      “Yes. So unless something happens and your father disowns you and you get kicked out on the street and have to work to support yourself, you’ll never really understand me. So I can’t ever communicate with you. Not really. Not about anything that matters.”

      “Money’s not that important.”

      “You can say that because you have it. Come back and say that to me again when your only monetary support is an hourly wage at a low-level job.”

      “And what about the fact that you’ll be wealthy one day?” he pointed out, a bit miffed to be shamed by the wealthy circumstances of his upbringing, over which he had no control.

      “I still think my whole attitude about money will always be different from someone who grew up rich.”

      “So you’re saying you might like me if I was poor?”

      “Arghh! You’re putting words in my mouth.” She paused, breathing in deep. “I’m very careful and deliberate about every decision I make—I’ve always been that way. I mapped out my entire life in middle school, and so far, I’ve stayed on track.” She pursed her lips to one side. “The only thing that doesn’t fall in line with my plans is I thought I’d be married by now.”

      Her lips squeezed together, and her eyes got huge, as if she hadn’t meant to share such personal feelings. Indeed this was an interesting tidbit, perhaps one he could utilize. He thought of a dozen flirtatious rejoinders, but resisted the urge to tease her about it.

      “You’re only twenty-seven. You strike me as a career woman who wouldn’t marry until she was in her thirties.”

      “You see, that shows how little you know about me. I want a career, but I also want a husband and a family. Since I’m twenty-seven and that hasn’t happened, I don’t have time for frivolous dating any more. I’m not going to go out with anyone I wouldn’t be willing to marry.”

      “And I’m not marriage material?”

      “Not for me.”

      Although he shouldn’t have been surprised, her words stung. One minute, I would swear she was attracted to me. The next I’m convinced she despises me. They trudged ahead for fifteen seconds in silence until the pressure of her hand on his arm caught his attention.

      “Listen, Collin.” Her voice held a timbre of repentance. “I’ll admit I’m impressed you’re in law school.”

      “But I’m still not good enough for you?”

      “I’m not rejecting you, not really. It can’t be rejection if the offer isn’t genuine.”

      “Believe me, when I offer myself to you, body and soul, there is no pretense involved.”

      “I don’t think you’re pretending. I think you’ve even fooled yourself into believing it’s real. Think about it, Collin. Are you truly attracted to me? Or are you simply refusing to accept the fact I turned down your offer?

      He didn’t respond. Her words skirted dangerously close to the truth. His initial attraction to Olivia had been in the vein of competition—not wanting to lose their undeclared war of words and wit. But he soon realized she was different from the kind of women he usually dated, and that difference made her a prize worth fighting for. Those other women could never give him the kind of relationship he now desired. And her declaration about wanting a husband and a family only made him want her more.

      Collin wanted a marriage like Josh and Charlie had, full of love and devotion. Since he’d seen firsthand what a healthy family could be like, he now wanted that for himself and knew he wouldn’t settle for less. He wanted a wife who loved him for who he was, not for his money or potential earnings. A woman who believed in commitment. The kind of woman who would never desert her husband, and especially not her children.

      He wanted Olivia.

      But she didn’t want him. She didn’t respect him. She saw him as self-centered and spoiled. The worst part is, she may be right.
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      Olivia plodded on in the uncomfortable quiet following her explanation, with Collin sulking beside her. She didn’t know how to discourage him without hurting his feelings. She could hardly admit she found him so physically attractive she had to fight herself not to respond. That kind of information was too powerful for a man like Collin to possess. Thank goodness he didn’t realize he was like a magnet to her steel-coated body. She had to keep reminding herself how unsuitable he was. If she forgot, for even a moment, she’d be falling into his arms.

      She should’ve objected when his hand rested on the small of her back as they crossed the street, but she enjoyed the reassuring pressure of his fingers.

      Pop would kill me if he knew.

      Collin had sealed his fate his first meeting with Olivia’s father almost two years ago at Gram’s Christmas party. Collin and his brother, David, had flirted with every female at the table, single or not, including Olivia’s mother. But her mom had taken his comments as compliments, intended to flatter and amuse. Olivia later learned her mother’s interpretation of his objective was accurate, though she didn’t excuse him for acting inappropriately. None too pleased at Collin’s flirtation, her father had barely remained civil.

      Though Collin scaled back his flirtation at last year’s Christmas party, the disapproval on her dad’s face might as well have been a neon sign. No doubt, he would be apoplectic if Olivia announced she was dating Collin.

      Why couldn’t she be drawn to someone her father would approve of? A man with all the qualities she needed in a mate? Someone polite. Of like faith. Someone who didn’t worship money or take wealth for granted. Someone who understood commitment and sacrifice. Someone who understood the true meaning of love. Why not someone who would make her as happy as Charlie and Josh? Or her sister, Grace, and Brad? Or her brother, Spencer, and Emily? 

      They’ve all found their soulmates. Why can’t I find mine?

      Approaching a well-lit main street, the solitude of their silent walk was invaded by a steady stream of pedestrians, who accompanied them on their trek. As they reached the subway station entrance, Collin said, “Wait, Olivia.”

      His hand gripped her arm, tugging her into the shadows against the building. Backing her against the wall, his arms stretched on either side, caging her inside.

      “What are you doing?” The butterflies in her stomach knew exactly what was happening, yet she couldn’t find the will to protest.

      “Before I let you go, I need to know something.”

      He was so close, she could smell his minty breath. His nearness made her skin prickle, and her heart thudded against her chest, like the heavy pounding when Olivia and her sisters had trapped Grace inside a closet.

      “I think I’ve said everything there is to say.” Olivia rasped, her mouth so dry her tongue stuck to her cold teeth.

      “I don’t want you to talk.” His gravelly voice sent a ripple up and down her spine.

      His hands moved, cupping her face, as his head dipped down and his mouth descended toward hers.

      I can’t let this happen. I should stop him.

      But she didn’t. She stood still, her hands paralyzed at her sides, her feet frozen to the pavement beneath, heart hammering against her ribs.

      His lips touched hers, sending sparks throughout her nervous system. With gentle pressure he teased her shocked mouth. Her hunger built, and she tilted her chin higher, seeking more. It was all the invitation he needed. The tender brush of his lips transformed to a forceful kiss, ravenous and greedy. He was a predator. She was his prey. It felt even better than she’d imagined, all those times when she tried not to think about kissing him.

      He wrenched away, his chest heaving with rapid breaths, while she panted as if she’d finished a marathon. She covered her mouth with her fingers, the tingle of his kiss lingering on her lips.

      I should be upset. Right? Maybe I should slap him for being so aggressive. Is it hypocritical to act offended after I kissed him back?

      “I apologize for my reckless behavior,” he said, with a hint of a grin tickling the corner of his mouth. “But I thank you for answering my question.”

      “What are you talking about?” That kiss must have made my brain fog up.

      “Olivia, I hope one day I’ll be able to give you an explanation that brings a smile to those luscious lips of yours. But for now, I have work to do. I promise, I won’t be bothering you anymore.”

      “Okay.” The word came out breathy, and she cleared her throat before continuing. “That’s good, I guess.”

      “Will you do me a favor? One tiny favor?”

      “What do you want?” She didn’t bother to hide her suspicion.

      “Please, take care of yourself. Show a bit of caution.” He waggled an accusing finger in front of her face. “The first part of caution is to stop walking alone in a deserted areas. In fact, I’d much prefer you didn’t walk alone anywhere at night, but I know that’s asking too much.”

      She started to complain that he had no say in any decision she might make, but as she opened her mouth, his silencing finger touched her lips.

      “Don’t argue, Olivia. Can’t help worrying about you. I asked nicely. Even said please.”

      Gentle fingers rose up, ensnaring her face. She couldn’t swallow because her heart was in her throat, blocking the way. Bending down, his lips pressed to her forehead in a chaste kiss that left her craving more. A lot more. But it never came.

      “Farewell, Olivia.” Flashing a wobbly smile, Collin lifted his fingers to his temple and tipped an invisible hat.

      And he was gone.
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      Collin winced as his cheek pinched between the woman’s scrawny fingers.

      “You’re such a good boy.” Though her clothes were less than stylish, she somehow appeared dignified as she moved into the room ahead of him and stashed her mop bucket in the corner, her shuffling footsteps echoing on the damp concrete floor, which smelled strongly of pine. With deep brown eyes framed in white hair, pulled back in a bun, she perched on the edge of her bed, her ever-present handbag slung over her shoulder.

      Two weeks had passed since his fateful encounter with Olivia, but he tried to put it out of his mind. After all, he had lots of work to do before he’d be ready to see her again. Meanwhile, he still squeezed in his weekly Saturday morning visits with Martha, the one part of his life that didn’t seem to be a chore.

      He sat on a metal folding chair facing her. “How’re you feeling today? You’re moving slower than normal, aren’t you?”

      “I’m going the same speed as ever. You’re watching faster.” She laughed at her joke. “I was hoping this time you might bring your girlfriend along.”

      “Martha, I know what you’re up to. And it’s not going to work.”

      Her eyes stretched wide open. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      He didn’t believe her innocent act for a second. Martha might have white hair, but she was sharp as a tack.

      “I’m talking about you prying into my love life. I’m not sharing my secrets.”

      “But why not? I can tell you’re lonely, or else you wouldn’t be bothering with a doddering old woman like me. It’s not like we run in the same social circles.” She angled her head at the stark room with four twin beds, her home at Sheltering Arms.

      “I wish you’d let me find you another place to live.” He picked up their perpetual argument. “My dad has connections at a rent-controlled complex. It’s not great, but it’s better than this.”

      As always, when Collin mentioned helping her financially, her chin lifted. “Can’t afford anything on the little bit of Social Security I get, since Jack died—not even one of those rent-controlled places.”

      “But I could help you.”

      “Not when you’re trying to break out from under your father’s authority. Maybe after you graduate from law school and get a job….”

      “This place is so awful. No privacy.”

      She swept her arm out. “Here, they let me do custodial work in exchange for a room. Ms. Potter has bent the rules to let me keep living here, and I’m grateful. I don’t have much left in life, but I have my pride. Anyway, it’s not a bad place to live. I meet a lot of interesting people.”

      As always, Collin marveled at her positive attitude. She should’ve been doting on her grandchildren and enjoying retirement in her home, along with her husband, but her reality was entirely different. Both her sons were killed overseas in the service before either had married, and her husband had passed away after a long, expensive battle with cancer that depleted their financial resources. Yet Martha never complained.

      “Yes, but you don’t belong here. You’re better than the rest of the people here.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “Collin Sterling! How dare you look down from your high horse on another human being. You have no right to judge.”

      His heart plunged into his stomach. “I’m not judging them like that. I’m talking about how the others aren’t as friendly and caring. Most of them barely speak to you, and no one seems grateful for all you do.”

      “They’re afraid to get close to anyone, because they’ve been hurt too many times. You can’t blame them for using whatever armor they can to protect themselves.” She tilted her head. “Actually, they’re not all that different from you.”

      He squirmed in his chair. “I hope you’re not angry.”

      “I’m not mad. I know you don’t have a mean bone in your entire body.”

      Collin took a big breath and shook his head. “I don’t know how you do it, Martha. How can you always see the best in people, even when they don’t deserve it?”

      “Are we talking about the other residents here at the shelter, or someone else?”

      Me, he thought, staring at the floor.

      “I worry about you, Collin.”

      “You worry about me? I’m perfectly fine. It’s you who needs help. I still don’t see why you won’t let me help you pay for an apartment.”

      “We’ve had this argument a thousand times. I’m trying to help you break free from your father. If his money is supporting me, you’ll always be dependent on him.”

      “I’m working now. Tutoring.”

      She nodded. “Good. You’ll need that money. And you know what else you need? You need to find the right woman. Right now, you wouldn’t recognize her if she walked up to you and slapped you in the face.”

      Collin grinned. They were in familiar territory. “I’ll be on the lookout from now on. If a hot girl walks up to me and slaps me in the face, I’ll know she’s the right one. Either that, or I’ll know she didn’t like me getting fresh with her.”

      “Collin!” She punched him with a scrawny fist. “Be serious for a moment. Think about it. Tell me what characteristics you would look for in the perfect woman.”

      “I’ve already given this plenty of thought. I know exactly what I’m looking for.”

      “Go on,” she said, her dark brown eyes twinkling with anticipation.

      He pictured Olivia in his mind. “She’ll be tall and slender, with excellent posture. I like women with brown hair over blonds, and I prefer it long. She’ll be smart, but not only book smart. I want a woman who can argue with me and hold her own. She’ll be generous and kind-hearted—the sort of girl who would take the time to volunteer at a place like this, or a soup kitchen, or a medical clinic.”

      Martha’s lips stretched in a broad smile and she clapped her hands together. “You’ve made me a happy woman, Collin. I believe there’s hope for you yet. Now all we need to do is find a woman that meets those qualifications. That shouldn’t be hard in a city the size of New York.”

      “Well don’t hold your breath. It’s not happening any time soon.”

      She answered with a chuckle, but then pressed her hand to her chest, her mouth stretched in a grimace.

      “Martha? Are you okay?”

      “I’ve been having a bit of indigestion lately.” She pursed her lips, blowing air out in a long stream. “I think I might stretch out for bit. My feet are a bit swollen, too.”

      Concerned for the formerly indefatigable woman, he sprang to his feet and helped her ease back onto the pillow. Though she invited him to stay and chat, she was asleep within seconds. He supposed her age was finally catching up with her. But hopefully, like his Gram, she would live to be almost a hundred.
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        * * *

      

      A foghorn sounded, and Olivia jumped, bumping the table and sending her study guide skittering to the floor. She reached to her phone in her pocket, jamming the button to silence the alarm, groaning when she realized time had slipped past as she studied in the gross anatomy lab.

      Ughh! Now I don’t have time to shower before I meet Charlie and Grace for lunch. She considered canceling, but decided walking in the fresh air would clear the formaldehyde fumes from her clothes and hair. She dashed by her locker to stow her gear and was soon weaving her way along the crowded New York streets toward the restaurant.

      Since Emily had cancelled today, Olivia wondered if Collin might be joining them. After all, Collin and Charlie were close friends and now attended the same law school. Unconsciously, her hand rose to tuck away a curly brown lock that had escaped her ponytail.

      I’d hate for him to see me with my hair looking so terrible. And I don’t have on any makeup, either. Wait! Why do I care whether Collin sees me looking bad? Maybe that would be a good thing. Seeing me at my worst might discourage him. She was surprised at the way her chest tightened at the thought.

      Of course it was a moot point. Charlie knew how Olivia felt about her playboy cousin, and she would never invite him along without warning Olivia about it.

      Collin had been on her mind ever since the night they met at the library. Despite her protests, she had to admit it was sweet for him to follow her to the subway station. It was something her overbearing, but lovable brother, would’ve done. The only thing that kept her from acknowledging it was her pride, of which she had a few extra helpings.

      Two weeks had passed and, true to his word, Collin hadn’t contacted her or appeared again in any mysterious fashion. The problem was that keeping his promise to not bother her was bothering her more than she cared to admit.

      Fifteen minutes later, she pushed through the restaurant door, spotting Charlie as she waved from their usual booth across the room. Olivia bent to snatch a one-armed hug before she sat down, relieved to find Charlie alone.

      “Olivia, you stink.” Charlie wrinkled her nose.

      “Oh, can you still smell the formaldehyde? Sorry about that.”

      “Why do you smell like formaldehyde?”

      “Uhmm, you really don’t want to know.” A description of her dissection work in the lab was certain to ruin Charlie’s appetite, though Olivia found it fascinating. “Is it too smelly? Going to spoil your lunch?”

      “No. I only noticed when you leaned over me. I can’t smell it now. Or else I’m getting used to it.” Charlie returned to perusing the menu, idly tapping her fingers on the table.

      Olivia drummed up a casual voice. “Is Collin coming?” She coughed to cover when her voice cracked.

      Charlie’s eyes appeared over the top of her menu, her perfect eyebrows arching high on her forehead.

      “Collin? Why would I invite Collin to our lunch?” She tilted her head a tiny bit, as if a different angle would allow her to see inside Olivia’s head. “Actually, Collin told us you two had a little run-in a while back. He said you despise him, so he’s planning to leave you alone.”

      “I don’t despise him.” Olivia objected to the strong term. “I just….”

      “Loathe him?”

      “No.”

      “Scorn him?”

      “Too strong.”

      “Dislike him?”

      “I don’t exactly dislike him.” Olivia wavered. The truth was, ever since he kissed her and then declared he’d leave her alone, he’d kept his promise. She should’ve been thrilled to be rid of him, but that kiss had shaken her resolve. Even now, goose bumps raised on her arms when she remembered the encounter. Though she hadn’t seen him in person, he’d been invading her thoughts and dreams. One night she’d been so angry at his appearance she took a swing at him, and woke up with throbbing knuckles from slamming her fist into the headboard.

      Charlie slapped the menu on the table and sat back in her chair, crossing her arms. She squinted at Olivia with obvious interest. “A few months ago, I mentioned Collin, and you called him a ‘rich, overindulged cad.’ I think that at least qualifies as disliking him.” Her tone was more curious than condemning.

      Olivia concentrated on spreading her napkin in her lap, smoothing out the wrinkles. “It seems like you’ve forgotten what he was like when we first met him, Charlie. He wasn’t simply flirting. He said some pretty offensive things. He even tried to break you and Josh up, when you were engaged. And he bragged about his money all the time.”

      “I’m not denying your point, Olivia.” Charlie took a paper napkin and spit out a piece of gum. “He was awful—there’s no doubt about it. But he’s changed since he started hanging around our family. I think he never interacted with a normal family before. It’s like he was craving it.”

      “But you have to admit, it’s hard to believe anyone could change that much.”

      “Unless the crass, arrogant playboy was a performance, for the benefit of his family and friends.”

      “It’s no use arguing with an attorney,” Olivia complained. “I’ll never beat you. You’re too good at it.”

      “I’m still a student.”

      “Yes, I pity your opponents by the time you hone your skills.”

      Her answering smile said she enjoyed the compliment, but she wasn’t deterred. “You admit it’s possible he’s changed?”

      “Even if he’s changed, my father doesn’t like him. I wouldn’t do anything to hurt my dad.”

      “As independent as you are, I’m surprised you would let your dad make that kind of decision for you.”

      ‘He’s not. And he would never openly interfere in my life. In fact, we’ve never even talked about Collin.” Olivia took a long drink of water. Her father was awesome, and she didn’t want Charlie to misjudge him. “He’s purposefully kept his nose out of it, but I can still sense his opinion. If I stand back and think about everything objectively, even disregarding Pop’s opinion, I still say he’s not the right guy for me.”

      “Who’s not the right guy for you?” Grace swept her way around the table, giving Charlie a hug before squeezing Olivia’s breath away. Taking her chair, she shook an accusing finger at Olivia. “I miss you. You cancelled last Wednesday and Sunday night dinner.”

      Standing only five feet two inches, Grace was by far the most outgoing of the four Marshall sisters. Perhaps because she was the oldest sister, Grace remained leader of the pack long after the others outgrew her, instilling and enforcing ‘Marshall Law’ with an iron hand. Despite the fact Olivia and her two younger sisters, Hannah and Claire, towered over Grace, none of them stood long against the force of her will. Even their older brother, Spencer, who happened to be Charlie’s brother-in-law, recognized Grace as the boss. Or maybe he simply realized it was easier to let her have her way.

      “I’ve been swamped with studying.”

      “You still have to eat. Why can’t you at least do that with us, so we can see you?” Grace gave her a pointed look.

      “Maybe she hasn’t been eating at all,” Charlie murmured to Grace, with a sharp nod at Olivia. “She looks thinner to me.”

      Grace squinted at Olivia. “You’re right. I think she’s lost weight, and she didn’t have any to spare.”

      “Hello. I’m sitting right here. You can stop talking about me in third person.”

      “And we’re so glad you decided to grace us with your presence.” Grace grinned. “Seriously though, you have to make time for your family and friends—at least a little. It’s not healthy to study all the time.”

      “I’m afraid this is my last lunch date for a while. Didn’t anticipate how little time I’d have to study. I already promised Mom and Pop I’d try to make Sunday night dinners.”

      “That’s too bad, Olivia. We’ll really miss you.” Charlie tapped on her phone and slid it into her purse before looking up in apology. “Checking in with the babysitter.”

      “You didn’t answer my question,” Grace reminded her. “Who’s not the right guy for you?”

      “Collin,” Charlie answered.

      “Oh, is this all about that kiss?” asked Grace, causing Olivia to hide her face in her hands. “What’s the big deal? It’s not like you’ve never kissed a guy before.”

      “When did Collin kiss you?” Charlie whispered, like it was a dark secret.

      “About two weeks ago,” Grace supplied. “She called me all upset because he did it without asking permission. I told her it was no big deal.”

      “Was it good?”

      Olivia peeked between her fingers to find Charlie grinning at her, menu abandoned on the table in light of more interesting developments.

      “Good? Of course not, because it didn’t mean anything.” Olivia put all her assurance into her words, almost convincing herself of the kiss’s deficiencies. “It was purely physical, like every other kiss I’ve ever had.”

      “Is that so bad?” Grace lifted her eyebrows. “I mean it’s not like he asked you to sleep with him. It was only a kiss. Like every other kiss.”

      “Right, but he didn’t ask if I wanted to kiss him. He just did it.”

      “You didn’t kiss him back?” asked Charlie.

      “Of course not.” Her cheeks burned and she lifted her menu to hide.

      Fingers grabbed the top of the menu and pushed it down to the table. “You did kiss him back, didn’t you?” Grace’s question was merely a statement, establishing that she had the upper hand. “You naughty sister—you didn’t tell me that. In fact, you implied you got really angry about it.”

      “I did. I was furious. But I didn’t realize how mad I was until after he left.”

      Grace laughed so loud the other diners turned to stare, and Olivia considered hiding under the table.

      “Does this mean you like him, after all?” Grace held her gaze until she jerked it away.

      “No, no, no—a thousand times no! I’ve been through this over and over again. Collin is not my type. I’ve already admitted he’s good looking, but that’s where the relationship ends. He and I are completely incompatible. I don’t have time to waste dating a guy if the only thing we have in common is physical attraction.”

      “New rule? A second ago you admitted every other guy you kissed was only about physical attraction,” Charlie pointed out. “When exactly did everything change?”

      Olivia ignored the question. “Plus, Pop doesn’t like him. Grace, you know that.”

      “Pop hasn’t been around him enough to know what he thinks. He’d come around if you talked him into it. You’ve got him wrapped around your finger.”

      “Me? What about you?” Olivia jumped on the chance to turn the tables. “I seem to remember someone getting Pop to buy her a designer prom dress.”

      “For goodness sake, I was seventeen. And the dress came from a resale shop.”

      “It still cost twice your spending limit.”

      “Forget your father.” Charlie interrupted. “What about the fact Olivia kissed Collin and liked it?”

      Thankfully, the waiter approached before Olivia was forced to answer.

      “Hmmm.” Charlie flipped her menu over and pointed. “I’ll have the pulled pork tacos with a side of guacamole. What are you getting, Grace?”

      “Barbecue nachos, please. What about you, Olivia? Going to take a walk on the wild side?”

      “I’ll have the, uhmm, spinach salad with strawberries and candied pecans….”

      “Dressing on the side, and a croissant.” Charlie smirked as she chimed in with Grace. “Never fails.”

      Grace added. “We know what you order at all three of our lunch restaurants. You’re more reliable than Old Faithful.”

      Olivia tried to scowl at their mocking, but she couldn’t keep a straight face.

      “We love you, Olivia, just the way you are,” said Charlie. “Even if you never try anything new on the menu. We’ve always got Grace if we need someone fun and adventurous.”

      “I used to be fun,” Olivia lamented, heaving a heavy sigh.

      Grace gave her a you-got-that-right look. “You’re a little boring in your food choices, but you make up for it in a lot of other ways. At least, you used to.”

      Olivia thought about her life since medical school began and wondered if the pressure was changing her. She couldn’t remember doing anything exciting in months. How would she ever find a good husband and start a family? No fun guy would want to date her now that she had to be serious all the time. She’d have to settle for a dull husband. She’d dated several great guys during the past two years, yet she’d rejected any possibility of a permanent relationship, keeping everything on a superficial level. Now, it was too late.

      Charlie cocked her head to the side, her forehead wrinkling. “You look upset. You know we’re only teasing, right?”

      “I know. I’m not upset.”

      “Well, something’s wrong. What is it?” Grace sipped her water,

      Olivia noticed her hand had snuck its way to her mouth to have its nails chewed, though there was nothing left for her teeth to grab on any finger. She forced it into her lap. Might as well tell the truth. Already spilled my guts to Collin. “Kind of been assessing my life. Twenty-seven now. Trying to break all my bad habits before it’s too late.”

      “All your bad habits? Far as I know, Olivia, you only have one.” Charlie winked, looking pointedly at Olivia’s mouth.

      Schmazzle! Chewing my nails again. She crossed her arms tightly, tucking both hands safely away. “Don’t know why I bother trying. Totally hopeless. Can’t even break a bad habit. Ought to give up accomplishing any goal.”

      “You’re not hopeless, Olivia. You’re smart and driven. You got into med school, didn’t you?” Charlie gave her head a shake, blinking her eyes fast, as if she were coming out of a dream. “Why are we having this conversation? You’ve always had tons of confidence. Why doubt yourself now?”

      “It’s partially because of you guys and Emily.”

      “What on earth are you talking about?” Grace was already wearing her wise, big-sister expression. She’d have plenty of advice to give, once she heard the problem.

      “What do my sister and I have to do with it?” Charlie’s sister, Emily, was Spencer’s wife and Charlie’s familial connection to the Marshall family.

      Olivia took a deep breath. No going back. “You have to promise not to tell anyone, okay?”

      Charlie nodded, her eyes wide as if she were expecting a confession of murder. Grace gave a perfunctory nod. Olivia would’ve been guarded, but she knew her sister would keep her word.

      “It’s my clock.”

      “Your clock?” Charlie scrunched up her nose.

      “I’m twenty-seven, and the biological clock is ticking.” As the words started tumbling out, she lost control and blurted everything she’d been thinking for the past few weeks. “Best for my body if I start having kids by the time I’m thirty, but I’ll still be in medical school. After that I have four or five years in a residency. Can’t have kids while I’m doing all that. Don’t even have a boyfriend. Guess I’m never going to have kids. I’m okay with that—all I’ve ever wanted was to be a doctor. But when I see all of you, married and happy with your babies, I start feeling like my life is empty—”

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa! Hold on a minute.” Charlie’s head shook from side to side. “First of all, you don’t have to choose between med school and having kids. If I can have a baby during law school, you can have one during medical school.”

      “I know, but—”

      Grace interjected, “As for not having a boyfriend…you’ve been fighting off guys with a stick since the day you were born. You’re intelligent. Gorgeous. Had plenty of boyfriends. Last time we talked you said you didn’t have time to date during med school. You changed your mind?”

      “Don’t know. Afraid all the good ones are taken. Won’t be anyone left for me.”

      Is that why I’m suddenly so hung up on Collin? Afraid he’s my only viable option? Can’t be because of that kiss….

      “I agree I got the best one. Brad’s awesome at least ninety percent of the time.” Grace grinned.

      “No, mine’s the best.” Charlie wagged her eyebrows. “He’s awesome ninety-one percent of the time. Don’t believe me? Ask Josh.”

      “That’s okay. Already know what Josh will say.” Olivia chuckled. “I shouldn’t have said anything. Even if the perfect guy asked me out, I don’t have time to date. Between studying and work and the community clinic, I barely have time to eat and sleep.”

      “I know. I’m worried about you.” Grace studied her as if she could see some hidden ailment growing inside her.

      “Josh says you shouldn’t be working while you’re in medical school. He says your studies are going to suffer.” Charlie stared at her fingers, which were once again drumming a random pattern on the table.

      Olivia rubbed her temples, suddenly aware of a throbbing tension headache, made worse by her exhaustion. “They made me drop my nursing job at the hospital, but I still need income of some sort. Then I took a weekend job at Bergman Fifth Avenue. The store has limited hours, and the pay is decent. If my next big exam goes well, I might accept a few extra shifts. I’m already down to three hours every other week at the free clinic, and they’re desperate for help.”

      “Maybe Josh and Brad could find another nurse to take your place at the free clinic,” Charlie suggested. “That would free up a little bit of time.”

      Olivia felt her chest tighten as she thought of severing those patient relationships, some of which had been ongoing for two years now. “I don’t think I can give that up completely.”

      “Then at least let us loan you some money so you could quit your department store job,” said Grace. “Brad and I can afford it, even if Mom and Pop can’t.” Grace’s husband was also a physician and best friends with Charlie’s husband Josh. Though it would be some time before Brad’s school loans were paid off, they were more than comfortable.

      Olivia took a deep breath. They’d had this conversation many times in the past. “You know that’s not going to happen.”

      “Then, let Josh and I help. It would only be fitting, since he kind of promised to pay for it anyway.”

      Olivia pressed her lips together, suppressing a chuckle. Josh had once tried to bargain with her, offering to pay for medical school in exchange for her posing as his fake fiancé. “Of all my friends, you should understand, Charlie. I’m not going to take—”

      “Charity,” Charlie finished, holding up her hand. “It wouldn’t be charity if it was an interest-free loan.”

      “I applied for a school loan when I quit working at the hospital, but there seems to be some kind of hang up. Next semester I could probably live off my loans, and I won’t have to work.”

      Charlie shook her head, her eyebrows twisting in a frown. “I can’t help worrying about you, Olivia. You look so tired.”

      “Yes,” Grace agreed. “You have dark circles under your eyes.

      “Thanks a lot.” Olivia gave an exaggerated huff. “Maybe I shouldn’t go out in public anymore.”

      Charlie rolled her lips in between her teeth, in a vain attempt to keep a straight face.

      Grace didn’t even try. “Or maybe you should take my advice, since I’m your older and wiser sister.”

      “You’re older, but not necessarily wiser. It’s not that bad working late shifts on the weekends. Low stress. After closing I can work with an ear bud in and listen to lectures while I’m hanging up clothes.”

      “Maybe if you weren’t working, you’d have time to date,” suggested Grace as she took an all-too-casual sip of water through her straw. “If Brad and I loaned you some money for school, it’d be like our contribution to your little biological clock problem.”

      I shouldn’t have confessed that clock-thing to Grace—she’ll tease me every time she sees me. “Thanks a lot, but no thanks.” She coated her reply with sarcasm to encourage the girls to drop the subject.

      “Tick-tock-tick-tock….” Grace wagged her head from side to side in time with her words.

      “I mean it, guys. Forget everything I said. Years before I need to start worrying about my clock. I’m not anxious—just a little tired.”

      Charlie arched an eyebrow as she cleared her throat. “Eh-hem. You’re chewing your nails again.”

      Drat!
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      Unflinching, Collin accepted a sticky chocolate goodnight kiss from four-year-old Chloe before Charlie led her to get ready for bed. Ten-and-a-half-year-old Jace had opted for a solemn handshake tonight, which had Collin biting his lips to keep a straight face.

      “The kids miss seeing you.” Josh remained at the table, rocking his upper body with sweet baby Austen in his arms, her droopy eyelids battling to stay open.

      “Not as much as I miss them. I hate that law school takes so much of my time.” Collin groaned as he pushed away from the table, standing and stretching his arms over his head. “Some days I wonder why I didn’t take my dad’s advice and stick with my cushy job. Why did I decide to go to law school when I was already getting paid a nice stipend as a board member of dad’s company? I hardly had to lift a finger. In fact, the rest of the board prefer when my brother and I don’t interfere.”

      Collin gathered the dishes and carried them to the kitchen.

      “You don’t have to do that, Collin.” Josh followed him, protesting when he began to load the dishes in the dishwasher.

      “It’s the least I could do after you fed me such a great dinner. And you both have your hands full, anyway—literally.” Collin nodded toward the baby girl in Josh’s arms.

      “I assume that was only a rhetorical question about why you’re going to law school—right? Because I seem to remember listening to you agonizing over that decision for six months before you came to the decided you wanted to be your own man.”

      Collin frowned as he scrubbed on a stubborn bit of dried pasta in the bottom of a pot. “I think I’m questioning my decision because Dad didn’t respond the way I thought he would…the way I hoped he would.”

      “I’m sure your dad is proud of you, Collin. Any dad would be.”

      “Not mine. He thinks I’m snubbing my nose at him by pursuing my own career. We can’t even be in the same room without him yelling at me. My only saving grace is I’m still officially a paid board member, so he’s hoping I’ll eventually come back to work for him. But honestly, I think I’m going to resign soon.”

      “Really?” Josh’s grimace spoke volumes. “How are you going to pay your expenses if you do that? That apartment you live in isn’t cheap, and neither is law school.”

      “I’ve got a job.”

      The words sounded strange on his lips, as Olivia’s accusing words echoed in his memory. “You’re twenty-nine and you haven’t worked a day in your life.” For some reason he longed for her approval. He sometimes wondered if he was attracted to Olivia because he wanted to be like her instead of wanting to be with her.

      Most of the women Collin associated with only seemed interested in adorning themselves in the latest fashions and scoring a suitable husband to propel themselves to the top of the social ladder. Olivia was the polar opposite.

      Until a year and a half ago, when he’d first met Olivia and her sisters at a party with his new cousins, he’d never encountered a girl like her. A girl who was sweet, smart, and unaffected. A girl who cared nothing for his money. A girl who was unimpressed with his well-practiced lines. That Christmas party at his Gram’s house was like encountering an entirely new race of females, and he found flirting with Charlie, Olivia and her sisters fun and refreshing.

      It wasn’t until a few months later, when he started spending more time with Charlie and her new husband, Josh, that he experienced something intangible he later recognized as authenticity. Longing to be respected by the people he’d grown to love and admire, Collin began to reject the values his father had instilled in his brother David and him. He began to distance himself from their influence, though he tried not to alienate them. Eventually, he became Charlie and Josh’s go-to babysitter, a title he cherished more than any board position his father waved under his nose.

      When Collin announced he was attending law school, his father hadn’t hidden his displeasure, declaring he would smooth it over with the board of directors by telling them Collin was studying real estate law. He’d grown up hearing how his father was building the family company and someday their worth would eclipse that of Gherring, Inc. Consumed with this life-long competition with his cousin Steven Gherring, his dad had little time for parenting, so Collin and David had attended boarding school. Perhaps that was the reason Collin had latched onto Charlie and Josh and their little loving family, flourishing with their acceptance and approval. Whatever the reason, Collin no longer had an interest in his board position in the family’s multimillion-dollar real estate business.

      Only one person had encouraged him, affirming his plans without hesitation or judgment, and that person was Martha Avalon. Worry crept into his mind as he recalled his visit with her last Saturday. Uncharacteristically asleep in bed at two in the afternoon, she looked pale and weak. But she claimed she had a stomach virus, feeling nauseated and achy. He chuckled to see her purse on her shoulder, even in bed. Must be the only way to keep it from being stolen.

      Martha had croaked, “I still love you, Collin, but we’ll have to settle for an air hug today.” He’d fought back some degree of jealousy when several other residents stopped by to inquire after her health, cutting into their precious conversation time. But her nurturing spirit had always made her popular, so he wasn’t really surprised. “Next time you come, tell me all about law school and living with roommates. I’m very proud of you.”

      He took her words as dismissal, and gathered his things to go. By the time he’d buttoned his tweed coat, she’d already drifted back to sleep.

      “Collin?” Josh’s voice drew him from his reminiscence. “You looked like you fell asleep sitting up. Maybe you’re pushing yourself too hard. What’s this job you have?”

      “Tutoring college students. Also planning to move—get a couple of roommates. Heard one of my classmates at Columbia is looking to share space.”

      “Sounds like a good idea.” Charlie bent to peer into the wide-open mouth of their daughter. “Chloe, did you actually brush your teeth? Or did you put a little toothpaste in your mouth and swish it around? I can still see food stuck in the back teeth.”

      Chloe’s lip protruded. “I brushed them.”

      “Go brush again. This time, brush the back ones, too.”

      Chloe trudged down the hallway, dragging her feet in protest.

      “If you do a good job, maybe Uncle Collin will read your bed-time story tonight.” Charlie hadn’t bothered to affirm this with Collin, already knowing his answer would be a resounding yes. He loved his role as an honorary “uncle.”

      Chloe twirled back around so fast she should have been dizzy, bouncing on her toes like a pogo stick. “Really? Will you, Uncle Collin?”

      “Suppose I could.” Collin tapped a finger on his chin. “But I only like to read when my audience has spotlessly clean teeth.”

      “Can I come, too?” Jace shrugged his shoulders in a gesture of nonchalance. “Don’t really do bed-time stories any more, but….”

      “You can help the performance immensely.” Collin clapped him on the shoulder. “We can read Jack and the Dragon. You can be Jack and I’ll be the Dragon. Now, both of you, run and brush those teeth and get ready for bed. I’ll be back there in a jiffy.”

      “Gotta get this one on video.” Charlie grinned. “I swear, Collin, you missed your calling. Should’ve been an actor.”

      “I believe my honed acting skills will be put to good use as a barrister.”

      “Ha!” she chuckled. “No doubt.”

      “You know, one of our interns is looking for a place to live.” Josh bent to kiss the nose of their squirming bundle before passing her to Charlie. He turned to face Collin. “If you’re serious about getting out on your own, I’ll give him your number.”

      “Absolutely—tell him to text me.” Collin swallowed hard, more than a little nervous about giving up his ample income. He filled up his lungs and blew out a long slow breath. “By the way, Charlie, have you heard from Olivia lately?”

      Charlie and Josh exchanged a look that told him he wasn’t fooling them with his casual tone.

      “Is that what all this is about, Collin?” As Charlie swayed with Austen in her arms, the baby’s eyelids drooped lower. “Are you doing all this to convince Olivia to date you? Because there’s no guarantee it’ll make any difference.”

      Josh eyed him through lowered brows. “And I don’t think it’s wise to make life changes on the off chance it will attract a woman’s attention.”

      “Is that so?” Collin challenged. “And this advice is coming from a man who stopped dating anyone for two years, hoping to prove himself to a certain woman who refused to communicate with him in any way?”

      Collin nodded toward Charlie, who snorted with laughter.

      “He’s got you there, Josh.”

      “That was different.” Josh jutted out his chin.

      “How so?” Collin waited, tight-lipped, ready to defend his decisions.

      “Because I didn’t like who I was. Charlie was the incentive for me to get my act together.”

      “That’s true for me, as well. I don’t see any difference.”

      “Also, I was in love with Charlie.” Josh inclined his head, brows bent together as if daring Collin to make a similar claim.

      He almost said it out of pure defiance. But he’d promised himself long ago never to fall in love. He knew exactly how it felt to have his heart ripped from his chest and handed back in shreds, and he intended to protect himself from a recurrence, at all cost.

      “I’m not claiming to be in love with Olivia, but I do like her a lot.” He chose his words carefully. “I’ll readily admit I want what you both have together—the whole thing. I want the wife, the kids, the perfect happy home. And I’m convinced Olivia would be a perfect wife for me. All I have to do is convince her that I can be the perfect husband.”

      Charlie let out a loud groan and Austen’s eyes popped open, only to drift closed again. “Collin there’s so much wrong in that statement, I don’t even know where to begin. Let me at least protest your use of the word perfect. You need realistic expectations. Our lives aren’t perfect by any means.”

      “Semantics.” Collin threw his hands in the air. “I’ll choose a different word, then. How about awesome?”

      “I don’t want to offend you” Josh pushed his hands through his hair. “But don’t you think you need to deal with some stuff from your past—family issues—before you consider starting a family of your own?”

      “If you’re talking about my mother, I’ve dealt with that particular family issue.”

      “You have?” Charlie’s eyes widened. “When did you talk to her?”

      “I haven’t talked to her, and I don’t intend to. That’s how I dealt with it. I’ve accepted what she did and cut her out of my life. She doesn’t matter to me at all, so she can never hurt me again.”

      Charlie lowered her eyes, but not before he saw the pity clearly written there.

      “Collin….” Josh put a hand on his shoulder.

      “I’m telling the truth.” Collin twisted away. “Why don’t you believe me? I thought you’d be on my side.”

      “We’re both on your side.” Josh held his gaze without flinching. “But I know from experience you can’t forget everything that happened when you were a child.”

      Collin balled his fingers into fists. “I haven’t forgotten. I’ve just accepted it.”

      “Acceptance is important, but there’s more to it. I understand what it’s like to be rejected, and if you don’t work through it, her voice will be in your head for the rest of your life, tearing down everything good that comes along.” The muscles along Josh’s jaw bulged. “Believe me, I know. It still affects me.”

      “Maybe you’re right.” Collin sagged as his indignant anger faded. If anyone could comprehend his feelings, it was Josh, who’d grown up in the foster system after being rejected by the family who adopted his sister. At least Collin and his brother had grown up in the care of their own father, though most of the rearing responsibilities fell to nannies before they were parceled off to boarding schools. Collin had no doubt his father loved him, in his own broken sort of way.

      Jace’s voice bellowed from the back room. “Uncle Collin, we’re ready! You coming?”

      “Be right there,” he called.

      “The kids love you so much.” Charlie stood and moved toward the hallway, cradling the sleeping Austen. “You’re going to be a great father someday, Collin.”

      Collin and Josh followed her.

      “If you really believed that, you wouldn’t be discouraging me from trying to date Olivia.” He tried not to sound like he was pouting.

      “I’d love it if you and Olivia got together. Josh and I have talked about it a lot.”

      Beside him, Josh confirmed her statement with a sharp nod.

      Charlie continued, “I don’t want you to get hurt. Olivia’s kind of flakey right now. She doesn’t know what she wants.”

      “Still, a few months ago, you guys were encouraging me to go out on my own and prove myself, and now you’re giving me a hard time about it.”

      “Only want to make sure you avoid some of the mistakes I made.” Josh lowered his voice as they approached the kids. “I let my hurt and pride deprive me of a chance to know my sister. I almost lost the opportunity to know Jace and Chloe’s grandparents.”

      Jace appeared and dragged Collin into the room. As always, Collin put his heart and soul into playing the role of the fearful dragon, complete with trembling voice and shaking limbs. Their performance of Jack and the Dragon was met with thunderous applause from Chloe, Charlie and Josh. Collin made Charlie promise to keep the video off the Internet, although he could’ve sworn he saw her fingers crossed. Soon the kids were hugged and tucked into their beds, and Collin followed Charlie and Josh to the living room.

      “Need to go home and study. Thanks again for dinner.” Collin shrugged into his heavy wool coat.

      Charlie disappeared into the kitchen and emerged a few seconds later with a plastic container. “Here are some leftovers for tomorrow.”

      “Thanks. Want you to know I’m going to keep working on myself. Someday I’ll be good enough for Olivia.”

      Charlie’s mouth made a big O and her hand flew up to cover it. “You’re already a great guy, Collin. You don’t need to change for anyone, not even for Olivia. All you need to do is be who you really are instead of playing the role your father forced you into all those years. If Olivia ever sees the real you and still doesn’t want you, it’s her loss.”

      “That’s right, buddy.” Josh clapped him on the back. “Anyone who humiliates himself to entertain my kids is alright in my book.”

      Collin flashed a Cheshire cat grin. “I assume this means you’ve both totally forgiven me for trying to break the two of you up when we first met.”

      “I’ve forgiven you.” Josh’s smile stretched a bit too wide as he murmured, “But I’ll never forget.”
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        * * *

      

      Thursday evening Olivia had dinner at her sister’s home. Grace seemed to have it all—a great husband, an adorable baby, a career as a teacher. Not that Olivia was jealous, but she couldn’t help wanting the same kind of happiness. As dangerous as it might be, Olivia considered what might happen if she married Collin. Could he ever fit in with the Marshalls? A blue-blood with the blue-collars?

      Both of Olivia’s older siblings had awesome spouses. Grace’s husband, Brad, was a doctor at the emergency room, a sports fanatic like Grace, and about the nicest guy on the planet. Spencer had married Charlie’s sister, Emily, who was smart, competitive, independent, and had probably read every book in the New York Public Library. Her siblings had set the spouse standard high.

      Olivia’s dad had introduced her to several single guys, enough to know what kind of man he expected her to marry. Two were fellow teachers at his high school, and one was a youth minister at their church. Collin Sterling was nothing like those guys. The night Olivia first met Collin at Gram’s Christmas dinner, he had bragged to the whole table about his car, which cost more than a high school teacher made in three years. Olivia’s dad had kept his mouth closed, but she saw how it hurt his pride. Charlie claimed Collin was a changed man, but Olivia couldn’t afford to take a chance, in case the change was only superficial.

      “Do you have time to sit for a minute?” asked Grace. “I’ve got something to show you.”

      Something in Grace’s expression made Olivia nervous. Not surprising. Her sister often made her nervous. “What is it?”

      “Come see what I got you.” Grace sat on the couch with her laptop, patting the cushion beside her.

      Olivia joined her, observing her sister with wary eyes. “I hope you haven’t already done your Christmas shopping. I probably won’t have time ‘til the week before Christmas.”

      “This isn’t a Christmas present. It’s a right-now present. It’s a stop-the-clock present.” Grace’s smile exposed every tooth in her head. “It’s right here. See? I made you a dating profile.”

      Olivia’s insides tried to become outsides. There, on the computer screen, was Olivia’s picture with her name beneath it in bold letters. Olivia lunged for Grace’s laptop, but her sister slammed it closed and twisted, using her back to block her.

      “Now don’t be upset, until you hear me out.”

      “Don’t be upset? Are you kidding me?” Olivia stood up, staring down at her sister on the couch with her most menacing glare. “If I wanted to sign up for an online dating service I would’ve done it myself. I can’t believe you put my real picture on there.”

      “But I used a fake name.”

      “I saw it—it said Olivia.”

      “Yes, but I made your last name Marsh instead of Marshall.”

      “Grace, take it down. Right. Now.” She punctuated the last two words by stomping her foot.

      “Don’t you want to look at it, first? It’s only been a week, but you’ve had plenty of attention.”

      Olivia forced her breathing to slow. She should’ve known her meddling sister would try something like this when she confessed her biological clock worries. If she pretended genuine interest, she could get the log-in information and delete the account.

      “Fine. Let me see it.” She slid back down beside her sister.

      Grace opened the computer and typed in her password, too quickly for Olivia to catch it. Her picture flashed into view again.

      “That’s not even a good photo. My hair looks terrible.”

      “You can give me a different picture if you like, but you’ve already had fifteen guys contact you.”

      “They’re probably all looking for a quick hookup.”

      “Not on this site. This one is specifically for people seeking long-term relationships. It’s called Find Your Forever.”

      “Hmmm….” Olivia leaned closer, peering over Grace’s shoulder. “Okay. I’ll give it a try. Give me the user name and password.”

      Grace looked over, a crooked smile on her face. “Seriously think I’d fall for that? You’d never give in that easily.”

      “If you don’t let me log-in, how am I going to respond to those requests?”

      “I corresponded for you and filtered through the riffraff. I have three guys with serious potential.”

      Olivia felt steam building inside her head. “I’ll never agree to go out with any of them. You’re wasting your time and money.”

      She bared her teeth, but Grace folded her hands together in a mock prayer and held them to her chin.

      “Please, Olivia! Give these three a real chance—read the chats and check them out.”

      Olivia let out a long, mournful sigh, designed to let her sister know exactly how irritated she was, and held out her hands, already planning to run with it into the bathroom and lock the door. “Okay, I’ll read it.”

      “No way! I’m not handing you this computer so you can get on here and delete the account.” Grace gripped the laptop so tightly her knuckles turned white.

      “Pretty sure this breaks one of the Marshall laws—the one about sisters being honest and faithful to one another.” Olivia stood up, glowering down at Grace.

      The four sisters had composed a complex set of Marshall laws to govern themselves. Though married, Grace was still recognized as their leader, but Olivia was beginning to consider challenging for the position.

      “Nope, I’m being completely honest with you.”

      “Honest? You pretended to be me when you chatted with those guys. That’s not being honest.”

      She shrugged. “Marshall law says I have to be honest with my sisters, not some guy on the Internet.”

      “What about the faithful part?”

      “Did it for your own good. You didn’t ask me not to sign you up for a dating website.”

      “Only because I didn’t know you were thinking about it.” Olivia paced, flinging her arms, and came back to pin her sister with a stern glare. “Now I’m asking you, as my faithful sister, to delete the account.”

      “Being faithful means to be steadfast in affection or allegiance.” Grace looked up to the ceiling as she recited the definition. “Neither my affection nor my allegiance has wavered in creating this account for you. My sister was in need, and I saw a way to help her.” She gave an emphatic nod. “And I did it.”

      “Ughh! Why do I even try to reason with you? Does Brad know about this?”

      Grace’s freckled cheeks turned pink. “I don’t tell him every single thing that happens while he’s at the hospital, you know. He’s a busy ER doctor. He doesn’t have time for trivial things like this.”

      “Yeah, because you know he wouldn’t approve.”

      Brad frequently expressed frustration at his futile attempts to control her, albeit with a smile. Somehow, he always forgave her. He obviously adored his spunky, unpredictable wife, and demonstrated it with words and actions that made Olivia a tad envious.

      “I don’t need his approval.” Grace stiffened, sticking out her jaw. Then her shoulders sagged, and she looked up with sad, pleading eyes. “But I want yours, Olivia. I hoped you wouldn’t be so upset once you got used to the idea. I worked really hard on this, and I think these three guys have potential. One of them is practically in love with you, already.”

      “You mean he’s in love with you, right? Because he’s never communicated with me at all.”

      Grace flipped her auburn hair over her shoulder. “That doesn’t matter. I’ve known you since you were born. I was totally you when I chatted with him. I even used big words and scientific sounding phrases.”

      Olivia’s groan rose from deep in her chest.

      “Please, Olivia. Give it a chance.”

      “Don’t give me those sad eyes.”

      Grace tilted her chin down further, looking up through her lashes, and added a pouty lip. Olivia struggled to remain angry and indignant.

      “You know I love you, Olivia.”

      I can’t believe I’m going to do this. “Fine. I’ll look at them.”

      “And you’ll give them a chance?”

      “I’ll read your chats, but that’s all I’m promising.”

      “Yay!” Grace’s hand snaked up and grabbed Olivia’s arm, tugging her back to the couch. “Okay, here’s the first one. To save time, I already set up a lunch date for you tomorrow.”

      “You did what?” Olivia shouted.

      “Shhhh!!! Don’t worry, I haven’t set a meeting place, so you can pick the restaurant.”

      Olivia considered whether she could use temporary insanity as a murder defense.
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        * * *

      

      Feeling guilty that two weeks had passed since his last visit with Martha, Collin stopped by a local market at 2:00 p.m. on Friday and grabbed a bouquet of mixed flowers. He nodded at the receptionist, an attractive twenty-something girl who barely looked up from her phone. He assumed she’d signed up to work at Sheltering Arms to fulfill some community service requirement, probably something for a college organization. He couldn’t judge her lack of attentiveness, since he’d been no different at her age.

      Located at the front end of the resident hallway, Martha’s door was closed. He knocked on the door, holding the flowers behind his back. When a few moments passed without an answer, he knocked again, a little louder. Sometimes Martha took a nap in the afternoon, and she might not be wearing her hearing aid.

      After another minute, the door opened a crack and a woman appeared. She pushed a strand of stringy hair, the color of muddy water, behind her ear. Her face was drawn and sallow. He estimated her at forty years old.

      “Do you need something?”

      “I was looking for Martha.” He craned his head, trying to see past the woman into the left corner where Martha’ bed was.

      “Martha?” She rubbed the back of her neck like she was working on a kinked muscle. “Oh, you mean the old lady with the white hair? She was here the day I moved in, last weekend, but I haven’t seen her since. Her stuff’s still here, though. She ain’t got much.”

      “What do you mean, you haven’t seen her? Where’s she sleeping?”

      She shrugged her shoulders. “I don’t know. To be honest, she didn’t look too hot when I saw her. Kind of weak and pale. But she may always look like that—she’s kinda old. Or maybe she’s on something—crack maybe.”

      “Martha doesn’t use drugs.”

      “Maybe. Maybe not. I know she don’t have any in her stuff, but that don’t mean nothin’.”

      He tamped down his flaming indignation. “Can you ask your other two roommates? Maybe they know what happened.”

      “Nobody in here but me, right now. The other two girls left last weekend. Sunday, I think.”

      “Maybe she’s sleeping in the common room,” he muttered, mostly to himself.

      “If you’re looking for some company, I think you could do better than Martha. Like I said, there’s nobody else in here right now.”

      She smiled, revealing a number of rotted teeth, and tugged the top few buttons open on her shirt, exposing her unsupported cleavage.

      “I’m not into that sort of thing,” he said, repulsed by the thought.

      As if she remembered the condition of her teeth, she closed her lips and smoothed her dull hair. “What are you into? I’m flexible. For you, only ten bucks.”

      “No, thank you. Anyway, you’re a little old for me.”

      Frown lines appeared between her eyes. “What do you mean? I’m twenty-six. How young do you like ‘em?”

      Twenty-six! She must be a meth addict.

      “Got to go. I have an appointment.”

      He backed away, stumbling over his own feet in his hurry to escape, and scurried down the hall to the common room. The room was packed with women he didn’t recognize, most staring at a small television screen, which was playing a recording of classic movie—something with cowboys. But as he scoured the crowd he found one familiar face. Old Sally sat near the window, wrapped in a ratty blue blanket. She wasn’t that old—only fifty or so—but she explained that at the time she got her nickname, a younger Sally—in her forties—was staying at the shelter. As with most of the residents, young Sally left after a few days, but Old Sally was stuck with her moniker. Old Sally was a frequent resident, though she cycled through other homes and sometimes lived on the street. All the shelters had a limit for how long a person could stay, though the director of Sheltering Arms had found a way around the rules in Martha’s case, hiring her as a custodian with housing benefits.

      “Old Sally.” Collin touched her scrawny arm, drawing her attention away from the television. “Have you seen Martha lately?”

      Sally wrinkled her nose, twisting a strand of limp hair in her fingers. “She was feeling bad—said she had the flu. She went to the clinic, I think.”

      “Thanks, Sally.” Collin found a ten-dollar bill and slipped it into her hand, making sure no one saw the exchange. “Get yourself a little treat.”

      “Thank you!” Sally stretched her lips in a gap-toothed smile, already up and heading toward the door. She called over her shoulder, “I’ll be on the lookout when she comes back. I’ll tell her you came by.”

      Collin nodded, ignoring the stares of curious onlookers. He didn’t intend to wait for Martha to return. NYC Free Clinic was only a few blocks away. Outside, the bitter wind whipped inside his coat, and he buttoned it up, turning up his collar. As always, the clinic was packed—every seat taken while a number of patients lined a long bare wall. Though he knew Olivia no longer volunteered regularly at the clinic, he couldn’t help looking for her among the scrub-clad staff scurrying down the hallway behind the reception desk.

      He stood in line behind a large woman who reeked of perfume while she argued with the receptionist about whether she qualified for reduced or zero copay. Time was, Collin would’ve thrown a few hundred dollars at the situation, offering to pay the bill in order to expedite his agenda. But he could no longer afford such luxury. He drummed his fingers on his crossed arms and waited.

      Finally, the woman finished her business and he moved to the desk. “I’m here to inquire about a patient who came here last Saturday, I think. Her name is Martha Avalon.”

      The woman didn’t even bother to enter her name in the computer. “Do you have a signed release form?”

      “No, but—”

      “I can’t release any information without a signed release form.” Her eyes focused on someone behind him, to his left. “Can I help you, ma’am?”

      “Wait!” Collin leaned to the side, blocking her view of the next person in line. “I’m her son. Martha is my mother. You don’t have to tell me the diagnosis or anything. I only need to know where she is.”

      She shook her head. “It doesn’t matter. I still can’t tell you anything without a release form.”

      “Please….” He glanced at her name tag and bent forward until he caught her eyes, giving her his most charming smile. “Please, Katherine. You’re a lovely young woman.”

      Her cheeks glowed bright pink. “Yes, but—”

      “Can’t you at least look up her name and see if she’s been in recently? I bet you can tell me if she hasn’t been here, right?”

      She chewed on her bottom lip. “I suppose it’s not against HIPAA to tell you I don’t see her name.”

      “You’re the best,” he encouraged.

      She punched on the keyboard. “When did you say you thought she came in?”

      “This past weekend. Saturday. But you could check Friday and Monday to be sure.”

      He knew the moment she saw Martha’s name on the screen, by the way her eyes widened and glanced toward him. “I’m sorry, sir. I can’t tell you anything.”

      “Ever keep patients overnight?”

      “No, sir, we don’t have the facilities for that.”

      “Then tell me this. If a hypothetical patient came in over the weekend and they were too sick to go home, where would you send them?”

      “To any one of the New York City public hospitals.” She lifted her hands, palms up. “Not even noted in the record. Couldn’t tell you which one she was in, anyway.”

      “Thank you for trying, Katherine.” Collin groaned, recognizing the futility. “You’re going to be a beautiful bride.”

      Katherine smiled, her cheeks blooming once again. “Hope you find your friend.”

      “Me, too,” he mumbled as he left, hopelessness descending like a blanket of snow. All he could do was pray.
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      Olivia barely had time to change clothes and grab the last protein bar from her locker before hurrying to catch a subway train to Bergman for her six o’clock shift. Her stomach would be growling before she got off at midnight, but she was allowed two fifteen-minute breaks. Surely she could find something relatively healthy in the vending machine.

      After a brisk walk from the station to the department store in the frigid air, she had to push her way through a line of small bright-eyed children accompanied by rather bedraggled-looking moms.

      “What’s up with all the kids?” she asked Harry, the grey-haired man whose guard shift usually coincided with her work hours.

      “It’s the first Friday in November—the beginning of Christmas season.”

      “And so?”

      “They’re here to see Santa Claus.” Harry grinned and slapped his own rather rotund belly. “Ho, ho, ho!”

      Olivia stared back at the line, which stretched out the door and down the sidewalk. “Aren’t there Santas everywhere? Why would anyone wait in a line this long?”

      “Because Bergman only hires the real Santa.”

      Harry’s expression was so serious, Olivia felt bad when she burst out laughing.

      “Come on, Harry. You don’t really believe in Santa Claus, do you?”

      “Don’t you know what I’m talking about? It’s been all over the local news. This company, The Real Santa, has these totally realistic Santa suits. They even have rubber movie masks with real white hair and beards. Go see for yourself.” He pointed across the store where the Santa sat on his royal Christmas throne. “I know it costs Bergman a pretty penny, but it’s their second year to do it. They get tons of business and a cut of the photographer’s take, so I’m guessing they make a nice profit. This company only has a limited number of these guys, and Bergman has one booked every weekend for the entire Christmas season, Friday evening through Sunday.”

      “I’m pretty sure they had one of these special Santa dudes giving out toys at the hospital last year—in the children’s wing. I remember thinking how real that Santa looked. Maybe I’ll check him out on my break.”

      “Be sure to tell him what you want for Christmas.” Harry winked, his eyes crinkling in the corners under his wire-rimmed glasses.

      Olivia almost told Harry he should hire himself out as one of these real Santas, but stopped herself before she accidentally hurt his feelings. She made her way to the designer clothing department, arriving at six o’clock on the dot, to find a rack of clothes from the dressing room, waiting to be sorted. She reached for the first dress, glancing at the price tag.

      “I should steal this dress and sell it,” she mumbled. “I could pay for a semester of med school.”

      “Nah, you’d only get about ten percent if you sold it online. Maybe five percent if you sold through a black-market vendor.” Sharp brown eyes peered over the rack at her.

      “Cassie, I won’t even ask how you know that.” Olivia grinned at her friend, a dark-skinned beauty who would’ve looked more at home on a fashion show runway than behind the counter in an upscale department store.

      “You’d be surprised what I know. For instance, I know tonight’s Real Santa is ridiculously good looking outside his fat suit.”

      “Suppose you saw him before he got dressed.”

      “Nope, he was already in costume when he walked in.” Cassie crossed her arms and leaned back against the edge of the checkout counter with an expectant expression.

      “Okay, I’ll bite. How do you know he’s good looking? You developed radar vision?”

      She shook her head. “His Real Santa ID fell out of his big red toy sack when he was setting up. Looked him up on Facebook. Now I know everything about him. Decided he’d provide great genetic material for your future children.”

      Olivia felt her cheeks burning. “Cassie!”

      “What?” Her tone was innocent. “You said you wouldn’t waste your time dating unless you met a man who was a potential husband and father, right?”

      “That wasn’t an invitation for you to play matchmaker. First my sister—now you.”

      “Is your sister trying to fix you up with someone?”

      “Ughh!! My sister signed me up for a dating website.”

      “Awesome! Which one?”

      “Find Your Forever. It’s not awesome—it’s awful. She’s trying to talk me into going out on a date with three different guys.”

      “Yeah. Heard of that one. The people on that website are usually geeky. My guy is better. Take a look at him.”

      “Got work to do.” Olivia pretended not to be interested as Cassie pulled out her phone and tapped furiously on the screen.

      “This guy is perfect for you. He’s smart, educated and single. And he’s hot!”

      Olivia straightened a dress on the hanger. “How smart and educated is he?”

      “He’s in Columbia Law School.”

      Olivia’s mouth went dry. Surely not... it couldn’t be Collin. He wouldn’t be caught dead in a job like this.

      “Is that his Facebook page?” She scooted over to peer at Cassie’s phone. A brown-haired man stared back at her, sporting a million-dollar smile. But it wasn’t Collin.

      “Blake Livingston. First year law student at Columbia. Isn’t he dreamy? I think he looks like Superman.”

      Olivia let out the breath she’d been holding. “I admit he’s kind of cute.”

      “Kind of cute? Are you kidding me? This guy is hot on a stick.” Cassie stared at her like she’d lost her mind.

      Olivia looked at his image again, trying her best not to compare him to Collin. “Okay, he’s good looking.” Then something caught her eye. “Cassie! He’s in a relationship!”

      “Doubt it.” She waved her hand in the air. “He hasn’t posted in a month. Probably didn’t update it. You should definitely go talk to him. If I were battling a biological clock, I’d definitely go for this guy. Great genetic material.”

      Olivia glanced over to the stage, unable to imagine this dead-ringer for Santa Claus had a handsome law student hidden inside his aged and rotund depths. “He looks pretty busy, anyway. I don’t see any end to the line of kids.”

      “He told me they cut off the line at eight thirty, and he’s done by nine. We can take thirty minutes together and catch him before he leaves. Maybe he’ll let us peek under his mask.” She tapped on the screen, scrolling through his pictures. “By the way, Marcia’s skipping her breaks tonight so she can leave early. I told her I didn’t think you would mind doing the close down.”

      “I don’t. It’s the best study time, with no customers bothering me.”

      “That’s great, because I may skip out early, too. I’ve got a date tonight.”

      “At midnight?”

      With great effort, Olivia kept her jaw from dropping open. Cassie seemed to have so little responsibility. Who could stay out so late at night?

      “Don’t judge me. There’s nothing wrong with me staying out late and sleeping in on Saturday. Unlike you, I don’t have to spend every spare second studying because I’m not masochistic enough to go to med school. I’m happy with my undergrad degree.”

      “Maybe you should consider going to grad school, too. You don’t want to work at Bergman for the rest of your life, do you?”

      “I studied marketing and management.” Cassie crossed her arms and lifted her chin, which emphasized her high cheekbones. “And since I want to go into retail, this job is a great stepping stone. I’m a floor manager already—on the management track.”

      Olivia deflated, recognizing she was a bit envious of Cassie’s fun and carefree attitude, one which she had exuded herself only a few months prior. “I forget some people actually have a life.”

      “And you need one, too. Maybe you could have one with Blake Livingston. Imagine what’s under that sexy red Santa suit.” Cassie laughed, waving her phone in front of Olivia’s face, Blake’s wry grin inviting her to live a little.

      “I’ll talk to him, but I won’t flirt—not as long as he’s in a relationship.”

      “Agreed. But if he’s not in a relationship, you have to turn on the charm.”

      “Wait! I didn’t say th—”

      “Too late. You gave your word, and I’m holding you to it.”
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        * * *

      

      Collin felt something warm and realized the screaming three-year-old on his knee had wet his leg. It must have been a lot of urine to filter through all those layers of padding and reach his skin. But a little pee was nothing compared to the gallons of sweat trickling down his neck and back under the fluffy, heat-retaining Santa suit.

      When his new roommate had begged him to take his Real Santa shift for him, Collin responded with an emphatic no, despite the fact he was now in search of gainful employment. Though he didn’t mind humiliating himself to entertain Jace and Chloe, he had no desire to dress and act like a jolly fat man in public.

      “I’m telling you guys, you can’t beat the money for this gig. Fifty bucks an hour!” Blake paced, flinging his arms about. “If it wasn’t a family emergency, I wouldn’t be asking. But the rule is if you miss a shift, for any reason, you lose your job.”

      Garrett, their other roommate—courtesy of Josh—piped in. “I’d do it for you if I could. But I’ve got a shift in the E.R.”

      “Isn’t there someone else you can ask? One of the other guys from Columbia, maybe?” Collin knew he couldn’t leave Blake in a lurch when his father had had a heart attack. How coldhearted would that be? But maybe another friend could take his place.

      “I don’t know anyone else who’s tall enough to wear the suit. Please, Collin... you have to help me get home to see my dad. I’ll try to be back before Saturday’s shift.”

      “Couldn’t you just jam splinters under my fingernails instead?”

      “Only one night. It won’t be that bad.” Blake was already smiling. He must’ve known Collin was too soft to refuse.

      “Did you say I’d have to wear the whole getup on the commute? I can’t change at the store?” Except for the money, which was already tight since he’d moved out of his father’s apartment, everything about this job sounded excruciating.

      “No, that’s part of the deal. In fact, they expect you to stay in character on the way and hand out advertisement cards. And you’ll have to take my ID. and pretend to be me. I’ll get in so much trouble if they find out I sent a substitute. But the store manager barely glances at the ID and it’s not like they could recognize you under all that stuff anyway. I did this last year, but this is my first time to work at Bergman.”

      “Bergman?” Collin’s heart rate surged. It was a long shot, but Olivia might be there. Hadn’t she claimed she was working weekends?

      “Yeah. I promise it won’t be that bad. Look at the bright side—Friday was going to be my first night of the season, so I haven’t sweated in the suit yet. It’s all fresh and clean. I’ll be the one smelling the stench of your sweat on Saturday. Real Santa only pays for cleaning once a week.”

      And so, Collin found himself sitting on a red velvet chair in a red velvet suit with a wet spot on one leg, all for naught, since he hadn’t seen hide nor hair of Olivia. He blinked hard trying to scan to the far side of the department store, his eyes still watering from the irritation of wearing sparkling Santa-blue contacts over his green orbs.

      A flash of the camera and the unhappy child was lifted from his leg, the frazzled parent seemingly unaware of the sogginess left behind on his pants. In truth, the entire inside of the suit was already so squelchy and dripping from sweat that he barely noticed the spot on his leg. Fortunately, the small holes in the nose of his head-mask prevented the urine smell from reaching his nose.

      Thanks goodness only two more youngsters remained in line. He managed a weak ho-ho-ho, his throat sore from trying to sound jolly. Soon his interminable shift would be over and he could escape this nightmare. He swore nothing would ever compel him to don the suit again—even if he were homeless and starving.

      His mood was even darker because he hadn’t located Martha. Frustrated at the free clinic’s privacy policy, he’d arrived at Bergman with Martha on the back of his mind.

      Having only taken two five-minute bathroom breaks, he couldn’t wait to escape his grueling substitute job, practically throwing the last little boy into his mother’s arms. He wanted nothing more than to get out of the sweltering costume and considered whether he might get away with changing clothes in the men’s room. But rather than risk losing Blake’s job, he would settle for bolting out of the heated building. As he stood and stretched, gathering his red velvet sack in anticipation of stepping into the frigid November air, Collin heard a soft feminine voice behind him.

      “Hey, Santa. Want to go on break with us?”

      He spied the gorgeous girl who’d helped him when he first arrived. What was her name? Kelsey? Cassie?

      “I don’t think….” He turned to explain that he was too fatigued to stay and make small-talk, when his gaze fell on the lanky brunette lurking in her shadow. His mouth went dry—the only part of his entire body in such a state. Olivia.
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        * * *

      

      Olivia was pretty good at reading body language, and even in a Santa suit, this guy was shouting to be left alone so he could go home. The last little boy was barely off his lap when he was up and madly stuffing his gear into the rucksack, without regard for the state of the bows on the fake presents.

      She tugged on Cassie’s elbow. “We shouldn’t bother him.”

      But Cassie rolled her eyes as if Olivia were a child whose opinion was of no import. Completely ignoring her suggestion, Cassie called out to Santa, inviting him to go on break with them. He stretched to his full height as he turned, rolling his shoulders like he was working out a kink.

      “I don’t think….” His voice trailed off as his bright blue eyes fastened onto Olivia, holding her captive. A moment of awkward silence passed, during which she couldn’t seem to look away, though her cheeks burned with embarrassment. His piercing blue gaze drew her in, sending tingles down her neck. She shivered, weirded-out that she could feel attracted to this rotund, white-haired Santa.

      “Cassie, can’t you see he’s tired? We should let him go home.”

      “No.” He yelled the word. Then he dropped his eyes and shuffled his black booted feet. “I mean, no, I’m in no hurry to leave.”

      His deep, breathy voice was enchanting—almost sexy.

      Ughh, what’s wrong with me? I can’t have the hots for a weird dude in costume.

      “Awesome. This is my friend, Olivia.”

      His smile faltered as he nodded her direction, and she stared, fascinated that she could see his real lips in the midst of that white mustache and beard. “Nice to meet you, Olivia.”

      She rubbed her arms to chase away the goosebumps that arose from hearing her name on his lips. I’m a freak.

      “Shall we adjourn to the break room?” Cassie appeared way too pleased with herself as she gave Olivia a little shove, sending her stumbling toward the back of the store.

      Santa Blake followed behind, his sack slung over his shoulder. In the small employee kitchen, Cassie and Olivia hit the vending machines, while Santa stomped over to the employee refrigerator and cracked it open, standing in front of it without moving. Olivia wondered if the cold air could even reach through all those layers.

      “I bet you’re pretty hot.” The words were out of Olivia’s mouth before she could stop them.

      “In more ways than one.” Cassie chuckled, as her elbow jabbed into Olivia’s side.

      She felt her own brand of heat rising in her face. “I was referring to having to wear all those layers of stuffing to make you look fat.”

      Santa turned, his pudgy rubber face flexing into a grin that revealed very real teeth, white and even. “What makes you think this is padding? Perhaps this is all me.”

      “I hope it’s all you.” Cassie thumped the protruding belly circled by a shiny black belt, then popped the top on a Coke and took a seat at the small table. “I’ve always had a thing for portly guys.”

      Ravenous, Olivia slid onto a chair beside her, and tore into her granola bar. She declined to make a comment on his weight. She’d seen his Facebook picture, and he certainly wasn’t fat.

      “Sit down and take a load off.” Cassie pointed to the seat across the table. “You might as well take that mask off, too. Your shift is over, right?”

      “I’m required to stay in costume whenever I’m in public.” He cleared his throat. “But if it bothers you, I don’t have to stay.”

      Olivia looked up, and his gaze once again trapped hers. She swallowed hard, squeezing her eyes shut to escape him.

      “We both want you to stay. Don’t we, Olivia?”

      She felt a sharp jab on her ankle, no doubt from the toe of Cassie’s boot.

      “Sure we do,” Olivia agreed, trying to sound enthusiastic. She was totally getting the creeps, half repulsed and half attracted to the rotund Santa with the piercing blue eyes.

      He sank stiffly into a chair on the opposite side. “How late are you working tonight?”

      “I’m off at eleven thirty, but I have a date after. Not that I’m in a relationship or anything.” Cassie took a sip of Coke and asked in an oh-so-casual tone. “What about you? Are you in a relationship?”

      “Me?” Santa’s eyes drifted to Olivia and darted back to Cassie. “Spurned every time I try to take it to the next level. All of the girls I’ve dated seem to have better sense. Or perhaps they’re afraid of heights.”

      “Told you,” Cassie spoke from the side of her mouth in a hoarse whisper that could have been overheard from the next state before addressing Santa again. “Surprised you don’t have a girlfriend. Figured girls would be all over a guy in a red suit with a sack full of goodies.”

      Olivia found herself mesmerized by the rubber mask, wondering how it was attached to his face. It looked so real. She supposed it was all one piece and pulled over his head, white hair and beard and all.

      “Right now, the only girls interested in this jolly old man are under the age of eight.” He seemed to address his next words to Olivia. “Anyway, I’m too busy with work and studying to have time for dating, much less a serious relationship.”

      Olivia chewed what was left of a ragged fingernail, avoiding Santa’s gaze.

      “Since neither of you has time to date anyone else,” Cassie said, “maybe you should go out together. Olivia gets off at midnight.”

      Shocked, Olivia threw a scathing glare at Cassie. But her smug young friend returned a defiant smile.

      Santa made a sound that sounded like a cross between a laugh and a cough. “I’d wager all the money in my wallet—which amounts to three dollars and fifty cents—that Olivia would reject that offer.”

      She frowned, objecting to his assumption, though it was accurate.

      Cassie made a face like she’d bitten into a lemon. “You know, Blake, you’re as bad as Olivia at shooting yourself in the foot.”

      Santa’s blue eyes widened. “Did you call me Blake?”

      “Yeah, Saw your ID. Don’t worry, your secret’s safe with us.” Cassie rose to her feet and sauntered toward the door.

      “Where are you going?” Olivia glanced at her watch. “We’ve still got time before break is over.”

      “I’m going outside to take a smoke break.”

      “Since when did you take up smoking?”

      “Since I figured out you won’t talk to Blake as long as I’m in the room. See ya in a few.”

      As the click of the closing door echoed across the worn linoleum floor, Olivia imagined all the ways she would punish Cassie when she got the opportunity.
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        * * *

      

      Collin’s mind flew. He knew Olivia would be angry if she ever discovered he had deceived her, but if he came clean about his true identity, Blake could lose his job. It was best to continue the subterfuge for now. And he might as well take advantage of the opportunity to talk to Olivia while she thought he was someone else.

      This was a new Olivia, one he’d never met. She seemed almost shy and self-conscious, producing none of the customary witty banter she’d tossed at him relentlessly from the moment they met. Perhaps this was a different side of her personality with which he’d never been acquainted. Or perhaps she had a fear of Santas as some folks did of clowns.

      “I can see you’re concerned at being left alone with me.” He broke the silence, maintaining extra air in his lowered tone, a la Batman, lest she recognize his voice. “But I promise I won’t stuff you in my red knapsack and carry you off to my lair.”

      “I’m not afraid of you.” The tremor in her voice belied her words.

      “Then perhaps you caught a whiff of my right pant leg, left warm and wet by one of the last young men who graced my lap.”

      “Oh no!” Her lips twitched up at the corners. “Is that a common occurrence with this job?”

      He could see her shoulders drop as she began to relax.

      “In all honesty, this is my first night, but I’ve been assaulted by a variety of liquids.” He pointed to his right sleeve, decorated with a spit up stain he’d smeared in an attempt to wipe it clean.

      “Hope you get hazard pay.”

      “Intend to demand it, though I might not hear the answer, being deafened as I am by the screams of frightened children. Have you not noticed how I stare at your lips? That’s because I can no longer hear a thing.”

      He was delighted when she laughed out loud. It felt like a small victory. Then she checked her watch.

      “My break time is over, but it was fun chatting with you, Santa.”

      She hopped up like her chair was on fire, but he stood and caught her elbow.

      “Want me to hang around until you get off work?”

      Collin knew he was being pushy, but he’d never have an opportunity like this again. Her wary expression told him she was ready to cut him off, so he hastened to add, “As friends.”

      “Really?” She arched a single eyebrow, proclaiming her suspicion.

      “Absolutely. I’m swamped with school, remember?”

      She nodded. “I’ve heard Columbia is a tough law school.”

      Collin stiffened. “How do you know I go to Columbia?”

      “Cassie’s like a female Sherlock Holmes. No secret’s safe with her around.”

      “Why was she trying to set you up with me? She your personal dating service?”

      “No, but my sister signed me up for one of those online. It’s mortifying.”

      Collin was glad the mask hid his true feelings. The last thing he wanted was Olivia dating guys she met online. “You should close that account. Those e-dating sites are dangerous. A bunch of perverts waiting to prey on helpless women.”

      “You’re saying it’s not safe for me?”

      The temperature in the room dropped to sub-zero, as her eyes flashed. He hesitated before answering, “That’s right.”

      Why does she look angry?

      “Because I’m a helpless woman?”

      “That’s not what I meant.”

      Her hands fisted on her hips. “What did you mean?”

      “Only that…there are pervs out there. And you’re a member of the fairer sex.”

      “You mean, weaker sex?”

      “Didn’t say that. Just think some creep might sweet talk you into….” His voice trailed off as he realized there was no good way to complete that sentence.

      “Into what?” Her lips pressed together until they turned white.

      “On second thought…” Collin sighed. “E-dating is a great idea. Those poor pervs won’t know what hit them.”

      “Maybe they’re nice guys.  You thought of that?”

      “If they’re nice guys, why do they have to resort to online dating? Why can’t they ask a girl out in person?”

      “Perhaps they’re busy professionals who don’t have time to troll the night clubs, swarming with people who’re only interested in hooking up for a one-night stand.”

      He stroked his fake beard, stalling while he thought of another argument. “A valid case. But you can’t be too careful. Seriously, you should take precautions.”

      “What kind of precautions would you suggest? A bodyguard for my dates? Or take my brother with me?”

      “I think having your brother along is an excellent idea. Sp—” He coughed, to cover his gaff. “Spot on, excellent idea.” Good thing his mask hid his red face. He’d almost blown it—saying Spencer’s name out loud. He needed to escape before he let something else slip. Besides, his vocal cords felt raw from forcing the raspy voice. He gestured toward the door.

      “I’ll follow you out.”

      She marched ahead, but glared over her shoulder. “I can take care of myself, you know. I’m not naïve.”

      “No doubt.”

      “I know how to send a guy packing if he has the wrong intentions.”

      “I’m sure you do.”

      “The guys from the website are actually great. The one I’m meeting for lunch tomorrow is an investment banker.” She stomped down the hallway, and he had the feeling she was pretending the floor was his head.

      “What’s his name?”

      “Chip.”

      “Chip? Just Chip?”

      She threw another scathing glance over her shoulder. “It’s Chip Something. I don’t remember his last name.”

      “Chip Something doesn’t sound like an investment banker’s name. Sounds more like a guy who works at a fast food place.”

      “Well, he doesn’t.”

      “I’ll bet.” He let his sardonic tone speak for itself.

      She stopped in her tracks, swirling around and sticking out her hand. “Put your money where your mouth is.”

      Collin swallowed hard, his eyes drawn to a stray curl escaping her ponytail, jealous of the way it nestled against her skin. He felt an insane urge to reach out and tuck the strand of hair behind her ear and let his hand trail down and trace the vessel pulsing at the base of her neck.

      “Well?” She wiggled her fingers, catching his eye. “Are you willing to bet?”

      “Bet what?”

      “I’ll bet this guy really is an investment banker. I’ll meet him tomorrow at lunch and report back here tomorrow night. You’ll be here, right?”

      Collin nodded, woodenly. What was he getting himself into?

      “If I can prove he’s a real investment banker, you owe me….” She paused, flexing her jaw muscles. “You owe me ten bucks!”

      “Uhmm….” He stalled for time, shifting his sack over his shoulder. “Ten bucks is kind of steep. How about I owe you a cup of hot chocolate?”

      “You’re on.” She shoved her hand out further, frowning when he hesitated. “Or you can admit I’m right and you were guilty of prejudging people who use an Internet dating service.”

      He grabbed her hand and gave a firm shake, wondering exactly how he was going to get out of the hole he was digging. Why hadn’t he simply given in? Perhaps Blake would be willing to play along when he came in tomorrow. All Collin had to do was coach him a little bit on what to say, and Olivia would never know. On the other hand, he didn’t want Blake taking Olivia out for hot chocolate. He would simply have to explain the situation. After all, Blake owed him for substituting tonight.

      She stretched her arms over her head, a moan escaping her throat, and rubbed her eyes.

      “Not getting enough sleep?”

      “Hardly ever.” Her gaze lifted. “I don’t want to complain, though. And I’m so lucky to be in medical school. I’m sure it’s no harder than law school.”

      “Maybe you shouldn’t have a job while you’re in medical school.”

      “I know. Everyone tells me that. And if I didn’t have such a heaping helping of pride, I wouldn’t be working right now. But I’m quitting this job as soon as my school loan comes through.”

      He gave an understanding nod. Though Collin wished Olivia would’ve accepted his help so she wouldn’t have to work while tackling medical school, he was beginning to understand why she refused. Since he’d gone out on his own and started tutoring to support himself, he was rapidly developing the same stubborn pride.

      “On a different note, I wondered how you were getting home. Do you take a taxi?”

      “Of course not. I ride the subway.” Her round eyes transformed into slits. “Why do you ask?”

      Not caring if he angered her, he spoke the truth. “I don’t like the idea of a girl walking four blocks to the subway station at midnight. It’s not safe.”

      Her eyes rolled like striped pool balls. “I’m perfectly capable of getting to the subway station by myself. I carry mace in my purse.”

      “Good for you.” Collin nodded, knowing he would go home, change clothes, and come back to trail her safely to the subway station when she got off work. Otherwise, he would lie awake all night, worrying.
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      “I can’t believe you talked me into this.” Olivia muttered into her phone, with one hand over her ear to block out the noisy chatter in the crowded bistro. She’d never been to the café on a Saturday before, so she was shocked at the crowd in her favorite quiet spot. “I don’t have time to waste on a lunch date. He probably won’t even show up. And if he does show up, he’ll probably be a loser. What am I doing here?”

      Grace released a long-suffering sigh. “We’ve already been over this. You have to eat, Olivia, so you’re not wasting any time. And it’s not Chip’s fault you’re sitting there waiting on him. It’s your own fault for being so uptight you arrive twenty minutes early to every appointment.”

      “That’s not uptight. That’s common courtesy.”

      She jerked her hand away from her mouth before she could start gnawing on her fingernail again.

      “What happened to my fun sister? The one who used to drag me out to go dancing on the weekends?”

      A lump formed in Olivia’s chest and she squeezed her eyes closed. “You’re right. I’m not fun anymore, am I? What’s wrong with me?”

      “Nothing’s wrong with you except you’re under too much pressure from medical school. You need to relax a bit. Mix a tiny bit of enjoyment with all that studying and work, so you don’t go crazy.”

      “Can’t. I’m already gone.” Olivia dropped her head down and bumped her forehead against the table. “My.” Thump. “Life.” Thump. “Is.” Thump. “Over.”

      “Eh-hem,” said a male voice. “Are you Olivia?”

      She sat straight in her chair like a spring-hinged lid, her cell phone slipping from her fingers, clattering to the floor. “Oh!” She lunged toward the phone at her feet, slamming her forehead on the corner of the table. “Ow!” She sat up again, her hand pressed to her throbbing brow.

      “Here, let me get that for you.” The man quickly retrieved the phone and handed it to her.

      She tried to focus on his face through the haze of pain. “Thank you. Yes, I’m Olivia.”

      “You okay? Are you bleeding?” The blurry image of his face appeared much like his profile photo, minus a short growth of beard.

      “Don’t think so.” She checked her fingers, relieved to find them free of blood. “I think the only serious damage is to my ego.”

      She heard a tinny voice from the phone in her hand and lifted it to hear ear. “I’ll call you later, Grace.” She disconnected and looked up at the man who still stood beside the table, backbone stiff, eyeing her as if she might have a few screws loose. She didn’t blame him. She probed her tender brow, discovering a lump already forming. “I’m not normally quite so clumsy.”

      His lips stretched in something almost resembling a smile and he sat down, his back straight like a board was strapped to his spine. “I hope your head will be alright.” He brushed his fingers gingerly across the rustic wooden table and picked up the plastic menu with the tips of his fingers as if it might be contaminated. “I’ve never been to this place before. Is the food good?”

      “Yes, it’s awesome. I come here all the time.” Thrilled to have the subject change from her accidental injury, she sought to win him over on her choice of meeting places. “I always get the fish tacos with pineapple slaw.”

      His nose wrinkled. “I’m a vegan. Perhaps we should go down the street to The Garden.”

      “One of my best friends from work is a vegan, and we’ve eaten here together.” If she weren’t so rattled, she might’ve been more accommodating.

      “Humph.”

      With practiced discipline, Olivia maintained a passive expression. Though she knew it was a common and healthy practice, she could never be a vegetarian, much less a vegan. She loved salads, but she also enjoyed a hamburger or a steak when the mood struck. She tried to imagine bringing him to Sunday night dinner with her family while he turned up his nose at their food. Besides, The Garden, though trendy, was overpriced and under-flavored, in her opinion. She tapped on her menu. “Did you see the vegan options on the back?”

      One brow tweaked with obvious disdain, but he went back to studying his choices of fare. She stole glances at him over the top of her menu. He wore his sandy blond hair short on the sides and longer on the top as was the fashion. Broad shoulders were draped in a beautiful suit—probably an expensive one, but Olivia didn’t have an eye for that sort of thing. He certainly looked the part of an investment banker, though she wondered aloud why he was dressed up on a Saturday.

      “I came here straight from meeting with a client. Have no fear—I do own casual clothes.” He flashed a brilliant smile, identical to the one on his profile page.

      The waitress arrived and Olivia requested her usual order. Then Chip grilled the waitress about their food preparation practices, wanting to know such details as whether the vegetables were stored in a separate refrigerator from the meat and whether the chef used a different cutting board and knife on the vegetables and fruit. The waitress did her best to convince him he wouldn’t be tainted with a molecule of meat protein. In the end, he decided to order a glass of tea, stating that he would grab something from Veggies to Go on his way home.

      “Why didn’t you pick the place you wanted to eat?” Olivia squirmed with embarrassment as the waitress made her escape.

      “Actually, I suggested a few places, but you were rather insistent.”

      It was true, though she’d forgotten about it. She hated trying new places and knew she would be nervous enough meeting for lunch with a stranger. That’s why she made Grace offer three of her favorites and ask him to choose one.

      “Sorry about that.” She didn’t mean it. She was glad to learn upfront about something that eliminated him as a candidate for a relationship. Her jittery stomach settled to normal—she didn’t need to impress this man, investment banker or not. She didn’t even care when his eyes focused on a spot a few inches above her left eye where she was certain a huge purple egg was growing on her forehead.

      He gave a sharp nod, turning to accept a glass of tea from the waitress and questioning her about the knife that had sliced the lemon wedge before discarding it. He pulled a small tube of hand sanitizer from his pocket, squirting some out and rubbing it on his fingers. After wiping the rim of his glass with his napkin, he sipped his tea without alteration. Then he picked up a knife and squinted at it before placing it to the side. “This place isn’t very clean.”

      “I think those are water spots,” Olivia defended.

      He ignored her. “Your profile says you’re a registered nurse and you’re presently attending medical school. How long before you graduate with your medical degree?”

      “Four years. Plus, a four-year residency.”

      “Your profile said you wanted to start a family right away.”

      “Don’t remember exactly what I wrote, but I do want to have children.”

      “Assume you’ll want to stay home once the children are born.”

      “You think the mother should stay home with the kids?”

      He nodded with an of-course expression.

      “Hmmm….” The waitress arrived with Olivia’s meal and she took a big bite of fish taco, chewing as she pretended to ponder. She swallowed and wiped her lips with her napkin. “I actually thought I’d let my husband stay home with the kids.”

      When his jaw dropped, barely missing the table, she almost burst out laughing.

      “I’m not going to be a house-husband.” He looked even more horrified than when he’d seen the spots on his knife.

      “Oh.” She shrugged. “Then I guess we’re not compatible.”

      He clamped his mouth shut, his jaw muscles flexing. “I wish you’d been more forthcoming when we chatted online. You seemed so charming and compliant.”

      “If you wanted charming and compliant, you should have dated my sister.” She thought about Grace. Her sister loved her with abandon, though this wasn’t the first time she’d strong-armed her into some hair brained scheme. “On second thought, she’s not very compliant either.”

      He pushed away from the table and stood, tossing his napkin on his chair. “This meeting is over.”

      “Wait!” Olivia rose and grabbed his arm as he turned to leave. “Do you have a business card?”

      “A business card? Why?” His brows drew together in suspicion.

      She considered saying the truth, “I need it to win a bet with a guy in a Santa suit,” but decided to opt for another fact, even though it wasn’t the real answer to his question. “I have a friend with a lot of money to invest.”

      He slipped two fingers into his inside coat pocket and withdrew a card, though he held it close. His head cocked to the side as if he could better see inside her brain. “You’re going to recommend me to your friend?”

      One quick phone call to Collin would fulfill the promise. “Absolutely.” She snatched the card from his fingers, bouncing on her toes in a private victory dance. This lunch date had turned out great. She’d won her bet with Santa. And now she could eat her fish tacos in peace, without the judgmental stares of a condescending stranger making her wonder if she had cilantro stuck between her front teeth.
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        * * *

      

      “How’s your dad?” Collin asked Blake while piling potato chips between the ham and cheese of his sandwich.

      “Pretty good, actually. He’s going to have a stint placed, but the doc said he doesn’t need a bypass. And I think he might finally agree to lose a few pounds and give up the cigarettes.” Blake picked up the Santa jacket draped over the back of the couch and held it to his face. “Hey—it’s not as smelly as usual. You didn’t wash it, did you? Because they told us it would shrink if you washed it. It’s dry clean only.”

      “No, I spread it out and sprayed it with some of that anti-stink fabric spray.”

      “Thanks, man. And thanks again for filling in for me. Even though he’s okay, I think having me there made him less stubborn about following the doctor’s orders. Though you’d think just having a heart attack would be enough to scare your pants off.”

      “About last night….” Collin took a bite and chewed, buying time while he considered how to explain his predicament. He hadn’t known Blake long enough to be certain he would play along without giving anything away to Olivia.

      “I didn’t even ask how it went. I assume no one suspected you weren’t really me, right?” Blake folded the jacket, draping it over one arm before picking up the pants.

      “No, quite the opposite, actually.”

      “Did you enjoy it?” Blake continued to gather the rest of the Santa suit.

      “Loved every minute of it…Not! Swimming in sweat. Kids screaming in my ear. Babies spitting up on my sleeve. One toddler even had an accident on my leg.”

      Blake laughed so loud Collin almost missed hearing his phone vibrating on the table. He glanced at the screen and did a double-take. Olivia? Why would she be calling me? Did she figure out it was me in the Santa suit? No, that’s impossible. There must be some kind of emergency. His heart thumped on his ribs like a xylophone.

      He held up a shaky finger to Blake as he answered the phone. “Olivia? Is everything okay?”

      “Hi, Collin. Uhmm, yes. Everything’s fine. Calling you about someone I met.”

      “You met someone?” Could she be referring to meeting the Real Santa who she thought was Blake?

      “Met an investment banker. I kind of I promised him I’d tell you about him. And now, I’ve done it. Okay. Bye.”

      “Wait!” Understanding dawned, and Collin sought to gain information about her lunch date. “How did you meet this guy? You haven’t even told me his name or given me his contact information.”

      “His name? His name is Chip Masterson. And I’ve got his card right here.”

      Of course—she got his card to win the bet. Now she would expect him to buy her a hot chocolate. Only it would be Blake buying it for her.

      “Is he any good? Does he have a website with stats? Does he favor high-risk or traditional slow growth?”

      “To be honest, I have no idea. I only spent about five minutes with the guy. You’ve probably already got some hotshot handling all your money, anyway.”

      Collin rubbed the back of his head, glancing at Blake as he disappeared into the back with his Santa suit. “Actually, I don’t have any funds to invest at the moment.”

      “Yeah, right.”

      He could tell she didn’t believe him, but he wasn’t ready to defend himself quite yet. In his mind, he had a long way to go to prove he could survive without his family money. His father, though furious at his actions of late, had left the door wide open for him to return when he “came to his senses.” Somehow, having that safety net made him feel unworthy of claiming independence. His thoughts drifted to Martha, the only person in his life who always had an encouraging word.

      “Hey, Olivia. I wanted to ask you about a lady who lives at Sheltering Arms—she went into the free clinic recently. Were you were working there any time this week?” His inquiries had been fruitless so far. Even the director of Sheltering Arms didn’t know where she’d been taken, but she’d gathered up Martha’s paltry possessions and locked them in the office for safekeeping. Her ever-present purse wasn’t among them, so she must’ve taken it with her.

      “Why do you ask?”

      Collin could almost picture the crease between Olivia’s eyebrows. “She’s…a friend. I heard she was sick, and I wanted to check on her.”

      “You have a friend at the shelter?”

      The incredulity in her voice piqued his ire. “Never mind. Forget I asked.”

      “I’m sorry, Collin.” He steeled himself against the contrition in her voice. “I want to help. I’ll be glad to check when I go in next week. I’ll tell you anything I can, as long as it doesn’t violate HIPAA. What’s her name?”

      Desperation forced him to swallow his pride, and he spoke through gritted teeth. “Martha Avalon.”

      “Martha? I know Martha. She comes into the clinic all the time, but always with other patients. She acts like she’s a mother to every person who lives at the shelter.”

      “That sounds like her.” Collin rather resented her self-appointed nurturing role, feeling too many people took advantage of her generous nature.

      “Did something happen to her?”

      “No idea. She went to the clinic sometime last weekend. Now, either no one knows or no one will tell me where she is.”

      “Well, I’ll find out what I can. I hope she’s okay. She’s such a sweet lady.”

      “I agree.” Embarrassed by catch in his voice, he attempted to lighten the conversation. “About this Chip Masterson. Is he a candidate to be Mister Olivia Marshall?”

      She let out a hearty laugh. “No, but I wish I’d asked him that. So Neanderthal. I would’ve loved seeing his face if I’d suggested it.”

      At least her date had been a flub—that was worth celebrating. And the fact he’d enticed her to laugh while they were enjoying a rather pleasant conversation with only a few disagreements felt like a dream. Collin pinched his arm, just to be sure.

      “And how’re your folks doing? And your sisters and brother and niece and nephew?”

      “They’re great. You should come to Sunday night dinner sometime and see everyone.”

      Collin’s breath rushed out in a whoosh. Had she just invited him to eat with her family? “Do you mean that?” He waited through an awkward silence.

      “Sure.” The word sounded like she was talking with a string wrapped around her neck. “I mean, my folks would probably love to see you again. Mom still talks about you.”

      He was glad she couldn’t see his face because it felt as hot as a bed of coals. Her invitation hadn’t been genuine—she was only being polite. By omission, she as much as said she didn’t really want him there. “Maybe I’ll try to come sometime next semester, when I’m not so swamped with law school,” he said, providing her an easy out.

      He heard or imagined a sigh of relief.

      “Speaking of law school, I met one of your classmates, Blake Livingston.”

      Collin had to handle this conversation carefully. So far, he hadn’t actually lied about his identity. He’d simply failed to correct inaccurate assumptions. “Really? Where did you meet Blake?”

      “I met him at Bergman last night. He was playing Santa Claus for the kids. We talked a little bit, but I didn’t ask him if he knew you.”

      “Ah, so is Blake a candidate to be Mr. Olivia Marshall?”

      She hesitated for an eternity, and Collin regretted his joke.

      “I don’t believe I need to answer that question. It’s none of your business.”

      “Does that mean you’re actually attracted to a guy in a Santa costume? If I’d known that, I would’ve gained weight and worn a dorky red suit a long time ago.”

      “I didn’t say that, but the real Blake isn’t fat and dorky.”

      “You don’t know that for sure. You didn’t see him outside his costume.”

      A poison-filled pause followed, during which Collin realized he’d revealed more than he meant to.

      “How do you know I didn’t see him outside his costume?”

      If he could see her, those deep brown eyes would be jet-black slits, slicing him open for inspection. How could he explain without blowing his cover? He had to tell the truth—at least part of it.

      “It so happens Blake is my roommate, so I know all about his job and the rules for Real Santa. I know he can’t take off any part of his suit in public.”

      “Blake is your roommate?” Shock made her voice squeaky. “So he already told you he met me, and you pretended not to know?”

      “Actually, he didn’t mention meeting you. Maybe you didn’t make much of an impression,” he jabbed.

      “You could be wrong about that. We have a date tonight.”

      Collin’s heart rate doubled. Did she really consider fulfilling their bet equivalent to a date? He pictured Olivia seated in a booth beside Blake, still clad in full Santa regalia, laughing at something he said while she sipped her hot chocolate. Blake leaned to whisper in her ear, placing a leather-clad hand over her dainty fingers. A rosy hue flooded Olivia’s cheeks and her soft lips parted, as if in invitation. Blake moved closer, his fluffy white beard and mustache shielding their joined lips from sight.

      “Don’t do it!” Collin shouted.

      “What do you mean?” Her voice rose in confusion. “Why shouldn’t I go on a date with Blake? Is there something wrong with him?”

      He choked, coughing. “Trust me—it’s not a good idea.”

      Olivia groaned. “Another Neanderthal trying to control my life. I’m perfectly capable of determining whether I should date your roommate, without any help from you. But the truth is I was kidding. It’s not really a date.”

      “It’s not?”

      “It’s a bet. Though I’m tempted to make it something more, to prove I can make my own decisions.”

      “Any man who actually thought he could influence your decisions would be an idiot. You don’t have to prove anything to me.”

      “Then why did you say I shouldn’t date Blake?”

      “Because….” He scrambled for an answer and chose the truth, sharing a tidbit from a conversation the previous week. “Blake had a bad breakup not too long ago—his girlfriend of two years just dumped him.”

      “What are you saying? You think I might hurt him?”

      “No, I just think Blake might be a little…” He searched for the right word. “I think he’s vulnerable right now. You know, he might read too much into things.”

      Collin felt a tap on his shoulder and turned to find his roommate standing behind him, arms crossed, smoke pouring from his ears on either side of a dark red face.

      “Uhmm, Olivia, I need to let you go.”

      This isn’t going to be fun.
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        * * *

      

      As Olivia hung up the phone, she blew out a long, slow breath though puffed-out cheeks. Mixed emotions muddled her head. She’d been kind of glad for an excuse to call Collin, if only because she missed having a worthy opponent for verbal sparring. And she had to admit talking to him was fun. She felt as if the old, fun Olivia was back. In many ways, Collin was her cocaine, providing a temporary euphoria and increased energy, though she knew a sustained diet of him would destroy her well-planned life.

      He’d thrown her for a loop when he asked about Martha, especially since she didn’t even know the two had an ongoing friendship. The last time Olivia ran into Martha at the clinic, she’d been as spunky and vivacious as ever. The woman was stoic and rarely came in for her own medical issues. Even when she broke her foot, she claimed she didn’t need treatment because nothing hurt. Yet she was a regular at the free clinic, usually bringing a new patient, someone who’d recently moved into the shelter where she stayed. Though her clothes were worn, she was always neat and clean, quoting, “Cleanliness is next to godliness.” She fussed at the clothing choices of her younger friends. Couldn’t abide pants with tears or holes, even if it was stylish.

      Olivia hoped Martha didn’t have any serious medical issues. She had to remember to report back to Collin if she learned anything on Wednesday. Not that she was likely to forget about him—every encounter left a lasting impression, no matter how brief.

      Thank goodness Collin hadn’t accepted her accidental invitation to Sunday night dinner. She’d almost panicked when the words came out of her mouth. She could totally predict what would’ve happened. He would’ve been his usual charming self, and her sisters would pressure her to date him, while her father fumed silently in the background.

      Why had Olivia invited Collin to dinner? It certainly had nothing to do with wanting to gaze into his jade green eyes, sparking with challenge. And it couldn’t be because their squabbling made her feel more alive, more like her old self. Could it?

      At least she’d managed to dodge the bullet, though she suspected she’d hurt his feelings. With each encounter, she seemed to be more adept at doing exactly that, and she wondered that she’d once considered him emotionless. Her initial assessment couldn’t have been more erroneous. When she’d touched on a sensitive subject at the library, his expression announced his pain as well as a full-page Technicolor ad. She tried to push the image of his downcast eyes from her mind. He’d looked so wounded she felt as if she’d kicked a puppy. Guilt. Self-condemnation. Remorse. That was how she had felt, all the way up until he kissed her. After that, her thoughts were a jumble of confusion punctuated with a rapidly thumping heart.

      She thought the stress of medical school would erase all thoughts of Collin from her mind. But so far, that hadn’t happened. She needed to avoid him at all costs, especially now. Though purely physical in nature, her attraction to Collin was strong. If she lost her careful control, she might end up dating him. Then it wouldn’t take much to become totally infatuated. But she could never marry him. That relationship would end in disaster, for certain. They were simply too different. Their beliefs, their backgrounds, their values, their attitudes toward money—she and Collin were opposite in almost every respect. Granted, he was smart and funny and attractive, but those attributes weren’t the quintessential traits of an ideal husband.

      In fact, Grace’s meddling might have been a favor after all. Her sister had scouted out possible matches based on more important factors, such as common goals. Though Chip had been a dud, the other two men possessed real potential. Perhaps Olivia shouldn’t be quite so angry with her sister.

      On the other hand, Blake Livingston, despite his creepy Santa suit, had been entertaining to converse with, and his Facebook photo revealed a handsome face, though she hadn’t seen it in person. She was curious enough to explore his background and determine if they had anything in common. Whatever the case, she was looking forward to flashing that business card in front of his sparkling blue eyes, the one part of him that hadn’t been covered by his costume. Hopefully, he’d be willing to hang around and pay off his bet after work tonight. Or, even better, he might go home and ditch the mask and padded suit, since he would have a few hours before she finished her shift.

      She settled in for a few hours of studying before her shift at Bergman, but thoughts of Martha invaded her mind and ruined any chance of concentrating on the lymphatic system.
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        * * *

      

      “I can explain.” Collin held up both hands in a gesture of surrender. “It’s not what you think.”

      “Oh, yeah? Are you saying you weren’t on the phone sharing my personal life?”

      “Kind of, but not exactly. You see, I was really talking about me, because she thinks I’m you.”

      “This Olivia, the person on the phone, thinks you’re me?”

      “No, she thinks the Real Santa was you.”

      “If she thinks you’re Blake, why were you talking about me in third person? Why didn’t you say, ‘I had a bad breakup and I might be vulnerable?’”

      “Because she wasn’t calling Blake-me, she was calling Collin-me.”

      His angry mask contorted into confusion. “I have no idea what you’re saying.”

      “You need to understand. You’ve got to play along when you go to work tonight. I need your help.”

      Blake tilted his head, one eyebrow arching. “First you blurt out my secrets, and now you need my help?”

      “Coffee.” Collin rose to his feet and pushed past Blake to the counter. He could feel Blake’s stare boring into his back. He grabbed a mug from the cabinet and poured a cup of coffee from the carafe.

      “Coffee?”

      “I need coffee.”

      “You already had lunch.”

      Holding the steaming mug to his nose, he breathed heaven deep into his sinuses. “But I haven’t had my coffee today. I’m hoping I can explain everything better with a little caffeine in my system.”

      “I hope so, too. Because so far, you stink at it.”

      He took a sip, the black-gold swirling in his mouth and sliding down his throat, warming on the way.  After savoring the aroma once again, he set the cup down and faced Blake with fresh determination, despite his roommate’s impatient expression.

      “Here’s what happened. Olivia is a friend of mine, and she came over with Cassie when I finished my Santa shift. But Cassie called me Blake because she saw your ID. I went along with it to protect your job. Even though, I’ve gotta say, no amount of money would ever make me do that again. I don’t know how you stand it. But anyway, we talked for a while—”

      “You and Cassie?”

      “No, Olivia and I talked. Cassie left to take a smoke break. But she doesn’t smoke.”

      “Olivia doesn’t smoke?”

      “No, Cassie doesn’t smoke. Actually, Olivia doesn’t smoke either.”

      “I don’t understand—”

      “Forget the smoking. The point is, I advised Olivia against Internet dating, and we made a bet. So even though her date was a flub today, I lost the bet because he really was an investment banker. That means tonight, you need to be you, but act like me.”

      Blake shook his head like a dog trying to get water out of his ears. “And what does all this have to do with you telling my intimate secrets to Olivia?”

      “Since you lost the bet, she expects you to buy her hot chocolate tonight. I told her about Reagan to give you an excuse so you don’t have to take her out. All you need to do is tease and give her a hard time about everything, so she won’t notice the difference between us.”

      Blake blinked, his jaw dropping.

      “Oh, and I forgot...” Collin lowered his voice and spoke with an air-filled tone. “You need to talk like this.”

      Still, a blank stare.

      Desperate to gain his cooperation, Collin pulled out his phone and thumbed through his images. “I have a picture of her. You’ll need to pretend you’ve already met.”

      “Wow!” Blake grabbed the phone and stared, his slack mouth pulling up into a broad grin. “That’s Olivia? She’s drop-dead gorgeous.”

      “Yes, she is.” Collin snatched the phone back, not particularly happy with Blake’s sudden enthusiasm.

      “Maybe it isn’t so bad that you told her about Reagan. I’m betting she’ll be pretty sympathetic when I tell her how depressed I’ve been since all that happened.” He chuckled. “I might even shed a tear or two. I knew all that time I spent in community theater would come in handy someday.”

      Someone strapped an iron band around Collin’s chest and ratcheted it tight. He closed his eyes, listening to his own words with a growing dread. “No need for that. I’ll be substituting for you as Real Santa again tonight.”

      “Dude! I can’t give up another night. Need the money to pay rent.”

      “I’ll let you have the money.”

      Blake clapped him on the shoulder. “I was only kidding, you know. I wouldn’t really go after your girl.”

      “She’s not my girl. We’re only friends. If that.”

      “Friends, huh?” Blake ambled to the refrigerator and grabbed a half gallon of milk, opening it up to gulp from the carton.

      “I’m so buying my own milk from now on.”

      Blake closed the carton, wiping his face on his sleeve, and turned wide innocent eyes his direction. “What?”

      “Forget it.”

      “I can tell you’re in love with her.”

      “I’m not in love with her. Not even capable of that.”

      “Fine. Let’s say you’re crazy about her, and I’d never step on your toes, no matter how hot she is.”

      “Then you’ll help me?”

      He put the milk back in the fridge and shut the door, turned and crossed his arms.

      “What do I have to do?”
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      Unable to get Martha off her mind, Olivia left early for her Saturday night shift at Bergman. This allowed time to slip into the clinic in Harlem before it closed at 5:00 p.m. Of course, closing time didn’t indicate when the last patient would be seen, but rather when the last patient would be accepted for the day. So, the waiting room was teeming with people when she walked in at 4:55.

      As she opened the heavy entrance door, the pungent smell of Lysol assaulted her nose. The custodian must’ve begun mopping the floors already. Ignoring the patients’ curious stares, she let herself inside the back office through the door marked Staff Only.

      “Olivia, I’ve missed you,” Marianne cried out, hurrying to greet her. “Hope you’re here to work.” Marianne was one of a number of registered nurses who, like Olivia, volunteered their time at the free clinic.

      “Wish I was.” Olivia returned a quick hug. “I’m on my way to my paid job at Bergman.”

      “To what do we owe the honor of your presence, then?”

      “I need to check on a patient. Martha Avalon.” Olivia sat down at an empty work station.

      “Martha? Why? Did something happen to her?”

      “She might’ve been transported to the hospital.” Typing Martha’s name into the search box, Olivia pulled up the records from the previous weekend.

      “Hope it’s not too serious. Poor Martha.”

      “Maybe we should feel sorry for the ambulance drivers, instead.” Olivia winked. “Bet she fought going like a mad dog. Must’ve been the flu. You know, at her age, the doctors tend to err on the side of caution.”

      “Right. Hope she’s okay.”

      Olivia felt Marianne reading over her shoulder as she scanned the appointment notes from Martha’s visit the previous Saturday.

      “Oh!” Marianne exclaimed. “Doesn’t sound like the flu, does it? Swelling of ankles, fatigue, persistent nausea, shortness of breath.”

      “They ordered an MRI and blood work.” Olivia caught herself before her finger made it all the way to her teeth, not that there was any fingernail left. “Sounds really serious.”

      “I didn’t see where they sent her. Did you?”

      Olivia scrolled further until she found it. “To Mercy General. I hate to think of her in that hospital all alone.” Olivia closed the window on the computer and stood up, wondering where she was going to squeeze a hospital visit into her overstuffed schedule. “Would it break any HIPAA rules for me to go see her?”

      Marianne pursed her lips and twisted them to the side. “You should make it official. It’s not unheard of to do follow-ups when we send a patient to the hospital. Tell Dr. Harada you’re going. As long as she okays it and you enter it in the record, it should be fine.” Marianne glanced down the long hallway and waved at someone. “I’m coming.” Then she turned back to Olivia and laid a hand on her arm. “It’s good to see you. When are you scheduled next? Maybe I’ll try to come during your shift.”

      “I’m down for a three-hour shift next Thursday, but I’m going to have to change it. I’ve got a test the next day. Maybe the following Monday.”

      “Girl, you have too much on your plate. You look exhausted.”

      “So I’ve been told. I’m getting a complex.” Olivia chuckled as she gave her friend a goodbye hug, but wondered if she should consider wearing a bit of makeup to cover the evidence of her fatigue. When would she find time to put it on?

      She caught Dr. Harada outside her office and received an enthusiastic go-ahead on visiting Martha at the hospital. As she made her way outside, Olivia placed a call to Collin, determined to keep the conversation short and to-the-point. She felt oddly disappointed when the call went to voicemail and, for some reason, didn’t leave a message. It was probably just as well, since she hadn’t decided how to update him without breaking any HIPAA rules.

      Riding the subway, she got the brilliant idea that she could simply tell him she was going to visit Martha at the hospital and invite him to come along. No protected information would be disclosed. Granted, she’d be forced to spend time with Collin again, but the circumstances, stressful as they would be, would certainly keep her mind on track. She wouldn’t be able to think about her physical attraction to Collin when she was worried about Martha.

      She attempted to contact Collin twice more before arriving at Bergman, once again navigating around and through the line of families waiting to see Santa Claus. Clad in his full coverage costume, Blake was already hard at work on the far left side, his throne appropriately placed near the toys and children’s clothing sections.

      She couldn’t wait to flash the business card at him and tease him about winning. She remembered the weird attraction she had to him, even in his costume. It could be fun to flirt a little, no strings attached. Despite what she’d blurted out to Collin, she had no intention of actually dating Blake.

      She kept one eye on him and followed after him when he took his first break. Leaning against the wall by the water fountain, she waited for him to emerge from the restroom. He stopped in his tracks.

      “Olivia?”

      “Surprised to see me? You shouldn’t be.” She waved Chip’s business card in front of his face. “I won the bet. You owe me a hot chocolate.”

      He nodded, taking a step closer. “I intend to pay off my debt tonight. I’ll go home after work and change clothes and come back, if that’s okay.”

      Her personal space invaded, she edged away. “Your voice sounds funny.”

      “Oh, that….” He cleared his throat, holding his neck with his gloved hand. “I’ve got some sinus drainage. Allergies. I’m not contagious or anything. It won’t affect our date.”

      “It’s a bet, not a date.”

      “Whatever you say.”

      His breathy voice didn’t give her the same thrill it had yesterday. And his eyes, though still an enchanting shade of blue, didn’t seem quite as twinkly as before. Maybe it was the lighting in the hallway. Or maybe she was once again proving how fickle she could be.

      He leaned his elbow on the wall beside her head, his beard brushing against her ear. “I’m looking forward to it.”

      “Okay, bye. See you later.” Olivia skittered away, irritated that he’d gotten her flustered. Why hadn’t she simply told him off for being so aggressive? If he tried that again when they went out for hot chocolate, she’d let him have it.
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        * * *

      

      “How did it go with Olivia?” Collin confronted Blake the moment the front door cracked open.

      “Fine, I guess.”

      “Fine? That’s all? Just fine?”

      “Do you mind if I get out of this sweaty suit before you grill me?” Blake peeled the mask off his face and began to unbutton the padded velvet jacket.

      Collin knew from experience exactly how desperate he was to get out of the sweltering costume. “Did you talk to her? Did she suspect anything?”

      “Nah, she never suspected a thing. Totally bought the allergy thing. I can see why you like her, though. She’s even prettier in person.” Blake unstrapped the huge belly and let it fall to the floor.

      “But you did what I asked? You stood close to her and tried to make her feel uncomfortable?”

      “I did it, and she hated it, like you said she would. But listen, if you’ve been after her for almost two years with no luck, maybe it’s time to give up and let me have a fair chance.”

      “I’m asking you to help me out, as a friend. I wouldn’t be in this mess if I hadn’t been doing you a favor last night.”

      “Yeah, yeah. I know.” He stripped off the padded pants down his legs, wobbling with his pants at his ankles until he fell over sideways. “Ouch!”

      “You might want to take off your boots before you take off your pants.”

      “Thanks a lot,” he said, struggling to untie his boots under the tangled mass of red velvet and padding. “I know I owe you for taking my place and covering for me, so I’ll stick to your plan.” He stood up, kicking the costume into a pile along with his shiny black boots, and laid the Santa mask on the counter. “I’m going to take a shower, and then I’ll go back and take her out for cocoa.”

      “She still agreed to go out for the hot chocolate? Even after you were aggressive with her?”

      “I guess she really likes me. Which brings up a question. What happens if I’m aggressive and she doesn’t turn me down? Like if I tried to kiss her, for instance, and she didn’t mind. Or what if she kisses me back?”

      The skin grew warm on Collin’s neck and face. “I have a different idea for when you go back. Instead of being physical with her, try saying a bunch of chauvinistic things.”

      “Chauvinistic?”

      “Yes. Go caveman, all the way. You know, ‘Girls are weaker and dumber.’ Stuff like that. When she tells you about her date from the Internet dating service, take the guy’s side—defend him and criticize her.”

      “Awwww, man! You’re asking me to be a jerk. I can’t do it. If I do, she’ll send me packing. I  won’t be able to see her safely home, like you asked me.”

      “I’ll go back with you and wait down the block at the round-the-clock brewery. I can follow her at a distance, myself. That’ll save you a lot of time.”

      “Really? You’d do that? She told me where she lives. It’ll take forty minutes to go all the way there and come back here with the late-night train schedule.”

      “Fifty-two minutes, to be exact. I did it last night.”

      Blake rolled his eyes up to stare at the ceiling. “I think you’re crazy in love with this girl, no matter what you say.”

      “I explained that already. I admire her, and hope to convince her to marry me someday, but right now we’re only friends…or maybe enemies.”

      “Oh, that makes total sense. You’re not in love with her, but you plan to marry her.”

      “It’s true.”

      “Believe whatever you like, if it makes you feel better.”

      Collin would’ve slapped the silly grin off his face if he didn’t need his cooperation.

      “Will you do it? Will you go back and act like a sexist?

      Blake leaned on the kitchen counter. “On one condition.”

      A frustrated grumble emerged from Collin’s throat. “Why do I have a feeling I’m not going to like this condition of yours?”

      “All I’m asking is for you to sub for me again next Saturday.”

      “No way! I hate that suit with a vengeance!”

      “I know. I’m sorry to ask you.” As he stood in his soggy underwear and sweaty hair, he let his mouth droop, reminding Collin of a forlorn, drowned pup. “But it’s Dad’s birthday. And since he just had the heart attack and all, he’s kind of treating it like it’s his last one. They’re planning to have all the family there. I really can’t miss it.”

      Though he hated that he was so easily manipulated, he couldn’t help feeling sorry for Blake. If Collin ever had a real family like that, he’d do anything for them.  “But you have a week. Surely you can find someone else to sub for you.”

      “I can try. But if not, will you do it? In exchange I promise to be such a chauvinist, Olivia will despise every bone in my body.”

      “Okay. But only as a last resort if you can’t find another sub.”

      Blake’s lips stretched from ear to ear. “Thanks, Collin. Such a relief knowing you’ll do it.”

      “Only if you don’t find someone else,” Collin reminded.

      “Right. If I don’t find someone else.” One side of his mouth twisted in a lopsided smile.

      “You’re not going to ask anyone else, are you?” It was more of a statement than a question.

      Blake strolled toward the bathroom and called back over his shoulder, “Nope.”
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        * * *

      

      Olivia almost didn’t recognize Blake, having forgotten he was coming back without the Santa suit. Relief flooded her that he looked as good as his Facebook photo, maybe even better, his scruffy whiskers making him appear more masculine. With the temperature in the upper thirties, they made rapid time to the coffee shop, only a block away.

      Blake made a fuss about paying for her hot chocolate, stating his opinion that men should always be the ones to pay. It galled her so much, she considered buying her own, simply to make a point. But a bet was a bet, and she’d suffered through five minutes of an awful date to win that hot chocolate.

      “The only reason you’re paying is because you lost the bet. It has nothing to do with our genders.”

      “You can believe whatever you like, Sweetie.”

      His patronizing tone injected acid into her veins.

      “I believe it because it’s true.”

      “Whatever you say.” He pulled out her chair and swept his arm in grand fashion, a gesture that would normally have made her think favorably. However, he’d already set himself up for failure with his chauvinistic comments.

      “Stop demeaning me.” She tugged the chair from his hands and sat down.

      He held up both hands in a sign of surrender as he slid into the opposite chair. “Okay, I’ll stop. Don’t get hysterical.”

      “Hysterical?” Her hand shook with barely-controlled rage, and she had to set down her cup of cocoa before she spilled it. She sent him a glare that would’ve rivaled one Grace aimed at recalcitrant first-graders.

      “Hang on. I’m kidding.” His impudent grin set her teeth on edge. “Tell me about your lunch date with this Internet guy. Since he cost me a hot chocolate, I deserve to know.”

      “Not much to tell. Total Neanderthal. Suggested I should quit work and stay home when I have kids.”

      “And that was a bad thing?”

      “Of course, it was. Completely sexist. I’m going to spend four years in med school and another four or five in a residency. Why would I drop everything and stay home with babies? I wouldn’t even be able to pay back my school loans.”

      “That’s why you need to marry a guy who makes enough to take care of you. I wouldn’t want any wife of mine working, as long as my paycheck could cover our expenses.”

      Olivia labored to keep the growl out of her voice. “What if your wife chose to work?”

      “No wife of mine would ever defy me.”

      To Olivia’s astonishment, he delivered this line without a hint of jest or sarcasm. “You can’t possibly be serious.”

      “Serious as a heart attack. Keep ‘em barefoot and pregnant—that’s what I always say. Anyway, what woman wouldn’t want a cushy deal like that, where I do all the work and she gets to stay home and play with the babies?”

      Olivia’s chair leg’s screeched as she pushed it back, standing abruptly. “I can think of one woman who wouldn’t like it... me!” She snatched the hot chocolate and stomped to the door, ignoring his protest.
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        * * *

      

      Collin sat at a table by the window, nursing his coffee. He jumped when his phone vibrated with an incoming message. He rubbed his bloodshot eyes, trying to focus on the letters. Two late nights in a row wreaked havoc on his concentration.

      Blake: It worked. She hates me. Just left. Better catch her.

      Collin threw a ten-dollar bill on the table as he dashed outside. He scanned the sidewalk across the street and spotted Olivia striding away like she was speed walking. He shadowed her, staying on the opposite side, ready to cross if he spotted any dangerous-looking characters. He knew she carried mace in her purse, but tonight, her hands, swinging like pendulums as she raced down the sidewalk, might be empty, especially since she left in a hurry. She turned the corner, and he hurried to cross the street, losing sight of her in the shadows.

      He heard a shriek of pain and started running, his blood pumping fast.

      Where is she? Has someone attacked her?

      He opened his mouth to call out her name when he spied her emerging into the light from a street lamp, hobbling down the sidewalk, her uneven gait suggesting an injury of some sort. He slowed to a walk, allowing his heart and breathing to return to normal. At least he hadn’t called out and revealed his subterfuge. How would he have explained his presence?

      She limped for a while, but no more incidents occurred before she reached the subway station. Following her onto the train was tricky, requiring him to make his way to the far end of the platform and wait behind one of the poles to avoid being seen. Though she only passed through one short sketchy area, he preferred to watch her from a distance until she disappeared into her apartment building. The last three blocks made so little difference in the grand scheme of things.

      He checked the time. 1:05 a.m. Stuffing his gloved hands deeper into his pockets, he turned and began the journey home. Running, he made it to the station in time to catch the next northbound train, the only passenger in the rearmost car. He would have to change trains to make it home, but he knew the way like the back of his hand.

      He couldn’t keep this up—he was exhausted, as his stinging eyes testified. But neither could he go to sleep knowing Olivia was walking the streets alone after midnight. Perhaps, he could find a way to purchase some anonymous Lyft credits for these late-night trips of hers. On the other hand, could he trust a strange driver alone with her at night? Plus, he was low on funds, though he might be able to pick up some extra tutoring gigs. His head bobbed down as he dozed off, and he gave his face a slap in an effort to stay awake on the return subway trip, lest he miss his station.

      The train stopped and a lone passenger entered, taking the seat facing him on the opposite side of the train. He eyed the man, with a tattoo of a scorpion on his jawline, wary of the bulge in his coat. Scorpion-Man returned his stare, narrowing his eyes, and then slowly and deliberately, slid his hand inside his coat. In a fleeting thought, Collin considered how ironic it would be if he were gunned down while returning from his self-appointed errand of keeping Olivia safe from predators. The stranger’s mouth stretched in a wicked smile, one surely befitting a scorpion about to sting its prey.

      As the train slowed, pulling into the station, Scorpion-Man stood up, and Collin stiffened, ready to dive for cover. The tattooed stranger whipped his hand from his coat, bringing with it a pair of gloves, and remarked on the frigid temperature, adding a few colorful expletives. “Have a good night.” His jaw clenched making the scorpion ripple.

      Collin let out the breath he’d been holding.

      I used to be overprotective, but now I’m paranoid, too.
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      As relieved as Collin was to hear Olivia had located Martha, a ball of dread settled in the pit of his stomach at the thought of visiting her in the hospital. Even without knowing why she was hospitalized, he knew she was going to die. He felt it in his churning gut.

      Dependency was a dangerous state, but it was too late to go back now. In his mind, Martha had cemented a position as his true mother. Her advice and scolding words replayed relentlessly in his head, the reason he hadn’t spoken a curse word in six months. He craved her approval. With Martha’s encouragement, he’d broken his financial enslavement to his father, and she’d been the first person he told when his law school acceptance came in the mail. Determined to better her circumstances, he planned to move her to an apartment as soon as he graduated and found employment. Now he feared she wouldn’t live long enough for that to take place.

      Olivia, as jaw-droppingly gorgeous as ever, even in jeans and a bulky sweater, was waiting at the door when Collin arrived at the hospital Sunday afternoon. He had to look twice to see she had no makeup on, so rosy was her face from the chilly November air. On impulse, he brushed his lips against her cheek. She jerked away, her fingers rising to touch her face where he’d laid his kiss. He hurried to apologize, no quirky remark coming to mind.

      “Sorry about that. I shouldn’t be so—”

      “No worries. It’s nothing.” A flip of her hand demonstrated her indifference, simultaneously slashing his ego. He still meant nothing to her.

      Inside the entry door, the sharp antiseptic smell assaulted his nostrils, adding to the fear collecting in his belly and sending his imagination into overdrive. In his mind, he saw Martha in a coma, hooked up to beeping machines that kept her alive.

      “Let’s go over the facts to satisfy HIPPA. I didn’t tell you who I was going to see today when I invited you to come, right?”

      “That’s right,” Collin confirmed, assuring her she hadn’t broken any rules. “You still haven’t said who you’re going to visit. You simply asked if I’d like to go with you to visit a friend at the hospital. However, I did make an assumption about your friend’s identity.”

      “You have a bad habit of making assumptions.” She nudged his ribs with her elbow. “You know what they say happens when you assume.”

      Glad for anything to distract him from his anxiety, Collin jumped at the opportunity for a bit of word play.

      “Perhaps I misspoke. This was more of an educated guess than an assumption. I might even describe it as a postulation.”

      “Postulation. For some reason that word makes me think of zits. As in ‘Collin used benzoyl peroxide to control his postulation.’” Her mouth curved up, like she was holding back a smile.

      “No, the word postulation reminds me of swinging to and fro, as in, ‘When Olivia strolled down the hospital hallway, Collin enjoyed observing the postulation of her generous rear end.’” He laughed, dodging when she took a swing at him.

      “I can’t believe you called my bottom big. That’s so rude.”

      “I didn’t say it was large—I said it was generous.” He slowed to walk behind her, ogling her as his brows danced on his forehead. “I do so appreciate your generosity in sharing a view of it.”

      “Collin! You are such a sexist pig!” She turned toward the elevator. “Don’t you know how inappropriate it is to talk like that to a woman? You’re in law school, for heaven’s sake. You’ve got to know it’s wrong to say those things.”

      “Seriously?” He pushed the up button and stood back, watching the numbers light up on top of the elevator door. “You can say I have zits, but I can’t mention you have a nice bottom? Where’s the fairness in that?”

      The door opened, and he followed her into the elevator, noting the floor number as she punched it. A young man dashed in as the doors were closing.

      “What do you think, sir?” Collin addressed the last-second occupant. “Is it politically incorrect to remark about a girl’s bottom?”

      “Uh...” He looked from one to the other and bit his lip, his face turning a peculiar shade of pink.

      “Wouldn’t you say it depends,” Collin argued, “on exactly how remarkable said bottom actually is? Take this one for example...” He grabbed her shoulders as if he intended to swivel Olivia’s back toward the shocked stranger.

      “Stop it!” A sharp sting landed on his hand and she twisted away, but not before he saw the smile she was attempting to hide. “Collin, you’re incorrigible. And you’re going to get slammed with a lawsuit someday.”

      He grinned at her, making no effort to appear contrite. “Which is why I feel compelled to become an attorney. How else will I defend myself?”

      The doors opened on the fourth floor, and the flustered young man ran out as if he had fire ants attacking him.

      “Why do you always do this, Collin? You know I hate sexists.”

      “Surely you know me better than that by now.” He touched her on the arm. “Other than my occasional harmless teasing, have I ever said anything leading you to believe I think women are less capable in any arena?”

      She hesitated, her brows drawn together, and then her eyes flew open wide. “Yes, you have.” She slammed her fists onto her hips. “You said it wasn’t safe for me to walk alone at night in New York. I bet you wouldn’t have said that to a guy friend.”

      “That’s not fair. You are more likely to be a target of crime because you’re a woman. Being aware of that fact doesn’t make me sexist. Ignoring that fact makes you reckless.” He held up his hand before she could spit out another retort. “However, I would caution any friend, regardless of gender, against traveling alone at night. Unless, like me, one has a black belt in taekwondo.”

      He enjoyed the shock on her face.

      “You have a black belt? What am I saying? Of course you do. What else? Do you have your pilot’s license?”

      He couldn’t resist one more tease. “I’m only qualified up to a small Cessna. I can’t fly a 727.”

      “Cripes! You really do have your pilot’s license? I can’t believe it.”

      A chuckle escaped his throat. “You shouldn’t. I’m kidding.”

      “You!” She swatted at his arm, and he dodged it.

      “Only about the pilot’s license. I do have a black belt.”

      The elevator stopped and three women in scrubs joined them.

      Olivia murmured, “Okay, I’ll concede it might be dangerous to travel alone at night, but I take precautions. And even if it’s true, you have to learn not to talk that way.”

      “Very well.” He slapped his hand over his heart, speaking in a voice loud enough to command the attention of all the women in the small space. “I hereby promise never to gaze upon or compliment your shapely bottom again.”

      Giggles erupted from their companions as he watched the red cruising up her neck and onto her cheeks. “Thanks a lot.”

      “In fact, so as not to offend you. I’ll only look at your forehead.” He noticed a mark, and pushed her hair to the side. “You’ve got a little bruise here.”

      As Olivia knocked his hand away, the tittering, scrub-clad women exited on the next floor. When the elevator doors came together, he tightened his gut, anticipating the blow that thunked against his stomach.

      “You’re so violent, Olivia. Perhaps you would be able to defend yourself, after all.”

      “Shut up,” she retorted, but the chuckle in her voice diminished the gravity of her words. Her fist moved, but this time he caught it before it connected with his arm. “Like I said, you’re incorrigible.”

      “You mean, encouragable?” He grinned and saw the ghost of an answering smile. Then the bell dinged and the doors opened on floor eleven. Her next words were lost in the sound of blood pulsing though his ears. His ribs refused to expand, preventing any air from entering his lungs. All his efforts to keep his nerves at bay with lighthearted ribbing failed in an instant. As Olivia stepped off the elevator, he tried to make himself follow, but his feet were glued to the floor.

      She looked back, her surprised expression morphing to empathy, and stretched out her hand toward him. “Come on. It won’t be that bad. If she were on her death bed, she’d be in the Critical Care Unit.”

      He pried his cottony tongue from the roof of his mouth. “I think I should go home.”

      He felt a tug on his elbow and found himself standing outside the elevator. Her hand stayed there, and he willed himself to absorb her courage from the contact.

      “You can do this,” she murmured.

      “Right,” he rasped, trailing down the hallway until they reached room number 1105. With a light tap on the partially open door, Olivia tiptoed inside, calling Martha’s name.

      Collin followed, swallowing a cry of horror at the sight of Martha, shriveled and small, connected to a thousand tubes and wires. In that moment, he knew she was dying. Her fate was sealed when he started treating her like a mom. He should’ve known fate wouldn’t allow him to have a mother.
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        * * *

      

      On her side, facing away from the door, Martha lay so still on the bed that Olivia padded to the far side and bent low see if she was asleep. Martha peered back through droopy eyelids, her lips curving in a weak smile. “Hello.” Her voice cracked. “Someone came to see me.”

      Olivia painted a calm expression on her face. She didn’t want Collin, who was still hiding inside the door, to see she was as upset as he’d been. Or to know how his proximity had affected her. She thought perhaps his magnetism would’ve worn off in the three weeks since she’d last seen him. Quite the contrary, his brotherly kiss had warmed her all over, even standing outside in the frigid air. She gave her head a shake to remind herself why she was there.

      “Hi, Martha. Remember me? I’ve seen you at the clinic. My name’s Olivia, but you call me Olive Oil.”

      Martha lifted her hand a few inches before it fell back to the bed. “Yes, dear, I remember. Never seen you with your hair down. You have lovely curls.”

      Olivia covered Martha’s hand with hers, noting how cold her skin felt. Collin’s frowning gaze followed her movement, as he lurked behind Martha in the shadows near the door. “Do you feel strong enough for visitors?”

      “Oh yes.” She struggled to sit up, becoming more alert by the second. “You’re my first visitor, and the nurses are too busy to talk to me.”

      Olivia elevated the bed to a sitting position and arranged the pillows to support her head. Then she gave her a sip of water through a straw, holding the cup for her.

      “No one knew where you were, Martha. Had to track you down, but I can tell your friends if you want me to.”

      “Don’t have any friends. Not really.” Her lower lip quivered. “No one but my boy. My Collin. Do you know him?”

      She watched the emotions rage as they coursed across Collin’s face. Then his expression settled into one of steely resolve, every trace of distress and sadness tucked away in some dark corner where, Olivia feared, it would cause even more pain.

      “I’m right here, Martha.” He tromped to the other side of the bed, his gait as wooden as a toy soldier. He picked up her frail hand and patted it.

      Martha turned on her back so she could see him. “Collin, you came. I knew you’d come.” She seemed to gain strength from the touch of his hand, her voice growing steadier.

      “It took me a while to find you. No one would tell me where you were.”

      “Sorry,” her voice cracked. “Didn’t know how to reach you.”

      He rubbed her shoulder. “We’ll fix that today. I’ll leave my number with the nurses.”

      “Martha, what happened?” Olivia asked the question, dreading the answer. “Why are you in the hospital?”

      “I have acute kidney failure.” She forced out a chuckle. “Guess it’s better to have a cute kidney failure than an ugly kidney failure.”

      Olivia’s stomach turned to lead. “Martha, that’s serious.”

      She nodded. “Doc says I’m lucky to be alive. Have to be on dialysis for the rest of my life, assuming I can get to the center for treatments.”

      “That’s not so bad,” Collin said, patting her hand. “At least you’re going to live.”

      “I suppose…” Martha gave no indication of her usual spunky and determined attitude. Her gaze shifted back to Olivia.

      “Glad you brought your girlfriend, Collin. Olive Oil is a lovely girl, even if she’s a little thin.”

      Olivia was gratified to see Collin’s face turn as red as hers must be.

      “Olivia isn’t my girlfriend, Martha.”

      “That’s right,” Olivia confirmed. “We’re not dating. We’re friends.”

      “She’s not too thin, either. She’s perfect, like she is.”

      His defense made her feel warm and fuzzy. She flashed a grateful smile, but he was looking at Martha. Olivia could see the worry in his eyes.

      “A little bony,” Martha insisted. “You can cook for her. Fatten her up a bit.”

      Olivia resolved to start eating a healthier diet. She attempted to steer the conversation away from her weight. “Collin, you never told me you could cook.”

      His shoulders hunched up and fell down. “I learned from one of my nannies.”

      “Okay, I’m impressed.” He was constantly surprising her. For as long as she’d known him, he’d revealed very little of himself. Unfortunately, each new discovery made her like him more.

      “Olive Oil, do you have a boyfriend?”

      She debated her answer, knowing the truth would leave her open for another attempt at matchmaking, but Collin answered for her.

      “Olivia’s not interested in a guy like me. She prefers investment bankers. You see, she doesn’t like rich people—only the people who get rich by investing rich people’s money. Kind of like Robin Hood, in a warped sort of way.”

      “That’s not true, Martha,” she snapped, struggling hard to keep from punching him in those ridiculously tight abs of his. But she had a feeling a little friendly dispute would sooth Collin’s nerves. He always seemed in his element when arguing a point. No doubt he would be a fantastic attorney. “I have nothing against wealthy people, in general. Only a few drive me crazy. For instance, I love the Gherrings.”

      “Of course she loves my cousin. But I had the misfortune of being a descendant of Gram’s other child, and therefore am judged to be overindulged and shallow. My accomplishments are not my own, but credited to my wealthy upbringing.”

      He trapped her eyes with his compelling green ones, holding her in a momentary daze until she jerked them away.

      “Yes, I believed he was spoiled and arrogant. The only thing I knew about him was how much money he had and how many women he’d been with, since those were the only things he talked about.”

      Martha’s brows climbed higher with each exchange, her head moving back and forth as if she were watching a tennis match.

      “I never told you how many women I dated.” Collin donned an impenitent grin. “Would you like to know? Let me see...”

      “Please, no. You can keep that to yourself.” Olivia put her hands over her ears, terrified he would spout out some number that would stick in her mind forever. Her face must’ve revealed her fear, because his humorous expression turned contrite.

      “You had every right to think poorly of me. But a lot of that was an act, for entertainment purposes. It went over well with the crowd I ran with back then, before I met the Best girls and the Marshall clan.”

      Martha clapped her hands together. “This is way better than those silly soap operas I’ve been stuck watching all day. I feel better already.”

      Collin turned his attention to Martha, pulling a chair next to her bed and sitting to address her at eye level. “When they release you, I’ll find a place for you to go. You’re not going back to that shelter when you leave here. This time, I refuse to listen to any arguments about it. Don’t worry. We’ll find a way to get you to those dialysis treatments.”

      “She’ll have to go every day,” Olivia added. “Isn’t that right, Martha?”

      Her gaze drifted to the window. “I don’t think I’m going to do it. Don’t want to live any longer if that’s what I have to look forward to every day.”

      Collin popped to his feet like the chair was on fire. “You can’t mean that! You don’t really want to die. Dialysis isn’t that bad, is it?”

      Martha was already shaking her head. “I can’t think about it right now. It’s too much.”

      Collin pushed his hands through his hair, upending the dark strands as he turned away, toward the window. “What if you got a kidney transplant?”

      When he turned back, his hands balled into tight fists, shiny wet tracks streaked his face.

      “I asked about that, and it won’t work. For one thing, I don’t have any relatives who can donate for me.”

      “You could get on a donor list, couldn’t you,” Olivia suggested.

      “The waiting period is about two years to get a healthy kidney from someone who dies and donates their organs. Plus, I’m almost seventy years old. That’s going to knock me down the list.”

      “It’s not like you’d be alone. I’d be with you for the dialysis. If you care about me at all, you’ll fight to live.” Collin’s accusatory words hung in the air, and Martha’s face crumpled.

      “I have to die someday. It’s just my time.” She stretched out her hand toward him. “Don’t ask me to do it, Collin. I’m ready to go. Jack is waiting for me. I can’t handle doing dialysis every day for the rest of my life.”

      He took her hand, folding it between his own, the muscles clenching in his throat. “I won’t ask it,” he whispered. “Do what’s best for you.”

      Her hand dropped to the bed as he rotated and fled the room. Olivia moved to stand beside Martha.

      “Don’t worry. He’ll be back.” Olivia hoped it was true. “Are you okay?”

      Martha nodded, blinking rapidly. Olivia snatched a tissue from a box on the bedside table and dabbed at Martha’s wet cheeks.

      “Thank you, dear. But what about your face?”

      Olivia tested with her fingers, surprised to find her cheeks were wet. “Guess I need one, too.” With another tissue, she dried her own tears.

      “Olivia, will you promise me something?”

      “I will, if I can.”

      “Take care of my boy for me, after I’m gone. Take care of Collin.”

      Olivia patted her hand, knowing the poor woman had enough on her plate without being anxious about Collin.

      “Collin will be fine. I don’t know how much he’s told you, but...” She debated, deciding it wouldn’t hurt to be truthful. “His dad is really wealthy, so at least he’ll be okay financially.”

      Martha’s sharp brown eyes pierced hers, and she flinched under their scrutiny.

      “I know all about Collin’s family. Do you?”

      “Yes. I mean, maybe not everything, I suppose.”

      “He’s so hard on himself,” Martha mumbled.

      “He is?”

      “Always. I try to talk sense into him, but he doesn’t listen.”

      “I know how that is—I do the same thing. But I didn’t know Collin was like that.” I thought we were so opposite, yet, in some ways, we’re kindred spirits. “I’ll take care of him, like you asked me to,” she promised, wondering if she could keep it. She turned to slip out.

      “Olive Oil?” Her hoarse whisper called Olivia back to the bed.

      “Yes?”

      “Remember…our families may shape us, but they don’t define us.”
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        * * *

      

      From his seat facing the elevator, Collin saw Olivia emerge into the hospital lobby. He rose to meet her, averting his eyes from the condemnation he knew he would find.

      “I had to go before I said something I’d regret.” He stuffed his hands in his pockets so they wouldn’t shake. “Was she mad at me?”

      “I think she was more sad than mad.”

      He kicked at the floor with the toe of his shoe. “I’ll come back tomorrow and make it up to her, when I’m a little more prepared. I’ve already sent some flowers up to her room. Think that will help?”

      He chanced a peek at her face and saw an authentic smile light up her features. “I can’t guarantee about Martha, but flowers would help if it were me. I guess that’s one area where I’ve resisted being an all-out feminist. I’m a sucker for flowers.”

      He filed that tidbit away for the future, even as he blew out a lungful of air. “Good. I couldn’t stand it if she hated me, on top of everything else.” He paused, glimpsing the concern on her face and despising himself for showing his weakness. What woman would ever be interested in a wimpy, emotional guy? “I’d better be going. Thanks for helping me find Martha.”

      I’ve found her, only in time to lose her, permanently. A wave of depression swept over him, and he felt his old urges tugging at his shirtsleeve. The numbness of alcohol would feel so much better than the pain screaming in his mind.

      A touch on his arm made him jump about five miles in the air. “Sorry,” she said. “I didn’t mean to startle you, but you sort of zoned out.”

      “I do that sometimes.” He used his chin to point toward the revolving door. “Want to get out of here?”

      They walked without conversing, each lost in their own thoughts. When they turned the corner toward the subway station, the freezing wind whipped around them, cutting through the insulation of his thick wool coat. Olivia trembled visibly, her lips shaking around chattering teeth, so he slid his arm around her shoulder, and she leaned against him, burrowing for warmth.

      It felt good. And right.

      Warning bells went off in his head. Why was she suddenly being so nice to him? He knew the answer. Martha said something to Olivia to make her feel sorry for me. With her Florence Nightingale personality, Olivia would sacrifice her own happiness for him, and he couldn’t let that happen. He needed to distance himself. If not, he would become one more project for her. One more responsibility she didn’t need.

      Now Martha was leaving him, by choice, as his mother had. Every bone in his body wanted to fight to keep her alive. Yet he was riddled with guilt. He wanted her to live for his own selfish reasons, regardless of how miserable she was, facing daily dialysis.

      He glanced down, noting the signs of strain on Olivia’s face. The pressure of medical school was taking such a toll on her. The quick and easy smile that had always graced her face was now infrequent and fleeting.

      How he wanted to restore that happy smile! Almost as much as he wanted to get Martha a new kidney. He almost gasped aloud as a light dawned in his head. He’d hoped he was beginning to prove himself capable of love, at least in a few close relationships. Yet his actions weren’t selfless, as love ought to be. I’m controlling. I smother people with my desire to fix them and everything in their lives. That’s why Olivia has always run from me.

      With this realization came the certainty that he had to withdraw from his relentless quest to possess Olivia. He’d allowed himself to hope she would one day be willing to commit to a permanent relationship, but he now knew that mustn’t happen. He not only needed to protect his heart from emotional attachment, but he also needed to safeguard Olivia against his own all-consuming personality.

      She deserved someone better, and he would never be that someone. Perhaps his roommate would be a good choice for Olivia, after all. Blake was practically in love with her, after spending only one night together at Bergman. It hadn’t taken him long to see how special she was. Blake would surely be a superior choice than those weirdos Grace had found on the Internet dating site.

      Collin could coach Blake before he went to play Santa at Bergman next Friday night and accompany her all the way to her apartment. If Collin saw her again, he might second guess himself. The less time spent with Olivia, the better. It didn’t feel that way right now, but he couldn’t depend on his distorted emotions. The thought occurred that even withdrawing and pushing her to date Blake was, in effect, an attempt to control her life. But the convoluted thought process made his head spin, and he pushed it away.

      He jumped when Olivia tapped his shoulder, waking him from his reverie. “This is where you change trains, isn’t it?”

      He shook his head. “I’m going with you, first, to be sure you make it home.”

      He saw the whites of her eyes as they rolled up in her head. “Collin, I’m perfectly fine. I commute without your help all the time. I’ve never had a problem. I don’t need you to go miles out of your way in the broad daylight, when I make it by myself in the dark.”

      He jutted his jaw out, knowing he dared not reveal he’d been tailing her home from Bergman the past two nights. Despite his honorable intentions, she’d consider it an insult, at best. He knew she didn’t need an escort during the day. He simply wanted to see her safely home one last time before they parted ways forever. “It’s non-negotiable. I don’t feel like arguing today.”

      Her lips parted as if she might object again. But as the door closed and the train began to move, she clamped her mouth shut and folded her arms across her chest in a motion so violent he thought she might be bruised. Her foot tapped a rapid pattern on the floor, like she was willing the train to go faster.

      “I’m sorry my presence causes you so much distress.” He almost smiled when she sat up, every muscle tensed with outrage.

      “It’s not your presence that bothers me. It’s your arrogance. Why do you treat me like my opinion doesn’t matter?”

      “Do you really believe I don’t care about your opinion?”

      “Yes, I do.” Her nostrils flared.

      A noise erupted from his mouth—something between a laugh and a scream of frustration. “How can you think that?” As he reminded himself he was no longer going to chase after Olivia, all the wind went out of his sails. “You know what? It doesn’t matter. Nothing matters anymore.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The train jerked to a stop, momentum sending her sideways. From her seat opposite Collin, she had a clear view of his resigned expression. He was obviously even more attached to Martha than she’d thought. He probably didn’t realize it would help to discuss his feelings. Therefore, it was her duty, as a woman in touch with her emotions, to help him sort everything out.

      “How did you get to be so close to Martha?”

      His eyes pinched shut and his hand rose to massage his temples. “I’d rather not talk about it.”

      Maybe I should start with a less sensitive subject—his brother.

      “How’s David doing? Haven’t seen him since we went to that Christmas party at Gram’s, almost two years ago.”

      “He’s fine.”

      “You ever talk to him?”

      Expressionless, he stared at the empty seat across the train. “Yes.”

      “I wasn’t asking whether or not you speak to your brother. I wondered if you talk to him—you know—about stuff.”

      “I do.”

      She studied his stony face. He obviously didn’t understand her question, because he’d be expressing some kind of emotion if he did. “What kind of things do you talk about?”

      His shoulders lifted and fell. “Stuff... guy stuff.”

      Ah-ha! Just as I thought—Collin needs to talk to his brother. How can I make that happen? She dug in her memories, searching for some tidbit she could use.

      “Could I get David’s cell number from you?”

      His head turned so fast he probably got whiplash, his expression wary. “Why do you want David’s number?”

      “At the Christmas dinner, he was asking me what kind of perfume I wear. He really liked it, and I promised to send him the name. I forgot all about it until now.” The story was true. Except she didn’t mention she’d thrown away the slip of paper with David’s contact information, having judged both Sterling brothers to be audacious and supercilious, to be avoided at all costs.

      “That was almost two years ago. I doubt he cares anymore.”

      “He might.” She lifted her chin, giving him a warning glare.

      The furrow between his eyes deepened. “You don’t wear perfume. You wear scented lotion—usually the cucumber and melon from Bath and Body Works.” He leaned closer and sniffed the air. “But today, I think it’s the white citrus flavor.”

      She choked, provoking a coughing fit. With a lifted palm, she warded off his attempt to pound her on the back. “How do you know what kind of lotion I wear?”

      “You mentioned it one time, and I remember.”

      “How could you possibly remember that?”

      His shoulders lifted. “It so happens I have a photographic memory.”

      She felt her eyes bug out. “How is it you never mentioned having a photographic memory?”

      “You never asked.” A hint of a smile graced his lips. “As I was saying, you don’t wear perfume.”

      “Your memory may be perfect, but you don’t know everything about me. I do wear perfume for special occasions, and I had on perfume that night at Gram’s Christmas party.”

      “What was it called?”

      “Ever—” She stopped herself, barely in time. “No, I’m not telling you. I’m telling David.”

      “Why not tell me, and let me tell him?”

      “You might forget to tell him.”

      “Not with a photographic memory.” He tapped his head with his index finger.

      She pressed her lips together, keeping a chuckle inside. “For the first time, you have something I’m really jealous of. A photographic memory would be awfully handy in medical school.” She hated the bitter note in her voice, but she was exhausted from studying.

      “Even a rich, arrogant, spoiled, reprobate can possess some qualities of merit.”

      Her insides cringed. “Did I really call you all those things?”

      “Yes, but not all at once.” The flat expression covered his face again. “It doesn’t matter. They’re all quite true.”

      “I’m sorry, Collin.”

      His eye flew open wide. “That I would hear Olivia Marshall apologize to me twice in one lifetime is beyond my wildest hopes.”

      She shoved ineffectually against his arm. “I might take it back.”

      “No doubt your wisest course of action.”

      “Seriously, Collin. I don’t know why I ever said anything like that, although you did come across as pretty arrogant when we first met at Gram’s party. But I’m usually a nice person—not the kind who’d ever say mean things to someone, even if he’s...” She let her voice trail off as she tried to decide how to finish her sentence.

      “Irritating?” he supplied. “Or perhaps obnoxious?”

      “I didn’t say that.”

      “Don’t worry about it, Olivia. Your radar was warning you away from me the whole time I pursued you.” His eyes watched as the doors opened and a mother with three elementary-aged kids boarded the train, taking the seats facing them on the opposite side. “Keep listening to your instincts, and you’ll be fine.”

      “You’re saying I was right about you? I shouldn’t date you?” He couldn’t be serious, could he?

      “That’s exactly what I’m saying.”

      She squinted at him, trying to figure out his angle, but his impassive face revealed nothing. She knew one way to get a rise out of him. “What about your roommate? Should I date him?”

      He answered with a sharp nod, though his eyes were fastened to the floor, as if something interesting might pop from under one of the seats. “Blake’s a good guy—probably a perfect match for you. Good husband material.”

      She couldn’t believe her ears. When had Collin decided he didn’t want her? Even after she’d hurt his feelings at the library, he’d still kissed her. And what a kiss! She hadn’t been able to shake the memory of that moment, no matter how hard she tried. Afterwards, he’d promised to leave her alone, but had still seemed interested when she talked to him. She must have misinterpreted—he’d truly changed his mind about her. She’d been discouraging him forever, so why didn’t this turn of events make her happy?

      “I see. Marrying me off to your roommate. What about you? Planning to remain a bachelor?”

      He stood and moved to the door before the train slowed down for her stop. Surprised, she started to ask how he knew where to get off, but his next words distracted her.

      “I imagine I’ll someday enter into a loveless marriage with some socialite. That seems to be the best I can hope for.”

      She didn’t know whether to be angry or worried. “Why bother to get married if you’re not going to be committed?”

      “Oh, I have every intention of committing to my marriage. I simply don’t anticipate she’ll stay with me and the kids after acquiring what she wants from me.”

      “You have a cynical attitude toward women. And marriage, too, for that matter.”

      “I suppose you could say that.” The slight pressure of his hand on the small of her back broadcasted a warm, secure feeling inside her as they strolled toward the subway turnstile.

      “Not all women are like that. I’d wager most of us would never dream of marrying a man for what we could get from him.”

      “What if the woman’s poor attitude isn’t the issue? What if her husband is too demanding? What if her children are the same way? Would you blame her for escaping the stranglehold of her family’s overwhelming needs in search of that ever-elusive happiness we all seek?”

      Whenever he slipped into his formal speech pattern, she suspected he was teasing her, but this time his expression was dead serious.

      “Are you asking me if I think it’s okay for a wife and mother to desert her family? Because the answer is no…unless she’s being abused.” She watched for a reaction, but only a slight grimace marred his handsome features.

      He gestured for her to precede him onto the escalator. “I agree with you.”

      Where is this coming from? Was his father abusive? “But you would never abuse your wife.”

      “Abuse takes many forms—from outright violence to belittling and overwhelming with demands. I doubt any man ever set out with a goal of abusing a woman. If a young child can do it without intent, a man can certainly make that mistake.”

      “A child?” She almost choked at his casual statement. “Children aren’t abusive. At least, normal children aren’t. I don’t think men are accidentally abusive, either.”

      She paused at the top of escalator, stealing a glance at his face as he fell in stride beside her. The muscles along his jaw twitched, and his lips pressed together, but he offered no further argument.

      As they rounded the corner, a strong gust of wind assaulted them, and she wrapped her arms across her chest, shivering despite her warm, puffy coat. As before, he hooked an arm around her, tucking her against him, and she tried desperately not to enjoy the feeling. Then she gave in, relishing the security and warmth, burrowing her head against him as the cold air raged.

      And she liked it. She liked it a lot.

      A tornado of confusion swirled in her brain, tossing her habitual objections around. Why had she been so insistent that Collin wasn’t the right guy for her? What was it about him that was so objectionable she’d battled against her magnetic attraction to him? Was it the fact that he’d been born to wealthy parents? Or the fact he’d never had to work as hard as she had? The fact his family differed from hers in dramatic ways? Yet, as she walked, folded in the crook of his arm, his body blocking the fierce, bone-penetrating wind, she wondered if she’d simply been so afraid of her intense attraction that she made excuses for rejecting his advances. What man, other than her father, had ever been so concerned for her comfort and well-being? If her dad could see this side of Collin, even he might be persuaded to give him a second chance.

      Rounding another corner—the last stretch toward her apartment—the wind abated, blocked by the building. But she made no move to extricate herself from his one-armed embrace, and he didn’t attempt to release her. She welcomed the pressure of his arm, providing steady support all the way to the top of the steps.

      He dropped his arm from her shoulder, yet his proximity alone made her tingle all over. She rummaged inside her coat pocket, pretending to search for her key long after she had it clasped in her fingers, waiting for something to happen.

      Will he kiss me like he did that night outside the subway station? Is my breath okay? I don’t have time to chew a mint...

      “Which one is yours?” He craned his neck to gaze up the fifteen-story building.

      “Three-twenty-two,” she answered, squeezing the key so tightly it was probably leaving an impression in her palm.

      “He propped his hand on the wall above her head. “Need help finding your key?” His deep voice rumbled in his chest, sending her heart thudding against her ribs.

      “No, I’ve got it.” She pulled it from her pocket and tried to open the door. As her trembling fingers fumbled the key, it refused to go in the lock.

      “Here. Let me help.” As he removed the offending key from her hand, his fingers brushed hers, jolting electricity through her digits.

      She jerked her hand back, wondering if that was a spark of static electricity or simply an effect of the charged air between them.

      The lock turned and the door swung open on creaking hinges. She hesitated, glancing up through her lashes. She met his hungry eyes, his pupils disappearing into the surrounding jade orbs, and her stomach responded with a somersault.

      “Olivia...” Her name tore from his throat like it was raw and burnt.

      As he leaned closer, she lifted her chin toward him, closing her eyes, offering her lips.

      She felt calloused fingers stroke gently along her jaw, and then coarse, bearded skin brushed against her face.

      “So beautiful.” His words were a whisper in her ear, sending chills down her neck. Gentle lips pressed against her cheek. “Goodbye, Olivia.”

      His warmth withdrew. When she opened her eyes, he was speeding down the steps. He reached the sidewalk and turned, striding toward the subway, pumping his arms, not once looking back.

      What just happened?
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      “You have to go out with us, Collin,” David’s voice cajoled over the phone. “All work and no play makes you no fun at all.”

      “It’s ‘makes Jack a dull boy,’” Collin corrected in an older-brother-knows-better tone. His life wasn’t dull, but it was becoming tedious. He’d spent at least two hours every day this week at the hospital with Martha. Now it was Thursday night, and he had a lot of reading to do to be prepared for a big test the next day. He had a hard time looking beyond the next twenty-four hours.

      “Well that’s certainly the truth,” David remarked. “You’ve become quite boring since starting law school. Come out with me and the guys tomorrow night. Jill has a friend who knows somebody who can get us inside The Slipstream. That club is so hot, it’s steaming. And so are the girls in it.”

      “I don’t need a girl.” I need Olivia. He hadn’t succeeded in erasing her from his obsessive brain, though he knew it was necessary. He was still kicking himself for kissing her on the cheek, when she was obviously expecting more. What was I thinking? I could’ve had one last kiss to remember her by.

      “I think you’re right, Brother. You don’t need a girl—you need a woman.”

      “What I need is to study. Have you already forgotten I’m in law school?”

      David’s eye-roll was almost audible. “How could I possibly forget you’re in law school? You remind me every time I call you to get together. But I happen to know you don’t really have to study all that much, what with that computer memory of yours.”

      Collin tried to suppress a sigh, but David appeared to hear it over the phone line.

      “You know you can’t resist me for long.” David’s wheedling voice chipped away at his determination. “How can you turn down your little brother in his time of need?”

      “Time of need? Really? You’ve got a whole group of friends to hang with—you don’t need me.”

      “But it’s always more fun if you’re there. Anyway, I’m worried about you.”

      “Why? Because, unlike you, I’m acting like a grownup?”

      “That’s not it.” David’s tone grew stern. “I mean it, Collin. You smile less and less, now. You’ve lost your joie de vivre.”

      “My joy of life is just fine.” Collin forced lightheartedness into his voice, surprised to find it required an effort.

      “You sound morose to me.”

      “Morose?” I don’t want to sound morose.

      “Definitely morose.”

      “Even if I go, I’m not going to drink any alcohol. I’m not going to break a streak for one night of fun.”

      “The brother I used to know didn’t need alcohol to have a good time.”

      “I wonder what happened to that guy.”

      “He’s the same guy who used to call me at least once a week to catch up. With this new guy, I’ll be lucky to get Christmas and Easter.”

      “I’ve got an enormous amount of reading to do. And then there’s my tutoring.” He didn’t mention his time at the hospital every day.

      “Tutoring. Yet another ridiculous activity brought about because of your mammoth-sized pride. Ever considered that accepting money from our father doesn’t indicate dependency on him, only the intelligence to capitalize on good fortune? Your room is still vacant at our apartment, you know. You could always come back if you’re tired of living like a pauper and eating like one as well.”

      Collin could no longer use Olivia’s approval as his excuse for escaping his father’s influence, since he’d sworn off her forever. Should he go back to his old life of luxury? Surprised, he realized he didn’t want to return to that comfortable security, with or without Olivia Marshall as a possible reward for changing.

      “I’m happy being out from under Dad’s thumb.”

      “You can reject Dad all you like, but there’s no reason to abandon me. You’re busy with your new life and your new friends, and I’m left holding the bag and dealing with Dad.”

      The wind flew out of Collin’s lungs like he’d been punched in the gut.

      “Sorry, David. I’ve been a selfish lout. Promise to make up for it. How about a compromise? If you can wait ‘til Thanksgiving weekend, we’ve got five days off from classes, and I don’t have tutoring. I’ll go out with you that weekend.”

      “Perfect, we’ll take you out that Saturday night for your birthday. The big three-O.”

      Collin gave a silent groan, having forgotten about his birthday. He dreaded the inevitable over-the-hill ribbing his brother was bound to dish out. “Only for a couple of hours.”

      “I demand five hours.” An exultant laugh sounded through the phone. “And we’re going to drive every bit of morosity out of your body.”

      “Is that even a word?”

      “Ha! You’re slipping, Brother. A man with your verbosity should recognize morosity.”

      “Whatever.” Collin threw his computer and books in a backpack to head for the library, recognizing he would never get anything done in his apartment.

      “That’s your comeback? Whatever? You really do need to get out and have some fun. It’s like your new knowledge is taking up all the space in your brain, and you’re losing your Sterling wit.”

      “I have so many court cases to memorize, there won’t be room left in my brain for an ounce of humor.”

      David let out a hoarse groan. “I hope I haven’t waited too long to rescue you. Be ready, Bro. We’re making up for lost time on your birthday.”
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      “Now you want me to date Olivia? Is this some kind of test?” Halfway into his Santa suit, Blake slapped his padded tummy. “Ho, ho, ho! I’m not going to fall for it.”

      Sitting at the kitchen table, nursing a cup of coffee, Collin watched him don his outfit for the Friday night gig, dreading the next night, when it would be his turn. “It’s not a test, Blake. I’ve changed my mind. Or I’m finally admitting defeat. I’ve been chasing her for going on two years now, and she’s always turned me down cold. I’m not good enough for her.”

      “And why do you think I’m good enough? I’m no different than you—nothing but a struggling law student.” Thankfully, Blake, like all of Collin’s new classmates at Columbia, had no notion of Collin’s wealthy background.

      Collin coughed to hide a chuckle. Blake had no idea of Collin’s father or his even wealthier cousin, the famous Steven Gherring, and Collin wasn’t about to enlighten him.

      “Family is really important to Olivia. She needs someone with a stable family, something I don’t have. How’s yours?”

      Blake tugged at his red velvet coat, stretching it around his belly. “My family is about as stable as you can get. My folks have been married for thirty-five years. They were high school sweethearts. Both sets of grandparents are still alive, too, although my dad’s father is in a nursing home.”

      “Perfect.” Collin plastered a smile on his face, one he hoped would disguise his intense jealousy.

      “But Dad was a dock worker and Mom was a third-grade teacher. With four kids, we never had a lot of money.”

      Collin waved off his objection. “Olivia doesn’t care about money. In fact, with her, you’re better off if you’re poor.”

      “Ha! Then she ought to love me. Except that I already infuriated her. I don’t think she’s going to forgive and forget. You didn’t see her expression last Saturday. Her face was so red, I thought she might explode.”

      “You can explain it away. Blame it all on me. Tell her I made you say that stuff.”

      “That’ll be easy, because it’s true.” He sighed deeply before donning his bearded face mask, twisting it into place and adjusting so his contact-clad eyes were visible. “I’m not sure she’s worth this much trouble. I know she’s super hot and all, but she seems kind of high maintenance.”

      Though Collin had called Olivia “hot” to her face, he’d been teasing and lighthearted. Blake’s use of the term felt cheap for some reason.

      “Olivia’s not hot—she’s incredible.”

      “Same difference. It’s just semantics.”

      “Listen, it’s not the same. The only thing more beautiful than Olivia Marshall’s face is her heart. Her outer beauty makes you want to kiss her, but her soul makes you want to hold her close for the rest of your life.”

      “Wow, that’s very poetic. Are you one of those guys who wears black and goes to little coffee houses to recite poetry?” Blake affected a pose, pretending to hold a microphone. “Her outer beauty makes you kiss her, but her something…wait. Her…what was that sappy phrase?”

      “Her soul makes you want to hold her close for the rest of your life,” Collin supplied, smiling in spite of himself.

      “I think my arms would get tired.”

      “That’s sooooo not funny.”

      “Seriously, Collin, if you still feel that way about Olivia, why do you want me to date her?”

      “Because I’ve finally accepted the fact that I’m completely controlling and incapable of love. I have some deep-seated trust issues that would probably drive a shrink insane.”

      “I see. You’re crazy as a bat. Sounds good to me. I’ll give it a try with Olivia, but I’m skeptical whether she’ll even talk to me.”

      “Promise me one thing.”

      “What’s that?” Blake struggled to buckle his black leather belt across his extensive, padded belly. “Argh! I can’t see! I usually do this before I put my mask on.”

      “I’ll get it for you.” Collin closed his computer and rose from the table to help him.

      “What’s the one thing I have to promise?”

      “No matter how she responds, whether she even gives you the time of day or not, you have to make sure she gets home okay.”

      “You mean, follow her in the shadows, like you do?”

      “I don’t care how you do it, as long as she’s safe.”

      “I’m going to a lot of trouble with a girl I barely know for a relationship that might never happen. And it’s all to make you happy.” Blake cleared his throat. “How much is all that worth to you?”

      “A lot.” Collin glared at Blake’s contact-covered eyes, irritated that they seemed to dance with merriment. “What more do you want from me? I’m already subbing for you tomorrow night. Can’t believe I’m getting back in that awful suit.”

      “I suppose that’s a fair enough trade. You know, I think this subbing thing may work out really well. You’ll be me tomorrow night. Since you know her so well, you’ll know exactly what to say to make her like me. By the time I see her again next Friday, she’ll practically be in love. It’s like Cyrano de Bergerac.”

      “I was planning to avoid her—she’ll be suspicious if she notices your voice changing every night.”

      “I’ll just do that whisper thing again tonight. I’ll tell her I got hoarse yelling at the Knicks game last night. Then you can whisper tomorrow night. It’ll work.”

      Collin tried not to be bothered by how easily the lies came to Blake’s mind. He has to be better than those crazy Internet guys.
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        * * *

      

      Olivia dragged herself through Bergman’s heavy glass doors, lethargic from the all-nighter she pulled to study for a physiology test. With immediate scoring from the computer, she knew she’d passed, but barely. She had to master this material or she’d never be able to pass her board exams.

      “You look rough, honey.” Cassie let out a long, low whistle. “Those bloodshot eyes look like you’ve been on a drinking binge. And those bags underneath? They’re too big to fit in the overhead compartment on an airplane.”

      Olivia drilled in the sarcasm. “I intended to gate-check these bags, but no one offered to take them off my hands.”

      “What happened?”

      “I stayed up all night to study. Thanks for the words of affirmation, by the way.”

      With her mouth twisted to keep from laughing, Cassie gave her a shove. “Go on over to the makeup department and do something about your face. You’ve still got a few minutes before your shift starts.”

      “I’m not doing that. It’s futile.” She made a one-eighty and began to help Cassie with clothing on the dressing room return rack.

      “You can’t keep this up,” Cassie warned, her forehead folded so tight it looked like the wrinkles were ironed in.

      “I won’t have to—not for long. I’ll be able to quit by Thanksgiving—my loan is due to come through.”

      “That’s awesome, but I’m really going to miss you. All the other girls have the intellectual capacity of a gnat.”

      Olivia shook her head. “Surely a few of them are smarter than that.”

      “You don’t understand. I’m saying all of them together have a gnat-sized intelligence.”

      Olivia rolled her lips over her teeth, biting to ward off the laughter.

      “I’d come back during the Christmas break, but I’ll probably try to sub at the hospital when I’m off from school.”

      “Promise me you’ll go to the club with us sometime, as soon as school is out.”

      “Which club?”

      Her mouth flattened and she gave an exasperated huff. “The Slipstream, of course. It’s the only place to be right now.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      “Don’t look now, but here comes Santa Blake.”

      Olivia twisted her head around, and felt a slap on her shoulder.

      “I told you not to look.”

      “I don’t care if he sees me looking. I’m still pretty mad. I can’t believe he has the nerve to talk to me again. I’ll bet Collin put him up to this.”

      “Who’s Collin?”

      “Never mind, I’ll tell you later.”

      She felt a hand on her arm and turned to face him with a scowl set on her face. His mouth pulled back in a grimace when he caught sight of her bedraggled appearance, but she didn’t care what he thought of her.

      “I don’t think we have anything to discuss.”

      “I’m hoping you’ll at least let me apologize and explain.”

      “I can’t imagine what you’re going to say to excuse those comments you made last Saturday.”

      “I didn’t mean any of it—I promise. I was trying to make you angry.”

      “Congratulations. It worked.”

      She stalked off toward the dressing room, but he caught her elbow.

      “Wait, you don’t know why I wanted to make you mad.”

      She jerked away, folding her arms across her chest. “I’m all ears.”

      “I did it because Collin had first claim on you, and I’m not the kind of guy that would steal a friend’s girl.

      “What?” If he thought she wouldn’t be angry when he told her that, he was sorely mistaken. “Collin Sterling doesn’t have any ‘claim’ on me.”

      “He liked you. That’s enough to invoke the Bro-Code. Get it? Had to wait until I got the go-ahead before I went after you.”

      “And now you have Collin’s permission?”

      “You’re making it sound worse than it is. Collin told me you guys were never more than friends and you’d been blowing him off for over a year. He didn’t give me permission as much as he finally gave up. In fact, he said you’d be glad to hear it.”

      “How’s that working out for you? Do I look glad? Think I like being discussed as if I were someone’s property?”

      “I’m not really chauvinistic like that. I’ve got three sisters. They’re all professionals—an accountant, a pharmacist, and a realtor.”

      She attempted to remain upset, but his remarks about his family piqued her curiosity.

      “Are they older or younger?”

      “All older. Like having four moms.” He looked to the ceiling as he shuffled his feet. “And I promise, they’ve taught me to respect women. I didn’t mean any of that stuff I said.”

      “You don’t really believe a woman should stay barefoot and pregnant?”

      “I think women are as capable as men in their careers. Every couple has to choose how they want to balance work and family obligations.”

      “Oh...” Suddenly she wished she’d taken Cassie’s advice and made the effort to cover up the damage done by a sleepless night. She bent her face down, studying her feet. “That’s a pretty good answer, but don’t think I’ve forgotten everything you said. I don’t trust you.”

      “That’s okay. I intend to earn your trust.”

      She glanced sideways at him. “Your voice is all whispery tonight. Is that your way of trying to sound sexy?”

      “It’s my way of talking after I lost my voice from yelling during the game last night.”

      “Baseball?”

      He looked at her like she’d committed treason.

      “The Knicks game. Don’t you watch basketball?”

      “Nah, I leave the sports to my sister, Grace. She usually gives me a synopsis every couple of weeks, whether I want it or not.”

      He made a sour lemon face, silently shouting his disapproval. “I suppose that’s not a deal-breaker, unless you’d object to me watching sports.”

      Olivia could think of a few deal-breakers of her own. “Tell you what. If you want to come back after work, we could try that hot chocolate thing again and get to know each other, without any interference from Collin.”

      Blake agreed and went back to face the long line of excited children craning their heads from across the room to see when Santa was coming back. Olivia went to the makeup department, where one of the consultants took a horrified look and hurried to give her an abbreviated makeover.

      By the end of her shift Olivia regretted agreeing to a late-night cocoa date, fearing she’d fall asleep in mid-sip. But since Blake had gone all the way to his apartment and back, she could hardly cancel on him. As they scurried to the coffee shop, Blake kept a firm grip on her arm, helping her regain her footing on the icy sidewalk more than once. Inside, he was the ultimate gentleman, hanging up her coat. She ordered hot chocolate, but Blake opted for black coffee, claiming he needed the stronger dose of caffeine.

      “How’s law school going?” she asked, wondering if he and Collin were in all the same classes. She decided she shouldn’t ask, as it would appear she was more interested in Collin than Blake.

      “Right now, Constitutional Law is kicking my tail. I barely passed the last exam.” He still spoke with the same awkward whisper, even after several swallows of coffee.

      “The same thing happened to me with Physiology. I studied all night and squeaked by with a seventy-two.”

      “I’m surprised. Collin was gushing about how smart you are.”

      Her face felt warm, and she wondered at Collin giving her such a compliment. “Don’t know why he’d say that. I don’t have a photographic memory like he does.”

      “He’s got a photographic memory? No wonder he’s breezing through these classes. Man, that stinks.”

      Too late, she realized Collin might have preferred to keep that attribute a secret. “Actually, I don’t know if it’s photographic—he just has a really good memory.”

      “I could make the law review if I had a memory like that. I’m good friends with all the guys who made it in third year.”

      “All the guys? There aren’t any women in it? Were they all barefoot and pregnant?”

      He scrunched up his face as if he was in pain. “That was an all-inclusive, non-gender-specific ‘guys,’ but I can see you’re never going to forgive me for what I said last Saturday night.”

      “I’m trying, but I had a week to fume about it.”

      “Why don’t we start over?” He stuck out his hand. “Hi, my name is Santa Claus, but you can call me Six-Pack-Blake.”

      A chuckle escaped her throat. “Do you really have a six-pack under that jelly-belly?”

      He smiled, dazzling her with even, white teeth. She waited to feel the tingly attraction she’d experienced the first night as they conversed in the break room, but nothing came. Perhaps it had happened because of the mystery of the cloaked man or the excitement of the unknown. She earnestly hoped she hadn’t developed a Santa Claus fetish.

      He winked. “I’m sure there’s a six-pack in there somewhere, although it might be covered up by some thick skin.”

      She laughed again, feeling more at ease. “Tell you what. If you can give me a good answer to this question, I’ll let you start over with a clean slate and never mention all those chauvinistic comments again.”

      “Okay, shoot.”

      “What are you hoping to gain from this relationship?”

      “You,” he answered without hesitation. “I want to be with you.”

      “Why? You barely know me, so why do you want to be in a relationship?”

      He looked up to the ceiling as if searching for the right answer. Then a smile bloomed on his face and he reached out to take both her hands, sandwiching them between his.

      “Olivia, I may not have known you very long, but I know enough from what I’ve seen and what I’ve heard. I hope it’s not too soon to say this...” His whisper dropped to a gravelly range.

      She waited, anticipating, hardly daring to breathe.

      “Your outer beauty makes me want to kiss you.” He lifted her hands, pressing warm lips to her fingertips, first the right and then the left. “But your inner beauty…your inner beauty makes me want to hold you close for the rest of my life.”

      Her desert-dry mouth couldn’t make a sound, and tears stung the backs of her eyes. She tried to find enough moisture to swallow. Her chest felt tight like someone had wrapped it in duct tape.

      “Olivia? Was it okay to say that? Was it too soon?”

      She choked on her words, blinking back her emotions. “That’s the most beautiful thing anyone has ever said to me.”

      The corner of his mouth lifted in a crooked grin. “Does that mean I passed? Do I get a second chance?”

      She nodded. “How can I say no after that?”

      “Good.” He stood and swept his hand toward the door. “Now we should get you home so you can sleep, since you’ve gone so long without it.”

      In preparation for the kiss that might come, she unwrapped a mint from her purse and stuck it in her mouth. They made rapid time to the subway station, her hand tucked in the crook of his arm. Upon reaching the station entrance, he paused outside in the shadows.

      “Can I kiss you goodnight?”

      With a tap dance rattling the inside of her chest, she whispered a dry yes, licking her lips in a fruitless effort to moisten them. His hands cupped either side of her face, lifting her mouth to his. Full lips pressed against hers, giving an impression of softness that contrasted with her memory of Collin’s demanding and powerful kiss.

      Stop doing that.

      He pulled away. “I thought you wanted me to kiss you.”

      “Oh,” she gasped. “Did I say that out loud? That wasn’t for you to stop—it was for me to stop.”

      “What were you doing?”

      “Uhmm...” She couldn’t say comparing your kiss to Collin’s. “Holding my breath. I have a bad habit of doing that when I’m nervous.”

      “No need to be nervous.” His smile reappeared as he bent to kiss her again.

      Her hand stopped his lips and she pushed away. “I like to take it slow. One kiss is enough for tonight.”

      Not to mention the fact they hadn’t had a boundary talk. Most guys dropped her like a hot potato when she told them she wanted to wait until marriage to have sex. And the few who didn’t go running simply tried to change her mind on a daily basis. The truth was, she’d never even felt tempted with any of the guys she’d dated. Their empty declarations of love only served to tamp down her libido. She wanted her first time to be with someone who knew her completely and loved her unconditionally. Perhaps Blake would be the one—he certainly seemed to care about her in a deep way, for having known her such a short time.

      Collin’s face appeared in her mind, scowling and contemplative. Last Sunday she’d been having thoughts of giving him a real chance at a relationship, and then he’d cut her off, cold. And now he had given his roommate the all-clear, so he’d truly lost interest. A pain swelled in her gut as she realized she might have made the biggest mistake of her life in rejecting Collin. And now, it was too late.

      She gave herself a mental kick in the pants for once again allowing Collin to invade her thoughts. He had ruined Blake’s kiss—she was sure of it. Her wandering mind kept her from concentrating, and thus their kiss had risen to a status no higher than perfunctory. No doubt, he was unimpressed with her part of the kiss, distracted as she was. Though she’d declared she would only kiss him once tonight, she made up her mind to give it another go when he walked her home.

      Blake followed her downstairs into the station and strolled beside her to the tollgate. “Guess I’ll see you tomorrow night.”

      “You’re not getting on? Aren’t you at least riding with me to the C-station?”

      He stuffed his hands in his pockets. “A couple of friends texted me about going to one of the clubs downtown. It’s a few blocks walking distance from here. Can you make it home on your own?”

      “Of course. I do it all the time.” Why didn’t it feel fine? She went everywhere on her own. Why did she have a sudden desire to have a man’s protection? Was it because Collin would have insisted on taking her all the way to her front door? Her vision went blurry for a moment, and she rubbed her eyes. She needed to get home and sleep and save her psychoanalysis for another time.

      “Bye, love.” He pecked her on the forehead and zoomed up the stairs so fast she wondered if her breath might have been bad despite her mint.
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      “Collin, I think it’s time we discussed the elephant in the room.” Martha aimed the remote control at the television and turned off the insipid Saturday morning cartoons, much to Collin’s relief.

      Perched on the hard visitor’s chair in the corner with a textbook open in his lap, he looked everywhere but at Martha. He hated seeing her hooked up to all those tubes and wires as if she were part of some alien experiment. In truth it was all he could do to hide his discomfort during casual conversation.

      “That reminds me...” Collin tried to distract her. “You know what time it is when an elephant sits on your couch?”

      “Collin...” Her voice dripped disapproval.

      “Time to get a new couch.” He forced out a laugh, but she didn’t join in.

      “Collin, please.”

      “You’re not laughing, Martha. You know it hurts my feelings when you don’t laugh at my jokes. You told me you always laughed at Jack’s jokes, no matter how awful. You could do the same for mine.”

      She lifted her head to sit up, but collapsed back on the bed, panting. Collin was on his feet in an instant.

      “Are you okay? What can I do to help you?”

      “I’m fine. Short of breath.” She paused a few minutes, until her breathing slowed. “It means so much to me that you come every day.” Her eyes locked with his, penetrating his flimsy mask, and he looked away, unable to endure the exposure. “I know you’re angry with me, Collin.”

      “Okay, I admit it. I’m mad as h—” He caught himself, but not before Martha raised an eyebrow. “I’m mad as heck that you refuse to do dialysis after you get out of the hospital.”

      She turned her head away. “Maybe I’ll try it for a while, but I don’t want to live like that.”

      His hands were shaking with pent-up emotion as he pushed them through his hair. “I know it’s selfish of me, but I’m not ready for you to die. I think you should put your name on a kidney donor list. What do you have to lose?”

      Her sigh was almost a moan. “I would have to jump through a lot of hoops to be approved for treatment, and Medicare only covers a portion anyway. The truth is I can’t afford it. And it’s a waste to spend that much money on someone my age just to buy a few more years.”

      He wanted to scream in frustration. “Don’t be ridiculous—you have a lot of good years left. You’re only sixty-nine.” He stalked over to his backpack and slung it over his shoulder. “Tell the doctor you’ve changed your mind. I’ll pay for it.”

      “You don’t have the money, remember? Not anymore. You walked out on your father and left your board position to prove your independence.”

      “I’ll find a way. Dad will give me the money, if I ask him. I know he will.”

      “At what cost, though?” Martha again tried to sit up in bed, triggering the protests of the beeping medical equipment. “I can’t let you do that, Collin. You can’t lower yourself to go to him for help. It’s not worth it.”

      “It is worth it. You’re worth it. Don’t worry, I’ll get everything worked out.”

      “We need to talk about this.”

      “For once, I want you to let me handle things.”

      He backed out of the room while she was still protesting. A quick glance at the time told him he needed to hurry if he was going to get his plan in motion today. He almost knocked a nurse down as he raced down the hallway. He must have looked like a maniac, running through the hospital like he was being chased by rabid skunks. But he didn’t care. Martha was going to live. He would get a loan from his father, then pay back every penny when he graduated from law school. Martha would get a new, healthy kidney.

      And I know where she can get a donor kidney…me!
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      Olivia snatched the slippery phone from the floor and slapped it against her ear, holding her aching sides while she tried to catch her breath. Another disastrous Saturday lunch date provided plenty of comedy fodder.

      “Oh my goodness, Grace! I’m laughing so hard I dropped my phone.”

      Grace’s laughter pealed over the airwaves. “I can’t believe you actually told him you were under a doctor’s care for mental instability!”

      “I didn’t actually say that, I merely implied it. I had to do something. He all but invited me to hook up with him after lunch for a quickie. And when I refused, he acted like it was a challenge to make me change my mind—like I was playing a game or something.”

      “I really thought this guy looked promising.”

      “You told me this dating website was designed specifically for people who wanted a serious, long-term relationship.”

      “That’s what the description said. I guess some folks want to a have fling or two on their way to the altar.”

      “From the way he talked, this guy has had about a thousand flings.”

      “Maybe he wanted a thousand and one.”

      “I’m pretty sure he won’t bother me again. I did my best to sound certifiably psychotic.”

      “Doesn’t require much acting skill on your part,” Grace jibed.

      “You’re one to talk. I seem to recall someone who acted pretty crazy trying to drive away the man she was in love with.”

      “Please don’t remind me. Brad still teases me about it, and it’s been years. Anyway, in my defense, I didn’t know I was in love with Brad at the time.”

      “That makes no sense to me. How could you be in love and not know it?”

      “It’s simple, really. When you’ve spent your whole dating life picking apart and suppressing your feelings so you won’t be like those silly folks who claim to be in love with someone new every time they turn around, it’s hard to accept the real thing when it happens.”

      “Since you’re an expert now, let me ask you a question. Do you believe people actually fall in love? Is love something that happens to you, or is it a deliberate action?”

      “Trick question. The answer is both. When someone compatible comes along, everything seems to click—emotionally, physically, spiritually. And when you’re together, it feels amazing because you enhance one another.

      “But then, when you commit to someone, you make a daily decision to love him. That’s a deliberate action and requires a lot of work. When you’re that close to someone, you experience each other’s faults up close and personal.” Grace was punctuating every point, like she was getting really revved up on the subject.

      “If you let those faults irritate you, it’s like little sticker burs in your socks. The trick is, you can’t change your spouse, so there’s no getting rid of those barbs. There will always be something that bothers you. You have to let go of those stickers. Take off your socks and let them fall away. And walking around without socks will help you get thicker skin, too.”

      For a few seconds, Olivia was too astounded to speak. “I can’t believe it, Grace. I’ve never heard you say anything so deep. That’s absolutely amazing!”

      “Yeah, that’s what I thought when I heard it on a talk show yesterday.” Grace chuckled. “You didn’t think I’d come up with something like that on my own, did you? I leave all the deep thinking to you and Claire, and use my brain for more important things.”

      “You realize you set yourself up, right? I can think of so many one-liners about using your brain or the absence of it. But right now, I’m feeling pretty lucky to have you for a sister, so I’ll let it slide.”

      “Don’t hold back on my account. You know I give as good as I get. But why are you asking me about falling in love? I thought you weren’t dating anyone. Is this about Collin again? I know you two went to the hospital to see that woman, but I didn’t think that was a date or anything.”

      “It wasn’t.” Heat suffused her face as she remembered standing together on the apartment steps, anticipating a kiss that never came. She was way too embarrassed to share that story with Grace. Why did I ask Grace for advice? I knew she’d dig for details. “I wasn’t talking about Collin.”

      “Who, then?”

      “I met this guy named Blake. And it’s way too early to be in love or anything, but he told me the sweetest, most romantic thing I’ve ever heard.”

      “Wow. You could knock me over with a feather, right now. I never thought my smart, practical sister would be impressed with a romantic line.”

      “I didn’t either.”

      “How did you meet him? Who is he?”

      “Well…” Olivia cleared her throat. “You’d better make yourself comfortable, because this is a long story. I met this guy at work, wearing a Santa costume...”
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      “Son, you drive a hard bargain, but I’ll take it.”

      Collin’s father, Evan, stood and extended his hand across the mahogany desk, and Collin shook it, in shock at how easy the negotiations had been. In his mind, he knocked on a piece of wood, halfway expecting some trickery was afoot. Yet the smile on his father’s face seemed genuine and happy, without a trace of smirk, as would be expected if he’d somehow gotten the upper hand. Then, his dad stepped around the desk and clapped him on the back. In his memory, this was the closest gesture to a hug his father had ever bestowed.

      “That’s really it? All I have to do is agree to take back my seat on the board?”

      Evan moved behind the desk and sank into his leather chair, leaning back and propping his feet on the desk. For the first time, Collin noted the signs of age creeping up on his dad—a frosting of grey in his brown hair and lines crinkling the corners of his eyes. “And you’re agreeing to work under me at Sterling Industries for a year.”

      “After I graduate from law school,” Collin corrected.

      “That’s correct.”

      It was too good to be true. Had his father changed? Or had Collin judged him too harshly?

      “You’ll pay for anything she needs? Including dialysis until a donor kidney is found, and all the copays for a transplant? And a decent place to live for the rest of her life?”

      “Whatever you want, if that’s what makes you happy.” The smile melted from his face, and he idly drummed his fingers on his legs. “Collin, I was already planning to contact you when you called this morning.”

      Collin’s spine snapped to attention. This couldn’t be good news. “About what?”

      He folded his hands on his lap, looking completely at ease, except for the muscle flexing on the outside of his jaw. “I know it was hard on you growing up without a mother. I never explained why she left us.”

      Collin pressed his lips together, holding back his response. They had never discussed the night of her departure, though it imprinted in Collin’s five-year-old brain like a video recording, as she ranted and screamed. It was that night that his innocence was shattered. Her accusations replayed in his mind at every opportunity. He’d been unable to erase them from his memory, though he’d tried everything. Drugs and alcohol numbed the pain a bit. Though he drove himself to achieve perfection, he still felt like a failure. Had she been dead, her words would still live, mocking him forever. The only child in history so awful that his mother longed to escape from his presence.

      Evan closed his eyes, pinching the bridge of his nose. “Your mother isn’t well, Collin. She couldn’t handle any stress—she still can’t. She does pretty well now, if she stays on her meds.” His feet came down and he leaned forward, resting his elbows on the desk, his eyes meeting Collin’s at last. “She wants to talk to you.”

      “No.”

      “But it would only—”

      “I said no.”

      “Please, Collin. As a favor to me, would you give her an hour of your time? She came to Sterling Industries on Friday and made a big scene in the lobby. She’s threatening to sue, even though my attorneys say she doesn’t have a leg to stand on.”

      “Sue for what?”

      “For damages. She claims I prevented her from seeing her children.”

      Somehow Collin found himself on his feet. The blood pounded in his ears like a gong.

      “That’s ridiculous. No judge or jury would find in her favor.”

      “That won’t stop her from causing a public scandal.”

      “I’m a grown man, and I make my own decisions. She sent a letter. She asked to talk to me. I refused. End of discussion.”

      “I understand, but she’s not stable. You can’t reason with her. I’m sure she thinks she can squeeze more money from me if she has the two of you on her side.”

      His father stood and moved in front of him, reaching out his hand like he might put it on Collin’s shoulder. Collin stepped back, dodging the awkward embrace.

      “It’s not my problem. I want nothing to do with her.”

      “Legally, she can’t hurt us, but she can hurt our reputation with women if she goes to the media with this malarkey about how I stole her children and turned them against her.”

      “Surely women won’t make a choice in what home goods they buy based on her crazy accusations.”

      “You don’t get on the Internet much, do you? You didn’t see how the media went wild. They jumped on that story like a bunch of sharks in a feeding frenzy.”

      His throat tightened. “Was my name in the story? I really don’t want people to know about my private life.”

      Evan looked down, his mouth stretched in a grimace. “Look at it this way. You can put a stop to it. All you have to do is talk to her. It’ll help both of us.”

      “No, you talk to her. You give her a message from me.” His heart sped like he was running a race. “Tell her I heard what she said about me the night she left. Tell her I remember every word. Tell her, I never want to hear her voice again, as long as I live.”

      With eyes as round as silver dollars, his father gaped at him, stumbling back around the desk until he collapsed into his chair. “I thought you were asleep. Can’t believe you heard.” His eyes glazed over, and he spoke in a whisper. “Can’t believe you remember. You were only five.”

      Something bitter rose in the back of Collin’s throat. “I heard.”

      Evan’s eyes glazed over as he stared at the opposite wall. On the mantle, the clock ticked the seconds away, resounding against the rich paneled walls, the only sound disturbing the electric silence. Deep in Collin’s mind, a spark of hope lit. Would his father say something to refute his mother’s harsh words? Would he provide some other explanation for her desertion? Something to relieve Collin’s guilt and pain?

      Evan came back from whatever place he’d traveled in his mind, his lips stretched in a grim line. “I still need your help, Collin.”

      Hope perished as quickly as it had bloomed.

      “No.”

      “Your brother’s already agreed to meet with her. You wouldn’t be alone.”

      “No.” Collin winced with every pain-laced breath.

      Evan’s index finger traced an invisible pattern on the desk. “If she keeps this up, it could really hurt the company.” He cleared his throat. “I wouldn’t have the funds to help your friend.”

      Something sharp pierced Collin’s gut, and he staggered backwards. “I knew it was too good to be true. You couldn’t simply be generous and kind. It’s all about money for you. That’s all that’s ever mattered. You use people to get what you want.”

      “You can pretend to despise me and my money, but you’re the one who came here looking for a handout. We’re the same, you and I. You were perfectly willing to use me for my money. Even after Medicare pays, it could easily cost a half million dollars for that woman’s medical care. I think an hour of your time is a fair exchange.”

      Steam built in his head and his body trembled with rage, but he spoke with careful control. “Martha.”

      “Huh?”

      “That woman has a name, and it’s Martha. And she’s the only reason I’m not calling you exactly what you are.”

      Collin spun on his heel and stomped out, slamming the door behind him to block his father’s voice from his ears.
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      “What do you think?” Olivia forced her hands under her legs, to stop chewing her nails. She’d put the phone on speaker fifteen minutes ago when she first started the story. Grace had listened to the entire saga of her interactions with Santa Blake, only stopping her twice to ask for clarifications. If Olivia knew her sister, she had formed an opinion by now—probably a strong one.

      “I don’t know, Olivia. Something about this guy is off. I can buy that he wouldn’t try to date you if his roommate liked you—that really doesn’t bother me. What does bother me is that his words don’t seem to match his actions. He seems kind of flaky.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Don’t you think it’s odd that he told you how special you are when he’s only known you for like a week? And if he cares so much about you, why did he take off like his tail was on fire to go to some bar instead of making sure you got home?”

      “Maybe it’s because he knows I’m perfectly capable of riding home on the subway by myself.” She used her patronizing tone. “Just because I’m female, doesn’t mean I’m helpless.”

      “You and your stupid feminist chip on your shoulder. You can bet your sweet toosh Brad would’ve ridden the subway all the way to my apartment and walked however many blocks to see me safely home. He would never have let me go by myself that late at night, unless he couldn’t help it. I don’t think that’s being chauvinistic—it’s being a caring gentleman.”

      “That sort of thing doesn’t impress me at all.” Or did it? She tried to imagine what would’ve happened if Collin had been there instead of Blake. She felt certain Collin, who had insisted on walking her all the way to her apartment, even in broad daylight, would never have left her to ride home alone after dark.

      “It also seems like you’re not all that attracted to him.”

      “I am, but...”

      “But what?”

      “You’re going to think I’m weird. Heck, I even think I’m weird.”

      “Wha-at?”

      “You can’t laugh. Promise me you won’t laugh.”

      “Okay, I promise.”

      Olivia took a deep breath. “I can’t believe I’m telling you this, but I think I like him better in his Santa suit.”

      Cackles of laughter burst through the phone speakers.

      “Grace! You promised you wouldn’t laugh!”

      The laughing continued, with Grace struggling to catch her breath. “No one could hear that without laughing. Anyway, I crossed my fingers.”

      “Cheater.”

      “What do you like about the Santa suit? Does he look hot in it?”

      “Yes, hot as in temperature. I think he sweats in it.”

      “Ewwwww!”

      “I know, right?” Olivia picked up her cell and flipped the speakerphone off, carrying it with her as she went to the kitchen for a glass of water.

      “You sound more disgusted by it than attracted to it. I think I’d be repelled, especially knowing some kid peed on his lap.”

      “I know—that peeing-kid story should have grossed me out. But the way he told me about it had me busting a gut, laughing.”

      “There’s something to be said for a guy with a good sense of humor. You’ve got to have it if you’re going to survive marriage. Still, I can’t see you liking some jolly, fat guy with white hair and white beard.”

      “I can’t explain it, but the first night I met him, wearing the Santa suit, I swear I got goosebumps just talking to him.” She took a swallow of water. “Maybe it was his confidence, despite the hideous costume. Or maybe it was how easy he was to talk to.”

      “The next two times you saw him, you didn’t feel the same draw?”

      “Not really. But the second and third night, we didn’t spend any time alone together while he was wearing the suit. And last night, that kiss sort of fell flat—that’s why I thought it might be the costume instead of the guy.”

      “That’s an easy riddle to solve. Won’t Blake be working tonight?”

      “Yes,” she answered with hesitation and downed the rest of her water.

      “Then all you need to do is get Santa alone and kiss him. Compare it to last night, and you’ll know if the costume makes a difference.”

      “Grace, you’re a genius.”

      “I know—my fan club tells me that all the time. And speaking of kisses, are you still pining over that one Collin surprised you with?”

      “Nah, I’d forgotten all about it.” She knew her face was bright red, but fortunately Grace couldn’t see.

      “Olivia Marshall! You know you shouldn’t tell lies, especially when you’re so bad at it.”

      How did she know? “Fine, I haven’t forgotten, but I’m not pining over it.”

      “Have you seen him lately?”

      “Of course not—it’s not like we’re in a relationship or anything. I only saw him last Sunday because we were going to see Martha at the hospital. Which reminds me, I need to go visit her again.”

      “You haven’t talked to him?”

      “Not since Sunday afternoon. Why?”

      “With all that gossip about his mother and his family, I thought he might have talked to you.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I forget— you aren’t on social media, are you?”

      Olivia let out a frustrated growl. “Not since I started med school. Hurry up and tell me what happened.”

      “Evidently, Collin’s mother is threatening to sue his father because he took the kids away from her and wouldn’t let her see them.”

      Olivia’s immediate reaction was an urge to slap the woman, even though they’d never met. “Give me a break! Collin is almost thirty years old. I don’t know anything about this woman or her history, but I know she could’ve seen Collin any time since he turned eighteen.”

      “Legally, yes. But she’s claiming Evan Sterling made up horror stories about her and turned the boys against her. I wonder if that’s true.”

      “I don’t know, but I bet Collin’s pretty upset if a bunch of people are talking about his mother. He was so sensitive about the subject that I thought she might have passed away. I didn’t dare ask any more questions.”

      “From what Charlie says, she and Collin both work hard to stay low-profile at Columbia. Charlie was in the news a while back because of her step-dad, but Collin’s been completely incognito. His dad doesn’t draw the kind of attention Steven Gherring does, and no one at Columbia knew Collin was related to Sterling Industries.”

      “So much for that, right?” Olivia bit her lower lip. “I guess everybody will know, now.”

      “Maybe they’re all too busy studying to pay attention to that stuff. Law students are probably more interested in foreign affairs than some wealthy family’s problems.”

      “For Collin’s sake, I hope you’re right.” She wondered if she could come up with an excuse to call and check on him. After all, even if he no longer had a romantic interest, they were still friends, right? She could act the way she always had in the past—like she wanted to keep him at arm’s length. If only he’d never kissed me, it would be a lot easier to pull that off. He practically ran away when I gave him an opportunity to kiss me again. Will it be awkward if we see each other now?

      “Olivia, are you biting your nails again?”

      “Drat! How do you know what I’m doing over the phone?” She pulled her finger away from her teeth and fanned herself, suddenly too hot in her light wool sweater, and tried to sweep all thoughts of Collin and that possessive kiss from her traitorous brain.

      “It’s my supernatural power of deduction. You’re a worrier, so I know you’re worrying about Collin’s problems even though you can’t do anything about it. You should go get some studying done so you can come to family dinner tomorrow night. I’ll be waiting for a report on that kiss.”

      “What kiss are you talking about?” she asked, wondering how Grace could possibly know she’d been fantasizing about Collin’s kiss again.

      “The one you’re going to get tonight…from Santa Claus.”
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      Collin dialed Charlie’s number before he shook the dust from his father’s house off his feet.

      “Collin, I’m so glad you called. I never see you anymore, even at school.” Even over the cell phone he could tell she was genuinely excited to talk to him, and the stark contrast from his own father’s subtle usury was like a twisting knife in his back. “The kids miss you so much. You’ve got to find some time to come for dinner again. You still eat, don’t you?”

      “I promise I’ll come. I miss you guys, too.”

      “Do you need something? Help with one of your classes? Or is this about your mother making a big stink?”

      Cement hardened inside his stomach. “You heard about that?”

      After a few seconds hesitation, she replied, “I’m sure it will blow over soon. Someone in Hollywood will get married for the ump-teenth time, and people will forget all about the Sterlings.”

      “I desperately hope you’re right. But that’s not why I called. I have a favor to ask, and it’s a big one. At least it’s leading up to a big one.”

      “You know I’d do anything for you, and so would Josh. Are you short on cash?”

      “No. Well, yes, in a way...”

      “How much do you need?”

      “I’m not sure. Maybe a half million or so.”

      He heard a gasp. “What? Are you in some kind of trouble? Is it a gambling debt?”

      He chuckled. “I wish it was that easy—I’d just let them break both my legs.”

      “What on earth is going on?”

      “You remember when I told you about Martha?”

      “The sweet lady at the shelter?”

      “That’s the one. She has acute kidney failure.”

      “Oh no! That’s why you need the money?”

      “Right. She really needs a kidney transplant. Even with Medicare, it will cost a fortune for copays and dialysis until she gets the transplant. Plus, she’ll need to find a better place to live when it’s all over, so it’s going to cost a bundle.”

      “You don’t want to go crawling back to your father.” It was a statement, not a question.

      “I already did that—bending and scraping all the skin off my knees in supplication.”

      “You must care a lot about Martha to do that. I take it he turned you down?”

      “Too many strings attached.”

      “I see. Why don’t you ask my step-dad? You know Steven can afford it, and Gherring, Inc. practically funded the entirety of Mercy General Hospital.”

      “That’s why I called. Thought you might ask him to meet with me. Maybe put in a good word.”

      “I don’t mind talking to him, but why not call him yourself? He’s your cousin.”

      “First cousin, once removed, to be precise. But, Steven doesn’t like me much. Never has.”

      “I think you’re wrong about that, Collin, but I’ll let you discern for yourself. When do you want to meet with him?”

      “As soon as possible. I’d say tonight, but I’m working.”

      “You’re tutoring? On a Saturday night? Thought that was only on weekdays.”

      “This is another part-time gig. I’m filling in for my roommate on a secret job-thing while he’s out of town.”

      “Really?” She coated the word with suspicion. “What kind of secret job-thing? Is it legal? You’re not doing something crazy for money, are you? Like carrying a briefcase full of drugs across town and leaving it in a locker?”

      “Charlie,” he scolded. “Have you been watching New York Crime Lab again?”

      After a moment of guilt-laden silence, she answered, “Mayyyy-be.”

      He chuckled. “Don’t worry, I’m not involved in underworld crime. I’ll tell you, but you have to keep it under your hat. You can’t tell a soul, okay?”

      “Tell me, already!” Her voice sparkled with excitement.

      He swallowed a groan, already dreading the long evening ahead. “I’m playing Santa Claus at a department store.”

      “Are you kidding me? You’re perfect for that. I’ve always said you should be an actor. Plus, you’re good with kids.”

      “I’m good with your kids, because your kids are amazing. Other people’s kids are horrible. Last time, one peed on my leg.”

      More chuckles were quickly followed by a loud clatter and even more laughter. “Sorry about that,” said Charlie, panting for air. “I laughed so hard I dropped my phone.”

      “It’s hot as you-know-what in that costume, and the kids scream and cry.”

      Laughter bubbled over the phone. “Stop! You’re killing me!”

      “It’s totally miserable, but I’m helping out my roommate. Don’t have a choice.”

      “You’ve got to tell me where you are, so I can bring the kids.”

      “No way! In fact, this company makes you sign a contract to keep your identity secret. If anyone found out I was subbing for Blake, he’d lose his job.”

      “Awww! You’ve got such a soft heart, Collin.”

      “My life would be so much easier if I didn’t.”

      “Well, that tender heart is why you care so much about Martha that you’ll do anything to get her the medical care she needs. Steven’s got the same soft heart, and that’s why I think he’ll help you.”

      “Hope you’re right.” He glanced at the time on his phone. He couldn’t put off the inevitable any longer. “Better go get ready. Time to dress up as a red-velvet human receptacle for screaming children and their spit, spit-up, and other random bodily fluids.”
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        * * *

      

      Olivia kept one eye on the far side of the department store, where a fat guy with a white beard entertained a never-ending line of children and parents. Meanwhile she sorted rumpled piles of angora sweaters littering the table. Nervous about her impending kiss, she folded one silky garment after another in robotic fashion, not noticing Cassie’s approach until her voice rang in her ear.

      “Those snotty chicks made this mess on purpose, you know.” Cassie retrieved a pastel pink sweater from the floor. “The skinny blonde stared right at me while she raked her hand around the table and stirred everything up like cake batter. I almost knocked her shiny white teeth into the back of her head.”

      “Remind me never to make you mad.” From the corner of her eyes, she saw Santa stand up, and she tensed, ready to make a dash to intercept him if he climbed down from the platform. She had to catch him when he took a break, but she didn’t want Cassie involved. Olivia wasn’t sure she actually had the nerve to kiss Blake while he was wearing the Santa mask, but she certainly couldn’t do it with an audience.

      “What’s so interesting over there?” Cassie followed the line of her gaze. “Watching Blake? You two dating?”

      So much for keeping Cassie out of the loop. “Kind of, I guess.”

      “I totally get credit for that match. You should pay me instead of that stupid dating website your sister put you on.”

      “I don’t really think it’s going to turn into a long-term relationship.”

      “Girl, you put entirely too much thought into dating. You only met the guy a week ago and you’re already worrying about marriage? That’s the kind of thing that sends guys running. No wonder you don’t have a boyfriend.”

      “I used to be a lot more carefree about dating, and about life in general. It’s only since I started med school that I’ve gotten so serious about everything.”

      “That’s what you need.”

      “What do I need?”

      “You need a guy who will make you laugh—keep you from being so serious all the time.”

      Collin’s teasing green eyes danced, uninvited, into her mind. “You could be right,” she mused.

      “From that silly smile on your face, I’m guessing you like Blake more than you’re admitting.”

      “No, I was thinking about...” She gulped, not wanting to reveal too much. “I was thinking about an old acquaintance—someone who jokes around a lot.”

      “Whatever you say.” Cassie started on another pile of rumpled sweaters. “I swear, I’m going to kill those girls if they walk back through here.”

      Olivia noticed Blake ambling toward the back of the store. His gaze met hers for an instant before he looked away, and she found herself wiping her suddenly sweaty palms on her jeans. Could she really do it? Could she kiss him while he was wearing the full Santa regalia? At the moment, the idea seemed repulsive. I don’t have to kiss him to find out if it’s the Santa suit I’m attracted to. If I talk to him alone, I’ll know one way or the other. After all, last night I wasn’t particularly stirred when I saw Blake in costume. Could be a fluky thing the first night when he seemed so mysterious. “I think I’ll take my break now.”

      “Okay, I’ll come with you. Let me tell Jennifer.”

      “I should go by myself.” She hurried to cut Cassie off. “We don’t want to leave Jennifer without any help in case she gets a sudden onslaught of customers wanting to check out.”

      Cassie crossed her arms, looking around the designer women’s clothes section of the store, empty but for a single girl browsing the fifty-percent-off rack. She turned narrowed eyes to Olivia. “Angling for some alone time with Blake, huh? Thought you said this relationship wasn’t going anywhere.”

      “Gotta go. We’ll talk later.” The last thing she needed was for Cassie to notice her blushing, so she averted her face as she scurried toward the break room.

      “I want a full report,” Cassie called after her.

      By the time Olivia reached the break room, she’d convinced herself the experimental Santa-kiss was unnecessary. She would simply have a private conversation and evaluate her reaction to Blake, comparing it to her responses the previous night when they shared hot cocoa together without the Santa suit. Confident, she opened the door and swept into the room.

      “Bl—” She choked, barely stopping herself from blurting out his name. Seated at the table with his back to her, Blake had his head bent in close conversation with another employee—a girl she recognized from the toy department. Petite and shapely, with a perfect dusky complexion set off by dark curls, the girl was every guy’s dream.

      A ridiculous pang of jealousy flashed, but Olivia tamped it down. She and Blake certainly had no commitments that would prevent him from speaking to another woman. After all, Olivia was still going out with guys from Grace’s dating website, so she had no room to complain. She was actually looking forward to her blind date next weekend with Grace’s newest pick. In reading some of his conversations with her sister, Olivia had judged him quick and witty, much like Collin except for his blue-collar background.

      Perhaps catching Blake with another woman was a sign she should break off her fledgling relationship with Santa Blake.

      The girl looked up, lifting a single perfectly-arched brow as she placed a possessive hand on Blake’s arm. “Oh, we have company.”

      Blake twisted around, leaping to his feet when he saw her. He looked guilty, despite the distinct lack of visible facial features to show it. “Olivia,” he rasped, his throat evidently still hoarse from yelling at the game.

      “Don’t let me interrupt,” Olivia said smoothly as she glided to the Coke machine, gratified to find herself in perfect control of her emotions, all traces of her momentary jealousy having vanished. “Going to grab a water, and I’ll be out of your hair.”

      “Blake, why are you whispering?” asked the girl, blinking wide eyes. “No one out there can hear us.”

      “Sore throat,” Blake explained. “Laryngitis.”

      “But—” the girl began.

      “It comes and goes,” he added, and extended a hand toward Olivia. “Come, sit down. Ella was just saying her break was almost over.”

      Ella’s lip stuck out. “I’m not in a huge hurry. Hillary might not notice how long I’ve been gone.”

      “Hillary?” asked Olivia. “Don’t the other sales managers call her Broom Hilda, the witch?”

      Ella aimed a worried glance at the clock on the wall. “Yeah, I’m already late. I’d better go.” She brushed against Blake on her way to the door. “I get off work at ten, if you want to go get a drink somewhere.”

      She dashed out the door without waiting for an answer, and Blake held up his palms as if proclaiming his innocence.

      “She was already here when I took my break, and we were only talking. I promise.”

      As the events of the previous night ran through her mind, she realized Blake would never be her kind of guy. Last night, he’d kissed her, and tonight he was flirting with another woman. He’d been in such a hurry to meet his friends at the club last night, he didn’t even follow her home on the subway. Granted, it had been an impromptu date, but she knew Collin would never have left her to travel home alone at night.

      The fact Collin had invaded her thoughts again made her irrationally angry. He’s ruined me for other men, and now he doesn’t even want me anymore. Whatever the case, she no longer had any desire to perform the Santa-kiss test on Blake.

      “No worries.” Olivia held up her bottle of water and gave it a shake. “I got what I came for. I’ll get out of your hair.”

      “Wait!”
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        * * *

      

      Collin knew that look—the tight smile, the clenching jaw, the flaring nostrils. Olivia was mad. And if she left there mad, Blake would likely never have another chance with her. She would be left to the designs of her crazy sister and an endless parade of sex-crazed men from the Internet dating site. He had to think fast, to say something to make her stay.

      Her hand was already on the door handle when he called for her to wait. She stopped, but didn’t even bother to look at him. “What do you want?” Terse. Impatient.

      “Why are you in such a hurry. Are you afraid of me?”

      She spun around so fast she should’ve been dizzy. “I’m not afraid of you. Why would I be afraid of a jolly old fat man in a tacky velvet outfit?”

      So far, so good. He’d kept her from escaping. Now he needed to poke a little bit—to make her banter with him—but not so much that she stormed off in a fit.

      “I think you’re using my costume as an excuse to keep distance between us. Maybe you think I’ll try to kiss you, and you won’t be able to handle it.”

      She took two steps toward him, fingers tightening around the water bottle until her knuckles turned white. “Ha! I hate to tell you, but, as kisses go, I’ve had much better.”

      What? Blake must have kissed her when he took her home on the subway last night. They hadn’t spoken before Blake left town for his dad’s birthday party. It was probably for the best, since Collin would’ve socked him in the mouth for kissing her so soon.

      “I was holding back last night,” he improvised, hoping to keep her sparring with him. “I didn’t want to send you into sensory overload.” He edged closer, almost within reach, tugging his gloves off and stuffing them in his pockets.

      “Do you even hear yourself?” Her chin lifted. Her cheeks flamed with outrage. “Sensory overload? Are you kidding me?”

      Another step and he was within target range. He reached out his left hand, fingers trailing down her cheek on the way to her neck, caressing that sensitive spot where her blood pulsed, under the edge of her jaw. Bingo! He saw her shudder as her eyes blinked closed for a few seconds, opening in a glaze as if she were waking from a long nap. He slid his hand behind her head and buried it in her hair, pulling her closer still.

      “I’m not kidding, Olivia.” He whispered the words into the hair over her ear, his breath sending a visible quiver down her spine.

      “Oh,” she whispered back as her body relaxed against him. Well…against the padded version of him.

      His hands shook as he battled the desire to kiss her senseless. But with the Santa beard and mustache, her response would likely be to itch like crazy. He had to work his magic with words instead. With her cheeks cupped in his hands, he tilted her face toward his. When her eyes opened, he snared her gaze.

      “Olivia, I promise I wasn’t flirting with Ella. Why would I want to be with anyone else? No one is like you. You’re all I want.” As he spoke those true words, knowing Blake would get the credit, his heart ripped from his chest. He was glad he was whispering, or his voice would’ve cracked with emotion. “Do you know why?”

      Her head rested on his foam-enhanced chest as her arms stretched around his girth. “Is it because my inner beauty makes you want to hold me for the rest of my life?”

      A bomb exploded in Collin’s head, and it was several seconds before he could form a coherent sentence. “I…no... Did I say that to you?”

      She looked up through thick lashes, a deep wrinkle between her eyes. “You did. Last night. How could you forget?”

      He clenched his teeth and attempted to slow his breathing. Though he ought to be glad Blake had used his description to win Olivia’s affections, he had an intense desire to sever his roommate’s head from his shoulders.

      Olivia twisted in his arms. “You’re squeezing me too tight.”

      He released her, but she remained close, staring down at her feet.

      “It’s all this padding. I can’t tell if my grip is too tight.”

      “That’s okay.” She folded her arms, hugging her shoulders. “This is super weird. I’ve got to be psycho to get physical with Santa Claus. I’m a freak, aren’t I?”

      He smiled, though she probably couldn’t see it for the beard. “Not any more than usual.”

      “Thanks a lot.” Her fist landed on his shoulder with a soft thud.

      “Such violence—I’m afraid you landed on the naughty list.”

      A grin fought its way onto her face, but vanished as quickly as it came. She tilted her head. “Your voice hasn’t gotten any better than last night. In fact, I think it’s worse. Are you sure you don’t have bronchitis or something?”

      “I’m positive I’m not sick. It’s laryngitis. Why? Are you worried about me? Or are you worried I made you sick when I kissed you goodnight?”

      She pulled her plump bottom lip between her teeth, a sight that had him sighing with the desire to taste her lips.

      “Actually,” she murmured, her eyes averted. “I was kind of thinking about when you kiss me tonight.”

      Oh, no! She expects Blake to come back tonight after work. Collin had to make up a viable excuse. “Can’t go out with you tonight. I need to go to bed early. Church in the morning—early service.”

      “You could kiss me now.”

      His heart thumped, echoing off the walls in the break room. “I can’t take this stupid mask off while I’m at work.”

      Her shoulders shrugged. “Then kiss me with it on.”

      “Really?”

      She nodded, her mouth falling open as her tongue wet her lips.

      At that moment, he would’ve done anything to comply. In desperation, he tugged at the mouth opening, trying to make more room for his lips, so frustrated he almost ripped the entire Santa mask off his face.

      “Here.” She placed the water bottle on the floor at her feet. “Let me help.”

      Her slender fingers probed, parting the beard and mustache, combing it back and holding it out of the way. With a reassuring nod, she closed her eyes and pursed those luscious lips. He couldn’t wait to feel them against his own. He leaned down, anticipating her soft, responsive mouth. Their lips touched. Electricity fired through his nerve endings, even more than the first time he’d kissed her.

      She made a quiet moan that made his throat tighten. Encouraged, he pressed harder, hoping the beard didn’t irritate too badly.

      “Oh, sick!”

      They jumped apart, turning to find Cassie standing in the doorway, both hands over her mouth, and her eyes bugging out like a bullfrog.

      She shook her head, pointing an accusing finger toward them. “I’m pretty sure somebody could get arrested for what you’re doing.” A string of laughter busted out. “Maybe both of you.”
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      After church on Sunday morning, Olivia stopped by the hospital to check on Martha, feeling guilty that she needed to keep her visit brief and get back to her studies. The poor woman must be lonely lying in the hospital bed, day after day with no one to talk to. The door was ajar, so she peeked inside without knocking, in case Martha was asleep. But Martha wasn’t alone. Collin sat in the chair adjacent to the bed, chatting animatedly. He said something in a low voice that made Martha laugh.

      The last time Olivia had seen Collin he was running away from her as fast as he could after she’d practically begged him to kiss her, albeit in a non-verbal fashion. This was going to be awkward. Too awkward.

      She backed up quietly, shutting the door.

      “Go on in, honey.” A nurse the size of Kansas herded her into the room, pushing the door open wide. “Look Martha, you have another visitor. You’re popular today.”

      “Hi.” Olivia pasted a smile on her face, searching in vain for a crack to fall into and disappear. She looked everywhere but at Collin, who was probably doing the same thing. “Don’t want to intrude. Only wanted to stop in and see how you’re feeling.”

      “Have a seat, honey.” The nurse shoved her toward the empty chair beside Collin. “I only have to check vitals and I’ll be out of your way. I’m sure Martha wants a little girl-time. She probably gets tired having no one but this handsome young man to talk to every day.” She threw back her head, laughing at her own joke as she took Martha’s blood pressure.

      Collin comes to see Martha every day? I’m such a terrible friend. I haven’t checked on her in a week.

      Olivia perched on the edge of her seat, folding her hands in her lap and keeping her elbow tucked in, away from Collin.

      “Olive Oil, how have you been?” asked Martha with a wink.

      “I should be asking you that question—you’re the one in the hospital. But you seem in much better spirits today. Are you feeling better?”

      The nurse butted in. “She isn’t using as much pain medication. I think she’s worried she’ll miss something. This lady likes to be in on every conversation.” The nurse chuckled again, leaving in the same flamboyant fashion she arrived. “I’ll be back later, Martha. Don’t let me catch you up doing the twist.”

      Martha smiled at Olivia. “I do feel better than last week. And did Collin tell you the news?”

      She felt his gaze and heat permeated up her neck all the way to the part in her hair. “No, Collin and I don’t cross paths much. What’s your news, Martha?”

      Collin answered, “She’s getting a kidney transplant.”

      “And Collin’s the one responsible,” Martha added, bestowing a magnanimous smile on him. “It took him less than twenty-four hours to find the money.”

      His face glowed bright red. “Like I said, it hasn’t been finalized, Martha. But I have a really good lead. I’m meeting with him tonight.”

      “I’m just happy you didn’t involve your father in all this. So proud of you for rejecting all his money. Didn’t want him to have power over you again.”

      Though it seemed impossible, his face grew even redder. It was a few seconds before Olivia realized she was staring at him with her mouth hanging open. Beyond her shock at even more revelations about Collin, she worried that Martha might have her hopes dashed. “Martha, I’m glad you’ve decided to fight this thing, but you know it may be a long time before you get matched with a new kidney, right?”

      “Collin told me he has it all worked out. He found a way I can get a kidney without having to wait—something about a pair-matching program. It’s all very exciting. I can handle dialysis, as long as I know there’s an end in sight. I won’t complain about it, either. I’m so lucky to have Collin looking after me.”

      Collin looked at the floor, but Olivia could still see how embarrassed he was. She didn’t know anything about a universal donor program, but leave it to Collin to find an innovative solution.

      She’d been so wrong about Collin, having pegged him as a spoiled rich kid with no sense of responsibility. Unfortunately, the moment she started to reconsider her negative assessment, he lost interest in her. Now she wished she had a do-over.

      If she’d realized the truth about Collin, would she have chosen him over Blake? Interesting question. Maybe not. At least not when Blake was in his Real Santa costume. When he was in disguise, he took on a different persona—more confident and edgy. Somehow, he stripped her defenses and left her emotions bubbling on the surface. He knew exactly what to say to get her riled up—exactly how much he could tease her without going too far. In addition, he responded as passionately as she did, as if she were a valued treasure, precious and rare. If only he were as magnetic without the presence of his disguise.

      Though, if she admitted the truth…Collin was every bit as alluring as Blake. Perhaps even more. And he had no need to hide behind a mass of red velvet and padding.
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        * * *

      

      Collin shrugged, turning his attention back to Martha. “I need to go, but I’ll be back tomorrow. Hopefully, I’ll know for sure about the money. Even if it falls through, I’ll find a way to get your transplant paid for.” He dropped a kiss on her forehead before heading toward the door.

      “I can’t stay long, either.” Olivia threw out her comment as Collin escaped the room, expecting he would hang around in the lobby to talk to her. “I can come back on Friday. I’ve got a huge test Friday morning, so I’ll either be ecstatic or depressed when I see you.”

      “Are you going to school for nursing, Olive Oil?” Martha lifted her hand, and Olivia moved to grasp it.

      “No, I’m already a nurse. I’m in medical school. Going to be a doctor.” At least I will be if I pass my test. Her head throbbed, as life’s pressures descended once again.

      “I’m sure you’ll be a great doctor. You’re a sweet girl.”

      “Thanks, Martha.” Olivia patted her hand and turned to go.

      “Olivia...”

      “Yes?” She tried to hide her impatience, worried she would miss Collin if she delayed.

      “Have you thought about what I said last week? About Collin?”

      “When you told me to take care of him?”

      Martha nodded, her chin quivering. “I thought you might be willing to go out with him. He’s too shy to ask you, but he might do it if you asked him.”

      “Shy? You think Collin is shy?” She clapped her hand over her mouth, stifling a laugh. She didn’t want to hurt Martha’s feelings, but the woman obviously hadn’t seen Collin’s brash and cocky side. “He’s one of the most confident men I’ve ever met—overconfident, really. He’s never had any trouble asking girls out. He’s asked me out plenty of times.”

      Martha’s mouth stretched in a knowing smile, her eyebrows lifted high. “But you turned him down, didn’t you?”

      “I did. I turned him down. But that’s because I underestimated him.”

      “I know.” Martha expelled a long, heavy breath of air. “Collin is all bravado and bluster. He didn’t mind asking you out when he knew you’d say no. But once that changed—once he thought you might accept—he talked himself out of it. Mark my words, he’ll never ask you out again.”

      Olivia blinked. Could Martha be right? Hopefully, that wasn’t true. Hopefully, he was in the lobby right now, waiting to talk to her when she came down.

      “Listen, Martha, I need to hurry and catch him before he leaves the hospital.”

      “Okay.” She grinned, her eyes sparkling. “Go get him.”

      Olivia dashed out, striding like a speed walker. She passed a slow-moving, kind-faced woman who shook her head at her apparent haste. Olivia reached the elevator and pushed the down button. The numbers over the door changed so slowly she thought for a moment it might be stuck. She punched the button a few more times for good measure.

      “That doesn’t really work, you know. Late for an appointment?” The kind-faced woman had joined her, and Olivia wanted to scream in frustration at the time lost.

      “Sort of. Someone’s waiting for me, and I don’t want to miss them.”

      “Ah,” she said. “Must be a boy.”

      Her face looked less kind, now—more meddlesome.

      “Mmm...” Olivia declined to comment.

      The bell dinged, doors opened, and Olivia wedged onto the side of the crowded elevator. To her great irritation, the nosy woman squeezed in front of her, forcing her into the back corner.

      After stopping on two different floors for people to exit and enter, the elevator finally opened on the lobby floor. Everyone filed off, and Olivia hurried out, scanning the waiting area where Collin had been waiting last Sunday.

      No sign of him. He was gone.

      “Did you miss him?” asked the woman with beady eyes and an elephant-sized nose.

      Olivia stomped away without answering, smiling as she imagined shoving a brown paper bag over the woman’s head.
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        * * *

      

      Inside the plush apartment building, Collin rode the elevator to the penthouse floor that was the home of his cousin, Steven Gherring. Though he’d lived in New York for the past three years, he’d never visited his cousin’s home. Contrary to Charlie’s opinion, Collin knew there was no love lost between Steven and his first cousin, Evan, who happened to be Collin’s father. The only thing they had in common was Gram, his great-grandmother, who held an obligatory family gathering each December. For the most part, Collin and his brother, David, avoided Gram, since she disapproved of their lifestyles. It occurred to Collin that his decision to attend law school might garner approval from his feisty great-grandmother, who seemed destined to outlive everyone in her family.

      Collin wedged two fingers inside his too-tight, starched collar and gave it a tug, then blew on his clammy palms before pressing the door buzzer. Why did I think this was a good idea? Steven will shoot me down before I even finish presenting Martha’s case. Don’t even know why he agreed to meet with me.

      The doorknob rattled and Collin tensed, prepared to face the imposing figure of his cousin, Steven Gherring. Though Collin was an inch over six feet tall, Steven still had a couple of inches advantage in height. But when the door swung open, it wasn’t Steven who greeted him.

      “Hi, Collin. Come in,” said Anne Gherring, Steven’s effervescent wife and the mother of their twin sons.

      Collin felt a tug on his arm, jerking him through the doorway. From her ponytail to her jeans, t-shirt, and bare feet, Anne was the opposite of what one would expect of a billionaire’s wife. “We’re so glad you came to visit. I told Steven we should’ve invited you a long time ago.”

      “Uhmm...” Collin cleared his throat, confused by her greeting. “You know why I’m here, right?”

      She waved her hand. “We know all about that. Charlie told us. We’ll get to that soon enough.” She turned her head, cupping her hand around her mouth. “Steven! Collin’s here!”

      Steven strode into the room, clad in casual jeans and a black t-shirt, the likes of which his father had never worn. Always concerned with appearances, his dad stressed the importance of dressing in expensive clothes. “Dressing better than your opponent gives you the upper hand in any negotiations.”

      But instead of gaining confidence, Collin felt awkward and overdressed.

      Collin offered his hand and Steven shook it with a firm grasp.

      “Good to see you, Collin. Charlie and Josh talk about you all the time. And we hear about you from Jace and Chloe.”

      “They’re great kids,” Collin offered, unsure what the proper response should be.

      “Next time we’ll have you over for dinner,” said Anne.

      “Next time?” The question slipped out before he could stop it.

      “There will definitely be a next time.” Anne pursed her lips as she shot a glance at her husband.

      Steven chuckled. “You see, Collin, I’m in a great deal of trouble for how I’ve excluded my family from my life. You’re doing me a big favor coming here today. My wife loves family, and I love my wife. Around here, if Anne’s happy, everyone’s happy.” He held a hand to his mouth and whispered an aside, in a loud voice. “And visa-versa.”

      Anne guided him to the living area and indicated a comfortable chair for him to sit. She and Steven took the couch opposite.

      “We’ve probably only got a few minutes before the twins wake up from their nap,” she said. “Why don’t you guys get this money-talk over with?”

      Steven leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “Tell me about this woman who needs a kidney transplant.”

      Finally on solid footing, Collin shared Martha’s story, succinctly and without emotion, as he’d practiced. When he finished, he was surprised to see Anne dabbing at her eyes.

      “Sorry about the tears,” Anne said, grabbing a tissue from a nearby box. “I tend to be a bit on the emotional side.”

      “More than a bit.” Steven softened his comment with an affectionate kiss on her cheek.

      Collin watch the interaction with unguarded interest, shocked to see his cousin, one of the wealthiest and most influential men in the country, displaying such vulnerability. Perhaps this was an act—a display for Collin’s benefit—though he couldn’t fathom the purpose.

      “Let me ask the obvious question.” Steven steepled his fingers, his expression unreadable. “Why not ask your father to help this woman? I know Evan could easily part with this amount of money without crimping his style.”

      “The short answer is I already asked him. He agreed to help, but his conditions were unreasonable.”

      Steven raised an eyebrow. “He wanted you to pay him back?”

      “No, that would’ve been reasonable.” Collin steeled himself against an onslaught of emotion. “He wanted me to meet with my mother. I refused.”

      From Anne’s wide-eyed look, Collin assumed she was dying to ask questions, but she pressed her lips together and remained silent.

      “I take it you don’t have the best of relationships with her,” Steven remarked.

      “In the twenty-five years since she deserted our family, she’s never tried to contact me or my brother. I have no idea why she wants to speak to me now, but I have no interest in anything she might have to say.”

      After a moment of contemplation, Steven nodded. “I understand your decision.”

      In the silence that followed, Collin grew more and more despondent, faced with the inevitability of rejection. Though he assured Martha he would find the money for her treatment no matter the result of this meeting, he had no other avenues to pursue other than to beg the doctors and the hospital for mercy.

      Steven cleared his throat, commanding his attention. “I would also have conditions if I cover these medical expenses.”

      “Steven, I don’t think—” Anne started to object, but Steven raise his hand to silence her.

      “That’s to be expected.” Collin rushed to agree, ready to accept any demands he might make. “I can pay you back, but I have to warn you I’ll also have student loans to repay. Columbia isn’t a cheap law school.”

      “But it’s a good one.” Steven smiled. “My alma mater.”

      “Oh.” Collin had no idea his cousin had gone to law school. He wondered if that had been part of his father’s objection, since he was obsessed with Steven Gherring, constantly attempting to establish his superiority.

      “However, paying me back is not part of the bargain.” Steven pulled a piece of paper out of his pocket and unfolded it, his eyes scanning the printed lines. “Based on Charlie’s information, I’ve already taken the liberty of researching Martha Avalon. I learned she’s been a long-term resident of a short-term homeless shelter, with ever increasing responsibilities for which she’s never been compensated, other than the provision of a bed to sleep in. It so happens I’m planning to open a new shelter, one providing expanded services, and I’d expect Martha to help administer that shelter, serving as a sort of house mom.” He looked up and added, “With reasonable compensation.”

      Collin couldn’t believe his ears. “Martha would love that! I’ll tell her tomorrow. She’ll be so excited.”

      “Of course, that’s assuming she survives.”

      “She’ll survive if she gets a new kidney.”

      Anne and Steven exchanged a worried glance.

      “We certainly pray that will all work out,” Anne said.

      “It will work,” Collin insisted. “I’m so grateful for your generosity.”

      Steven nodded. “And here’s what I want from you...”

      His heart sank. Of course it had been too good to be true.

      Steven continued, “I’d expect you to serve on the board of directors at the new shelter for a minimum five-year term.”

      “Board of directors?”

      “An unpaid position.”

      “I could do that.” He felt himself grinning. “That’s it? That’s all you want? Because I’m willing to pay you back.”

      Steven’s eyes crinkled in the corners as he returned the smile. “That’s all I want.”

      “This is awesome.” Anne clapped her hands. “You see, Steven? I was right, wasn’t I? Didn’t I say you shouldn’t judge the boys when you barely knew them.”

      “I’ll admit, this one time, you were correct.”

      “One time? Ha! I’m usually right, but you don’t usually listen.” She jabbed an elbow in his side.

      “Don’t be so violent, woman. You don’t want to set a bad example for the younger generation.”

      Their friendly banter reminded Collin of the witty exchanges between Olivia and him, a memory he pushed from his mind. No use wishing for something he couldn’t have. He’d already received more than he could ever hope for.

      “But Collin, I do have some advice for you, and I don’t think you’re going to like it.”

      “Advice? As in something optional I can choose to ignore?”

      “Yes, I suppose that’s an accurate description.” Steven chuckled. “Certainly true when I give advice to Anne.”

      She laughed, punching him on the shoulder.

      “In that case, fire away,” Collin said, feeling relaxed again.

      Steven looked him square in the eyes. “I think you should talk to your mother.”

      Collin’s good mood vanished. “You don’t know her. You don’t know what she did. Or what she said.”

      “That’s a lot to ask, Steven.” Anne’s jovial expression was gone. “It’s hard for me to be sympathetic with Collin’s mother if she abandoned her children.”

      “Collin is my only concern in this situation.” Steven addressed Collin again. “I fear, if you choose not to meet with her, you might someday regret it. Maybe not, but how can you know?”

      A number of harsh retorts came to mind, but he held his tongue. Unlike Collin’s father, Steven gave advice based solely on what he thought would benefit Collin. He had to respect Steven’s unselfish consideration. “I’ll think about it.”

      “That’s fine, Collin. I’m sure you’ll make the right decision.” Steven gave a sharp nod. “I do have one more question, though. How are you planning to find a kidney for Martha? As I understand, the waiting list is quite long. I have to tell you I’m ethically against buying your way to the top of the list, in case that’s what you have in mind.”

      “Actually, I’m planning to donate my own kidney. I have two good ones, so it’s no big deal.”

      Steven’s brows twisted as he shook his head. “Collin, I hate to tell you this, but you’re very unlikely to be a match for Martha.”

      “I’m pretty certain my blood type is O-positive, which makes me a universal donor. Although they test for matching antigens, even a one out of six match would make a more successful donor kidney than one from a cadaver, which is what Martha would get if she waits on the list for a year or two. The only real obstacle to my donation is the cross-matching test. If that one fails, it’s a no-go.”

      “I’m kind of surprised Martha would let you do that,” Anne said, her eyes brimming with tears. “But I think it’s sweet that you’re willing to give up your kidney for her.”

      “She doesn’t know I’m going to be the donor,” he hastened to explain. “I’ll have to tell her eventually, of course, but I’m waiting to confirm I’m a match.”

      Steven closed both eyes tight, and Collin tried to read the emotion behind his strained expression. Did I blow it? Is he going to withdraw his offer?

      “We’ll talk more about this at a later time, Collin. I think you shouldn’t get your hopes up too high about the transplant, because things might not work out right away. But lots of people live many years while on dialysis.”

      Martha had already made it clear she would give up on living if that were the case, so his kidney had to work. There was no other way. Of course, he also had to overcome Martha’s stubborn nature. She might refuse to do the transplant surgery when she learned Collin was the source of the kidney. But he was attempting to find a way around that, as well.

      “It will work. It has to work.”

      A grim smile ghosted across Steven’s face. Collin noted his cousin was nothing like the arrogant, controlling monster his dad had always described. He wondered how many other discrepancies his father had woven into the fabric of his life.
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        * * *

      

      Olivia fell facedown on the bed, groaning. “Grace, this isn’t funny. There’s something terribly wrong with me. I’ve got the hots for Santa Claus.”

      Grace continued to howl with laughter, not showing an inkling of sympathy for her plight. Having retreated to a private place in their parents’ home so Olivia could give a report before Sunday night dinner, Grace had egged her on to give all the colorful details of her encounter with Blake in the break room.

      “You’re not helping. Can’t you see how awful this is?” She tried to look serious, but Grace’s hilarity was contagious.

      “You’ve got yourself in a pickle, all right. What would you do if the situation were reversed? If it was me who got caught making out with Santa Claus at Bergman?”

      “I’d probably make a secret video of your confession and put it on YouTube.” Though she complained at Grace’s reaction, it was exactly what she needed. She already felt ten pounds lighter.

      “Why didn’t I think of that? Guess you’re lucky I don’t have Claire and Hannah recording our conversation. We like to keep the practical joke score even, and I believe you’re way ahead at the moment.”

      Something in Grace’s tone sounded suspicious.

      “Where are Hannah and Claire, anyway?”

      “They’re probably downstairs with Adeline. Or waiting for Spencer and Emily to show up with baby Max.” Grace’s lip twitched the way it always did when she was nervous, and her gaze flicked to the closet before she fastened it to her feet.

      “No!” Olivia rolled off the bed and ran for the closet. Grace flew off her chair and dove toward Olivia’s feet, tackling her onto the carpet. Peals of laughter floated between the slats of the louvered closet door. From her back, pinned to the floor by her nimble sister, Olivia saw the door open and Hannah and Claire tumble out, their faces red with hilarity.

      “I got it,” Hannah declared. “And it’s already saved to the cloud, so don’t think you can erase it off my phone, even if you knew the password.”

      Olivia tried to suppress her own laughter. “I can’t believe you did this, you turncoats. Well, Grace and Hannah, I can believe. But Claire—I thought we had an alliance.”

      “Grace and Hannah made a better offer.” Claire shrugged, lifting her hands.

      “Chocolate,” Grace supplied, as she shifted, allowing Olivia to get up. “The best way to seal a deal.”

      Claire propped her hands on her hips. “And you said we were going to see a movie together, Olivia. That was three months ago.” Her head shook slowly from side to side, her mouth twisted in disapproval. “I’m afraid I can’t trust you anymore. Anyway, this is nothing compared to some of the stuff you’ve pulled off.”

      “This is way worse, and you know it. This is totally humiliating. You guys can’t post this video. What if Blake sees it?”

      “I’m willing to bargain.” Hannah sat on the edge of the bed and patted the mattress beside her.

      “What kind of bargain?” Olivia climbed from the floor and sat beside her sister.

      “How about if you confess everything, like you used to do before you started medical school?” Hannah suggested.

      “There’s nothing else to confess. You’ve already heard all about Blake. And I’m assuming Grace told you about the two guys from the dating website.”

      “We haven’t heard any Collin stories in forever,” said Claire, as she and Grace sat cross-legged on the floor in front of her. “You used to tell us one or two every week.”

      “No, I didn’t. Collin and I have never even gone out on a date. I pretty much despised him since the day we met.”

      “You probably believe that hogwash, but we never did,” Grace said, as a knowing look passed between the three sisters. “We all knew you liked him, no matter what you said.”

      Olivia stared, disbelieving, at her three smug sisters. “That’s not true, Grace. If you really thought, for the past year and a half, I liked Collin in some deep, hidden-from-myself fashion, why would you sign me up for an online dating site? You were the one encouraging me to go out with other guys.”

      “I only did that because I knew you’d compare them all to Collin and find them lacking. I thought you’d eventually come to your senses and figure it out.”

      “That’s impossible. I know you, Grace. You’ve never hesitated to give your opinion since the day you were born. If you really thought I should date Collin, you would’ve told me, outright.”

      “Think about it, Olivia.” Claire leaned forward, pursing her lips. “We all know Grace is opinionated—that’s true. But what about you? What’s your famous trait?”

      She hesitated. “I’ll admit, I’ve been known to express a certain amount of stubbornness.”

      “Olivia, you are the master of understatement.” Hannah rolled her eyes. “There was never a mule born more stubborn than you, and you know it. Once you make up your mind about something, you are the only one who can change it.”

      “If you’re so convinced I secretly like Collin, why did you encourage me to make a fool out of myself with Blake in a Santa costume?”

      “Because I never dreamed you’d actually do it.” Grace cackled with laughter. “You really might be in need of professional counseling.”

      “You’re making me wish I’d never confided in you at all.” Olivia fumed. She was getting more frustrated by the second.

      “Olivia, I noticed you didn’t actually deny liking Collin.” Hannah lifted an eyebrow. “You said you despised him—past tense, instead of present tense. Does that mean you’ve changed your mind about him?”

      “She did use the past tense, didn’t she,” Claire said. “Tell us the truth. Who do you like? Blake or Collin?”

      “Or Santa?” Graced added, setting off another round of laughter.

      Olivia plastered a stern look on her face, determined not to answer until her sisters quieted from their mirth.

      “Okay, we’ll stop teasing,” Grace said. “At least for a few minutes. But no promises about later.”

      “I really don’t think Blake is ‘the one,’ in or out of his Santa suit, so I probably shouldn’t waste any more time on him. As for Collin…the truth is I’m really worried about him because he’s under a lot of stress right now.” Olivia caught herself chewing on her fingernail, and snatched it out of her mouth, sitting on both hands to hold them in place. “He’s been going to visit Martha in the hospital every day.”

      “Martha?” whispered Claire.

      “The homeless woman from the shelter,” Hannah clarified. “The one Olivia visited last week in the hospital.”

      Claire nodded.

      “I’m think he’s internalizing all this terrible stress, and he really needs someone to talk to,” Olivia explained.

      “Why can’t you talk to him?” asked Claire.

      “I think he needs to talk to his brother. I tried to get David’s cell phone number, but Collin wouldn’t give it to me.”

      “You seem to care a lot about him. Are you admitting he’s not as terrible as you always claimed he was?” asked Grace.

      Olivia swallowed something that felt like a rock. “It doesn’t matter what I think about Collin. He doesn’t like me anymore.”

      “Olivia, you’re being ridiculous. Collin has been in love with you since he laid eyes on you.” Grace used her I’m-married-and-know-all-about-these-things voice. “It couldn’t have changed overnight.”

      “Even if he liked me before, he’s changed his mind now. He’s been avoiding me like the plague.”

      “In other words, you blew it,” Claire huffed. “You were too stubborn for too long, and now it’s too late.”

      “Maybe,” Olivia conceded. “Or maybe he was only playing games. Maybe he liked chasing and teasing me, but he never actually wanted to catch me.”

      Her words fell flat. Three pairs of eyes gave her a silent scolding. Of course none of them believed Collin was playing games. Neither did she. A guy who visits a homeless woman in the hospital every day isn’t the kind of guy who plays games in relationships. How could she have been so blind?

      “Okay, fine.” Olivia fell back onto the bed and covered her face. “I blew it.”

      Their mother’s voice wafted up the stairwell. “We could use some help down here, girls! Emily and Spencer are here with Max. And Grace, we can’t find Adeline’s diaper bag.”

      Olivia sat up, her shoulders sagging in defeat. Their time was up, and none of her sisters had offered any real solutions for her problems.

      Grace pointed to the green plaid satchel in the corner of the room. “The diaper bag is up here.”

      “I’ll take it down.” Hannah gave Olivia a hug before snatching the diaper bag from the chair and heading into the hallway. “You’ll figure it out, Olivia. Hang in there.”

      Claire’s lips pulled down. “Even though I teased you about being stubborn, I don’t really think it’s your fault. It’s bad timing.” She also gave Olivia a hug before departing.

      “You know,” Grace said. “I’ve got an idea how you can attract Collin’s attention, again. I think it’s a foolproof way to have him practically drooling for you.”

      “What’s that?” Olivia stood and offered Grace a hand-up, praying her sister might, for once, have a practical idea that would offer a glimmer of hope.

      “I think you should dress up in a red velvet outfit with a long white beard and mustache. I hear it works every time.”
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      Monday morning was the hardest time to stay awake, especially during Contracts class, listening to the droning voice of his professor as he read from the textbook.

      Collin’s phone buzzed, a surreptitious glance revealing an incoming text. Having arrived early to secure a seat on the back row, he felt comfortable checking his messages, despite his professor’s strict rule requiring all cell phones be turned off and stowed away.

      Olivia: I still need David’s cell number.

      Collin: Why?

      Olivia: My business.

      Collin would’ve been happy if Olivia never spoke to David for the rest of her life. Not that he didn’t love his brother, but David was still stuck in a cycle of drinking and partying. Olivia was strong enough to resist any such temptation, but she was too pure to be exposed to it. Plus, Collin didn’t want to be judged by his brother’s actions.

      Collin: No reason, no number.

      Olivia: Need volunteers for medical school study. Cirrhosis of liver.

      Evidently, she knew about his drinking. Collin let out a chuckle, quickly turning it into a cough when his neighboring fellow law students turned to stare. Collin frowned, fastening his gaze on the imposing figure of his professor who never looked up from the book on his lectern.

      Striking and aggressive, Professor Burkhalter held the record as the youngest man in the U.S. to graduate from law school, passing the bar at the age of nineteen. At some point, however, a female had broken his record, passing the bar at eighteen years of age, a fact that delighted Collin as much as it must have irritated Burkhalter. The man had an ego the size of Texas, and though much of it was justified, Collin detested him. He put no effort into preparation for their lectures, yet he expected respect and admiration. At the beginning of the semester, a number of the female students crowded the front row to be near him, claiming he was movie-star handsome, but over time his exterior charm had worn thin, exposing the narcissism that was his true nature.

      To battle sheer boredom, Collin always read the chapter during the first fifteen minutes of class, and then found other means of entertainment for the rest of the hour. But today, he was having a hard time getting into the new science fiction book he had folded between the covers of his textbook.

      When no one appeared to be watching, he returned to his phone, smiling at her cirrhosis comment.

      Collin: Not a good candidate. Too far gone.

      He waited for at least five minutes for a reply, the time ticking away so slowly on the clock he felt he was in a warp zone, like his sci-fi novel. Finally, his phone vibrated again.

      Olivia: Stop making me laugh! You almost got me caught texting in class! LOL

      Noticing a nosy neighbor on his left, Collin waited a minute before responding.

      Collin: Me, too.

      Two more minutes passed, and she responded.

      Olivia: Can I have his number?

      Collin: Can I have a valid reason?

      Olivia: I want to talk to him.

      Collin: Great explanation. In that case, no.

      Olivia: Never mind, I’ll get it from someone else.

      His left-hand neighbor stared down his rather large nose, disapproval written clearly on his face. Collin returned a scowl so fierce, he quickly averted his eyes. Why would Olivia want to talk to David? He couldn’t think of a single good reason. But she could probably get his phone number if she worked hard enough. Charlie probably had it, and didn’t they have weekly lunches together?

      Collin: I’ll send it after class.

      Olivia: Thanks.

      He would send her David’s number, but not until he’d warned David she was strictly off-limits.

      “Mr. Sterling!”

      Every head in the room swiveled to face him as he tucked his cell phone under his seat—too late. His left-hand neighbor sported a self-righteous smile, and Collin wanted to smack it off his face. How does the professor know my name?

      “Yes, Professor Burkhalter?” He threw all the innocence he could muster into his voice, hoping his professor might not have seen the cell phone.

      Burkhalter’s face reddened, highlighting his prominent cheekbones, which Collin speculated had been surgically enhanced. “I suppose, Mr. Sterling, since you were blatantly ignoring my rules, using a cell phone instead of listening to my lecture, you already know this information. Why don’t you stand up and explain the concepts of agreement and consideration for the benefit of the rest of the class?”

      Collin rose to his feet, ignoring the knot in his stomach and the heat in his face, and recited verbatim the summary paragraph on agreement and consideration from the end of the chapter.

      As he remained standing, he glanced to his left, where his neighbor stared with his jaw hanging to the floor.

      Mr. Burkhalter’s upper lip lifted in a sneer. And in that moment, Collin knew he’d made a mistake. His professor wanted to humiliate him, and he wouldn’t stop until he succeeded.

      “You are only a first-semester law student, Mr. Sterling, like any other. You do not command special privileges or exceptions, no matter who your father might be.”

      “No, sir. I would not expect and have never asked for any special treatment.”

      “Do you enjoy being the center of attention, Mr. Sterling?”

      “No, sir, I do not.”

      “I think you do, Mr. Sterling. Please enlighten the class with your legal opinion on a current event. Tell me, if one Rebecca Sterling were to file suit against one Evan Sterling, what are her odds of success?”

      The heat in his face disappeared, replaced by something cold and numbing. He opened his mouth to respond and closed it when nothing came to mind. The faces of his classmates blurred to faceless mannequins. He bent over to retrieve his briefcase and walked to the door, his footsteps echoing on the tile floor like gunshots. Though no one dared to make a sound, their laughter pounded on his eardrums. The door closed behind him with a resounding clank, and he moved, unseeing, down the empty corridor.
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        * * *

      

      “Hey, Olivia. I was returning your call. What’s up?” Charlie’s call came through as Olivia was heading into her class.

      “I’m so glad you caught me before my afternoon lab. I’m hoping you have David Sterling’s cell number.”

      “Not to be nosy or anything—oh, who am I kidding? I am being nosy. Why do you need his number? Does this have anything to do with Collin’s birthday?”

      “Collin’s birthday? Is it coming up soon?” Olivia added one more task to her overflowing list—buy Collin a birthday card. It was the least she could do, since he’d delivered a box of chocolate truffles for her birthday in July. At the time, she’d turned her nose up at the gift, complaining he couldn’t take no for an answer. Of course, that hadn’t prevented her from eating every single, delectable bite.

      “Saturday after next, on the thirtieth.”

      “The Saturday after Thanksgiving. At least that gives me some time.”

      “Does this mean you and Collin have started dating, now? Why didn’t you ask Collin for David’s number?”

      “The answer is no, we’re not dating, and I did, but he wouldn’t give it to me. He said he would, but he never sent it. I thought I’d ask you, instead.”

      “I’m pretty sure I have it. I’ll send it as soon as we hang up.”

      “Thanks, Charlie. You’re the best.”

      “But you never said why you need it.”

      “Because...” Olivia hesitated, wondering if she should discuss Collin’s personal life with Charlie. But in the end, she decided Charlie probably knew as much as she did. “I think Collin is struggling with all this stuff about his mom and needs to talk to somebody about what’s going on. I figured David would be a good person for that, since he already knows about it.”

      “Hmmm. I’m not sure David will take you seriously.”

      “I suppose you and Josh would be a better choice than David,” said Olivia. “I was thinking his brother was the only person who knew the whole story, but I guess you guys know all the details about his mother, too.”

      “I only know he was five years old when she left them. Collin never explained what happened.”

      “If he was five, that means David was only three,” Olivia mused. “I’m guessing he doesn’t remember anything at all.”

      “Are you sure it’s his mother that’s thrown him off kilter? He could be upset about his friend from the homeless shelter, the one with kidney failure. Or maybe—don’t get mad at me for saying this—maybe he’s upset because you still refuse to go out with him, Olivia.”

      “It can’t be about Martha, or he would be in a better mood since she’s doing better now. And it’s not about me turning him down, because he’s no longer interested in me.”

      Charlie gasped. “Are you kidding me? There’s no way he’s suddenly lost interest after all this time. Tell me what happened.”

      “I don’t want to relive my embarrassing moment, but I can assure you, he doesn’t like me anymore. You can ask him yourself.”

      “I will,” Charlie promised. “I’ll get him over to the house somehow and find out what’s going on. And Josh and I will try to get him to talk to us about his mother, too.”

      “Good. I won’t have to worry so much about him.”

      “Do you still want David’s number?”

      “Send it on. I’d still like to put a bug in his ear, and I may ask him a question about Collin’s birthday, as well.”

      “You got it.”
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        * * *

      

      When Collin arrived at Mercy General Hospital, he had no recollection of how he got there. Judging by the time, he must have walked the entire five-mile stretch instead of taking the subway. He rode the elevator to the eleventh floor and navigated the shiny, bleached hallway to Martha’s room, only to find her bed empty. At first, he assumed she was in the bathroom, but the door was open and no one was inside.

      With his heart in his throat, he ran to the nurse’s desk.

      “Room 1105,” he panted. “That was Martha Avalon’s room. What happened to her? She was here yesterday. Where is she?”

      “Just started my shift,” said the young man in green scrubs.

      Dread settled in Collin’s gut like a belly full of lead as he watched the nurse tap on the keyboard with practiced efficiency. He said a silent prayer. Please let her be alive.

      “It seems she’s been released.”

      “Released?” He let out a breath, but his relief was short-lived. “To where? She doesn’t have a home.”

      “I have no idea where she went.” He scanned the computer screen. “But it’s possible she’s still in the hospital. She wasn’t released that long ago.”

      “I came straight from the lobby, and I didn’t see her.”

      “There’s a back lobby with a drive-through. Maybe she’s—”

      “Thanks!” Collin raced for the elevator and jammed the button. When the doors didn’t immediately open, he opted for the stairs. Ten flights…but at least I’m going down instead of up.

      Sweating and winded, he popped out at the ground floor. Seeing no sign of Martha, he hurried to the reception desk for directions to the other lobby entrance. The elderly woman spoke with slow, slurred words, as if she were on slow-play. She enhanced her confusing directions, waving her hands and pointing every which way. Collin checked over his shoulder to be certain he wasn’t being filmed for a secret comedy clip on YouTube.

      “Thank you.” He caught sight of a woman in scrubs and rushed to catch her before she got on the elevator.

      “Excuse me, I’m looking for the other lobby…the one with a circle drive-through.”

      “Behind you, down that big hallway. Take a left at the fountain and follow the signs to President Street Exit.”

      He was off and running, yelling his thanks over his shoulder. It seemed he ran a quarter mile through the winding hallways, but when he reached the lobby exit, it was empty except for one elderly man in a wheelchair with a nurse at the helm.

      Defeated, Collin sank into a chair, dropping his head into his hands and panting for breath. Where would Martha have gone? He knew her bed was no longer vacant at the shelter. Would she sleep in the subway? Would she try to find another shelter? How far could she walk in her weakened condition?

      “Collin? Is that you?” The man’s voice broke through his trance.

      He lifted his eyes. “Steven? What are you doing here?”

      His cousin folded his arms. “I’m here taking care of my end of the bargain with Martha. It’s Monday afternoon. Why aren’t you in class?”

      “I’m here checking on Martha. Do you know where she’s gone?”

      “Yes, and so would you, if you’d checked your texts. Anne took Martha to her new temporary home. She has a room at a rehab facility for the next month, and it can be extended if she has a transplant operation. All the bills will go straight to me after Medicare pays their part.”

      Relief flowed through his veins. “Thank you, Steven. I really don’t know what to say.”

      “We spent an hour talking to her this morning. She’s a remarkable woman, and we’re honored to be able to help her. This rehab center will drive her to and from her dialysis appointments each day.”

      “There’s a good chance she’ll start refusing her dialysis in a few weeks or days, even. I’ll go talk to her and convince her she won’t have to do it for long.” Collin stood, searching through his pockets for his phone. It must be buried in my briefcase.

      “You should go to class now and visit Martha later. It’s been a while since I was in school, but as I recall, Columbia doesn’t take kindly to students skipping lectures.”

      “I might no longer be a student at Columbia.”

      Other than a single lifted eyebrow, Steven didn’t move. “And why is that?”

      “I broke the no-cell-phone rule in Contract class with Professor Burkhalter.”

      “I would agree that utilizing a cell phone during a lecture is rude, but I wouldn’t think it would warrant dismissal from law school. I would expect a grade deflection for that type of offense.”

      “Yes, but when he tried to put me down in front of the whole class, I made an error in judgment.” Collin blew air between puffed cheeks. “I should’ve sucked it up and wallowed at his feet like everyone else, but instead I quoted part of the chapter back to him. He didn’t like it.”

      Steven’s lips twitched at the corners, like a smile was lurking there. “Let me guess—you have a photographic memory?”

      “Yes. But I don’t usually show it off.”

      Steven’s smile was full-blown, now. “I’ve made that mistake a few times, myself. That precise memory must run in the family, and I agree it’s usually best if you don’t brag about it. Envy breeds enemies.”

      “I don’t know what came over me. But it’s possible they were looking for a way to be rid of me, anyway. Burkhalter brought up my mother’s threat to file suit against my father. He did it publicly, in front of the whole class. I don’t think he would do that, if they weren’t planning to dismiss me from school. In fact, since I was sitting in the very back row, I don’t even know why else he was paying attention to me.”

      “Why would Columbia Law School dismiss a student because his parents were in the news?”

      “I don’t know.” Collin scrunched his shoulders up. “Negative publicity?”

      “I doubt it, very much. I imagine you’ve only made an enemy of one professor. But I’ll be happy to talk to Dean Whittier. He’s a friend of mine, and I have some influence as an alumni patron.”

      Collin shook his head. “Please don’t. I appreciate the thought, but I don’t want special treatment because of my family. Anyway, the truth is, I’m a coward.”

      “A coward?”

      “I’m afraid to face my classmates after what happened. It was bad enough that my mother made a scene, but none of my friends had any idea I was connected to that Sterling family—the wealthy family with the scandal in the news. Now everyone in the whole school will know my family’s dirty secret. And they won’t believe I was accepted into Columbia on my own merits, either. Like you said, envy breeds enemies.”

      Steven put a hand on his shoulder. “Collin, like it or not, you’re a part of this family. If you don’t want to take advantage of the benefits of being a Sterling or the cousin of a Gherring, you’d better at least learn to disregard the opinions of the people around you. Any student who would judge you poorly based on what they learned today is not your friend. You have the distinct advantage of having a gauge by which you can measure your acquaintances to determine their merits. A true friend, like family, will support you no matter what happens.”

      “I don’t want to criticize you when I’m indebted to you for Martha’s sake, but haven’t you made a habit of distancing yourself from my family?”

      The great Steven Gherring actually rolled his eyes around in his head, like a teenager. “Yes, my wife has been lecturing me about that. I’ll admit I’ve held a few grudges against your father, though I maintain he does his utmost to keep me agitated. But even when I wanted to wring his neck, I would’ve stood up for him in a fight. Evan is still family. And so are you and David.”

      Family. I seem to have more of it than ever before. Too bad I’m a domineering control freak who can’t trust his own motivations. If I’m not constantly on watch, I’ll find I’ve taken advantage of my family and friends, coercing them to do my will, the way I treated my mother when I was a child. Is that what I did with Steven? Did I use an emotional sob-story to pressure him into compliance?

      Collin’s head throbbed, and he reached up to rub his temples. “I appreciate your counsel, Steven.”

      “Check your messages, and you’ll find Martha’s address and phone number.”

      “Phone number? You got her a cell phone?”

      “Yes. Anne wanted her to have one, and Anne generally gets what she wants. You can rest assured Martha is in good hands, so you can go back to Columbia and straighten things out with your professor.”

      “Sure thing,” said Collin as he turned toward the revolving door, knowing he had no intention of returning to school. Maybe tomorrow he would feel more courageous, but for now, the only thing he wanted to face was the television in his living room.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Hello. David speaking. If this is a sales person, I’m not interested. If this is a woman, I am interested.”

      Olivia chuckled into the phone, holding it on the crook of her shoulder as she dug for her apartment key. “What if I’m a sales person and a woman?”

      “Then I’m definitely buying. What’re you selling?”

      “Unfortunately, I’m not a salesperson, though. This is Olivia.”

      “Olivia?”

      “Olivia Marshall,” she added.

      “Oh, that Olivia. Well, hello again, beautiful. And I’m definitely buying. But don’t tell my jealous brother—it’ll be our dark little secret.”

      “I take it you haven’t talked to Collin lately,” Olivia replied, as she turned the key in the lock. “Since he’s foisting me off on his roommate, I don’t think he’s particularly jealous, at least not of me.”

      “This is news to me. Talked to him last week. He didn’t mention giving up his affections for you. I admit he hasn’t been too forthcoming lately.”

      “Actually, that’s why I’m calling you. He’s not too forthcoming with anyone, and he needs to be. I think he’s depressed and needs someone to talk to.”

      “Depressed? I wouldn’t be too worried. He gets that way when anyone brings up the subject of our happy childhood, so I imagine having our mother plastered on the news this weekend has taken a toll. But I should be able to take care of that at his birthday bash.”

      “The Saturday after Thanksgiving, right?” She didn’t want David to wait that long to intervene, so she gave him a subtle hint. “That’s almost two weeks away.”

      “Did you ever tell me why you’re so interested in my brother’s emotional wellbeing? Last I heard you wouldn’t give him the time of day.”

      The blood rushed to her face, and she was glad he couldn’t see her over the phone. “I’ve been putting him off, but that doesn’t mean I don’t care about him.”

      “Oh?”

      “As a friend,” she added.

      “The six words no man ever wants to hear—I like you as a friend—second only to I love you like a brother.” David’s chuckle rumbled into the phone, his deep voice so like his brother’s it sent a ripple down her spine.

      “I never meant to hurt him, you know.”

      The phone was quiet so long she thought she’d lost the call.

      “David? Are you there?”

      “Yes…I was thinking.”

      “Don’t strain yourself.”

      His loud laughter almost burst her eardrum. “Sarcasm. Of course that’s why he likes you.”

      “Liked me. As I told you, he’s no longer interested in me. Not in a romantic way.”

      “That’s what I’m trying to discern. Why would my brother suddenly lose interest?”

      “Because he finally got to know the real me, and my star lost its luster.” She huffed a humorless laugh. “Either that, or the thrill of the chase was gone.”

      “I don’t buy it, Olivia. My brother was devoted to you, despite a rather large amount of harassment on my part. He hasn’t even been on a date in over a year. If pursuing you was some sort of game for him, he wouldn’t have given up his side diversion.”

      “I’m not a man—don’t understand how the crazy male brain works.”

      Another few seconds of silence, and then, “Why don’t you come to Collin’s birthday bash?”

      “I can’t,” she said, automatically. “Too awkward. He wouldn’t want me there.”

      “Nonsense. We’re going to a club called The Slipstream. Have you heard of it?” He paused for less than half a second. “Of course not. Forget I asked. Just come. I’ll put your name on the list.”

      “Not a good idea.” She didn’t bother to tell him her friend at work had mentioned the club. “If I came it would ruin his birthday.”

      “Are your sisters still single? You can bring them along.”

      “Guess you didn’t hear me. I’m not showing up to spoil Collin’s party.”

      He cleared his throat. “I might feel obligated to tell Collin you called me. I owe him that much.”

      “You can’t do that, David. I spoke to you in confidence.”

      “Don’t remember making that agreement.”

      “It would hurt his feelings if he knew I talked to you about his mental health.”

      “Could be right. I suppose, if you agree to come to The Slipstream for Collin’s birthday, I could forget all about this little talk.”

      “That’s blackmail.”

      “One could say that,” he agreed, without a hint of apology.

      Olivia sighed, knowing she’d lost. “Text me the details.”
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        * * *

      

      Collin stared unseeing at the flickering television screen, groaning at the pain in his abdomen. He shifted his feet on the coffee table trying to find a comfortable position, knocking an empty pizza box onto the floor. He couldn’t believe he’d eaten two entire extra-large pizzas by himself, but it was better than drinking a case of beer, which had been his first thought.

      The rattling doorknob drew his attention. Blake swept into the room. “Here you are. Hiding out all day, were you?” Blake tossed something at him—something hard. It hit his leg and bounced onto the carpet. “There’s your cell phone. You left it under the desk in Burkhalter’s class.”

      “Thanks.” Collin didn’t bother to pick it up and check his messages. He wasn’t feeling sociable.

      “I can’t believe you made that scene in Contracts and didn’t hang around afterwards to reap the glory. You’ve got some cahoonas to show up Burkhalter like that.”

      “Not much glory in that scene, unless you’re into self-mutilation.”

      “Are you kidding me? Burkie was fuming that you answered him without so much as a stutter.” Blake rummaged through the refrigerator, yelling across the room. “Any of that pizza left? I’m starving.”

      “I ate it all.”

      “Surely not—there are two large pizza boxes in here.”

      “Believe me, I know. I discovered, belatedly, eating to assuage one’s depression is not the wisest of plans.”

      Blake returned to the living area with his hand buried in a box of cereal and collapsed on a dilapidated chair. “I always fall asleep in that class, listening to him read the textbook in monotone. I don’t know how you pay attention. How did you happen to know the answer to that question?”

      Collin made a noncommittal noise, but didn’t elaborate on his memory.

      “And how is it you neglected to mention you’re rich? Why are you living in this dump with two roommates when you’re Sterling of Sterling Industries?”

      Collin sat up, still holding his aching belly. “My father is Sterling of Sterling Industries. I’m only his son who gets pulled through the muck every time the media gets wind of something juicy.”

      Blake locked his hands together, stretching his long arms over his head and turning his neck until several loud pops emanated from his backbone. “The rest of us only wish we had your problems, you know.”

      “That’s because you’ve never had my problems. I wouldn’t wish it on my worst enemy. And now I’ll probably get kicked out of Columbia.”

      “For what? What did you do after you left class? Did you go tell off Dean Whittier?”

      “Of course not. But I figure my sudden notoriety sheds a poor light on Columbia Law School, enough that the powers that be have planned to oust me. Otherwise, why would Burkhalter even know who I am?”

      “For a privileged rich kid, you’re sure naïve. They talked about you, but they won’t want to be rid of you. They’ll want to keep you and turn you into one of their rich alumni, which is easy since you’re already rich.” He held out his palm. “I know, you don’t intend to take any more of your dad’s money, but they don’t know that. Columbia thrives on wealthy donors.”

      Collin frowned. Blake’s argument made a certain degree of sense. “Why did Burkhalter call me out in class, if the school is so intent on courting my family for their donations?”

      “That’s easy. Burkie’s a conceited, insecure jerk.” Blake pushed to his feet. “The fridge is empty. You want to order something for dinner?”

      A painful belch of gas chose that moment to erupt from Collin’s chest. “I’m afraid I may never want to eat again as long as I live.”

      Blake laughed, pulling out his cell phone and punching the keyboard. “I’ll text in an order for me, then. This pizza smell is killing me.”

      “Me, too.” Collin’s belly rumbled.

      “Hey, I haven’t talked to you since I got back. How was Saturday night as Real Santa? Was it better now that you’ve got the hang of it?”

      “It was awful, plus double stench inside that suit.”

      Blake slid his phone into his back pocket. “Well, I hope you had better luck with Olivia. Did you win her over for me?”

      “I almost blew our cover. You didn’t mention you kissed her Friday night.”

      “Oh that. It was only a short kiss goodnight. She was a little nervous, so it was nothing spectacular.”

      “Yeah, that’s pretty much how she described it. Not impressive.”

      “Really?” He chuckled. “I’ll fix that on Friday night. Can’t leave her with unimpressive lip lock.”

      “You probably shouldn’t. Olivia likes to take things slowly.”

      “She mentioned that, but I think I can loosen her up a bit. I’m thinking she might do better with a glass of wine instead of a cup of hot chocolate. Might even get more than a single kiss.”

      Collin was on his feet, his face in Blake’s. “You’re not going to ply her with alcohol and sleep with her.”

      Blake stumbled backwards. “Back off! I didn’t say I was going to sleep with her. I didn’t even say, ‘ply her with alcohol.’ I only mentioned a glass of wine and more than one kiss.”

      “Sorry,” Collin hissed between his clamped jaws. As he unclenched his fists, one finger at a time, his lungs slowly expanded, calming his racing heart. “I overreacted. But I think you should take things really slow. Maybe hold off on kissing for a while.”

      Blake pushed his fingers through his hair, leaving it sticking up like dark straw. “I swear, you need to make up your mind. Either you want me to date her or you don’t. I think she’s hot and all, but I’m not smitten. I can back off and pursue other interests. Lacey, this other girl I’m dating—”

      “You’re dating another girl? At the same time as Olivia?”

      “I already had plans with Lacey when Olivia came along. And Olivia and I have gone out for hot chocolate twice—once while I was infuriating her on purpose. That hardly counts as a committed relationship. I’m not even convinced the two of us will ever click.”

      “You’re right,” Collin conceded, lifting one hand in surrender while the other rubbed his aching forehead. “I have control issues. I’ve had them since I was a little kid. To be honest, it’s the main reason I’m not dating Olivia. She’s very independent, and she deserves someone who won’t control her life.”

      “I think maybe you are dating her. Only you’re using me as an avatar.”

      Collin couldn’t think of a single argument to refute him.
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      Eleven fifteen on Thursday night, the evening before Olivia’s comprehensive test, and she was in a panic. Though she’d studied every day for the past two weeks, she felt as if she’d forgotten everything she knew. She needed to talk to someone who could calm her down. Unfortunately, she barely knew her three roommates and seldom saw them. All three were medical residents with varied schedules who showed up to shower and change clothes. Right now, Olivia needed her sisters.

      She sent out a text to all three.

      Anybody still awake?

      After five minutes, she knew the answer. There would be no comforting words from her sisters tonight.

      Olivia wasn’t having a full-blown panic attack, but she was hyperventilating enough to make her heart race. Executing common sense, she breathed into a paper bag until her heart slowed down. Yet she knew she wouldn’t be able to get the last two crucial hours of review in unless she could control her fractured thoughts.

      Who would still be awake? She could call a classmate, but she would feel like an idiot. She’d only left her study group two hours ago.

      What about Collin? No, she couldn’t bother him. He couldn’t possibly sympathize anyway, not when he had a photographic memory. Studying was nothing for him. Still, one sarcastic remark might be enough to dislodge the terror blocking her brain. He was probably asleep, but what did it hurt to try him?

      Hey Collin. Are you awake?

      She drummed her fingers on the kitchen table where she had laid out her textbooks and notes. He wasn’t going to answer. She wasn’t going to be able to concentrate. She wouldn’t be able to sleep. She would be a zombie tomorrow morning, and the test would be a disaster. She picked up a pen, tapping it in a rapid-fire staccato.

      Her cell phone rang, and she jumped, the pen flying out of her hand and across the room.

      “Hello?”

      “Hey, it’s Collin. Why are you calling this late? What’s wrong?”

      Feeling ridiculous, she tried to sound cool and indifferent. “Nothing, really. Only I have this big test tomorrow at ten, and I…I don’t know. My brain went on vacation or something. You didn’t have to call. I’ll be fine.”

      “What’s your test over?”

      “You don’t have to do this, Collin. Sorry I bothered you late at night. You should be sleeping.”

      “Olivia.” His voice was firm. “Tell me what your test is over. Is it anatomy? Physiology?”

      “No, they don’t teach like that anymore. Now we test over an entire body system at one time—anatomy, physiology, disease process, pharmacology—everything that pertains to a body system. This one is over the digestive system.”

      “That’s a lot of information for one test. How do you study for it?”

      “I’m sure it would be easy if I had a brain like yours,” she remarked.

      “Maybe a little easier,” he said, unperturbed by her tart tone. “But my brain simply spits out what my eyes have seen. Doesn’t mean I have any understanding. Still have to work hard for those words to fit together into ideas.”

      “Oh.” For some reason, that admission made her feel tons better. “Then this would be really hard for you, because we have to integrate everything we’ve learned and figure out how to apply it. None of the questions involve spitting out facts.”

      “Give me an example,” he demanded. This time she didn’t argue. She answered him, spewing out details and using all her medical terminology, knowing he’d never follow her monologue. But as she spoke, he made encouraging sounds and asked more questions. Later, when he let out a yawn so loud it frightened her, she looked at the clock and realized it was one thirty in the morning.

      “Collin! Cripes! It’s late, and you need to go to bed. Why did you let me go on and on for so long?”

      “Seemed like what you needed,” he remarked in the midst of another huge yawn. “But I think maybe we should both go to sleep now. You seem to have this down pat.”

      “I think you’re right,” she agreed, realizing she’d gone over almost all of the material while Collin was listening. “And Collin...”

      “Yes?”

      “Thanks. You saved my life tonight. I owe you.”

      When he answered, she could hear the smile in his voice.

      “You’re welcome.”
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        * * *

      

      For once, Olivia left a test feeling like she’d actually known the material. It seemed half her classmates felt the same way, but the other half left shocked and grumbling at how comprehensive the material was.

      “They asked questions about things they never went over in class or lab,” one student complained.

      But another shot down his objections in a haughty way, stating that practicing medicine required the ability to utilize your brain. Their curriculum couldn’t possibly cover every single medical variant that would walk into your office.

      “That may be true, Alana, but it’s not particularly helpful.” Olivia turned to her devastated classmate. “Ignore her, Mark. You’ve got this. You just have to learn how to study for these tests. We’ve got room in our study group for another person. We meet Tuesdays and Thursdays at seven. We’ve been teaching each other with open-ended scenarios. It really helps. I know I did ten times better on this test than the last one.”

      Recognizing the stress on his face, she gave him a quick hug. “Hang in there.”

      “Thanks.” He gave a half-smile. “If that’s a serious invitation, I’ll take you up on it.”

      Rather pleased with herself, Olivia whipped around, into a human brick wall.

      “Oh! Collin! You scared me. What are you doing here?”

      He scowled, eyeing Mark as he moved the other direction. “Who is that guy?”

      “He’s nobody. Only a classmate.” Realizing Collin might be jealous, her heart did a little flip in her chest. Maybe he had changed his mind about her. Had he come to take her to lunch? “How did you find me?”

      “I asked someone where the first-year students were.” He shifted from foot to foot, his eyes searching the hallway as if looking for a quick escape. “How was your test?”

      “Actually, I think it went really well.”

      “Good.” He turned and took a step as if he might walk away.

      “Wait. Did you come all the way over here to ask my how my test went?”

      He stopped, speaking over his shoulder. “Thought you might not know Martha’s new address.”

      “Her new address? She’s not in the hospital anymore? That’s good news, right?”

      “I suppose.” He didn’t look very pleased.

      “Can you text me the address? I’m headed over there right now. Planning to grab a bite on the way.”

      “I’ll show you where she lives now,” he said, turning and marching ahead so that she had to run to catch up with him. She couldn’t imagine why he was so grumpy, but she was determined to break him out of it.

      “What’s your hurry? Do you need to get back to class? Because I can find Martha’s place on my own. All I need is the address.”

      “I said I’d take you.”

      “Fine.” Olivia marched beside him, his grumpy countenance spreading to her like a contagion. She followed him to the subway station and boarded the train, packed with mid-day commuters. He stood for the first leg of the trip, but sat beside her when a seat finally opened up.

      “What’s with you, today?” she mumbled. “I know something’s wrong, because you’re not usually like this.”

      His lungs expanded with a deep breath, and he held it, as if he was trying to decide whether to give an honest answer. “I can’t donate my kidney to Martha.” His voice shook with barely controlled emotion.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “I thought my blood type was O-positive, but it turns out I’m A-positive, instead. Martha’s blood type is O-positive, so she needs an O-positive kidney. It means she’s going to die.” He blinked fast, his eyes shining.

      She couldn’t stand seeing him so upset, and hurried to straighten out his misconceptions. “No, she won’t die. She can do dialysis. Lots of people live for years and years on dialysis. Eventually she’ll get a kidney from the donor list.”

      “You don’t understand. The chances of success from those donor cadaver kidneys isn’t great. And the older you are, the worse your chances. Her only real chance is a live transplant.”

      She hadn’t realized Martha’s transplant odds were so slim. No wonder he was so upset. She didn’t want to give some empty promise, like “Everything’s going to be okay.” The reality was, Martha could die. There was nothing Collin could do about it, and that realization was killing him. But she knew one thing that would get him out of his gloom and doom funk.

      “Listen, you’ve got to pull yourself together. If you go see Martha like this, she’ll be so depressed, she’ll quit trying. You need to be all up and sunny and positive about her donation prospects. Isn’t there some other way she could get a live kidney?”

      “There’s a possibility with something called a paired matching program, but we have almost no chance of matching. You see, she needs an O-positive kidney. But anyone with a healthy O-positive kidney would pretty much be a universal donor. That person wouldn’t need to be in the paired program unless there was a conflict in the cross-match test.”

      She could read his hopelessness in the droop of his shoulders.

      “Well don’t make that sour face when you talk to Martha. Make her think you’re optimistic. Until she gets a new kidney, she has to do dialysis anyway. Maybe once she gets used to it, she won’t think it’s such a terrible thing.”

      “Maybe.”

      Watching his emerald eyes, without their usual spark, broke her heart. She tried to think of something she could say to make him feel better. Something she could do to put the light of hope back in those pools of deep green.

      Almost smothered in the shared hopelessness, she leaned against her seat back and fretted, straining to keep from biting one particularly rough fingernail. But the seed of an idea popped into her head. I’ve got some research to do.
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        * * *

      

      “You’re going to do what?”

      Olivia held the phone away from her ear as her sister shouted.

      “Shhh. Don’t yell. You’ll wake the baby.”

      “I don’t care.” Grace screamed. “My baby sister is going to do something stupid, and I have to talk some sense into her.”

      “It’s not stupid to save someone’s life.”

      “You know I can’t stand the sight of blood or needles. What did you think I would do when you told me you’re going to let someone cut out one of your kidneys?”

      Olivia heard Brad’s muffled voice in the background and soon he was on the phone. “Hey, Olivia. What’s this about you donating one of your kidneys?”

      “There’s a lady I know who needs one. I’m O-positive, so I can pretty much donate as long as we pass the cross-match test. I figure, if that works out, it means God wants it to happen.”

      “Good for you, Olivia. Can you squeeze it in at Christmas break? Or will you wait until summer?”

      Grace’s voice yelling again, this time at her husband. “Brad! You’re supposed to tell her how dangerous it is, not help her plan it like a baby shower.”

      “But honey, I don’t know anything about baby showers.”

      “I’m not talking about baby showers.”

      “But you just said—”

      “Arghh! Never mind, Brad. You’re no help at all.”

      “Listen, Grace,” Olivia interrupted. “I’ve got to go to work.”

      “Are you kidding me? You drop this on me like a bomb and then scamper off to work before I have time to talk you out of it?”

      “But that’s not why I called, remember? I called to ask about that third date you set up for me on Saturday. You said this last guy is your favorite.”

      “What does it matter, if you’re dead?” The pitch of Grace’s voice rose to near hysterical level.

      “Grace, don’t be ridiculous. I’m not going to die from donating a kidney.”

      “Are you saying it’s impossible for you to die on the operating table?”

      “I’m saying it’s unlikely. I’m a lot more likely to die in a car wreck.”

      “Which is part of the reason I only take taxis and subways.”

      “A taxi is still a car,” Olivia pointed out, struggling to button her shirt as she cradled the phone on her shoulder.

      Grace was undeterred. “I can’t handle this. You know how I am about medical stuff.”

      “You’re married to an emergency room doctor.”

      “Who is never allowed to discuss his work with me,” she hissed.

      Olivia could’ve kicked herself. She should never have shared her idea with Grace—not until the day of her surgery. Or perhaps when it was over. Maybe she could distract her.

      “You know, I’m going to see Blake again tonight. In his Santa outfit.”

      “We’re not through discussing this silly kidney idea, Olivia.”

      “But that’s way in the future, if it happens. I’ll see Blake in a few hours.”

      A moment of silence passed, and she imagined Grace struggling between her anxiety and her curiosity. Finally, the latter won. “Are you two going out together after work? Or maybe the important question is if you’re going to spend any time alone together during work…while he’s still in costume?”

      To her surprise and embarrassment, Olivia’s heart skipped a beat, as she remembered last week’s stolen kiss. Even though it was totally awkward, it still managed to sizzle her nerve endings from the top of her head to the tips of her toes.

      “I don’t know, to be honest. I think perhaps I should avoid being around him in the Santa suit. After all, I need to make my judgment based on who he is as a real person.”

      “True. And then there’s Collin to consider.”

      “Have you forgotten? Collin’s out of the picture now.”

      “That may be true as far as he is concerned, but you certainly haven’t let go of him.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Olivia asked as she slipped out the door, headed toward the subway.

      “It means you can’t deny you have feelings for him when you’re ready to give up your life to save his friend.”

      “That’s not fair. Martha is my friend, too. And I’m not giving up my life. It’s only a kidney. I just finished learning all about that system in school, and I know I can live a perfectly healthy life with one kidney. People do it all the time.”

      “You’ll be an invalid. You won’t be able to have children.”

      “Not true. I’ll be perfectly healthy. Won’t affect my ability to have kids. Not that there aren’t any long term risks, but they’re minimal.”

      “Olivia...” Grace took an audible breath and released it slowly, as if she were trying to calm down. “My medical anxieties aside, answer me this question. Would you be offering your kidney to this woman if Collin didn’t consider her his surrogate mother? What are you doing here? Are you hoping Collin will change his mind when he finds out you’re willing to save Martha’s life?”

      “No, and don’t you dare say a word to him about this. This is going to be between Martha and me. Collin is never going to know where that kidney came from. He heaps enough guilt on his head without adding this on top if anything bad happened.”

      “You admit something could happen?”

      “Goodbye, Grace. I’m getting on the subway.”

      “We’re not through talking.”

      The phone call dropped. Drained from the encounter, Olivia collapsed onto an empty seat. She had her work cut out for her with Grace. Hopefully, she could get the rest of the family on board. She needed the support.
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        * * *

      

      “I can’t believe it’s your last weekend to work here, Olivia. I’m going to miss you when only these young chicks are working with me.”

      “Cassie, they’re only about a year younger than you.”

      “Yes, but I’ve already graduated from college. I feel ages older than these coeds.”

      “I guess you’ll have to be the mother-figure around here.”

      “Ha! At least I’m not as old as you and just starting med school. You’ll practically be a grandmother by the time you finish your residency in eight years or so.”

      “No, I probably won’t even be a mother by then, much less a grandmother.”

      Cassie chuckled as she pointed with a jerk of her chin. “Don’t look now, but someone’s on his way over here in a stylish red velvet suit. Maybe he’d like to solve that little issue for you by auditioning for the job of father-of-your-children. Or will they be little elves?”

      Giggling, Cassie edged away, but Olivia gripped her arm.

      “Don’t leave me alone with him,” she murmured between her teeth.

      “Why? Are you afraid you’ll lose control and start making out, like you did last week?”

      Cassie jerked her arm, but Olivia held tight to her wrist.

      “Hey, girls. What’s up?”

      “Nothing,” said Cassie, with a wicked smile. “Actually, I was just leaving. Gotta take a bathroom break.”

      Defeated, Olivia let her go, turning to face Blake, her cheeks burning with mortification.

      “How was your week?” he asked.

      “Okay. How about yours? I notice your voice is back.” She also noticed his regular voice didn’t sound as sexy as the low, raspy one he used last Saturday night. Maybe it was that deep masculine voice that had given him that magnetic field of attraction.

      “Yep. All back to normal, now.”

      “Listen, Blake. About last week...”

      He frowned. “What about it?”

      “I want you to know I don’t usually do that sort of thing.”

      “Exactly which thing are you referring to?”

      Had he forgotten? Surely not. He must be toying with her—trying to further embarrass her. A guy wouldn’t be nearly as humiliated at being caught kissing, even if he was wearing full Santa Claus regalia.

      “I’m not going to say it out loud.” Olivia looked toward the back where Cassie stood, leaning against the wall, in an obvious ploy to allow them some privacy. Olivia’s cheeks flamed under what felt like curious gazes from every single sales associate in Bergman. “But Cassie swore she didn’t tell anyone what she saw when she walked in on us in the break room.”

      Blake made a strangled sound under his mask. “How much did Cassie actually see when she walked in on us in the break room?”

      Olivia fanned her face against the heat. “Cripes! Do we have to talk about it? It’s so embarrassing. I mean, at least, with your Santa suit on, she couldn’t really see you. Guess we’re lucky it was only Cassie. She’s not a big gossip. But it might be a good idea if we didn’t spend any time alone together at work.”

      Blake crossed his arms, resting against the counter. “Maybe the break room has cameras. There could be a recording of the whole thing.”

      A recording? If Olivia could have turned into smoke and disappeared, she would’ve done it. “Oh. My. Gosh. Do you really think there was a recording?”

      “I guess the obvious question is, did you enjoy it?” For some reason, his tone was harsh and accusing. “I mean, apart from getting caught, was it good for you?”

      “What do you mean by that?”

      “I mean, that two-faced devil is going to pay for this.” Blake paced, raising his voice along with his flailing hands. “Telling me I shouldn’t move too fast when you and he were up here last week doing…whatever you did.”

      “Shhh! People are looking!”

      “And of course, you think it’s me, so he gets away scot-free. I’m supposed to apologize, I suppose. Then I guess I’m supposed to take his advice and go slow. I’m not even supposed to kiss you.”

      “You’re not?”

      “You know what? I don’t care if I lose my job.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I’m talking about my roommate—the one and only Collin Sterling—up here in my Santa suit last Saturday doing who knows what in the break room with you, all the while pretending to be me. I didn’t reap the benefits. I’m not taking the blame.” Blake pivoted and stalked away, his white hair flouncing with each stomp of his heavy black boots.

      Olivia stood stock still, hands gripped so tight her fingernails bit into her palms. In her mind, she used those fists to pound the head of Collin Sterling.
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        * * *

      

      Collin slammed his book shut. He couldn’t focus, anyway. It was too late, and he’d been sleep-deprived three nights in a row. At least tomorrow night was the last time he would have to sit in the little diner across from Bergman and wait for Olivia to emerge so he could see her safely home. He had hoped his roommate would take on the responsibility of chaperoning her late-night journey across town. But when he saw her emerge from the glass doors alone and turn north, he was glad he hadn’t trusted Blake with her safety.

      As he buttoned his jacket and slipped out the door, he pondered the situation. He felt responsible for her relationship with Blake, having condoned and encouraged it. He’d even used his subterfuge in the Santa suit, in part, to help the relationship along. Now he wished he’d never suggested the two go out together. His reasoning had been sound—that Blake was preferable to some stranger on a web dating service. However, Blake wasn’t quite the man Collin had believed him to be, as evidenced by the fact he wasn’t accompanying Olivia home. Just as well, since Collin needed to put more distance between himself and Olivia if he was ever going to truly set her free.

      Even today, after the devastating news that he couldn’t donate his kidney to Martha, he’d been desperate to see Olivia. He hadn’t even intended to tell her. It was enough just to be near her. That was exactly the sort of twisted, controlling thought pattern he needed to squelch. One way or another, he had to let go.

      At least his lingering lethargy fled in the wake of the bone-chilling wind. With a furry hood over her head, Olivia jogged down the sidewalk in a hurry to escape the cold, and Collin lost sight of her as she made the corner. He trotted to the intersection and rounded it, his stomach dropping at the sight that greeted him.

      Clearly illuminated by the street lamp, Olivia struggled against an unknown attacker who held her by her arms. Collin bolted toward them, yelling at the top of his lungs. He saw her knee come up, and the guy buckled over, screaming in pain. The man snatched something from the ground and limped away in the opposite direction. For a moment, Collin thought she might chase after her attacker, but she slumped to her knees, her face in her hands.

      Collin hurried to her, his heart in his throat, searching her for signs of injury. He should’ve been there to prevent this. Why had he let her get so far ahead?

      “Olivia? Olivia, are you okay? Did he hurt you?”

      He reached down and grasped her arms, lifting her to her feet and holding her steady. Sobbing, she stared right through him, her eyes unfocused, her hood fallen back.

      “Olivia?” He bent his head down, trying to make eye contact. He knew the moment she became aware again, because she stiffened in his arms and fought against him.

      “Let me go!” She yelled, whipping her shoulders back and forth.

      Instead, he wrapped his arms around her, making soothing sounds. “Shhh, it’s okay. It’s me, Collin. You’re safe now.”

      She pushed and twisted even harder, until it was like trying to hold onto a tornado. “Let me go! Let me go!”

      He released her, and she stepped back, glaring at him with an expression that had him checking to be certain she didn’t have a gun in her hand. Had she snapped? It was as if she didn’t recognize him at all.

      “Olivia...” He kept his voice soft and even. “You’ve had a traumatic experience, but you’re going to be okay. I don’t think you recognize me right now, but I’m Collin. I’m your friend. I won’t hurt you.”

      “I know exactly who you are, Collin Sterling.” She spat the words out as if they tasted of quinine. “And you are not my friend.”

      Collin blinked hard, trying to clear his head. She wasn’t making sense.

      “Do you think that was me who attacked you? It wasn’t me, I promise. I came around the corner and saw it happening, but—”

      “Shut up, Collin.” She whipped her head around, craning in the direction the attacker had run. “Dang it! He got my phone! Dang it!”

      “Sorry, I let him get away. I was more worried about you.”

      She glared daggers at him. “Don’t say another word.”

      He closed his mouth and waited, ready to help her as soon as she came to her senses.

      “What kind of game are you playing, huh?” She took a step forward and poked his chest with her index finger, though he hardly felt it through his thick coat. “Do you play with everyone’s lives, or just mine?”

      “I…I don’t—”

      “I bet you thought that was pretty funny, huh?” She was crying now, though her finger poked him again. “When you were pretending to be Blake? Wearing his Real Santa costume?”

      She let out a shrill laugh and his stomach churned, threatening to spill its contents. “How did you…I mean…did Blake say something?”

      “He said something, all right.” One after another, huge tears rolled down her cheeks, splashing onto her scarf. “He told me everything. Everything.”

      “I…I didn’t mean to—”

      “You didn’t mean to what? You didn’t mean to dress up in a Santa suit and pretend to be your roommate? Was that an accident? You didn’t mean to flirt with me and let me think it was Blake? You didn’t mean to let me kiss you and make a fool out of myself?”

      “That wasn’t how it happened. I can explain.” He reached for her, but she dodged away.

      “No.” She held her hand up. “No, you can’t explain. There is nothing about…” She threw her hands around in a wild circle. “About this whole thing that you can explain. And you can’t undo it, either. I don’t know what you were trying to prove.”

      “I wasn’t trying to prove anything.”

      “You lie, Collin. Don’t you see? I can’t believe anything you say, because now I know you lie.”

      Her face swam in his vision. “I didn’t plan it, Olivia. It just happened.”

      “Maybe you did it to pay me back for rejecting you for such a long time. If so, congratulations—you won. If you wanted to make me fall for you while you rejected me, you did it. If you wanted me to embarrass myself, I did. Whatever game you were playing, it was masterful. Well done, Collin. Pat yourself on the back.”

      “Olivia, please—”

      “I’m leaving now.” She pulled her hood up and cinched it around her face. “And don’t follow me home. I’d rather be assaulted.”
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      Olivia lay curled up in a ball on Grace’s soft couch, her head buried in a pillow. The cushion shifted as someone sat beside her. A soft hand stroked her hair.

      “It’s okay, Liv.” Grace’s voice floated over her, soothing and sweet. “All guys are jerks.”

      “Hey!” From across the room, Brad objected.

      “Not you, honey. Just all the other guys.”

      Her explanation must’ve been satisfactory, because he was once again lost in the football game. “Go, go, go, go…noooooo!” As an avid sports addict, the fact Grace wasn’t also glued to the television set said a lot about her sisterly devotion.

      “I feel like such an idiot,” Olivia moaned into the pillow.

      “Don’t worry. I’d probably feel like an idiot, too, if I kissed Santa Claus thinking it was one guy and found out it was another. Does that make you a Santa slut?”

      “Grace, you’re not helping.”

      Olivia peeked at her sister, not surprised to find her stifling a grin with her hand.

      “It could be worse. You could’ve discovered you were kissing Rudolph inside that costume. That would’ve been even kinkier.”

      “Gee thanks, Sis. I feel so much better.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      “You’re kind of mean. You know that?” Olivia stuck out her tongue, and Grace followed suit.

      “I got you to smile, didn’t I?”

      “What should I do now?” Olivia sat up on her elbows, taking a shuddery breath.

      “Well, one thing’s for certain, you don’t need to be cutting out your organs and giving them to his surrogate mother.” Grace propped her feet on the coffee table. A crowd roar rose from the television, and Brad bounced onto his feet, shouting and pumping his fists. Grace glanced at the pallet on the floor where Adeline was sound asleep in the midst of the uproar.

      “I can’t go back on my decision to give Martha my kidney. Don’t you think that’s harsh? It’s not Martha’s fault Collin turned out to be a jerk.”

      “Still, you have to admit you never would’ve even thought about donating a kidney to this woman if it weren’t for Collin.”

      “I would’ve thought about it without Collin’s involvement. Though I wouldn’t have known about it if it weren’t for Collin.”

      Grace didn’t reply out loud, but her expression screamed, “I’m not buying it.”

      Olivia pushed up to a sitting position. “Fine. I probably wouldn’t have offered if it weren’t for Collin, but that makes it seem doubly wrong to back out now.”

      “Does she know you were planning to donate a kidney?”

      “No, but that’s not the point.”

      Grace chewed on her lip like she always did when she was thinking. She opened and closed her mouth as if she were going to argue further and thought better of it. “Okay, let’s move on to a more pressing matter.” She pointed to the clock on the wall. “It’s one o’clock on Saturday, and you’re supposed to be at the coffee shop in an hour. Are you still going?”

      Olivia’s blood started pumping faster, throbbing in her head. “I forgot all about that date. Cripes! I look awful! My eyes are puffy. My nose is red. My hair is a mess.” Olivia ran her fingers through the tangled tresses.

      “I can send him a message and try to cancel, if you want.”

      “No, I’m going. I’m not going to let Collin screw everything up. It’s like letting him win all over again.”

      “At least come in my bathroom and borrow some makeup. We can hide those dark circles under your eyes.”

      “Awesome. I need all the help I can get.”

      Olivia followed Grace and sat on a stool in front of the mirror. Grace did her best to make her look decent—a formidable task.

      “I’m still shocked that Collin would do something like that,” Grace remarked as she dabbed concealer under Olivia’s left eye. “It doesn’t seem like him.”

      “I guess we didn’t know him as well as we thought.”

      “Maybe there’s some other explanation.” Grace stood back and looked at her work, and then made a face. “I didn’t get enough concealer to hide that blue.”

      “It’s pretty straightforward, isn’t it? He dressed up in that Santa costume and pretended to be Blake.”

      “For what purpose, though? And why did Blake let him do it?” Grace started working on the other eye, patting and blending as she grimaced with effort.

      “I don’t know. I assume he was trying to manipulate me.”

      “That doesn’t make any sense. Why would he go through all that with the kids for an entire evening, when he only got to be with you for a few minutes?”

      “So what? You think he did it for the money?”

      “Maybe so. Didn’t Martha make some remark about Collin rejecting his dad’s money? Maybe he was desperate.” The tip of Grace’s tongue peeked out as she applied liner around Olivia’s eyes.

      “I’ll agree it’s possible Collin needed the work, but why pretend to be Blake?”

      “Let’s think about this for a second. Which nights was it Collin and which nights was it Blake?”

      “I only know last Saturday it was Collin I kissed, not Blake.”

      “He probably only substituted one night. And maybe there were some kind of extenuating circumstances. Whatever the reason, Blake was as much to blame as Collin. Unless you think Collin tied Blake up and stole his Santa suit so he could wear it to Bergman and trick you into kissing him.”

      Olivia spoke around Grace’s fingers as they dabbed makeup under her eyes. “Okay, I’ll concede that sounds pretty ridiculous. I guess Blake and Collin were both in on this. That’s fine—I already decided I don’t like Blake, either.”

      “Here, you do your own mascara. I’m afraid I’ll poke you in the eye.”

      Olivia swiped a quick layer on and examined her reflection. “That looks much better, Grace. You’re a miracle worker.”

      “I’ll send you a bill.” Grace winked. “Guess you can grill Blake about it tonight at work. Isn’t this your last night?”

      “I’m not going back to Bergman. They’ve already got a replacement for me, starting tonight. Frankly, I’m glad I don’t have to face Blake again.”

      “Maybe Charlie knows something about this fiasco. You should get going, or you’ll be late. And while you’re gone, I’ll try to catch her on the phone.”

      “I better not find out Charlie knew everything and didn’t tell me.”

      “Go. Have fun on your blind date. Leave the detective work to me.”

      “Okay. I’ll be back soon,” said Olivia, absently biting at one of her nails before forcing her hands down and into her pockets. She’d managed to grow a tiny bit of white at the end of each nail—she didn’t want to ruin them now.

      “Call me when you’re on your way home.”

      “I can’t—that guy stole my cell phone. I need to get a new one.”

      “What guy? Who stole your cell phone?”

      “Didn’t I tell you that part? On my way to the subway station last night, this guy assaulted me. I kneed him in the groin, but I dropped my cell phone. He snatched it and ran away.”

      “Oh my goodness, Olivia! You didn’t tell me you were attacked. Are you hurt? Did the police come?”

      “No, I’m fine. I usually have my mace can in hand, but last night I was too distracted about Collin to think straight.”

      “I never have liked you being out alone at night. Promise me you’ll never do it again. Haven’t I always told you it’s not safe?”

      Grace’s finger shook in Olivia’s face like she was a first grader getting a scolding.

      “Yes, and so has Collin. Guess I should’ve been grateful he came running up when the attack happened, but at the time, I was too angry.”

      “Collin was there? You mean, he came to your rescue? That’s so awesome!” Grace sported a dreamy expression, as if Collin were some knight in shining armor.

      “He tried to rescue me, I guess. But I’d already taken care of the guy by then.” Olivia had no intention of giving Collin credit for fending off her attacker. She’d been way too proud of herself to share the credit.

      “You said the guy ran away. How do you know he wouldn’t have stayed if Collin hadn’t been there? What if he’d pulled a knife? Or a gun?”

      Olivia slammed her hands onto her hips and glared at Grace. “For a sister who’s supposed to be on my side, you ask the most irritating questions.”

      Grace’s only answer was an unrepentant smirk.
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        * * *

      

      “I can’t believe you threw me under the bus for what happened,” Collin raged at Blake, who still sported a sullen frown. “I never wanted to play Santa Claus. I did it for you. Twice. Because you begged me.  Now you have her thinking it was all some sort of ploy I planned against her.”

      Blake’s jaw jutted forward. “You should’ve told me about the incident in the break room. After all, she thought it was me who did that. I can’t believe the two of you got caught, and you still didn’t bother to tell me. It’s my reputation on the line, you know, because you were being me at the time.”

      “What do you think we did in the break room?”

      “I don’t know how far you got, but I can certainly imagine. You should’ve seen her face when I suggested there might have been cameras in there.”

      “You idiot! You are a complete and total idiot!” Collin marched from one side of the tiny kitchen to the other, his footsteps clomping on the tile floor.

      “I’m not the idiot who wasn’t even smart enough to wait until you were in a private place where you could lock the door.”

      “I kissed her. That’s all we did. One little kiss. She had on all her clothes and I had on that sweat-factory Santa Suit. I could hardly say no to a kiss since you’d already kissed her the night before.”

      “Just a kiss? Nothing else? Not even a little groping?”

      “Nothing more. Especially not groping. I would never treat Olivia like that, you…you…you fart-head.”

      “Oh.” Blake studied his fingernails. “Fart-head? Is that the best you can do?”

      “Martha won’t let me use curse words, but I promise I’m thinking something a lot worse.”

      “Gotcha.” He stood up and stretched, popping his backbone. “I’m glad we got that straightened out.”

      “Sit back down.” Collin glared until he complied. “We’re not finished here. Because thanks to you, Olivia was so angry she preferred being assaulted to having me walk her home.”

      Blake twisted his mouth sideways. “That’s pretty angry, alright. I guess it’s a good thing you don’t want to date her anymore.”

      “I may not want to go out with her, but that doesn’t mean I want her to hate my guts.”

      “I don’t have any idea what to do about it.”

      Collin moved closer until he was looming over his roommate. “Then I hope you have a really strong bladder, because I’m not letting you up from this chair until some amazing idea pops into that pea-sized brain of yours.”

      “There’s no call to insult me,” Blake complained, in a sullen voice.

      “Actually, I was insulting the pea.”

      “That’s pretty harsh, considering I’m one of a very few who aren’t afraid to befriend the pariah of Burkhalter’s class.”

      Collin’s anger fizzled out like a fire doused with water. “You’re right. It appears everyone in our class despises me now. I can’t afford to lose the only friend I have left at Columbia.”

      “On the contrary, the popular consensus is you’re pretty ballsy to continue to defy Burkie day after day. Always quoting the book verbatim. But no one else wants to become a target.”

      Collin massaged his temples, willing his multitude of problems to go away. “I don’t try to defy him, you know. I sit as far away as possible, and I keep my mouth shut, unless he calls on me. But he insists on grilling me, every single day.”

      “Perhaps you could miss an answer or two,” Blake suggested.

      “That’s been my plan on multiple occasions. But he always makes some demeaning comment about my family before he asks a question. Then I’m too angry to pretend to be stupid to stroke his ego.”

      Blake shrugged. “What’s the worst he can do? He can’t fail you unless he falsifies your test scores.”

      “I’m not sure. He made a stink with Dean Whittier, like I thought he would. Whittier called me into his office yesterday.”

      “They’re not going to kick you out, are they?”

      “He said he hoped he could find a way to smooth things over with Burkhalter, because they would love to have the Sterling family be a part of the advancement of the law school. Then he suggested my father should come to some banquet announcing future projections for Columbia. I’m sure it’s a fundraiser.”

      “You see? Like I predicted, your family name can be dragged through the mud, but at the end of the day, money leaves you smelling like roses.”

      “My father and I aren’t exactly on speaking terms right now.”

      “That’s unfortunate, but it looks like you’ll either have to grovel in front of Burkhalter or your father.” Blake stood and stretched his arms over his head, producing a machine gun of vertebral cracks. “Choose your devil.”

      Collin fisted his shirt before he could escape. “You’re not leaving here until you call Olivia and apologize.”

      “Do you also want me to tell her you’re in love with her, or are you going to grow a pair and do it yourself?”

      “We’re friends—I already told you that.” Collin pushed him back into the chair. “Now, make the call.”
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        * * *

      

      Olivia trotted all the way from the subway station to the restaurant. Breathless, she burst into the coffee shop and scanned the tables for a dark-haired man with a book. She couldn’t even remember what he looked like in his profile picture. If he forgot to bring a book, she was at a loss.

      “Olivia?”

      She whipped around at the velvety deep voice behind her. The voice’s owner smiled, flashing two deep dimples around perfect white teeth. His eyes, pools of liquid chocolate, made her heart flutter. This man could only be described as beautiful. Her self-confidence flew out the window.

      “Hi.” The word passed as a whisper through her suddenly parched mouth, and she cleared her throat to try again. “Hello. You must be…” she stopped, searching her memory for a name that wouldn’t come.

      “It’s Fitzwilliam, but I go by Fitz.” His hand pressed against her elbow, guiding her to a table by the window. “My mother was a Pride and Prejudice fan, hence the name.”

      “I don’t remember a Fitzwilliam in Pride and Prejudice,” Olivia admitted.

      “You probably remember him as Mr. Darcy.” His eyes twinkled with merriment, an effect that took her breath away. “Don’t worry—most people don’t know his first name. Mom considered naming me Darcy, but she wanted to give me a name that wasn’t being stolen for girl babies. She figured Fitzwilliam was a safe bet.”

      Only a guy who looked that perfect could pull off a name like Fitzwilliam. With a chiseled jaw and perfect symmetry, not to mention broad shoulders stretching against his shirt, he should’ve been a model. Or maybe a movie star.

      “What are you?” she blurted out. “I didn’t mean that...” The heat from her face could’ve charred a steak. “What do you do? For a living, that is?”

      His smile broadened, crinkling his eyes at the corners. “I’m an attorney, but I thought you knew that from our conversations online.”

      The waitress arrived, giving Olivia a much-needed reprieve to collect her thoughts. “I’ll have a double espresso.” She hoped the caffeine would sharpen her fatigued brain.

      As he ordered his coffee—dark roast with cream—Olivia studied him from the top of his perfectly coiffed hair to the tips of his expensive leather shoes. They chatted about mundane subjects, and he peppered her with questions about her goals and accomplishments. He talked little about himself, revealing only that he was an attorney, yet she still had a vague sense that he was a bit on the conceited side, though perhaps it was justified in his case.

      “Why would someone like you be using an online dating service? You’re smart, attractive, successful, and you obviously have plenty of money. I’m sure there are women standing in line to go out with you.”

      Fitz threw his head back and laughed. “You don’t mince words, do you? Have you always been this direct?”

      “If I need to be.” Her caution flags were flapping in the breeze, but way off in her peripheral vision.

      “You’re correct that I wouldn’t have any trouble finding a woman to date or one to marry, for that matter. But I didn’t get where I am without being particular. When it comes to choosing a wife, I’m very particular.” He tilted his chin down and gazed across the table through a thick fringe of lashes.

      Why do guys always get the ridiculously long eyelashes? It’s so unfair.

      She forced her brain back into gear. “But why use a dating site?”

      “I’m selective. That’s why I signed up on Find Your Forever. I’m looking for a wife, not a good time, although I hope we’ll have that as well. My wife must be smart and beautiful, witty and driven. You were at the top of a very short list.”

      Olivia told herself it was only flattery. “I get that. I’m particular, too. But it still seems a guy like you would have plenty to choose from without resorting to Internet dating.”

      “I could ask you the same question.”

      “And I would answer that my sister tricked me into trying it. I might as well be honest. You’ve actually been chatting online with Grace instead of me.”

      His brows flew up. “Are you telling me I’ve fallen in love with your sister instead of you?”

      The waitress dropped off their coffees, and Olivia lifted hers to her lips, using the steaming cup to hide her blushing cheeks. “I certainly hope you’re not in love with her, since she’s happily married. And anyway, you can’t fall in love with someone you’ve never met.”

      “Whether or not you call it love, I certainly fell for you when I saw your picture. Your eyes are so beautiful. I was afraid your picture had been altered, that I’d be disappointed when we met. But you’re even more beautiful in person.”

      Was his vision failing? Either that or Grace had accomplished a miracle covering up the signs of her exhaustion. Did he expect her to return the same compliment? She wasn’t about to further feed what seemed to be an overdeveloped ego, even though it would’ve been true. She took another sip of coffee.

      “You’re very complimentary. If I didn’t know better, I would think you’re trying to charm my good judgment away.”

      “Not at all. I hope you employ your good judgment in rampant fashion, for I’ve no doubt it will lead you straight to me.”

      He lifted his mug and blew into it, drawing her eyes to his lips. She noticed her mouth was hanging open, and snapped it shut.

      “That sure of yourself, huh?”

      “Of course.” A slow smile bloomed on his face and his eyelids dropped to half-mast. “I’d like the opportunity for us to know each other better, unless you have some dire confession to make. I assume your sister gave me an accurate representation in her chats?”

      “You never know with Grace.”

      His heavy-lidded stare made her pulse race. Or maybe it was the double espresso. Either way, she’d better not drink any more coffee, or she might have a heart attack.

      “I think I know enough,” he said, reaching across the table toward her fingers, which were drumming a rapid pattern to keep pace with her heartbeat. She jerked her hand back before he made contact and tucked it into her lap.

      “I have one more question,” she croaked.

      “Fire away.”

      He leaned back in his chair, crossing his arms and stretching the confines of his shirt with a perfect set of biceps. Distracting biceps. She gave her head a shake to clear it.

      “I’m twenty-seven, and you’re thirty-six. I’m a student and you’re a professional. Wouldn’t you be better matched with someone who’s further along in her career?”

      “That’s a fair question.” He made a grimace, which somehow didn’t diminish his attractiveness. “I hope you won’t think poorly of me, but I have a practical reason for wanting a younger wife.” He cleared his throat. “I want to have children.”

      “That’s it? That’s your reason?” Even though she’d been worrying about her own biological clock, she resented hearing it from a man.

      “Yes. That and personal preference.”

      She fumed, squeezing her fingers into fists. “A woman can still have children at age thirty-seven.”

      “Yes, of course. But as a woman ages the probability of complications with pregnancy and the health of the child increases, as well. Am I not correct?”

      “No, it’s true,” she muttered. “But still...”

      “Don’t get me wrong. If I were in love with a woman my age or older, I would marry her in an instant, even if she were barren. But since I have the opportunity to control whom I date, and therefore whom I fall in love with, I’m simply making a wise choice.”

      “Guess that makes sense.”

      “That’s great.” He called the waitress to the table, holding up a credit card between two fingers. She blushed when she took it from him and scurried away. “Olivia, I’m afraid I can’t stay. But if you give me your cell number, I’ll call you.” He reached into the coat hanging on the back of his chair, pulled out his phone, and thumbed over the screen. “I have this Thursday night open. Are you busy?” His eyebrows arched in question.

      “Thursday is Thanksgiving.”

      “Then you’re free?”

      What kind of guy wasn’t with his family on Thanksgiving? Maybe he didn’t have any close by. She could invite him to her house, but she wasn’t sure she even wanted to date him, much less risk him spoiling her Thanksgiving.

      “I have family plans on Thursday.”

      “Too bad. How about next Saturday night, then?”

      “Okay. We can get together somewhere on Saturday. I’ll meet you.”

      “An entire week before I see you again.” He stood and moved next to her chair, reaching to pluck her hand from her lap and lift it to his lips. A current rushed from her fingers up her arm and sent her heart into calisthenics. Her mouth dropped open, but no words emerged.

      He lowered his voice to a purr. “I can hardly wait.”
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      “What are you not telling me?” Like a lie detector, Grace always picked up on every nuance when Olivia tried to tell a story without revealing certain details. “You spent an hour and a half having coffee with this guy, so you must have clicked a little bit. I think your other two dates lasted ten and eight minutes, respectively.”

      “I was underdressed.” Olivia added, hoping to throw her sister off by getting into a fashion discussion. “He had on a suit and tie.”

      Grace twisted her lips to the side. “It’s unfortunate you had to go in those holey jeans and that baggy sweater. I could’ve lent you something, even though you’re too tall to borrow my pants. I just got an adorable new top.”

      “Oh! Let me see it!” Olivia exclaimed, thinking her plan had worked.

      Grace took one step toward the closet and stopped, rotating slowly to face Olivia with her hands on her hips. “Since when are you interested in clothes? You’re trying to avoid talking about Fitz.”

      Olivia smothered a smile with her hand.

      “Come on, Olivia. Out with it.”

      “Fine. I can tell you this much. His name isn’t Fitz—it’s Fitzwilliam. His mother was a big Pride and Prejudice fan, and that’s where she got the name. I didn’t even realize that was Mr. Darcy’s first name.”

      “Me, neither.” The mattress shifted as Grace joined Olivia, both sitting cross-legged on the bed. “That must be a burden, having a name like Fitzwilliam.”

      “For any other guy, probably. But this guy is so hot it doesn’t matter.” The second the words left her mouth, Olivia wished them back. She fanned her burning cheeks.

      “He was super hot, huh?” Her eyes half-lidded, Grace spread her lips in a smug smile. “How hot was he? Tall, dark, and handsome? Built? Beautiful eyes? Great hair?”

      “All of the above,” said Olivia. “And add a strong jaw and mesmerizing brown eyes. Every person in the place was staring at him like they were trying to figure out who he was. He looked like a movie star.”

      “You liked him a lot, then? I finally picked a winner?”

      “I don’t know. There was something that seemed kind of off about him.”

      “Like he wasn’t very bright?”

      “No, he’s extremely smart and well-spoken. He’s an attorney, and from the way he dressed, a wealthy one.”

      “Then what was the problem?”

      “I’m not sure. Maybe his ego is a bit overdeveloped. Or maybe it was that I was practically tongue-tied around him because he was so intimidating.”

      “You? Intimidated? That’s got to be a first.” Grace chuckled, but Olivia knew she meant what she said.

      “I know I seem confident all the time, but sometimes it’s an act.”

      Grace’s lips pressed together, as if she didn’t want to say anything that might spoil Olivia’s moment of transparency. Reading the sincere empathy in her sister’s eyes, Olivia found the courage to continue, though her throat was tight.

      “I have this overwhelming fear that one day everyone will suddenly discover I’m a fraud. That I’m not that competent or self-assured or smart or any of those other things I pretend to be.” She swallowed the single half-drop of moisture she found in her mouth. “And they’ll kick me out of med school, because I don’t have what it takes to be a doctor. I keep working and working, trying to stuff all this information into my head, and I’m afraid I’ll never be able to learn it all.”

      “I’m so sorry, Olivia.” Big-sister sympathy in her eyes, Grace opened her arms, and Olivia fell into her hug, as she had when she’d had boyfriend problems in middle school. “You don’t have to push yourself like this, if you don’t want to. You’re already an amazing nurse, and you don’t have anything to prove. I believe you’ll be a great doctor someday, but you don’t have to become one for us to be proud of you.”

      The sweet words only made Olivia cry harder. She pushed away, swiping her sleeve across her eyes. “Thanks, Sister. You always know what to say.”

      “And as for this Mr. Darcy… No matter how good-looking and successful he is, he’s got nothing on you. Bet he hasn’t worked his way through college and nursing school and medical school. Bet he doesn’t volunteer at the free clinic. Bet he would never offer to donate a kidney to a friend.”

      Her stomach twisted with guilt. “That’s another thing—I haven’t told Martha about the kidney yet. I signed up and started the testing, but I haven’t mentioned it to her.”

      “Because you don’t want her to be disappointed again?”

      “I wish that was the reason. But the truth is, I know I’ve still got the option to back out as long as she doesn’t know. I hate to admit it, but I’m kind of afraid.”

      “You know my opinion on that matter. Maybe that fear means you shouldn’t go through with it.”

      “I’m positive this is something I’m supposed to do, but I’m still scared. I’m a big coward. Like I said, I’m a fake.”

      “You’re too much of a giver, Olivia. You give your money. You give your time. And now you’re planning to give away a piece of your body.” Grace’s lips turned downward and a crease formed between her eyes. “If you keep this up, there won’t be anything left of you.”

      “You have no room to talk. I started volunteering because you took me with you.”

      “I may donate some time, but not as much as you. And you’ll never see me volunteering to have an organ cut out of my body.”

      “I bet you would, if it could happen magically, without surgery or blood. If they could zap you and—presto—your kidney is lying on the table.”

      A shudder shook Grace’s body. “Ew! Could we please change the subject? We were supposed to be talking about Mr. Darcy. Since we’ve established you’re more than good enough for him and he’d be lucky to have you, are you going out with him? On a real date?”

      “Maybe. He asked me to go out with him Thursday night.”

      “On Thanksgiving Day? I hope you said no.”

      “I told him I was spending Thanksgiving with my family, and he’d forgotten Thursday was Thanksgiving. I guess he doesn’t have any family here. I could’ve invited him to Mom and Pop’s, but I don’t know him well enough. Plus, he doesn’t seem like the type who’d enjoy squeezing around the table with our huge family.”

      “Or you could be judging him unfairly. You tend to be prejudiced against people who have money. Seems like you may have been wrong about Collin all this time. Maybe you shouldn’t make the same mistake again.”

      “That’s true. I guess I should give this guy the benefit of the doubt. He suggested going out on Saturday, and I said I’d think about it.”

      “I think you should go. And I think you should leave from here and make him come pick you up, so I can see this smokin’ hot guy.”

      “Hey!” Brad’s voice boomed from the doorway. “Why do you want to see some hot guy? Am I not good enough for you?”

      Olivia knew he wasn’t really worried. He tried to scowl, but a smile kept poking through his angry façade.

      Grace moved to wrap her arms around his waist. “I would never trade my hunk for Olivia’s hunk. My interest was purely academic.”

      His grin escaped its hiding place. “It’s a good thing. My testosterone was about to make me go caveman on this dude. Who are we talking about, anyway?”

      “It’s a guy Grace found for me on that online dating site,” Olivia answered, noticing too late Grace’s finger pressed to her lips under a pair of panicked hazel eyes.

      Brad’s new frown appeared more genuine as he thrust Grace to arm’s length and pinned her with a glare. “You signed her up for that Find-A-Fool site? After we talked about it and I said it was a bad idea?”

      “It’s called Find Your Forever, but it turned out great. This last guy was a really good one,” said Grace, with pleading eyes. “Tell him, Olivia.”

      “You’ve been chatting online with other guys all this time?” Brad asked before Olivia could respond.

      “Uhmm, I think I should be going.” Olivia slipped off the bed and tiptoed in a wide circle, trying to squeeze behind Brad to escape. A muscled arm blocked her way. Her eyes followed the arm to a hand, gripping the doorframe with white knuckles.

      “Not so fast, Buckaroo.” Brad’s gaze shifted to Olivia. “We’re going to talk about your safety, especially if you’re meeting with strangers.”

      Olivia bristled. “I’m twenty-seven years old. I don’t need a father to tell me what to do.”

      “You may outgrow your need for a father, but Spencer and I are going to claim the right to big-brother you for the rest of your life. Man or woman, no one should be alone, Olivia. We have to look out for one another. I know you don’t want to be dependent on a man—or anyone else, for that matter—but has it ever occurred to you how selfish your reckless behavior is? When I hear about you walking the deserted streets after midnight, it makes me sick to my stomach. And don’t try to tell me you’re not in danger, because Grace told me you were assaulted last night. I couldn’t live with myself if something happened to you.”

      Her angry retort died a quick death. “I never meant to worry anyone. I’m not really reckless, you know. I always carry my mace in one hand and a sound blaster in the other. Well, almost always. Last night I was kind of upset, and I forgot.”

      She could tell by the way his face grew progressively redder her explanation wasn’t helping.

      “I’m not telling you what to do, Olivia, but I’m asking nicely. Begging.” Brad’s chest expanded and fell slowly. “Let us play a role in keeping you safe. You’ve turned us down before, but we’re begging from now on to avoid the subway late at night when you have to pass down empty streets to get to the station. Grace had a great idea…a taxi allowance. Please use it, so we can have some peace of mind.”

      To her amazement, his words made her feel warm inside. “Okay.” It was the hardest word she’d ever spoken, but she found herself smiling. His protective manner brought a vivid image of Collin to mind, as he rode with her on the subway and walked to her apartment, stubbornly refusing to leave until he saw her safely home. I can’t remember why that always seemed so irritating.

      “Great.” Brad’s arm slipped around her shoulder, the other one still around his wife. A gentle pressure moved them toward the living room. “Now, let’s have a conversation about this hot guy.”
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      “Thank you for dinner.” Martha patted her lips with her napkin. “I would’ve been perfectly happy with the food at the rehab center, but it was nice to spend time with you on Thanksgiving Day. I still hate that you missed dinner with your family.”

      “You know how my family is. We don’t have Thanksgiving.” With his plate only half-empty, Collin moved his food around to appear more had been eaten.

      “Didn’t you say you were invited to dinner with your cousin, Charlie, at her parents’ house? Why did you turn down their invitation?”

      The real answer was Collin hadn’t been prepared to answer Charlie’s questions about Olivia and the Santa Claus disaster. She’d been needling him for details ever since hearing about the episode from Grace.

      “I want to spend time with you, Martha.” Collin put his fork down, his three bites of turkey having somehow filled his stomach to the brim. “In fact, I want to take you somewhere Saturday night. My brother invited me and some friends to a new club in town.”

      Martha swallowed a bite of food. “What are you doing, Collin? Why are you inviting me to go out with you instead of bringing a girlfriend?”

      He squeezed his eyes tight against a flood of guilt. “Because I let you down. I promised to get you a new kidney, and I failed. I need to spend time with you before you die.”

      With a longsuffering sigh, Martha said, “This is my fault, isn’t it?”

      “Nothing is your fault. You’re the innocent one here.”

      “You’re upset because I told you I refused to live on dialysis, right?” Her brows lifted. “I only said that because I was afraid.”

      “You’re not afraid of anything,” Collin argued. “You’re the bravest person I know.”

      “I am afraid, but I shouldn’t have made such a rash statement. I don’t like dialysis. I don’t like needles. But if there’s one thing I’ve learned since I lost my home, it’s to appreciate what you have. I shouldn’t have complained about needing dialysis when I’m blessed to be alive.” She reached across the table and patted his hand. “I’m blessed to have you acting like one of my sons, and I’m really blessed to have Steven Gherring promise to support me financially. I have so many things to be thankful for. I shouldn’t be moping around, feeling sorry for myself.”

      Collin started to protest, when her cell phone started chiming inside the worn leather bag that never left her shoulder. She dug in the depths, extracting her new cell phone. After several seconds, she found the right button and answered the call.

      “Hello? Oh, hi. How are you?” She listened quietly for several minutes, her eyes widening at first, and then glistening with tears. “I can’t believe it!” She choked, pressing her hand to her throat. “Thank you so much. Yes, I hope it works out, but I promise not to set my hopes too high. Thanks again, and happy Thanksgiving.”

      She hung up and stared at Collin, her mouth hanging open. “That was Olive Oil. She thinks she’s found a kidney for me.”

      “Olivia?” His heart flipped inside his chest. “How? Where did she find it?”

      Her lifted hand silenced his questions. “I don’t know any details, and it may not work out. But even if it doesn’t, I’ll be okay.”

      “You don’t want to die anymore?”

      “That’s what I’m trying to tell you. I’m ready to strike a bargain. I’m willing to fight to stay alive, at least for a couple of years, whether or not I get a transplant.”

      The knot in his stomach began to loosen. He felt a sense of control returning—one that had been missing since he’d first learned Martha had kidney failure. He studied her face, searching to see if she was sincere. For the first time, he noticed a rosy hue had returned to her cheeks. “I’m glad you’ve come to your senses, Martha.”

      “Uh-uh-uh!” Her finger waggled like a metronome. “Like I said, it’s a bargain. You haven’t heard what I want from you.” She took another bite of turkey.

      “What do you want?” He was afraid to hear the answer.

      She put her fork down and leaned forward, her stare intense. “Collin, you know I lost both my sons in the war.”

      “You told me that,” he responded, wondering where she was headed.

      “If they were here with us they’d tell you I’m a pro at laying on a guilt trip.”

      “Go ahead and lay it on me,” he challenged. “I can take it.”

      “There’s one thing you could give me. One thing I want that I can’t get for myself. In five years, I may not be here, and it will be too late.”

      “Am I supposed to guess?”

      “You’re welcome to try.” She lifted her chin.

      “I’m guessing you want to be the mother of the groom in a wedding, although I don’t think there’s any chance of that happening soon.”

      “Well, that would be nice. But what I really want requires a bit more effort and costs considerably more. It’s something I’ve never had, but always dreamed of.”

      “What is it? A trip? A sports car?” Collin took a sip of water, smiling as he imagined Martha behind the wheel of a Corvette.

      “No…a grandbaby.”

      Collin sucked in a shocked breath, sending water down the wrong pipe and starting a coughing fit.

      “No reason to get all choked up about it.” She chuckled as he cleared his throat. “You have a little time to get used to the idea, because I want you to get married first. But we can’t afford to waste a lot of time.”

      “Martha, I don’t even have a girlfriend. How do you expect me to get married and have a baby?”

      “Only in the next year or two.” She leaned back in her chair, taking a sip of water. “You don’t have to rush it.”

      “You don’t think getting married and having a kid within two years is rushing things? I have to find a woman willing to be my wife, first.”

      “I seem to recall you complaining that plenty of women seemed interested in getting married.”

      He stared down his nose, emphasizing his disapproval. “Do you also recall that those women only wanted to marry me because of my money, and that I’m not interested in any of them?”

      She nodded, her lips turning downward. “That does sound familiar. It’s too bad there isn’t a girl out there who’d be interested in you for yourself, instead of being attracted to your money. Can you think of anyone like that?”

      “If a girl like that actually existed, I couldn’t marry her.”

      This time her brows knitted together and stayed that way, like there was Velcro in the creases. “Why ever not?”

      Fingers closed around his throat, cutting off his air. “Because I don’t deserve someone like that.”

      “You’ve been listening to your father, haven’t you?” Her eyes flashed with anger. “You’re a good man, Collin. You are kind, and gentle-hearted, and loving. Whatever he said to you isn’t true. You don’t respect him or his opinion about anything else, so why would you believe his judgment of you?”

      With his eyes trained on a spot on the ceiling, Collin deliberated before answering. He’d never spoken to anyone of his mother’s eviscerating pronouncement the night she left, and with good reason. To say the words aloud would make him despise himself even more. He kept his memories private.

      “You don’t know everything about me, Martha. I don’t deserve you, either.”

      “Oh my goodness!” Her eyes rolled up, showing the whites. “Stop your whining right now, or you’ll give me a new reason to wish I was dead. I wasn’t born yesterday, and I haven’t lived a sheltered life since we went bankrupt. I know for a fact you have a good heart, and I don’t care what secret you’re hiding from your past.”

      “Won’t mention it again, but there’s nothing I can do to fulfill your demands in less than two years.”

      “You could start by inviting someone your own age to that club Saturday night. Someone like Olivia.”

      Her sharp, all-seeing eyes probed him for the truth as he squirmed in his chair. Yet he knew Olivia deserved someone who would love her, rather than control and manipulate her. “Olivia wants nothing to do with me. Don’t ask. It’s a long story, but she caught me in a big lie.”

      Martha’s face wilted like a cut flower in the summer sun. “That’s too bad. I really like that girl. And the two of you would’ve made beautiful grandkids for me.”

      “Martha!” Blood rushed into his face.

      “Don’t have time to waste with niceties. Need to be practical if I’m going to get what I want before I die in a couple of years.”

      “Your better bet is to work hard to find a matching kidney, so I don’t have to marry the first girl who’s willing.”

      “You can’t marry just any girl, though. Make sure her hips are wide, like mine. Child-bearing hips.” She winked.

      “I don’t want to discuss hips with you, or anyone else, for that matter. Can we please change the subject? Anything besides hips?” His face was so hot he could’ve fried an egg on it.

      “Fine. Let’s see, what shall we talk about? Hmmm. Why don’t you tell me what you did to make Olive Oil angry?” Martha’s impertinent smirk left no doubt she knew what she was doing.

      Collin released a long sigh. “How wide do those hips need to be?”
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      “Stop putting dirty things into my clean dishwater—you’re going to mess it up.” Olivia snatched the plate from the suds, rinsing off the food particles and setting it on top of the rinsed plate stack.

      “Why do you have to wash everything twice?” Spencer complained. “You wash it once just to stack it on the counter. Then you wash it again.”

      “Because I don’t want food particles in my clean dish water. Gross. Icky bits of food floating around in there.” Olivia dropped the rinsed silverware into the bottom of her dishwater, before grabbing a stack of plates and lowering them into the suds. “However, since that was the juiciest turkey I’ve ever eaten in my life and the stuffing was incredible, you’re totally forgiven.”

      Spencer beamed. He’d been the chief chef in the household even back when he was in high school. Now she only enjoyed his cooking on holidays and at their weekly family gatherings on Sunday nights. “I’m glad you liked it. I got that recipe from the book you got me last Christmas—The Test Kitchen.”

      “Emily is so lucky. I’m never going to find a guy who can cook like you.”

      “Afraid you’re right. My greatness is unmatched.”

      She gave him a shove, leaving wet handprints on his shirt. “Get out of my kitchen and send Hannah and Claire in here to help with the dishes. They’ve had more than their fair share of baby time already.”

      “Will do.” Spencer ducked through the door.

      At six feet three inches, he was the tallest of the Marshall clan. Hannah and Claire, who burst into the room moments later, closely mirrored Olivia’s five feet nine inches. Only Grace, a bare two inches over five feet, had inherited a latent, short gene. If she didn’t have their father’s hazel eyes and a turned-up nose identical to their mom, they would’ve accused her of being an accidental mix-up at the hospital.

      “Your new cell phone was ringing earlier.” Claire held it up so Olivia could look at it without drying her hands.

      “That’s my roommate’s number. I’ll call her back when I finish.”

      “I like your new phone,” said Claire.

      “It’s not really new,” Olivia explained. “Had to get a refurbished one. All I could afford. At least I got to keep my same phone number.”

      Hannah fished in the drawer for two fresh dishcloths and handed one to Claire. “This is perfect. Claire and I can dry dishes and put them away, and you can tell us all about the guy you met on Saturday while you wash.”

      Claire picked up a plate, examining it before she wiped it with her towel. “And I’m going to be the clean-inspector, in case you miss anything when you wash.”

      “I never miss anything,” Olivia defended. “I’m a perfectionist, like you.”

      “True,” said Claire. “It’s Hannah who gets in a hurry and leaves food on the plates.”

      “My dishes come out perfectly clean,” Hannah snapped. “The two of you stare at my clean plates until you see spots in front of your eyes and then blame me for it.”

      “Believe whatever makes you happy.” Olivia grinned at Hannah, relieved to have distracted her from her quest for information. “I need to go for a walk when we’re done. A little exercise to burn off all those calories.”

      “I see what you’re doing here, and it’s not going to work.” Hannah leaned close as she picked up another plate from the stack of rinsed dishes. “Time to tell us all about guy number three from Find Your Forever. Is he really your forever-guy? Grace wouldn’t give us anything—she said we had to let you tell us.”

      “Might as well spill it. You know you want to.” Claire squinted at the plate she held a few inches away from her face and rubbed at a spot with her towel.

      “Not much to tell. I went. He’s an attorney. Thirty-six years old. Good-looking. We talked a few minutes. He got my cell number.”

      Hannah plopped her hands on her hips, dishtowel dangling. “Stop teasing. Give us the details.”

      Olivia gave in to the inevitable and repeated the story of the lunch meeting for her sisters’ benefit, including all the pertinent details, but not her confusing reactions.

      “I can tell you think he’s hot.” Hannah carried a stack of plates to the cabinet. “But I can’t tell if you like him.”

      “I’m not sure, either,” Olivia admitted. “He’s got an ego the size of the Pacific.”

      “And he wants to make you his trophy wife,” said Claire.

      “But he’s not looking for a normal trophy wife,” Hannah argued. “Sounds like he wants a beautiful, smart, accomplished trophy wife, instead of a gorgeous, mindless bimbo.”

      “I still can’t imagine Olivia in that role.” Claire grabbed a new dishtowel to replace her saturated one.

      “I agree with you, Claire.” Olivia started washing the first pot. “But you didn’t see him. He’s pretty tempting.”

      “You’re going out with him on Saturday?” Claire asked. “What about Collin’s party? Thought we were all going together.”

      A pot slipped from Olivia’s fingers, splashing into the sink of water. “I forgot all about it. But I’m not going to Collin’s party, since I’m still mad at him.” She searched for remnants of her earlier fury, finding a few strands.

      “You’re mad at Collin? What did he do?” asked Hannah.

      “I guess I haven’t talked to you since last Friday. We had a little run-in.” Olivia tucked her chin down, hoping her sisters wouldn’t notice the evidence of her humiliation. “I found out that night in the break room, when I kissed Blake in his Real Santa Claus suit, it wasn’t Blake at all. It was Collin, pretending to be Blake.”

      “What!” Hannah exclaimed, bursting into uncontrollable giggles. “You kissed Collin and thought it was Blake?”

      “No way,” Claire moved to lean against the counter beside Olivia. “Are you telling me the whole time you thought you had the hots for Santa Blake, you actually had the hots for Santa Collin?”

      “I think it just happened that one night, but it’s still mortifying,” Olivia confessed.

      Hannah eyed her with a crooked smile. “But it was Collin who gave you that hot Santa kiss, right? That means, when you were trying to choose between Collin and Blake, you were really choosing between Collin and Collin. No wonder it was such a tough decision.”

      “I vote for Collin over this Fitz guy,” said Claire, returning to her dish-drying duties. “I don’t want you to end up with a man named Fitzwilliam, no matter how cute he is. His name is too long. It won’t look good when I design the wedding invitations. Collin is perfect—same number of letters as Olivia. In fact, I’ve already made up a sample invitation, and it looks so good. I got this new font, Wedding Dreams. I’ll show you, later. You’re going to love it.”

      “Claire! You can’t be making wedding invitations for Collin and me. We’re not even dating.”

      Claire lifted her hand and pushed her objection away as if it floated in the air. “It’s only a matter of time before he wears down your resistance.”

      “No resistance is necessary, since he isn’t interested in me anymore.” Olivia rinsed the last pot and handed it to Claire. “Just as well, because the two of us always seem to clash.”

      “I guarantee Collin is still interested,” said Hannah. “That kiss he gave you in the break room? Did that seem like the kiss of an uninterested guy? Because you told us you could hardly stay on your feet.”

      “I told you that? I must’ve been sleep deprived. What else did I tell you?”

      “Enough for us to advise you to cancel your date with Fitz and go to Collin’s party instead.”

      “Only to get you in to the private party floor at The Slipstream,” Olivia accused.

      “We’re going, with or without you.” Hannah tossed a lock of curly auburn hair over her shoulder. “I’m thinking maybe Collin dropped you because he’d prefer a redhead.”

      “Collin is too old for you.” Olivia nabbed a wet dishcloth from the counter and popped it at Hannah, who dodged deftly to the side.

      “He’s only five years older than me, as opposed to Fitz, who’s nine years older than you. Who names their kid Fitzwilliam, anyway?” Hannah questioned.

      “Didn’t I tell you? He’s named after—”

      “Mr. Darcy in Pride and Prejudice,” Claire supplied, in a matter-of-fact voice.

      “How did you know that?” Olivia asked, astounded.

      “Everybody knows Mr. Darcy’s name was Fitzwilliam.” Claire scrunched up her nose as if she thought her sisters were ignorant.

      “Yeah, everybody,” Hannah snorted a laugh. “As in everybody who’s a complete and total book nerd and remembers every minute detail of every book they’ve ever read. In North America, that’s probably you and Emily.”

      “Emily, me, and Fitzwilliam’s mother.”
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      Collin tossed and turned Thanksgiving night, waking exhausted after repeatedly reliving the angry scene with Olivia. Splashing cold water on his face, he trudged into the kitchen and made a pot of coffee, determined to drink the entire carafe himself.

      He had to talk to Olivia. He owed her an apology, and hopefully her anger had cooled enough that she would listen. He had absolutely no intention of renewing his unsuitable efforts at establishing a permanent relationship. Hadn’t he proven his habitual manipulation of those he seemed to “need” in his life? He couldn’t do that to Olivia. That’s why he knew Martha’s suggestion was a terrible idea. On the other hand, he cared about Olivia as a friend, and if he was careful he could keep a tight rein on his tendency to control people.

      Collin had decided to pursue Martha’s challenge to marry and have a child. Hadn’t he been seeking that very thing with Olivia long before Martha proposed her bargain at the restaurant yesterday? So her suggestion wasn’t as outrageous as he pretended. He only needed to keep Olivia out of it, safe with her normal life and normal family. And what would protect her more than to take himself out of the picture via marriage?

      He could easily choose a suitable candidate and be married within a year’s time. Except this go-round, he would choose a woman from his social group—a woman as manipulative as he. This would leave three months to conceive the first child, a grandbaby for Martha. As was his custom, David was certain to invite an array of single women, thus the party Saturday night would be an excellent time for Collin to pick a woman who would qualify for the position of his wife and the mother of his children. Two of the regulars in David’s clan had expressed interest in the past, though he’d been too obsessed with Olivia to pay much attention. Both Everly and Bella were tough and scheming, possessing suitable social status to satisfy his father and the fortitude to withstand his attempts at control.

      Unfortunately, both women were blond—not his preference—but he suspected the hair color was an unnatural phenomenon anyway. Hopefully, his penchant for manipulation wouldn’t pass on to his progeny and, unlike his mother, his wife would choose to remain with the family.

      As he found Olivia’s contact on his cell phone, he thought about his mother, a shudder running through his body. Tomorrow morning, he and David would meet with her, an agreement he’d made only to appease his brother. His intention was to zone out and ignore every word she spoke. And he certainly wouldn’t engage her in conversation or ask her questions about why she left or why she hadn’t contacted them in the past twenty-five years. Would she even realize it was his birthday? Probably not.

      Like every other time he’d thought about the meeting since David talked him into it two days ago, the compulsion to drown his emotions with alcohol rose up and smacked him in the gut. So far, he’d resisted the urge, but he couldn’t promise he wouldn’t give in Saturday night after the horrendous get-together took place.

      “Hello?” Olivia’s voice broke his reverie. When had he pressed send?

      “Olivia? It’s me. Collin. Please don’t hang up. I want to apologize.”

      “Wait a sec, Collin. Let me turn the volume up. I can barely hear in here.” Rattling noises ensued. “Okay, that should be better. What did you say?”

      “I called to apologize, but I can call back another time if you’re busy.”

      “No, I can talk now. I’m in a long checkout line. Hitting the after-Thanksgiving sales. And don’t worry, I’m not too mad, anymore.”

      His tight muscles loosened, and he blew out a deep breath. “I never intended to trick you, Olivia. I was only trying to protect Blake’s job. But I’m truly sorry.”

      “Trying to save his job? That’s all you were doing?” Skepticism painted the edge of her words. “How exactly did kissing me protect his job?”

      He felt like he had a mouthful of saltine crackers. He’d hoped she would accept his blanket explanation. “I knew you’d already kissed Blake, so I couldn’t turn you down or you’d have been suspicious.”

      “Still, that didn’t give you an excuse to kiss me like…you know, like…that.”

      He found himself absurdly pleased at her tongue-tied description of his kiss. “Had to make it good, didn’t I? Figured you’d suspect something was up if it was worse than the one he gave you. But if it was better, you might think he’d improved as he got more comfortable.”

      “You’re assuming your kiss was better than his?”

      He choked, coughing before catching his breath. “His kiss was better?”

      “I don’t think it’s lady-like to compare. Sounds like something men would talk about in the locker room.”

      “Right.” He jammed his hand into his pocket to keep himself from pounding his fist into the wall. “But you preferred his to mine?”

      An expectant pause followed. “Why did you say you were calling? To apologize? Was that all?”

      He could see it was futile to pursue the kissing comparison. Muttering under his breath, he pushed his wounded pride away. “I also wanted to see how school is going. Had any more panic attacks?”

      “Not yet. But I have another big test next Friday.” Her tone changed, the heavy fatigue evident in her voice, even though she’d had a few days off from class. No doubt she was still staying up late every night to study. She needed to squeeze some fun and relaxation in there, or she would burn herself out.

      “You should come to The Slipstream Saturday night,” he blurted out, without thinking. Awkward silence answered him. Did it sound like he was asking her out on a date? He hurried to correct himself. “Just as friends, of course. David’s inviting a bunch of people. You could bring your sisters. You could even bring a date.”

      “A date? You really wouldn’t care if I brought a guy?”

      “Of course not,” he lied, in a convincing tone. “We’re friends, you and I. But you can’t bring Blake. He’s working Saturday night. You know how it is, being Santa after Thanksgiving. No time off.”

      “I’m done with Blake.”

      “Oh. Okay.” Why did his heart do a little happy dance? Wasn’t she better off with Blake?

      “You don’t need to bring anyone,” he assured her, sensing she still felt nervous about the invitation. “It still won’t be like we’re together.”

      “Why? Are you bringing a date?”

      “I’m meeting a girl there.” He scrambled, rifling through a mental list of single women David would likely invite. “Two of them, actually.” He grinned, knowing she’d disapprove.

      “You’re going out with two girls at once?”

      “At least they’ll know about each other,” he retorted. “Did you tell those guys from your dating website you were also dating Blake?”

      “I never dated Blake!”

      “I beg to differ. Charlie told me all about their dating rules. She told me the Marshall women subscribe to them, as well. And according to those rules, if the guy pays for something or kisses you, it’s a date. That means you definitely dated Blake. And technically, you dated me as well.” He bit his lips to keep from laughing, wishing he could watch her face turn red.

      “That doesn’t count! You were dressed as Santa Claus. I didn’t even know it was you when we kissed.”

      “I hope you’re not in a place where people can hear what you’re saying. That sounded kind of naughty.”

      Her next words sounded like she was whispering inside a tunnel. “Schmazzel! I’m in line to check out at a department store and this old lady is standing behind me. I think she heard everything I said.”

      He laughed out loud.

      “Stop it!” she hissed. “This isn’t funny!”

      “Can’t help it. And it’s been ages since I had something to laugh about.”

      Instantly, her voice was filled with sympathy. “I know you’ve been through a lot lately.”

      He closed his eyes, struggling against the urge to use her compassion. He could draw her to him, and she would comfort him. He wouldn’t feel alone. No. He had to drive her away to protect her.

      “I’m okay. I’m better since there’s hope for Martha finding a kidney. I heard about that, you know. What’s your source? Something through the medical school?”

      She was quiet for a minute, as if she wasn’t sure what to reveal. “I can’t give specifics, but yes, the medical school is involved.”

      “I’m praying this will work out, but Martha’s promised to fight it out with dialysis for at least a couple of years.”

      “I’m glad. You need her now. Especially with your birth mother causing a ruckus.”

      A rock plummeted into his stomach. “I’m meeting with her tomorrow morning.”

      “You are? But why? I thought you didn’t ever want to speak to her. Did your dad talk you into it?”

      “David, not Dad.” The word tasted bad in his mouth. “I’ll be there to support my brother because he doesn’t deserve to do this alone. He doesn’t know what she’s like. I’m afraid she might say something to hurt him, and I won’t let her get away with it.” Collin had demonstrated repeatedly the veracity of his mother’s accusations against him. But David had only been three years old when she deserted them. Even if David, like his father and him, lacked the ability to love without manipulating, Collin didn’t want him to know.

      A few moments of silence passed, and he thought the call had dropped. “Olivia?”

      “I’m here. Just thinking. You want me to come? I don’t have to go in the room with you guys, but I could sit outside and be there for you. That’s what friends do, right? They’re there for each other? Like you were there for me when I was panicking Thursday night before my test?”

      He should say no. He should tell her he didn’t need her. He should tell her he wasn’t at all nervous about seeing his mother for the first time in twenty-five years. He should do everything possible to drive Olivia away. To keep her safe. But he didn’t.

      “I’d really appreciate that.” He cleared his throat, hating the way it warbled. “If you’re sure you don’t mind.”

      “I’ll be there.”
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      Olivia tucked her cell phone in her purse, shooting a surreptitious glance at the woman behind her, who still sported a scornful glare. Olivia considered whether she might explain the circumstances behind her statement about being unaware of whom she was kissing. As she ran over the explanation in her mind, she determined it sounded worse than what the woman had already overheard.

      Ironic that Collin had called to invite her to his party while she was at the store purchasing a gift for him. It didn’t escape her that he’d neglected to mention his birthday as the purpose of the gathering at The Slipstream. His affirmation of their relationship as friends-only affirmed her decision to match his previous generosity for her birthday with a gift of her own. He wouldn’t read anything into the gesture.

      She had to admit, it hurt when he confirmed he was pursuing other women, divulging his plan to attend the event with not one, but two. She wondered if things might’ve turned out differently if she’d seen the real Collin early on, as Charlie had. Now it was too late. At least her stubborn nature had prevented her from falling in love with him, or the rejection would’ve hurt even more. The ache she felt in her chest was hard enough as it was. She was confident they could remain good friends, thus the reason she’d offered her moral support for his meeting with his mother.

      As she paid for her purchase, she was careful to keep her credit card hidden, in hopes the disdainful woman to the rear wouldn’t see her name. She cringed when she saw the total on the register. She should’ve spent thirty dollars on a tie rather than the two hundred dollars she’d charged for a leather briefcase. Her only justification was that it was on sale for forty percent off and she was still eligible for her employee discount at Bergman until the end of the month.

      At least the conversation with Collin solved one problem for her—what to do about her plans with Fitz on Saturday night. She’d planned to keep her date with him and send her gift to the party via her sisters. But in light of Collin’s revelation that he was bringing two women, Olivia felt comfortable bringing Fitz to the event. Fitz seemed like the type who would jump at the opportunity to be seen on the private floor of The Slipstream. With any luck, he would be so busy parading himself around, he would forget all about her and she could have fun with her sisters.

      Feeling the eyes of her condemning judge boring into the back of her neck, she wondered how Collin would handle the situation if he were there. With a jaunty lift of her chin, she turned around and, ignoring the woman’s reproachful expression, leaned toward her and whispered, “Who would’ve dreamed Santa had such a talented tongue?”
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      Olivia emerged from the elevator, breathtaking in a sweater, boots, and tight pants that showed off her long, shapely legs. Thankfully, she greeted David with a hug. That meant Collin could embrace her without feeling guilty or awkward. Her warm form in his arms temporarily erased all his angst about the meeting. But only for a moment. Then he heard his mother yelling on the other side of the heavy carved wood door. From inside the attorney’s conference room, her voice echoed in near hysterical tones. She was objecting to Collin’s insistence that his attorney attend the meeting, claiming it was too intimate and emotional for the intrusive presence of witnesses. At least the presence of separate entrances in the conference room, accessed from two different lobbies in the attorney’s office, prevented his mother from accosting him before the meeting began.

      A wrinkle formed between Olivia’s brows, marring her smooth forehead, and he hated knowing he was responsible for it. She jerked her chin toward the offending voice. “Sounds like she’s already upset. That doesn’t bode very well, does it?”

      Collin lifted his shoulders and let them fall, feigning detachment. “I didn’t expect otherwise, but I’m sure it will be fine. I can stand anything for twenty minutes.”

      David pounded him on the back, sporting a broad grin. “I figure the worse she is, the harder we’ll celebrate.” He turned his back to Collin, moving closer to Olivia. “Collin tells me he invited you and your sisters to The Slipstream tonight. Hope you’ll save a dance or two for me.” Collin ground his teeth in irritation at his brother’s flirtatious manner. He worried what David might do when the party was in full swing. Could he un-invite her without raising suspicion?

      “We’ll see,” she said with a sideways glance at Collin. Was she asking for implicit permission? If so, he wasn’t giving it.

      “You’ll have to dance with her early, David, while you’re not too inebriated to keep your balance.”

      “Ha! That shows how much you know, Brother. My tolerance has grown to astronomical levels. I can walk a straight line with five shots of whiskey in my system.”

      “I’m afraid that testimony doesn’t make me want to dance with you,” said Olivia. “I’m not anxious to have my toes tromped.”

      Collin kept a straight face, but a victorious smile bloomed on the inside.

      David bowed to her, rotating his hand in a flourish. “My lady, I take that as a personal challenge. I predict I’ll have you swaying in my arms before the clock strikes midnight.”

      Olivia grinned until her eyes fell on something over Collin’s shoulder. “I think they’re ready for you.”

      A quick look behind him revealed his attorney, Fred Jensen, standing in the open doorway, his customary grave expression covering his face. Collin wondered if it was an inevitability of practicing law that all semblance of humor was sucked from your body, leaving you a lifeless zombie. “It’s time,” said Jensen. “Her attorney has specified that you should leave your cell phones outside.”

      “What if she goes berserk and attacks us, and we need to call nine-one-one?” David sent a wink Collin’s direction, blessedly unsuspecting of what Collin considered a likelihood.

      “I’ll be ready to contact emergency facilities should the need arise,” Jensen replied, affirming his lack of humor. Under any other circumstance, Collin would’ve hummed the tune to Zombie Love, and David would’ve added some coded scathing comment only the two of them could comprehend. But today, Collin’s sense of humor felt as scarce as Jensen’s.

      A soft touch on his arm distracted him. “I’ll be praying for you, Collin. And remember something Martha told me. ‘Our families may shape us, but they don’t define us.’”

      “She used that line on me, too.” Collin put his hand over hers, holding it in place. “But Martha never had a family like mine.” He glanced toward the doorway where Jensen stood tapping his foot.

      “Come on, Collin. Let’s get it over with.”

      A tug on his shirtsleeve pulled him away from Olivia. He turned to face Jensen and comforted himself with the words he’d repeated all morning and much of the sleepless night. She can’t hurt you, because you don’t care about her.

      But it was a lie, and he knew it. Though he despised her to the depths of his being for her abandonment, some part of him still wanted her approval. Impossible as it was, he wished she loved him. He wished she would tell him she’d been wrong about him all those years ago. That he wasn’t like his father—manipulative by nature, without the capacity for love. The sad thing was he knew he could convince her of that if he wanted to. He could act so compassionate she would be convinced he had changed and was now a loving, caring person. But that manipulative act would only prove the truth of her accusations twenty-five years ago.

      His mother leapt to her feet when he walked in the room, tears streaming down her face. She looked different in person than she had on the television news clips. Older. Time worn. Depleted. Heavy makeup couldn’t hide the multitude of wrinkles outlining her mouth, a telltale sign of years of smoking—and indeed, she reeked of it. Her dark, thick, lashes were fake and poorly applied. Her hair was still blond, almost identical to the worn and faded photograph he kept in his dresser.

      “Collin! David!” She opened her arms to them. “I’ve missed you so much.”

      David let out a raucous laugh, ignoring her proffered embrace as he rounded the table and sat down across from her. “That’s awesome. I didn’t know you were going to be telling jokes, Ms. Grant.”

      “My name is Sterling—Rebecca Sterling,” she snapped, before attempting a smile, the resulting expression more indicative of indigestion than happiness. She cut her eyes to the tall man leaning against the wall behind her. As skinny as a scarecrow, his suit hung on his bony frame. His briefcase was emblazoned with the words, “Becker and Becker, Attorneys at Law.”

      Collin sat beside his brother, his gut still churning, though David’s joviality made him much more comfortable than he had anticipated. He made a fair attempt to sound indifferent as he answered, “You’ve been married twice since you left Dad. How did you choose which name to use? Eeny, meeny, miny, moe?”

      Her lips turned down, and tears sprang to her eyes. “Your father has been feeding you evil lies about me for twenty-five years. Nothing he told you is true!”

      “To be honest, Dad never talked about you at all.” David folded his hands on the table in front of him.

      “Because he was trying to keep us apart. He wouldn’t let me communicate with you. Do you know he made me sign a contract stating I would never contact my children? What kind of man would do such a thing?”

      David yawned, blinking as if he could barely keep his eyes open. “You’ll have to do better than that, Rebecca. You chose to sign that contract.”

      “He coerced me into signing it,” she sputtered.

      “By offering you a monthly stipend?” Collin asked.

      “Lies!”

      “Are you saying you didn’t take the money?” With his elbows on the table, David propped his head on his hands.

      “I had to take the money. I needed it to survive. But he wouldn’t give me alimony unless I signed that contract. He had his high-dollar attorneys to get his way. I had nothing…nothing.” She let out a sob, burying her face in her hands.

      “But that contract was void after you remarried,” Collin said, watching her for signs of remorse. “You weren’t getting a stipend any longer, so you could’ve contacted us any time you wanted to. It’s been twenty-five years.”

      Her hands dropped, revealing remarkably dry eyes. “By then it was too late. Your father had already poisoned you against me. You see? You see how it is? You believe all his lies, but I’m innocent. I was abused. I was only trying to escape with my sanity.”

      When she mentioned abuse, Collin’s body reacted. He pressed his hands against his legs, which were trembling with some kind of intense emotion he couldn’t identify.

      “Our father abused you?” David raised a single eyebrow, as skeptical as ever. Of course, he hadn’t overheard the shouting the night she left their home, so he had no idea.

      “Yes.” Her lower lip trembled. “I was abused.”

      “Why didn’t you report him?” David asked. “And if he was abusive, why did you leave us with him?”

      “I wanted to take you both. The night he threw me out, I begged him to let me take my children.”

      Collin wanted to object. To scream at her that he knew the truth. But maybe this was better. Maybe he should let David believe only their father was to blame for his mother’s desertion.

      David’s facial features hardened until he looked like a doppelgänger of their father. “Let me get this straight. You left because Dad was abusive. And you begged to take us with you. But Dad threatened to cut you off financially unless you signed a contract to give up all rights to us and never to speak to us again. Is that about right?”

      “Yes,” she whispered. This time, her hands stayed on the table as huge teardrops rolled down her face. “He beat me, but always in places where it wouldn’t show. I wanted to take you, but I knew he wouldn’t hurt his own sons. I knew you’d be safe.”

      Could it be true? Had their father abused her physically, as well as emotionally? It didn’t make sense, but Collin’s mind swirled with vague recollections. He couldn’t refute her statement with any conviction. Only the night of her departure stood out in his memory, clear as print on a page.

      “Do you know why I agreed to talk to you?” David asked, his arms crossed over his chest in a way that spoke volumes to Collin. His brother was no longer searching for answers. He’d made up his mind.

      “Because I threatened your father with a lawsuit?” she suggested, dabbing at her face with a tissue, which only further smeared the mascara under her eyes. “I know you’re protective of him, but you have no idea what a monster he is.”

      “You’re right. He’s a monster. A monster who’s offering you another five million dollars to go away. Again, he’s spreading it out over twenty-five years. That’s his offer—take it or leave it.”

      The tears dried up, but her jaw jutted out. “I’m not signing another contract.”

      “Neither is Dad. You’ll have to trust him, like you’ll have to trust me not to go to the press with all the stuff my private investigator learned about you.”

      Her face grew redder until she looked like her face might explode. “What kind of stuff?”

      David shrugged, displaying an enigmatic smile.

      “I was abused. I still have pictures. Five million was a lot of money twenty-five years ago, but it’s nothing compared to what your father is worth now. I want fifty million.”

      “Are you saying if we give you fifty million, you’ll leave us alone for another twenty-five years?”

      “Don’t answer that!” The scarecrow man hurried over, bending over and cupping his hand to whisper in her ear.

      Collin’s head spun. He murmured to David, “How long have you known she had stuff to hide?”

      “Since yesterday,” he answered in a low voice, one eye on the whispering pair. “I didn’t want to give her anything. It’s Dad who wants to pay her off—I think he still feels sorry for her. He also wants to protect the family name, but I don’t give a flip about our reputation. Anyway, if we’re smart, we can use her to increase our business. You know, any publicity is good publicity.”

      “What about the abuse, though?”

      “Dad swears she made that up, and I think I believe him.”

      Collin knew better, but he kept it to himself.

      The scarecrow man straightened, clearing his throat. “Five million is a slap in the face. She’ll take twenty million, but she wants two million, cash, with the rest amortized over twenty-five years and a written non-disclosure contract.”

      “Nah.” David scraped his chair on the floor as he stood, hauling Collin to his feet, as well. “It’s been fun. See ya later.”

      “Wait! She’ll take one million up front.”

      “Take it up with Dad,” said David as he strode toward the door. Collin turned to follow David.

      “You’re exactly like him!” she screamed. “Identical to your father! All you do is manipulate and abuse people!”

      Collin’s blood ran cold. He rounded to face her, shaking with barely contained rage. “You’re wrong. David is nothing like that. Do you hear me? Nothing.”

      “Leave it, Collin. Let’s go.”

      His collar pulled against his throat as he was jerked backward. Even when David dragged him from the room, Collin continued to shout at her, years of frustration pouring out in seconds. Their mother yelled back at him, her words stirring the memories in his head. The room spun. Then he was standing outside staring at the heavy wooden door as it shut in his face. From within the conference room, her voice continued, shrill and abrasive, as if it came through a megaphone.

      “Are you okay?”

      Stunned, Collin gazed down at Olivia’s liquid chocolate eyes, full of unspoken sympathy.

      David grinned, rubbing his hands together, briskly. “That was fun. Shall we go have lunch?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It was Josh who answered the door and invited Collin inside. “I’m glad you stopped by, although Jace and Chloe will be mad they missed you.”

      “They’re not here?” Collin asked, trying to hide his disappointment. He’d hoped to spend some time playing with the kids, to drive away all the bitter feelings his mother had dredged to life.

      “They’re with their grandparents this afternoon. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you when you called,” Josh explained. “But I was afraid you wouldn’t come.”

      “That’s okay. I can’t stay long anyway.” He’d wanted to talk to them about everything that happened with his mother. He’d wanted to explain about his controlling tendencies so they would take precautions and he could begin to spend time with the family once again. But now that he was here, he knew he’d made a mistake. He didn’t want Josh and Charlie to know the truth about him.

      He followed Josh into the living area where a strong odor assaulted his nose. Charlie looked up from her spot on the floor. “Hi, Collin! I’ll hug you in a minute. I’m in the middle of painting my toenails. I don’t have time to do it when the kids are here, so I have to wait until they’re at their monthly fun-time with the grandparents and Austen’s taking a nap. I figure I’ve got twenty minutes, tops.”

      “By all means, continue with your project,” Collin said. “Far be it from me to interfere with beauty.”

      “Ha! My toes are too long and skinny to be beautiful, but I’ll settle for not-chipped.”

      “You haven’t come over in so long, we thought you might be avoiding us.” Josh plopped onto the couch and picked up the remote, turning off the football game on the television.

      “Don’t let me interrupt.” Collin moved a few toys out of the way and sank into an overstuffed armchair. “Like I said, I can’t stay long.”

      Evidently finished with the first phase of her project, Charlie hobbled to the couch with some kind of blue foam wedging her bright pink toenails apart and sat beside Josh. She took his hand and both of them focused their gazes on Collin. He pulled at his collar, which suddenly seemed to be choking him.

      “Tell us what’s going on with you. We know you’ve had some kind of run-in with Olivia wearing a Santa costume. And we know your friend from the homeless shelter has kidney failure and needs a transplant. And we know your mother showed up and threatened a lawsuit if you and David didn’t meet with her.” She twisted her mouth in a crooked O. “But we only know these things because someone else told us. What happened? Why are you shutting us out of your life? Did we do something to make you mad?”

      “I’m sorry.” Guilt weighed heavily on his shoulders. “You guys haven’t done anything wrong, but there’s something you don’t know about me—something I’ve never told you.”

      “What is it?” asked Josh. “You look like you’re about to confess to murder.”

      “It’s almost as bad. The thing is…” Could he really tell them the truth he’d been hiding most of his life? “You see, you think you know me, but you don’t. You think you can trust me, but you can’t. There’s something wrong with me—something I inherited from my father. I fight it constantly, but sometimes I’m…” He swallowed hard. “I can be abusive.”

      “Abusive?” Josh sat forward, leaning his elbows on his knees. “What are you talking about, Collin? Who have you abused?”

      “My family. My friends. Everyone, really. I’m ashamed to say, I’ve even been abusive to the two of you.”

      Josh started to speak, but Charlie lifted a finger. “Wait, Josh. I want to hear this. Collin, I’d like to hear you give an example. Tell me a specific time you were abusive to me or Josh.”

      He felt a sting in the back of his eyes and had to take long, slow breaths to control his emotions. “It’s humiliating to admit, because I really want your respect, but I don’t deserve it. The truth is that everything I’ve done with you and the kids had an ulterior motive. It’s very subtle. I played with the kids and babysat and entertained, all so you would include me in your family. To take advantage of your hospitality. It’s what I do. Manipulate people. Always have and always will.”

      “That’s malarkey,” Charlie snapped, her cheeks glowing red.

      As Collin had feared, Charlie didn’t believe him. He had to convince Josh. “You understand, don’t you Josh? Don’t they teach you this stuff in med school? That some people don’t have the ability to love. I think it’s genetic. I inherited it from my father. He controls every person in every relationship.”

      Josh rubbed the scruff on his face, his brows bent in heavy thought. “There’s a condition called Emotional Deprivation Disorder. A person with this disorder isn’t capable of love.”

      “That’s it. You see, Charlie? It’s a real thing. I believe my father and I both have this disorder. My mother left because she was abused by my father and me—”

      “Hold on, Collin,” Josh interrupted. “You’ve got this backwards. This disorder results when a child is abused. It develops over time—it’s not something a person is born with. If you really had this disorder, it would indicate your mom and dad abused you emotionally. It happens when a child isn’t shown unconditional love.”

      Collin felt like his head was going to burst open. Josh’s explanation didn’t jive with what he’d always believed. “But I heard her say it, the night she left. She told my father he abused her—that he tried to control her life—and she couldn’t take it anymore. And then she said I was exactly like him. That I demanded more than she could give. That I was turning into a monster.”

      Charlie’s eyes were shining with unshed tears. “Collin, you never told me she said that. What a terrible thing for a mother to say to her child! You were only five years old?”

      He was surprised to find his own eyes were dry. It didn’t seem quite as raw as usual. Perhaps he’d used up all his emotional capacity for the day during his meeting with his mother. “She didn’t say it directly to me. I overheard them arguing. Screaming, really.”

      Josh nodded. “I think it’s highly possible you were emotionally abused, Collin. But I don’t think you have this disorder, because I don’t think you’re incapable of love.”

      “You have to believe me. You have to.” How could he convince them?

      “Why, Collin? Why is it so important for us to believe you?” Josh asked.

      “Because you need to protect yourselves. I’m so good at manipulation you won’t even realize I’m doing it. Half the time, I don’t either.”

      “Just now, you warned us not to allow you to manipulate us. Right?” Josh slipped his arm around Charlie’s shoulder, and Collin felt a pang of jealousy at his easy affection for his wife—the kind of relationship Collin could never have.

      “That’ right,” Collin confirmed.

      “But that warning was a protective action against your own best interest, because it prevents you from reaching a manipulative goal,” said Josh. “I would argue that your warning was a sacrificial act of love.”

      “No.” The logic made his head spin. “There’s something wrong with your reasoning.”

      Charlie’s head tilted, like she was trying to see inside his mind. “Can you honestly tell me you don’t love Jace and Chloe and Austen?”

      Collin shut his eyes tight, shaking his head. “I care about them a great deal, but it isn’t love. I know, because my actions are selfish. I wanted them to like me so you would include me in your family. Then I realized what I was doing, so I quit coming around. It was the only way I could control myself.”

      A fierce expression emerged on Charlie’s face. “Collin, you are part of our family. We love you. And I don’t care what you think is wrong with you. I believe you love us, too. I think, if a car was about to hit any one of us, you’d jump in front of the car and push us out of the way.”

      “Of course I would, but…but that’s not love.” Collin was on his feet and moving. “I shouldn’t have come. I knew you wouldn’t believe me.”

      He heard Charlie’s frantic voice calling after him, but ignored it as he strode toward the door. As he reached for the handle, a hand caught his arm.

      “Wait, Collin,” said Josh. “Charlie has your birthday presents.”

      He froze, furious to find tears had filled his eyes, and blinked rapidly to keep them at bay.

      “Happy Birthday.” A breathless Charlie trotted to the door. “Chloe and Jace made birthday cards.”

      Collin took the homemade cards, consisting of folded construction paper with sweet childish drawings and sprawled birthday greetings. A smile crept onto his face, despite his distress.

      “And this is from Josh and me.” She handed him a large flat box, wrapped in blue paper and tied with white ribbon. “I hope you like it.”

      He tore the paper off and stared at the gift with disbelief. A large collage frame displayed a variety of photos of Collin with Jace, Chloe, and Austen. Also included was a picture of him with the entire family, taken at Jace’s last birthday party. His heart felt like his chest was caving in on it.

      “I like it.” His words came out like a hoarse whisper. “Thank you.”

      Before he knew what was happening, Charlie wrapped him in a hug. It felt so good, it hurt.

      “You see, you are family,” said Charlie. “And please don’t stay away any longer. We love you, just like you are.”

      “I need to go.” Collin escaped out the door, but he couldn’t get away from their words, which played over and over inside his head.
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      “That’s all you can tell us?” asked Claire as they huddled together for warmth, waiting for the next train to arrive. Of the three of them, Claire was wearing the most sensible outerwear—a full-length, puffy, down coat. Hannah, who’d chosen to wear her light trench coat because it was “cute,” was rubbing her arms at a frantic pace. Olivia’s fleece had seemed like a good choice until they rounded the corner and hit a northerly wind with an icy bite. She utilized the large gift bag as an effective wind block for her face, though her obscured vision made for treacherous footing.

      “I’m pretty sure it was all supposed to be confidential.” Olivia explained. “Honestly, she screamed a lot of the same things she screamed on the news coverage. David didn’t seem to care a lick, but Collin... he looked like he wanted to kill his mother with his bare hands. I wish I could’ve gone to lunch with them afterwards, but I had to rush off to study group.”

      “Maybe you can talk to him tonight,” Hannah suggested through chattering teeth. “Look. Here comes the train. I’m sitting in the middle so I can get warm.”

      “It all depends on how clingy Fitz is tonight. If he flirts with all those socialites David invited to the party, I’ll have plenty of time to talk to Collin. But I may have to recruit the two of you to distract Collin’s dates.”

      “Dates?” asked Claire. “As in plural?”

      “Didn’t I mention that? He’s bringing two women to this party.” She chuckled as if the idea didn’t bother her.

      “We’ll be glad to help out,” said Hannah, leading the way onto the train. “You look terrific, by the way, Olivia. I’m glad you let me add a little extra eye liner and mascara to show off your eyes.”

      “Well I certainly wasn’t going to take your suggestion of wearing that low-cut top with an almost-nothing skirt.”

      “You would’ve been adorable,” Hannah defended.

      “I would’ve been an adorable block of ice... a self-conscious one.”

      A few stops later they made their way up the stairs and braved the cold wind for a few blocks, gasping at the long lines when they reached The Slipstream. Olivia led the way, cringing at the murderous stares as they pushed their way through the waiting crowds to the doorman. The doorman looked at his private party list and checked their ID’s, nodding to the guard at the side entrance.

      “I’m on the list for a plus one, and he’s not here yet.” As the door opened, ear-splitting music blasted outside, and Olivia had to yell for the doorman to hear. “Do I need to wait for him, or can I leave his name with you?”

      “Tell me his name,” the doorman shouted over the din. “Or better yet, write it on the list. Right there at the bottom.”

      With frozen fingers, she scribbled Fitz’s name and hurried to join her sisters. The guard had each of them sign a consent form before sending them straight up the special elevator to the second floor.

      “Isn’t this cool?” asked Hannah, watching the gyrating throngs on the dance floor through the glass sides of the elevator. An upward view revealed the translucent dance floor of the second level, colored lights flashing and obscure shapes undulating to produce a cascade of colors and shadows on the dancers below.

      “It’s crazy-awesome,” Claire agreed. “But I’m mostly happy to be warm. I’m already dreading the trip home.”

      “By then, we will have danced so much we’ll be glad to go outside and cool off,” Hannah predicted.

      The elevator doors opened and, once again, the music assaulted their eardrums. Olivia tried not to think about how loud music causes permanent hearing damage.

      Claire leaned close and said, “You know, Olivia, I think you’re the only person who brought a present. I don’t see a gift table.”

      “Oh, no!” She been so excited about giving him the briefcase, she hadn’t considered that The Slipstream might be an awkward place for it. He wouldn’t want to open her present if hers was the only one. “We’re here kind of early. Maybe I can catch Collin alone and give it to him before everyone else gets here.”

      Hannah and Claire slid off toward the dance floor, leaving Olivia holding the package she’d carefully wrapped in tissue paper and tucked in a plain craft-paper gift bag to appear more unassuming—more like a present from a friend than a girlfriend.

      She spied Collin sitting at a table with a group of friends and wandered over, wedging herself between two couples standing near the table. With the speakers aimed the opposite direction, the table was in a quieter location, allowing for conversation at a decibel lower than yelling. Engrossed in the tale his friend spun for the enjoyment of the group, Collin didn’t notice her arrival. She studied his tablemates and decided, judging by his body language, his two dates weren’t presently at his table. Knowing her window of opportunity was small, she tapped his shoulder to get his attention. He looked up, his eyes widening.

      “Olivia. Hi.” His eyes swept the area around her. “Did you come by yourself?”

      “No, Hannah and Claire came with me.”

      “Great.” He grinned.

      “My date’s not here yet.”

      The smile vanished. Was he angry? Hadn’t he told her to bring a date? She could swim in the thick awkwardness.

      “Where are your two dates? Off dueling to the death to see who gets you?” she joked.

      His mouth smiled, but his eyes didn’t. “They’re around.” He picked up his glass and saluted her with it. “Thanks for coming. Enjoy the party.”

      “Collin, wait.”

      He stopped, his drink hallway to his mouth. “Yes?”

      “I wondered how you’re doing. You know, after this morning?”

      His eyelids squeezed shut, and he shook his head. When his heart-melting emerald eyes met hers again, vulnerability bubbled below the surface. She had to lean close to hear his next words. “I’m fine. Never thanked you for being there.”

      “Wish I could’ve been more help.” With her head near his, she got a whiff of his aftershave. Hannah would probably have recognized the scent and named it, but Olivia only knew it smelled clean and masculine. She had an insane compulsion to bury her nose against his neck.

      When his lips curled again, his smile was genuine, if a bit sad. “You were sweet to come, and it was nice to have you there.” His gaze shifted. “You should go have fun. Your date is probably looking for you.”

      “I’m not expecting him until later.” She lifted the heavy gift bag into his field of vision. “I brought you something.”

      His face lit up, dimples dancing as they did a few weeks ago, before his life came crashing down on him. Before his birth mother appeared out of the blue and stirred up painful memories. Before Martha landed in the hospital with kidney failure. Back when she took his lighthearted flirtation and easy smile for granted.

      Abruptly, he rose to his feet and caught her elbow, leading her across the room to a dimly lit alcove with a table tucked in the corner.

      “I wasn’t expecting a gift,” he said. “You really shouldn’t have spent money on me. I know how tight your budget is.” Even as he spoke he eyed the gift bag, licking his lips.

      “You like opening presents, don’t you?”

      His dimples flashed. “I would deny it, but that would be a lie. I love surprises, and to be honest, it seldom happens.”

      “Surely your brother and your dad buy you presents for birthdays and Christmas.”

      “Dad usually cuts me a check, and this crazy party is David’s idea of a present.” He held out his hands. “What did you get me?”

      “Guess.”

      “It’s big, so I don’t know. Maybe a board game?”

      She handed him the gift, her heart pounding as she watched him tear the tissue paper away. He withdrew the briefcase from the bag, his mouth falling open.

      “Olivia.” His fingers traced the smooth leather. “This is beautiful. It’s nice. It’s too nice.”

      “You like it?” She caught herself chewing on a fingernail, just when she thought she’d broken the habit. She pushed the offending hand into her pocket.

      “I love it, but I can’t accept it.”

      “You already have one?”

      “No, but it’s too much. You shouldn’t spend this much money on me.”

      “Collin.” She laid her hand on his arm. “I wanted to do it. You’ve been a good friend, and I’ve taken you for granted.”

      “You didn’t buy it because you feel sorry for me? Because I played on your sympathies?”

      “You spent plenty on my birthday. I don’t see where this is any different.”

      His hands gripped the case until his knuckles turned white. “Are you sure you didn’t feel pressured to do this?”

      “Of course not. Why would I feel pressured? Listen, Collin, if you don’t like it—”

      “No, I do!” He stood, leaving the briefcase on the table. His hands tugged on hers, and suddenly she was on her feet, wrapped in his strong embrace. He pressed a kiss into her hair, leaving her lips jealous of her forehead. “Thank you. I don’t deserve it, but thank you.”
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        * * *

      

      He couldn’t say exactly how it happened, but he found himself on the dance floor with Olivia, her soft body molded against him as they swayed to the music. And when the song changed and the beat sped up, they continued their slow dance, oblivious to the other people bouncing around and bumping into them. He breathed in the fresh scent of her hair, his head swimming with heady disbelief. I’m holding Olivia in my arms, and she’s not trying to get away.

      “Collin?”

      “Yes?” He bent his head down so her lips could reach his ear, the slight touch resulting in a slow burn that spread down his spine.

      “Happy Birthday.”

      “Thank you,” he whispered, trying to convince himself a few dances wouldn’t do any harm.

      “Collin?” Her pupils dilated, disappearing in the deep brown. “Why do you think you don’t deserve my present?”

      “I’m too selfish,” he answered, honestly.

      Her head rested against him, and he thought she must agree. But then she looked up with watery eyes and protested, “I don’t think you’re selfish at all. I admire you for offering your kidney to Martha. That’s not the act of a selfish person. That’s an act of love.”

      He pondered her words, in light of his earlier conversation with Josh and Charlie. His whole sense of identity turned upside down. He felt something he hadn’t felt in a long time. Hope.

      The ache in his chest made it hard to breathe. He’d given up on the possibility of a relationship with Olivia. He’d thought he was incapable of love. Yet now, with Josh and Charlie’s arguments swirling in his mind, he wondered if he was wrong. Can I love Olivia? Truly love her, and not destroy her with my control?

      He jumped at a tap on his shoulder.

      “Excuse me.” The owner of the voice was male—an irritated male, if Collin could judge by the tone. “I believe you’re dancing with my date.”

      Olivia jumped away with a guilty expression. “Hi, Fitz. I’m glad you made it. This is my good friend, Collin Sterling. Collin this is— ”

      “Thanks for the dance, Olivia.” Collin cut her off, having no desire to meet the man who had ruined his moment. He kept his back turned to the newcomer, refusing to acknowledge his existence. Then, on impulse, Collin dipped his head to Olivia’s and captured her surprised lips in a kiss. He meant to brush his mouth across hers for the briefest of moments, but her pliant lips responded to him, extending an invitation he couldn’t refuse. He snaked his hand around her neck and drew her close, staking his claim. She tasted of mint and passion, inciting a hunger he couldn’t satisfy. He would’ve kissed her forever, forgoing food and sleep, but a maddened voice interrupted.

      “I see you’ve still learned nothing of propriety, Mr. Sterling. Though I’m not surprised at your vulgar behavior, considering your family heritage.”

      Hackles rose on the back of his neck. That voice—he recognized it. The blood rose in his cheeks as he turned to face his nemesis. What is he doing here? “Professor Burkhalter, you surprised me. I didn’t know you could speak in complete sentences on your own. I’ve only heard you reading verbatim from a text book.”

      Even in the dim light, Collin could see Burkhalter’s face turn a bright shade of red. Olivia stood frozen, eyes as round as an owl’s. Collin tasted acid in his throat as the cold realization filtered through his anger-fogged brain—Burkhalter is here with Olivia.

      “You never learn, do you?” Burkhalter’s upper lip curled on one side. “Don’t you realize I hold your future in my hands? You pass or fail at my pleasure.”

      Burkhalter began to move sideways, his arm in Olivia’s clutches as she dragged him away. With her head tucked down, Collin couldn’t determine her expression. Surely it was an innocent mistake on her part, bringing Burkhalter to his party. Collin couldn’t imagine Olivia planning such an event with the purpose of causing him pain. A much more likely scenario was that the universe was conspiring against him. Or perhaps he was being punished for enjoying that dance with Olivia a bit too long. Either way, it was worth it, especially when he factored the kiss into the equation. A taste of Olivia’s lips beat passing a law school class, any day.
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        * * *

      

      “Where are we going?” Fitz dragged his feet.

      “Let’s find some place quiet where we can talk.” Olivia tugged harder, her adrenaline giving her the strength to fight his resistance. The quiet alcove where she’d given Collin his present was occupied, but she spotted a couple coming out of a glass-front booth and made a beeline for it, hauling Fitz along with her. He stumbled a few times, her first clue that he might’ve had a few drinks before his arrival.

      Her suspicion was confirmed when he yelled into her ear, almost knocking her off her feet with his alcohol breath. “You don’t want to be associated with Collin Sterling. Believe me, his career is going nowhere.”

      Fuming, she held her tongue, saving her words for what she hoped would be a quieter setting. As they arrived at the booth, a guard materialized from a dark recess.

      “Can we go in here?” she asked, keeping a firm grasp on Fitz’s shirtsleeve so he wouldn’t decide to make a run for it.

      “Sure. But this booth is for dancing, not fidjiddling. Remember, people can see you.”

      “We don’t plan to fidjiddle,” she yelled at the guard as she tugged Fitz inside, not entirely sure of the word’s meaning, but certain it didn’t refer to talking. She shut the door, sighing with relief as the pounding music dimmed.

      “Fitz, I didn’t realize you were a teacher at Columbia.” She shook a finger in front of his nose. “But that doesn’t give you the right to be rude to Collin. This is his party. His brother paid for you to be here. At the very least, you owe him some respect.” She pointed out the glass wall in the general direction of Collin’s table, though only an empty corridor was visible. “That scene you caused out there was embarrassing. Wish I hadn’t invited you.”

      He took a step toward her, his eyes half-lidded, and spoke with a gravelly voice. “Sorry I embarrassed you, but you look amazing when you’re flushed.”

      She backed away, having second thoughts about the wisdom of her chosen place for a lecture, especially since he stood between her and the exit. “I think you’re a little inebriated, so don’t do anything stupid.”

      “I’m not inebriated. I don’t get inebriated. My brain functions at a more superior level with a high blood alcohol content than the average brain functions when stone sober.”

      “Are you really that full of yourself? I can see this relationship is going nowhere. I think it would be best if you left now.”

      He moved closer, and again she backed up, until her spine met the rear wall.

      “I’ll leave, but only if you come with me.”

      Her heart sped up, and not in a good way. She borrowed Grace’s teacher voice. “No, I’m staying here, and you’re leaving by yourself. I get that you’re some big-shot professor at Columbia who likes to throw his weight around, but Collin is my friend.”

      “Friend with benefits?” he growled, as he pressed forward, wedging her against the wall.

      “No, we’re only friends. That’s all.” Her hands pushed at his chest, but he wasn’t budging. She turned her face away as he lowered his head toward her. The heavy smell of alcohol assaulted her nose, and she gagged. She had to distract him, so she could get away. “Are you jealous because Collin’s smarter than you? Is that the problem?”

      His eyes flashed with anger, the muscles bulging in his jaw. “Collin Sterling is nothing but a conceited, spoiled, pretender who needs to be cut down to size.”

      The pressure seemed to lessen a bit, but not enough for her to escape. She hoped she wasn’t making things even worse for Collin by goading his professor. “Are you jealous of his social status? Or is it that you’re over the hill and he’s still young and virile?”

      Fitz spat out a string of expletives, shifting enough for Olivia to slide a few inches along the wall. She eyed the door across from them, but a hand slammed against the wall beside her head, blocking her progress.

      “Surely you don’t prefer him to me?”

      She should’ve snapped his photo and posted it with the hashtag incredulous. “In every conceivable way,” she retorted. “Especially at this moment.”

      “We’ll see how you feel about him when he flunks out of school.”

      “That’s wishful thinking. Collin is way too smart to flunk out.”

      His head fell back and laughter gurgled out—an eerie-sounding cackle you usually only hear in horror movies. She stared at his distorted face and wondered how she’d ever found him attractive.

      “Do you know who I am? I’m Fitzwilliam Burkhalter, the youngest man to ever graduate and pass the bar exam. My professorship is the single biggest draw for students and contributors at Columbia Law School.” The corners of his lips stretched wide like a python. “It doesn’t matter what grade Collin earns on his final examination. If I say he failed, he’ll be out of there so fast your head will spin.”

      “You can’t do that! It’s unscrupulous!”

      “I’m an attorney, sweetheart. Scruples are optional.”

      The door swung open and the guard’s head appeared. “If you guys aren’t going to dance you need to get out. I’ve got another couple waiting out here.”

      “Hey!” Olivia yelled at the guard, but the door clicked shut. She began to struggle in earnest, but Fitz leaned more of his weight against her.

      “You didn’t object when Collin kissed you. Let me show you how a real man does it.” His mouth descended toward hers.

      “Stop it! People can see us, you know.”

      He twisted his neck, squinting through the glass wall at the empty corridor. With a sneer, he turned back. “There’s no one watching us.”

      “Let me go.”

      “No more games,” he said, through gritted teeth. “I find it annoying when a woman plays hard to get.”

      “This isn’t a game.” She muttered, writhing in his grasp, trying to maneuver where she could lift her knee. But each wiggle was answered with increased pressure, his iron thigh pinning her in place. She got a hand loose, but he grabbed it, twisting her wrist. She turned her face to avoid his kiss, his lips landing on her cheek and sliding toward her mouth.

      “Let me go!” she yelled.

      “Quit pretending to fight,” he snarled, his lips moving to attack again.

      “If you don’t stop, I’ll file assault charges.”

      He stumbled back, staring at her like she was missing a few brain cells. “Assault charges? Why would you call this assault? Why wouldn’t you want to kiss me? Any woman would kill to be in your shoes.”

      If she weren’t worried about riling him up, she would’ve made a snide remark. The last thing she wanted now was to unleash an even angrier Fritz on Collin. Choosing distraction, instead, she held up a finger. “Give me a minute, okay? I need to go to the restroom. It can’t wait. I’ll be right back.”

      He blinked, his mouth hanging open. “Okay.”

      Her hand found the handle and opened it. With her gaze still fastened to his frozen figure, she backed out and shut the door, leaning against it and panting for breath.

      “Hey,” said the guard. “Where’s your boyfriend?”

      “He’ll be right behind me. But you better watch out. Whatever he drank made him think everyone in the world wants to kiss him.”

      “Everyone?” The guard took a step back, his hand covering his mouth as he sent a wary glance toward the booth.

      “Let him try.” The tall girl wriggled her fingernails in the air, the tips filed to sharp points, painted red to match her stilettos.

      Her burly boyfriend wasn’t quite so accommodating. “If he comes anywhere near me, I’ll knock his head off.”

      “You’re probably safe with that beard,” Olivia told him, thinking even Fitz couldn’t find a mouth to kiss under that rat’s nest of curly beard hair. She didn’t hang around to see him try.
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        * * *

      

      As Collin stood like a statue in the middle of the dance floor, watching Olivia and Burkhalter disappear together. What is she doing with that oily scum? Why would she bring him to my party? Fury swirled in his head, building pressure like steam in a kettle. He jumped when someone tugged on his arm.

      “Collin! Happy Birthday!”

      With a blond blur, two arms wrapped around his neck and a pair of lips fastened to his. Stunned, it was several seconds before he peeled her off.

      “Hello, Bella. Good to see you.” The lie slipped from his lips, smooth as silk. He hadn’t seen her in over a year, but she was still the same—as strikingly beautiful as she was aggressive and vacant.

      She slipped one hand around his waist as the other toyed with the top button on his shirt. “Aren’t you getting hot out here on the dance floor? You should loosen up a bit.”

      He brushed her hand away from his shirt, but the other one stayed in place, a little yank indicating her thumb was hooked through his belt loop.

      “I’m going to sit down. Have fun dancing.” He stepped to the side, but she stuck to him like static cling.

      “I’ll go with you so we can catch up. Haven’t seen you in forever. You’ve been neglecting me.”

      The pouty lip she pushed forward seemed fuller than he remembered, no doubt surgically enhanced like the rest of her. Had he really thought he could marry this girl, even as a last resort?

      “Sorry, Bella. It wasn’t intentional.” Irritated with her persistence, he searched for some means of escape. “Is Everly here tonight? I’ve been looking for her.”

      “Right over there, sitting with her fiancé.” Bella pointed somewhere behind him. “Guess you didn’t know she was engaged.”

      “I’ve never let an engagement ring slow me down.” He had no desire to be with Everly, engaged or otherwise. However, flirting with Everly might discourage Bella. He spun, weaving his way through the dancing throng. Unfortunately, Bella tagged along, her thumb still wedged through his belt loop. That’s when he spotted the gigantic video screen and slammed to a halt.

      “What’s wrong?” Bella followed his line of sight and commented, “Oh, that’s the dance booth. If you go in there, you’re supposed to dance or else get thrown out. That couple won’t last long, since they’re just making out in the corner. Do you want to go dance for the camera? I’ll go with you.”

      “No thanks,” he murmured, his eyes glued to the screen where only the man’s back was visible, though it was obvious he was pressed against a smaller figure. Acid burned in Collin’s gut, and he prayed the man on the screen wasn’t who he seemed to be.

      On the screen, the man shifted, and Collin’s fear was confirmed. Olivia’s face appeared as she stepped away from Burkhalter, looking flushed and breathing fast. Unable to bear any more, Collin turned his back to the screen, and Bella regarded him with worried eyes.

      “Are you okay?” she asked.

      He nodded, unable to think or speak.

      “Do you want a drink?”

      Yes, he screamed in his mind. Yes, I want a drink. I want to drink until I can’t remember anything about this day. I want to drink until I can’t feel anything at all.

      “I don’t drink anymore,” he answered.

      “Cool.” She shrugged. “You want to sit down? Or dance some more?”

      “Let’s dance.”

      A slow smile bloomed on her face, excitement shining in her eyes. She stood on her toes and spoke into his ear. “Do you want to slow dance?”

      He nodded and she licked her lips, letting her tongue sweep slowly from one corner of her mouth to the other.

      “Here, on the dance floor?” Her lashes fluttered. “Or do you want to go someplace private?”

      “Here,” he answered. Then he glanced at the video screen, now occupied by another couple. He tried to think about anything but where Olivia and Burkhalter might be now and what they might be doing. “But later,” he added. “Maybe later we’ll go someplace private.”

      Bella melted against him in an open invitation that should’ve made him forget about Olivia.

      But it didn’t.
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        * * *

      

      “I need your help,” Olivia yelled into Claire’s ear after she located both her sisters at a table near the dance floor. “I need to get Fitz out of here, and I don’t want to be alone with him.”

      “Why not?” Claire questioned. “A minute ago, you were making out with him. At least I assume that was Fitz.”

      “I wasn’t making out.” Olivia felt like popping her sister on the head for teasing at a time like this. “And I don’t appreciate you giving me a hard time right now. I’m totally stressed.”

      “I wasn’t giving you a hard time,” said Claire. “You do realize you were on TV, right? I mean, everyone saw you. Including Collin, I imagine.”

      “What are you talking about?” she asked, exasperated.

      “Yikes! You didn’t know?” Claire pointed to the gigantic screen displaying a larger-than-life couple dancing in time to the music’s incessant beat. “When you and Fitz were kissing in that booth, it played out here for all to see.”

      Olivia’s face felt hot. “I took him into that booth to yell at him. I promise we weren’t kissing. He tried to kiss me, but I wouldn’t let him. Couldn’t you tell?”

      Claire chewed on her lip. “Not really. But maybe it was my angle. Let’s ask Hannah.” She patted her sister on the shoulder, drawing her out of some deep shouting conversation with a man sporting a Legolas-style blond ponytail. “Hannah, did you see Olivia and Fitz on the TV screen a minute ago?”

      “Everybody saw it.” She leaned closer to Olivia and said, “You surprised me, kissing him on camera like that. But he is hot, so I guess I get it.”

      “I didn’t kiss him!”

      “Yeah, right. He kissed you. Semantics.” Hannah’s eyes got big as they focused behind Olivia. “Speak of the devil, here he comes. Wow, he’s so good-looking. Does he have a younger brother?”

      Olivia’s heart set a panicky pace as she grabbed the arms of both sisters. “Please, will you help me get him out of here? He made a scene with Collin.”

      Hannah’s lip pouted. “But I’m not ready to leave.” Then she looked up, focusing behind Olivia, and smiled, extending her hand. “Hi! I’m Hannah, Olivia’s sister.”

      Olivia looked up in time to see his scowl transform to a slick grin as he lifted her hand and bowed to press a kiss to her fingers. “I see beauty runs in your family.”

      Hannah’s face turned a ruddy shade that matched her red curls. His hand came to rest on Olivia’s shoulder, the fingers biting into her skin. His voice snarled in her ear. “I got tired of waiting for you.”

      “I’m ready to go, Fitz.” Olivia stood, throwing off his hand as she cast an imploring glance at Claire.

      “Me, too,” said Claire, rising to mutter in Olivia’s ear. “You owe me.”

      “I just got here,” he complained, glowering. “Why do you want to leave? It’s Collin Sterling, isn’t it? What did he say about me?”

      “Nothing. I promise,” she answered truthfully. With a tug on his shirt, she pulled him down to speak into his ear, betting his excessive ego would make him believe her. “Hate this crowd. I want you to myself.”

      A single eyebrow lifted on the carved perfection of his face, which now seemed to mask a deranged narcissist. She struggled to keep her expression pleasant while her body shuddered with revulsion.

      “What about your sister?”

      “I’m sure we can ditch her.”

      The smile that swelled on Fitz’s face made a sick feeling swirl in her stomach, and she prayed her sister would adhere to her like duct tape.
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        * * *

      

      Collin watched Olivia moving toward the elevator, tucked under Burkhalter’s arm. His blood pounded in his head like a pulsing hammer, drowning out the music.

      “Hey! What’s wrong?” Bella flattened her hand on his chest. “Tired of dancing? Want to go sit down?”

      He closed his eyes, against a wave of nausea. “Sure.”

      She continued to talk as she led him off the dance floor, but he wasn’t listening. Only one thought occupied his mind. Olivia had chosen Burkhalter over him, even after learning the man despised him and, as Collin’s professor, had the power to destroy his career. The knowledge pressed on him, crushing the air from his lungs. Images of Olivia and Burkhalter in a passionate embrace paraded through his head, each one stabbing icy daggers into his chest.

      Then it happened. As all the events of the day coalesced in his brain, he finally recognized that Charlie and Josh had been right all along. Because there was only one possible cause for his splintering pain. Only one conceivable explanation for the fact he now wished he’d never been born.

      He was utterly and completely in love with Olivia Marshall.

      And she had utterly and completely rejected him.
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      Olivia stared at her notes until her eyes crossed. She’d read the same line ten times without comprehension. Somehow, she had to snap out of it, stop worrying and start studying, or she was going to flunk her next test.

      But instead of the endocrine system, images of Collin flooded her mind. How long could Collin believe she was willingly fraternizing with his vindictive professor before he became too bitter to forgive her? Still, she had no choice but to placate Fitz until the semester ended and Collin had safely passed his class. Otherwise, Fitz had made it quite clear he would find a way to punish Collin. For safety’s sake, she only saw him in public places and avoided situations where he would have an opportunity to get drunk.

      It’s all my fault—me and my stupid jealousy. I should never have invited Fitz to Collin’s birthday party.

      If her sister hadn’t played the part of chaperone last night, Fitz would’ve attempted a lot more than a kiss. Her gut swirled with nausea. The next three weeks would be the hardest of her life. Not only did she have to somehow swallow and spit back an immense amount of material for her med school classes, but she also had to keep an insane, egotistical law school professor convinced of her attraction. With his charm and good looks, that should’ve been an easy job, but his oversized ego repulsed her as much as his insults to Collin infuriated her. Only by telling herself she was protecting Collin’s future could she convince herself to respond as any other enamored girl would, batting her lashes and laughing at his jokes.

      She imagined how Collin must despise her, not knowing all the facts. Maybe there was another way. Maybe she should tell him the truth. That she’d had no idea Fitz was Collin’s professor. That she wasn’t attracted to Fitz in the least. That Fitz had threatened to ruin Collin’s career. She would explain everything to Collin, and he would understand. Together they would decide how to handle Burkhalter.

      It’s going to be okay. Collin will know what to do. Her heart leapt with anticipation as she dialed the phone, whispering a silent prayer.

      He answered on the third ring. “What do you want?”

      His acid tone burned, searing through her skin into the depths of her soul. He hates me. Her heart tha-thunked in her chest, muddling her mind.

      “I thought...” She panted for air, feeling dizzy. “We could talk about stuff.” Her vision narrowed as she continued to hyperventilate.

      “I can’t talk to you right now. Not after you stabbed me in the back.”

      “I can explain.”

      The line clicked dead.

      Olivia’s only hope shattered to pieces.
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        * * *

      

      Collin gripped the phone in his hands until his knuckles turned white, clenching his teeth against the pain. All my life, I wanted to be capable of love. Now that I finally feel it, I wish it were gone.

      “Is everything okay?” asked Bart Conlin, manager of The Slipstream.

      He forced a fake smile onto his face. “An old girlfriend. You know how it is.”

      Bart nodded, his mouth grim. “Bad breakup, huh?” He handed Collin a credit card receipt. “Thanks for coming in to take care of this. I tried David first, but he never answered his phone.”

      “No doubt, he’s still sleeping off a hangover.” Collin scribbled his signature on the paper. “Okay. Is there anything else? Please tell me no one destroyed any property last night.”

      Bart let out a laugh. “Nothing broken. Not that I know of.”

      “What’s all this other stuff you gave me?”

      “This is a copy of the original contract David signed. These are links to the photos and videos from last night—it’s part of the deal.” He pointed to a line on the second page. “Your login is Sterling and the code is party11-25. They’re all available online, at that address, for the next thirty days. Download anything you want to keep.”

      Collin felt a terrible dread rising up from his gut. “Videos?”

      “You get all the dance booth footage in a couple of zip files. Probably nothing you want to keep, but it’s your option.”

      Just what he needed, an opportunity to watch his betrayal over and over and over again. No thanks—once was enough. He folded the paper and tucked it into his back pocket.
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        * * *

      

      “It was sweet of you to bring dinner, Grace.” Olivia kept her voice low as she let her sister into her apartment. “We have to keep it down. My roommates are sleeping, and they get cranky if I wake them up. Honestly, it’s like I live alone. I never see them. They’re either asleep or at the hospital.”

      “That’s what you have to look forward to your fourth year, huh?”

      “I guess so.” Olivia carried the container of soup into the kitchen and put it in the refrigerator, knowing she couldn’t possibly eat it. She had absolutely no appetite. “If I make it that far.”

      “Why would you say that?”

      “I’m having a hard time concentrating tonight, and I have so much studying to do.”

      “I wasn’t going to say anything, but you look pretty rough. Did you stay out late last night at The Slipstream? How did it go on your second date with Fitz?” She pulled out a chair at the table and sat down, leaning forward on the table with bright, eager eyes. “And tell me about Collin’s dates? Did he really have two girls with him?”

      Olivia moved to get two glasses from the cabinet and took her time filling them with water—anything to hide her face from her sister. “I left pretty early, so I didn’t actually see Collin with his dates, but I’m sure they were there. And as for Fitz, I have another tentative date set up next weekend.”

      “You two hit it off?”

      What was that emotion in Grace’s voice? Skepticism? Disappointment?

      “I’ll go out with him a few more times, but I’m positive it won’t be a long-term thing.”

      “Then why bother? You said you didn’t want to waste your time dating someone who didn’t have the potential of being the one. Why are you going out with Fitz at all? Especially now, when it’s crunch time at school?”

      Olivia tried to keep her tears at bay, but they came pouring out. Maybe it was her sister’s sympathy. Maybe it was because she was still raw from hearing the loathing in Collin’s voice. Whatever the reason, once she started crying, she couldn’t stop.

      “What’s wrong, Olivia? What is it?”

      “Everything. I had a scene with Collin last night. I was dancing with him when Fitz showed up. I had to drag Fitz away before they started fighting, and now Collin hates me.”

      “I’m sure he doesn’t hate you. He can’t be mad that you brought a date when he had two of his own. You just need to talk to him.”

      “I tried.” Olivia wiped her face with her fingers. “I called him and he hung up on me. I can’t talk about it right now.” She reached into her tissue box and pulled out the last one, using it and throwing it in the basket beside the table, piled high with used tissues.

      Grace looked down at the overflowing wastebasket and back up at Olivia, her eyes morphing into dashes. “That’s it. You’re coming with me, now.”

      “What do you mean?” Olivia sniffed. “I can’t go anywhere. I have to study.”

      “You’re coming to our place. You can study there.”

      “That’s nice, but—”

      “Your sublease is up at the end of next week, right? The other roommate is coming back?”

      “Yes, but only for a few weeks. I’ve got another place lined up starting in January. I’ve already moved most of my stuff to Mom and Pop’s.”

      “Brad and I have been talking about it. We have an extra room, and we want you to stay with us.”

      “I can’t do that. It would be an imposition.”

      “It would be a blast, and you know it. We’ll both be off on Christmas break soon, and we could have a ton of fun. I promise to take care of you these last few weeks until then. I’ll cook and wash your clothes... everything you need. All you have to do is study.”

      Olivia swallowed, the lump in her throat making her wince. It was so tempting. “I don’t know.”

      “Please come. I’m worried about you, and that makes me stressed. If I had you close by, I wouldn’t feel so stressed, and that’s especially important right now.”

      “Why? Are you getting an ulcer?” she teased.

      Grace grinned. “I’m getting something in my stomach, but it’s not an ulcer…”

      Olivia gasped as fresh tears sprang to her eyes. “Grace? Are you pregnant?”

      She nodded, wearing a smile so broad she showed every tooth in her head.

      Olivia flew to her sister, and they were hugging and laughing when a door cracked open behind them, startling Olivia into a gasp. A pair of bloodshot eyes glowered at them from the dark recesses of the room.

      “Sorry,” Olivia whispered, and the face disappeared. Olivia turned back to Grace, smiling once again. “Okay, I’ll come.”
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        * * *

      

      “I didn’t know it was you offering your own kidney, Olivia.” Martha’s eyes flooded with tears, trickling down her lined face.

      Once all the tests confirmed she was a good match as a kidney donor, Olivia had pushed to have the transplant scheduled the day after her comprehensive final exam, to allow the most recovery time before the new semester started. She’d postponed telling Martha the identity of the donor kidney as long as possible, knowing she would likely protest. But Martha would sign the recipient consent form tomorrow, so Olivia’s time was up.

      “It was a wonderful coincidence that I have O-positive blood and we matched up pretty well on the antigens—three out of six. That’s practically a miracle.” Olivia slid into one of two well-worn chairs in Martha’s tiny furnished apartment.

      “I can’t accept it.” Martha sat down in the other chair facing her, the light from the small window highlighting the glistening tear tracks on her cheeks. “I can’t let you do it. I’ll make it on dialysis. I might even get a match for a cadaver kidney, eventually.”

      “But you know, as well as I do, your chances of survival are much better with a live donation than a cadaver kidney.” Olivia spouted the arguments she’d rehearsed before coming to visit Martha. “I didn’t make the decision lightly. I thought and prayed and talked to friends and family. Everyone is behind me. Even my brother-in-law, who’s a doctor. Well, everyone except Grace, but she’s scared to even say the word ‘blood’ out loud, so she doesn’t count.”

      Martha shook her head. “What did Collin say?”

      Olivia’s stomach contracted. “We’re not exactly on speaking terms, Martha. He doesn’t know about it, and I’m begging you not to tell him.”

      “He’ll be so angry if he finds out I kept this—”

      “He has no room to object,” Olivia interjected. “He did the same thing—planned to give you his own kidney, but kept it a secret. When he found out he wasn’t a match, he was devastated.” Martha’s wide eyes confirmed she hadn’t known Collin’s intentions.

      “What happened between you and Collin?” Martha asked, using her sweater sleeve to dry her face. “I was hoping the two of you would get together, you know.”

      Olivia didn’t cry when she mentioned Collin’s name. She couldn’t. She’d cried until her body was an empty shell. “Basically, he hates me right now. But that’s how it has to be, at least until the end of this law school semester. By then, he’ll probably never forgive me.”

      “For what?”

      Olivia’s chest expanded as she drew in a huge lungful of air. “Will you swear to keep it to yourself and not tell Collin?”

      “I don’t like to make that kind of agreement—it feels dishonest to hide things from him. He seems so miserable lately, and I think you may be the cause of that.”

      “I promise you, Martha, this is for his own protection. I can’t tell you unless you agree to keep it a secret.”

      “Fine. I promise not to tell him, but I won’t promise not to talk you into telling him yourself. Let’s hear it.”

      “I accidentally stirred up some really bad problems for Collin at Columbia. I invited this man to Collin’s party as my date, not knowing he was a law professor at Columbia—an unethical professor who happened to have a bone to pick with Collin.”

      “So what? If Collin already had issues with this man, it wasn’t your fault.”

      “Yes, but this guy basically blackmailed me. He implied he was ready to fail Collin and get him kicked out of Columbia.”

      “Can he do that? Is he that powerful?”

      “I don’t know, but I can’t take the chance. This is Collin’s whole life we’re talking about.”

      “How could he blackmail you? I don’t understand.”

      “It was more of a threat than blackmail. He’s got this inflated sense of self-worth, and for some reason he feels threatened by Collin. He saw Collin and me together and got jealous, even though I told him we were only good friends. He’s obsessed with Collin, now. I have to constantly stroke his ego and convince him Collin is beneath his notice. Any time I try to back off, he starts talking about how Collin could easily flunk out.”

      “You’re dating this man?”

      “Sort of. I’ve let him take me places, but I haven’t let him kiss me or anything. It’s only been a week, but he’s already getting testy about my physical constraints. He might decide I’m not his type—too much of a prude—but I think it’s become a game for him, now. And it’s escalating. He calls and talks about things like how many children we’re going to have. The answer is three, by the way. He’s done some sort of study and determined three is the perfect number of children.”

      “Did you share your opinion on the matter?”

      “I’ve argued and pouted and fussed. Hoped I’d drive him away. Didn’t faze him one bit. But it’ll be over soon. In less than two weeks, I take my last exam for the semester. Then the next day, on Friday, we do this kidney transplant. That Friday also happens to be the last day of the semester for Columbia. Depending on Collin’s test schedule, he might finish a day early.”

      “After that, you’re giving this creep the boot?”

      Olivia chuckled. “Yep! Only if I can hold my temper and not give him a swift kick in the you-know-what before then. Surely I can stand him for another twelve days.”

      “I say, you should tell him off, and let Collin take his chances. I find it hard to believe Collin couldn’t handle this guy without your help.”

      “The point is, I’m the reason he’s become fanatical about Collin. He’s my responsibility, not Collin’s. I predict this guy will drop me like a hot potato when he finds out I donated a kidney. Having a scar should make me undesirable as a trophy wife.”

      “Why can’t you tell Collin the truth?”

      “In the beginning, I tried, but he didn’t want to listen. Then I realized it was better if he didn’t know. Think about it. What would Collin do if he knew the truth?”

      “For one thing, he wouldn’t let you go out with this awful man. I happen to agree with that idea.”

      “Yes, but that could ruin Collin’s life. I don’t care if I have to spend some time pandering to this egotistical brute. That’s nothing compared to what Collin has on the line.”

      “What do your sisters say about this dating arrangement?”

      A twinge of guilt thrummed in her gut. “They don’t know. My sisters are overprotective—especially Grace. They would tear this guy apart if they knew what he was doing, and Collin would be the one who paid the price.”

      “Surely they suspect something.”

      “They know I was mad at him the night of Collin’s party, but I convinced them he was only acting crazy because he was drunk. They think I like him because he’s hot.”

      “He’s good-looking?” asked Martha.

      “Yep. And a smooth-talker. But he’s a narcissistic jerk.”

      With her eyebrows arched high, Martha gave a deliberate nod. “Like a politician?”

      “Exactly. At the very least, he’ll probably be elected Senator one day.”

      “You look really worn-out, Olivia. You sure you’re feeling well enough to do this?”

      Olivia was tired of hearing about how exhausted she looked. Concealer could only do so much to hide the dark circles under her eyes. “Haven’t had much sleep lately. At least I’ll get to sleep during the surgery.” Her jest fell flat.

      Martha pressed disapproving lips together. “When this is all over, will you explain it to Collin?”

      “I don’t know. It might be best if he never found out the truth about me and his professor. Or about the kidney. I don’t want him to feel obligated to me or to think that was my intention.”

      “You’d rather he be miserable without you?”

      Her face flamed. “I don’t think he’s miserable without me, Martha. He’s got a girlfriend, you know.”

      Martha blew out a loud puff of air. “Bella? That snotty, bleached-blond, brainless woman? I met her. You’re worth twenty of her.”

      “I saw them together.” Olivia spoke around the painful lump in her throat. “He brought her with him to the city library where I always study. Believe me, he didn’t look like he was suffering. In fact, they looked pretty cozy together.”

      “Olive Oil, if you have feelings for Collin, you should tell him so.”

      Do I have feelings for him? She cared about him, but she’d kept her affections at friend-level, hadn’t she? He was smart, kind, gentle, and caring, all wrapped up in a handsome and witty package. He was nothing like she’d always accused him of being. She cared about him and would do anything to keep him safe, even if it meant she could never be with him. The room tipped on its side, and she closed her eyes, fighting the vertigo. Is it true? Am I in love with Collin Sterling?

      Gripping the arms of the chair, she swallowed, taking deep, controlled breaths. “The truth is, I was unfair to Collin for a long time, judging him because I felt defensive about our differences, about how wealthy he was and how strapped-for-money I am. I thought he was rich and arrogant.”

      Martha’s head was bobbing up and down, a small smile teasing at her lips. “I thought the same at first.”

      “He was so charming I could tell it would be easy to fall for him. So I fought against it. In the process, I hurt him. Multiple times. If he hates me, I’m only getting what I deserve.”

      Martha reached out, patting her hand. “You made a mistake in judgment. You can apologize and tell him the truth.”

      “Maybe...” Olivia was afraid to let herself hope. “Maybe when this is all over, I can explain everything, but I’m not counting on it. This kidney transplant has nothing to do with Collin. I want to keep him out of it, altogether. It’s between you and me.”

      Her voice cracked. “I’m afraid you were too hasty with this decision. I think you should wait and think about it a little longer. Maybe do it next summer if you still want to.”

      “I don’t want to wait, Martha.” Olivia threw her arms around her neck. “I need this—to feel good about myself. Right now, you’re the one thing keeping me sane. No matter what happens, I can tell myself I’m doing the right thing. It gives me peace. Keeps me motivated. Gives me something to concentrate on. A reason to keep trying. Otherwise, my anxiety might keep me from passing my classes.”

      “Okay.” She sniffed. “If you’re sure. But you can change your mind or put it off, even at the last minute. I promise I would understand.”

      “The only promise I want from you is to keep this conversation to yourself. Collin can never know.”

      “I won’t speak a word to him,” Martha said, her eyes darting to her hands, twisting in her lap.

      “No cheating, Martha. Not only must you not ‘speak’ to him, but also you aren’t allowed to tell him by writing it down.” With satisfaction, Olivia noted Martha’s disgruntled frown, a clear indication she’d been caught in subterfuge. Olivia added, “And you can’t sing it to him or draw pictures, either. You have to promise not to communicate it to him at all. None of the stuff I told you today.”

      “Fine,” she replied, with a pouty expression. “I won’t communicate it to him, even though it goes against my better judgment.”

      “Life isn’t always fair, Martha.” Olivia sandwiched Martha’s time-worn hand between her own. “We have to be willing to sacrifice for each other. You were willing to face the pain of dialysis every day of your life, because Collin needs you. I’ll give you one of my kidneys, which won’t even affect my health because my other one is all I need. And we’ll keep this fake-dating thing a secret from Collin, so he won’t confront his professor and self-destruct in the process.”

      Martha stuck out her jaw. “I’ll keep quiet, for now. But if you don’t tell him the truth when this is all over, I will.”

      “Don’t you agree it might be best if he never knew?”

      “No, I don’t.” She pursed her lips. “Mark my words, he won’t appreciate being kept in the dark. I’ll hold my tongue until I wake up from surgery because I made a promise. But I’m warning you, I won’t lie to him. If he asks me who the donor is, I’m telling him the truth.”

      Olivia started to object, but changed her mind. Collin had no idea Martha knew the donor’s identity, so he would never ask the question. And who better than Martha to tell him what happened when it was all over? Maybe he wouldn’t hate Olivia quite as much after he found out the truth.
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      “It’s not fair.” Bella stomped her well-heeled foot on the tile floor. “We’ve hardly spent any time together the past two weeks. Friday is my birthday, and you won’t even take me out to dinner?”

      Dropping his head into his hands, Collin asked himself why he’d invited Bella over to his apartment. He’d hoped she would be content to watch Netflix while he studied, but she’d misinterpreted his invitation, expecting his undivided attention. And when he’d explained the possibility that he might be kicked out of law school because his professor had accused him of cheating and how he was unlikely to feel like celebrating on Friday night, she’d thrown a hissy fit.

      An angry face appeared in the back doorway—his roommate Garrett, whose current surgical rotation schedule had him in their apartment sleeping every evening from seven to twelve. “Could you please take this conversation elsewhere, or take the shrill screaming to a lower decibel?”

      “I second that motion,” Blake called out from the kitchen.

      Bella answered with a frustrated screech, curdling the fluid in Collin’s inner ears. Garrett growled something that shouldn’t have been spoken in the presence of a lady, but Collin figured Bella didn’t count.

      “That’s enough.” Collin didn’t even bother to get up from the couch. “We’re done. Get out.”

      “No!” she yelled, her face looking like she was about to explode. “You don’t get to break up with me! You’ve never even taken me on a proper date. You haven’t said a single nice thing to me, except one time when you complimented my shoes. Why do you think I keep wearing these stupid heels when they make blisters on my toes?” She kicked her shoe off and sent it tumbling across the room to ricochet off the front door. Her voice rose to a high-pitched frenzy. “You don’t get to break up with me. I’m breaking up with you!”

      With those words, she marched across the room, retrieved her shoe, and stomped out. The door slammed behind her, jarring the walls and sending a picture crashing to the floor.

      Blake ambled in from the kitchen, yawning and stretching. He glanced at the shattered picture and grinned. “Do ya want some coffee? Or do you need something stronger?”

      Tension pulled at every tendon in his body. I need an entire bottle of whiskey, he thought. Aloud, he said, “I’ll take coffee.”

      Blake poured two cups of thick black liquid, at least a day old, and popped them into the microwave. “What’s the story with Burkhalter? I heard you say he’s accusing you of cheating. I know you didn’t. Surely, it’s his word against yours, right? He can’t prove something that didn’t happen.”

      Collin groaned. “You’re right—it’s my word against his—but his word counts for a lot more than mine.” As he’d done at least a hundred times since that fateful night at his birthday party, Collin agonized about why Olivia would choose to be with Burkhalter after hearing him profess his hatred for Collin. Did their friendship mean nothing to her? He would never have believed she could be so shallow.

      Blake scratched his head, staring at the microwave until the bell chimed. He retrieved the coffee mugs and set them on the table.

      “I know you don’t want to hear this, but why don’t you get your dad to offer a little donation to the school? I have a feeling your word would count for more if it was tinged in green.”

      Collin clenched his jaw so tight he could hear enamel grinding against enamel. “If I can’t do this on my own, I don’t want it.”

      “Come on, Collin. Don’t let your pride get in the way here. This isn’t you buying your way into law school or getting special treatment. This is stopping a grave injustice. Isn’t that why you’re in law school?”

      Collin huffed his skepticism. “I think we all know most people are in this for the money.”

      “Most people, but not you.” Blake said, tapping his pen on the table. “You’re afraid of money, as if the money itself is somehow innately evil.”

      “There’s that old saying, you know, ‘Money is the root of all evil.’”

      “Actually, that’s a scripture,” Blake corrected. “And it really says, ‘The love of money is the root of all evil.’”

      “Really? That’s what it says?”

      “Look it up.” Blake took a sip of coffee and spewed it back into his cup. “Ughh! That’s awful!”

      “I’ll make some fresh,” Collin offered, moving to set up the old-fashioned coffeemaker. “I suppose I should give in and get one of those one-cup-brewers, but it bothers me to pay as much for a single cup as I do for an entire pot.”

      Blake emptied his mug into the sink. “What are you going to do about Burkhalter? Aren’t you going to fight this? You have to stand up for yourself.”

      “Standing up for myself is getting me nowhere. My cousin offered to go to bat for me a while back, and I’m taking him up on it. He’s going with me tomorrow morning before my Contracts final, to talk to the dean.”

      “Is your cousin a big donor? Someone who can throw his money around?”

      “Steven could—he has enough money to do it. But I’d rather he’d vouch for me, instead.”

      “There you go, with that money hang-up. Why not let him use his money for a good purpose? There’s nothing wrong with that.”

      “No, I don’t want to buy my way out. If I can’t convince Dean Whittier I’m innocent, I don’t want to be there. It’s a matter of integrity.” With the coffee grounds measured, Collin filled up the water reservoir and pressed the start button.

      “What’s your integrity going to get you if they kick you out of law school? A big fat zero.”

      “It’s par for the course. Every part of my life seems to be cratering. Like tonight, for instance.” He stared at the coffeemaker, willing it to work faster.

      “Yeah, sorry about Bella. Hate to see her go.” Blake covered his mouth and coughed as if the lie got stuck in his windpipe.

      “You don’t have to pretend you liked her. I didn’t care for her, either.”

      “Man, I’m glad to hear you say that. I thought maybe you’d lost your mind. What did you ever see in her, anyway? I mean, aside from her very obvious physical assets?” He palmed his own pectorals, as if there were something more substantial in his hands.

      “Don’t be crude.”

      “Sorry. My sisters would box my ears for that.” He ducked his head in shame. “But the woman is a leech.”

      “It’s my fault, not Bella’s. She was standing there at the opportune time, when I saw Olivia and Burkhalter together. I was so jealous, I would’ve flirted with a flagpole. She may be shallow, but I led her on.”

      The vibration of a cell phone on the table drew their attention. Blake leaned over and read the caller ID. “It’s Olivia.”

      Collin froze, hesitant to answer. Every single day for the past two and a half weeks he’d punished himself for hanging up on her. Yet he hadn’t drummed up the courage to call her back. For one thing, he hadn’t decided whether to apologize or yell at her. Seeing evidence of her continuing relationship with Burkhalter hadn’t helped his attitude. His sadistic professor loved to post images on social media of himself with Olivia, probably aware that Collin couldn’t help looking at them. Blake raised a questioning brow and answered the call.

      “Hi, Olivia. This is Blake.”

      Furious, Collin shook his head, waving his hand in front of Blake’s face and mouthing, “I can’t talk.

      His double-crossing roommate ignored his frantic signs. “Sure, he’s right here. He was fetching us some coffee. Let me get him for you.”

      Blake covered the phone with his hand and sliced Collin to tiny pieces with his eyes, speaking in low, menacing tones. “You made me call and apologize to this girl so you could stay friends. Now you’re going to talk to her and prove to me I didn’t humiliate myself for nothing.”

      He held out the phone, and Collin took it, staring at it like a poison snake that might bite at any time. Blake gave him a sharp poke in the ribs—a friendly, but painful encouragement.

      “Hello. This is Collin.” He utilized his I’m-talking-to-a-salesman voice. Firm. No nonsense.

      “Hi. This is Olivia.” Her timid tone betrayed her guilt. “I guess you know that already.

      Though his pulse raced, he felt reasonably calm. In control. He needed to keep the upper hand. “Why did you call?”

      “I needed to talk to you, to tell you something. You see, tomorrow I’m doing something, and I thought, what if I never get a chance to talk to you again?”

      He tried to hang onto his anger, but the note of fear and regret tugged at his heartstrings. “Is it a final exam?”

      “Uhmm, kind of like that. Even more scary.”

      “Listen to me. You’ll be fine. I’m sure your entire family is praying for you.”

      “I don’t even care about that,” she said. “I only care about you being angry. I want you to understand.”

      “Okay. Explain it to me. This time, I’m listening.”

      “Are you finished with the class Fitz teaches? You took your final already?”

      “I’ll be finished with his final tomorrow, at noon. Why?”

      He heard sniffing. “Never mind—I can’t tell you. I shouldn’t have called.”

      “Fine.” Fury flowed into his brain, clouding his judgment. “I think this conversation is over.”

      “Wait, Collin.” She made a sobbing sound. “I’m not really with Fitz.”

      “You know what? I don’t believe you. I don’t know what your game is, but as long as you’re playing with him, I’m out. If you need something, call him.”

      He disconnected and stood, watching the phone as if Olivia might jump out of the screensaver image of a concrete jungle.

      Something swiped the back of his head in a glancing blow.

      “Ow!” He probed his scalp with exploratory fingers, expecting a lump.

      “Collin…” Blake leaned against the counter, his fists on his hips. “You’re an idiot. And a jerk.”

      “Wait a minute—”

      “I don’t know what she said, but I know she was crying. And only a jerk hangs up on a girl who’s crying. And only an idiot would cut off a girl as hot as Olivia, no matter what she said.”

      “You don’t know the whole story.” Collin said, his hands shaking with rage. “She’s dating Burkhalter.”

      Blake’s mouth dropped open. “Are you positive?”

      “I saw them kissing. In fact, everyone at my birthday party saw them. There’s no doubt.”

      “What did she say when you confronted her?”

      “We haven’t discussed it.”

      The squinty-eyed, mouth-twisted-to-one-side expression told him Blake still adhered to his you’re-an-idiot opinion.

      “Whatever!” Collin sulked, dropping to a chair at the table, pushing frustrated hands through his hair. “I can’t deal with her right now. I’ve got enough on my plate, trying not to get kicked out of Columbia without investigating why my former friend is fraternizing with the enemy.”

      “Let’s make a deal. I won’t threaten you with the same bodily harm with which you threatened to make me call Olivia immediately, if you promise to call her back tomorrow, the minute you settle this with the dean.”

      Right on cue three raps sounded on the door, granting him a temporary reprieve from his roommate’s uncomfortable demands.

      Collin jumped to his feet. “That’s going to be Steven, my cousin. He’s coming over so we can rehearse our arguments.”

      He opened the door for Steven to enter, and heard Blake’s startled gasp behind him.

      “Steven Gherring?” Blake stared like a zombie for a minute, before offering his hand to Steven. “I’m Blake. Nice to meet you.” He aimed his heated glare at Collin. “Collin failed to mention his cousin’s last name was Gherring. Probably because he has some kind of phobia about money. What else haven’t you told me, Collin? Is your uncle the king of England?”

      Steven laughed as he shook Blake’s hand. “In Collin’s defense, until recently, he had valid reasons for distancing himself from my side of the family—me, in particular. But hopefully that’s changing now.”

      “It is,” Collin affirmed.

      Dismissing Blake with a nod of his head, Steven drew Collin to the living area. “Coincidentally, after you called to tell me about Burkhalter today, I stopped by Martha’s and got an earful. Did you know Olivia’s involved in all this?”

      “Yes, I’m afraid I knew.” His throat tightened as it always did when he thought of Olivia’s betrayal.

      “And you’re okay with that?” Steven eyebrows made upside down V’s. “Don’t you think that’s asking a little much? As if a kidney wasn’t enough.”

      A pang of self-reproach wrenched his chest. “You’re right. I haven’t expressed much gratitude that she found a donor for Martha.”

      “That’s not exactly how I would describe it.” Steven chuckled. “Normally, ‘finding a donor’ doesn’t involve volunteering your body for surgery.”

      “Olivia’s the donor?” Collin’s tongue tangled inside his suddenly-parched mouth.

      “You really didn’t know?” Steven made a tsking sound, while Collin’s nervous system went haywire. “I wondered how you could be so cavalier about it. Personally, I think this game she’s playing with Burkhalter could be dangerous. Especially in light of the fact none of her family knows about it.”

      “I don’t approve of what she’s doing with Burkhalter.” Collin didn’t bother hiding the bitterness in his tone. “But she didn’t ask my opinion.”

      “Yes, I suppose she couldn’t protect you if you knew about it.”

      “Protect me from what?”

      “From Burkhalter, of course. Though it didn’t work.” Gherring looked ready to sock someone in the jaw.

      “Are you implying Olivia was merely pretending to like Burkhalter?”

      “Yes, I am. That’s exactly what Martha told me.”

      Collin reveled once again in righteous anger. “I’m fairly certain I have something to disprove that notion.” Collin opened his laptop and found the downloaded video files. He’d saved them, along with all the photos, but had never felt like viewing them. “I have these videos from my birthday party at The Slipstream. One of these videos shows Olivia and Burkhalter going at it inside a video dance booth.”

      “Was there sound with it? Burkhalter might’ve said something we could use to our advantage.”

      “I don’t know if there’s audio with the video. I didn’t torture myself by watching it. I saw it in person and, believe me, once was enough.” Collin hardened his jaw, nursing his resentment.

      Steven cocked his head, observing him at an angle. “You’re in love with Olivia, aren’t you? And she’s in love with you, as well.” He smacked his palm on his forehead. “That explains everything.”

      “I don’t know what crazy planet you’re from. But back here on earth, you made two unfounded assumptions and nothing has been explained.”

      “Forget that.” Steven waved his hand in the air. “I want you to check for audio on those video files.”

      “These have a time stamp, and I know about when Burkhalter was in the booth with Olivia. Let me pull it up.”

      A few minutes later, the image of Burkhalter’s back filled the screen, with Olivia’s body obscured, except for her feet. Dance music blared in the background, but Collin could clearly hear their conversation. With every word Burkhalter uttered, Collin felt his blood pressure rising, pulsing in his ears. Again and again, Olivia defended his honor. Burkhalter grew more aggressive, and Collin heard the quake in her voice, though her words were bold.

      “Wait!” Steven pressed pause. “Play that part again.”

      Collin backed the video a bit and Burkhalter’s voice rumbled, “It doesn’t matter what grade Collin earns on his final examination. If I say he failed, he’ll be out of there so fast your head will spin.”

      “That’s it—we’ve got him.” Steven clapped him on the back.

      Collin should’ve felt like celebrating. But he didn’t. He didn’t care about proving his innocence. He didn’t care whether or not he got kicked out of Columbia Law.

      Olivia hadn’t been kissing Burkhalter in the dance booth that night—she’d been defending Collin. Why was she dating Burkhalter now? Was Steven right? Had she simply been responding to Burkhalter’s threat? If so, why hadn’t she explained immediately after the birthday party?

      She tried, you idiot. You hung up on her.

      “I can see why you’re in love with her.” Steven gave a sympathetic pat on his shoulder. “Smart. Beautiful. Defends you against a jerk like Burkhalter. Fakes a relationship just to protect you. Gives up her kidney to save a friend. You could hardly do better. Congratulations!”

      His throat constricted. Aching. Painful. His mind replayed Olivia’s plaintive phone call and his own calloused response.

      I am the scum of the earth.
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      In spite of his infallible memory, Collin almost failed the Contracts test. Fifteen minutes into his exam, he awakened when his head bobbed in his hand, which was propped up by his elbow on the desk. A string of drool extended from the corner of his mouth. He wiped his face on his shirtsleeve and picked up the pen, which had slipped from his fingers to the floor. With a stimulating slap to his own face, he blinked, focusing on the first question.

      The sleepless night was only partly the result of his late-night activities keeping him out of bed until the wee hours of the morning. When Olivia failed to answer her cell phone, he had decided to visit her in person, knowing he needed to speak to her before she left for the hospital. He didn’t know what he was going to say, but it would certainly involve groveling at her feet and begging for forgiveness. He made the trek across town, splurging for an Uber to hasten his progress.

      No one answered the intercom at the main entrance, when he buzzed her apartment. He waited, sending call after call and text after text to her unresponsive cell phone. At last, another resident arrived to open the lobby door, and he slipped inside and bounded the seven flights of stairs to her apartment. Again, however, his efforts were fruitless, though he pounded on the door and called her name until a neighbor stuck his head out and threatened to call the police. Dejected, Collin was about to abandon his quest, when the door to Olivia’s apartment cracked open and a woman with bloodshot eyes and hair askew blasted him with a few choice expletives.

      “I’m sorry.” He backpedaled at her fury. “I was looking for Olivia Marshall.”

      “She moved out.” Her face disappeared into the darkness, and the door shut with a clunk that echoed in the open stairwell behind him, leaving Collin alone in his abject misery.

      A wretched figure, he returned home and fell, exhausted, into his bed, but sleep never came. All night, he listened to reruns of his cruel phone conversation and imagined the stricken and wounded expression on Olivia’s face. When morning came, he shut off his alarm before it rang, splashed cold water on his face, and dragged himself to the early-morning appointment Steven had arranged with his good friend, Dean Whittier. Adrenaline kept Collin awake through the course of the meeting. A few hours later, however, sitting in the front row of the testing room, his burning eyes struggling to focus on the page before him, he surrendered, at last, to his exhaustion. Fortunately, he awakened in time to complete the test.

      As instructed, Collin waited until the last person had turned in their final examination and left the classroom before approaching Burkhalter’s desk. On his professor’s face was the customary smug expression, though he regarded Collin with wary eyes.

      “Mr. Sterling. A little slow today, aren’t you?” He held out his hand for Collin’s final. “What grade do you expect to receive?”

      Collin glanced toward the door, anticipating Dean Whittier’s arrival at any moment. Uncertain how he should proceed, Collin decided to stall for time.

      “I’m not sure what grade you plan to give me, Professor Burkhalter, but I earned a perfect score on this exam.”

      “I doubt that.” Burkhalter wiggled his fingers, as if to encourage Collin to hand the test over.

      Collin held the pages out of reach. “Professor Burkhalter, I want to apologize for using my cell phone during your lecture that day. But you do realize that was my only infraction for the entire semester, right? I’m uncertain how we became fast enemies.”

      “I assure you, Mr. Sterling, you’re not my enemy, any more than a single ant could be my enemy. However, this conversation is becoming tiresome. Your time is up. If you don’t hand in your examination immediately, I’ll be forced to give you a zero on your final.”

      “And if I do hand it in? What will you do?”

      As Burkhalter stretched the corners of his lips, Collin pondered what exactly made the difference between a smile and a sneer. His was most certainly a sneer, with a slight curl to the upper lip. Amazing that such a minute physical modification could produce such disparity in meaning.

      “If you hand in your test, I will grade it, as I will grade every other examination in this pile.” He pointed to a stack on his desk.

      “And will you give me a fair grade?”

      “I’ll certainly give you the grade you deserve. But my patience grows thin, Mr. Sterling.”

      The sound of the door clacking open made both of them jump. Collin blew a long stream of air, relieved to see Dean Whittier stride into the room, his glower darker than his bronze skin.

      “Thank you for waiting, Collin. I’m sorry I was delayed.”

      If Burkhalter was shocked by Whittier’s arrival, he hid it well. His sneer morphed into an ingratiating smile. “Dean Whittier, I assume you read my latest recommendation concerning Mr. Sterling. I should have his examination graded within thirty minutes, and the results will be on your desk.”

      “I thought I might like to see that final exam for myself.” Whittier reached for the pages in Collin’s hand. “Especially since you’ve accused him of cheating. After all, we wouldn’t want Mr. Sterling to think scruples are optional.” Bushy salt and pepper brows pushed low over his penetrating brown eyes. “Would we, Mr. Burkhalter?”

      His smile faltered, but only for an instant. “Of course not, Dean Whittier.” His lower eyelid twitched on one side when Collin handed over the test. “I believe you’ll discover for yourself the evidence of Mr. Sterling’s duplicity. You should also take this with you.” He whipped a printed page from his coat pocket. “I discovered Mr. Sterling referring to this paper during the course of the exam and confiscated it.”

      Collin seethed. “I did n—”

      “I’ll take that.” Dean Whittier’s frown grew more severe. “And I certainly hope today’s video supports your claim, Mr. Burkhalter.”

      “Video?” His face turned the color of spoiled turkey meat as he looked up and noticed, for the first time, a small camera mounted on the wall.

      “Yes, video.” The dean’s scowl amplified, until Collin found himself backing up a few steps, along with Burkhalter. “And if you’ll join me in my office, I have another interesting video I want you to see.”

      “Now?” The word came out like a puff of air.

      Knowing the body of evidence condemning Burkhalter, Collin almost felt sorry for him. Almost.

      Whittier pivoted on one foot and marched to the door, pausing to look back. “Now, Mr. Burkhalter. The board is waiting.”
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      “Why did I have to get here at 8:00 a.m. when the surgery is scheduled at one in the afternoon?” Olivia had gained a new empathy for her patients after being on the receiving end of numerous pokes and prods, forced to forgo eating and drinking since midnight, and clad in a very unflattering hospital gown that gaped open if she got out of the bed.

      From her chair beside Olivia’s pre-surgical hospital bed, her mother, Connie—also a registered nurse—replied, “I think you already know why, so I won’t bother to answer.” She flipped the page in her book, a real paperback she’d checked out of the library. “But if you’re nervous, I’ll stop reading and talk to you.”

      “Grace made me nervous. That’s why I made her go teach today. I knew if she took off and came up here, she’d try to talk me out of it.”

      Her mom folded the book and put it under her chair. “Why don’t you catch me up on your semester? I feel like we never talk anymore. Even when you come over for Sunday night dinner, you’re in and out like a flash.”

      Olivia sat up on her bed, her legs crossed like pretzels. “It’s been the hardest semester of my life, but I made it through. And my grades ended up better than I thought they would. I got a B-plus average. You would love Gross Anatomy in med school—it’s way better than in nursing school.”

      “And your new boyfriend? What was his name? You haven’t introduced me, yet.”

      “His name is Fitz, but I’m pretty certain that’s over. Last night on the phone, I told him I was donating my kidney today, and he was furious.”

      “Furious? Why?”

      “I think because it ruined his plans for Christmas break.”

      “Ha! Good riddance to him, then. He sounds like a selfish brat.” She smoothed her salt and pepper hair and refastened her barrette. “Whatever happened to Collin? I thought you two had started hanging out together.”

      “Collin? There’s nothing to tell, really.” Olivia grabbed her water and took a sip, hoping to hide her flaming cheeks.

      “Nothing?”

      “All I can say is he’s not for me. He’ll make a good husband for some lucky girl, but our relationship was doomed to fail. Too many obstacles. Still, I admire him. You know, he was the first one to think of donating his kidney to Martha.”

      “That’s not the real reason you’re donating your kidney to Martha, is it? To please him?”

      “No, Mom.” She shook her head. “I’ll admit, Collin inspired me, though. I thought to myself, ‘Here’s this spoiled, rich kid and he’s more thoughtful and selfless than I’ve ever been.’ And when I realized I had the only blood type that could donate a kidney to Martha, I knew it was the right thing to do.”

      She nodded. “I’ve heard your reasons, and I support you one hundred percent, even though it seems a bit radical to me to donate a kidney to a non-family member.”

      “I know, Mom. You and Pop have been very supportive. Grace, on the other hand...”

      She chuckled. “Yes, we all know Grace, who passes out at the sight of a drop of blood, is never going to be in favor of something like this. She’ll be fine with it when it’s all over.” Her mom gave her the same sympathetic look she had when Olivia had lost her bid for cheerleader in middle school. “I hope you don’t ever regret this decision.”

      “I won’t,” she assured her mother, lifting her chin. “In fact, some of my classmates have decided they’re going to do the same thing this summer. The medical school is planning to publicize it and use it to promote awareness of the need for kidney transplants.”

      “Okay, then. I won’t mention it again. I’m proud of you, Olivia.”

      “Thanks, Mom.”

      Connie glanced at the clock on the wall. “Martha told me Collin is coming to see her after his last final today, so he’ll probably get here soon.”

      “Oh, no! Could you hide the family? Keep them in the other waiting room? He doesn’t know I’m the one giving my kidney to Martha, and I’d rather it stays that way—at least for now.”

      “You didn’t tell him?” Her mouth twisted in disapproval. “You can’t keep something like this a secret from Collin. Why don’t you want him to know?”

      “It just doesn’t feel right to tell him. Like he might think I’m trying to make him feel guilty or something.”

      “He’s going to find out eventually, isn’t he? If nothing else, he’ll find out from Martha, right?”

      “She promised not to volunteer the information. I don’t expect her to lie, if he asks who the donor was, but chances are, he’ll never ask that particular question. He thinks it’s a stranger.”

      Her mom gave an extended groan. “Olivia, you’ve always been my child who makes everything more complicated than it needs to be. When your school assignment was to write a paragraph about something, you would write three pages and illustrate them.” She sighed, as if she were hefting a 200-pound weight. “I’ll try to keep the family out of sight, but I’m not making any promises.” She stood up, stretching her arms over her head. “I’m going next door to check on Martha again. Do you need me to do anything for you?”

      “Can you send Pop in?”

      “Sure. He was planning to come give you a hug, anyway.”

      A few moments after her mom left, the door opened and her father’s face appeared, anxious lines across his brow.

      “Hey, sweetie.” He moved to the bed and bent to press a kiss to her forehead. “Are you nervous?”

      “A little bit,” she admitted.

      “I’m proud of you.” His throat worked like he was swallowing. “But I have to admit, I’m selfish. I don’t want my baby to risk her life.”

      “I’ll be fine, Pop. Don’t worry.” She hesitated, afraid to ask the question that burned in her mind. “Can I ask you something? Will you promise to be completely honest?”

      “You can always ask me anything.” He squeezed her hand, and she felt guilty at the hurt look on his face.

      “I know. You’re the best. But since I don’t live at home anymore, we hardly ever talk. And I was just wondering. Do you hate Collin Sterling?”

      A grimace. Not what she was hoping for. “I don’t hate the man, but he’s not exactly my favorite person.” A storm crossed over his face. “Is that what this is all about? Your mom swore to me Collin didn’t talk you into this transplant.”

      “No, Pop. This is for Martha. And for me. Because it’s the right thing to do.”

      His head tilted in an I-don’t-believe-you angle. “Then why are you asking me about Collin? Why now?”

      “Because he’s going to show up at the hospital today to see Martha. I know you would never make a scene, but I don’t want you to hate him.” She took a deep breath and looked her father squarely in the eye. “He’s a better man than you think he is. That stuff he pulled the night we met him at Gram’s party, that’s not him. Down deep, he’s kind, gentle, thoughtful, unselfish. He deserves a second chance. I’m hoping you’ll give it to him.”

      He made a face like she’d announced she was applying for the first manned trip to Mars. “Are you in love with him?”

      Panic! What do I say? “Just because I defended him doesn’t mean I’m in love with him.”

      One corner of his mouth curved up. “You know what’s different about this conversation compared to all the other times you’ve talked to me about some guy?”

      “I can’t remember anything different.”

      “That’s because you’ve never talked to me about a guy before.”

      “Oh.” Busted. “That doesn’t prove anything.”

      “I’ll forgive Collin for his earlier indiscretions if he loves you and treats you right.” His jaw hardened. “But if he hurts you, I’ll break both his legs.”

      A knock sounded, and the nurse entered the room before she could respond. “It’s time to start your IV.”

      Her father’s face paled. “I’d better get out of here.”

      “You can stay if you like,” the nurse explained, as he opened the sterile IV packet. “I just need access to her arm.”

      “That’s okay.” He looked like he was about to lose his cookies. “I don’t want to be in the way.”

      “Pop? Are you afraid of needles?” Olivia bit her lips to keep from laughing. “All this time you made fun of Grace, and you’re as bad as she is?”

      He scampered out of the room as if his tail was on fire. With practiced efficiency, the nurse inserted the IV and started the drip.

      “Would you mind handing me my cell?” Olivia asked. “It’s in my purse.”

      He handed her purse to her. “If you want to make any calls, you better do it quick. As soon as I add this sedative, you’re going to be sleepy. Do you want me to wait a minute?”

      “No, I just wanted to see if I missed any calls.” Olivia checked her phone, vainly hoping Collin had tried to contact her, but a glance told her she had no missed calls or messages. She quickly composed a group message to her sisters.

      Pray for me. Almost time. Getting my IV now. Sorry to mention needles, Grace. LOL

      “Wow, I’m already getting woozy,” she told the nurse. “By the way, I barely felt the needle. You did a great job.”

      She pressed the button to send the message, hoping she could stay awake long enough to read Grace’s response. No doubt it would be funny, and she could use a laugh right now. An alert flashed on her phone.

      “Airplane mode? How did I get in airplane mode?” Fumbling a bit, she turned off airplane mode, and immediately received notifications of numerous missed calls and messages. The five on her screen were texts from Fitz. Blinking to focus her eyes, she tapped on the last text message.

      You will live to regret your actions!

      “What the heck is he talking about?” She scrolled to the first texts of the morning.

      You will be a party in a damages suit against Find Your Forever E-Dating Service.

      Further, you will be named in the suit against The Slipstream and Collin Sterling for damages due to illegal, unauthorized recording without consent.

      When I find a photo of you and Collin Sterling together, I’ll use it as evidence of collusion.

      The dean of NYU Medical School will be furious to learn one of his students engaged in duplicitous and illegal actions.

      Her mind swirled with the implications of his messages, clueless as to their meaning. All she knew was Fitz was really, really mad at her and Collin, for doing something at The Slipstream. Did he have a tendency toward violence? What if he hurt her family? She regretted telling him about the kidney donation when he called her last night. Had she mentioned the name of the hospital? He’d been so put out, he might not remember. She powered off her phone, reasoning that way he couldn’t locate her with GPS, like the bad guy in a movie she watched. The last thing Olivia saw was her mom entering the door. She opened her mouth in warning, but the blackness took her.
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      Collin raced into the surgical waiting room, scanning for familiar faces, but saw none. Surely Olivia had family at the hospital. Had she kept her kidney donation a secret from them as well?

      The clock on the wall read one fifteen, only fifteen minutes past the scheduled time for the transplant. Martha had informed him he might be able to catch her in her pre-surgical room if he came in time. His true goal, however, was to talk to Olivia. He wasn’t sure how to interpret the fact she hadn’t answered his phone calls or texts.

      She was either too angry or too hurt to speak to him. He suspected the latter. His livid and undeserved rejection must have torn her to pieces. He slashed himself yet again with a mental cat o’ nine tails, his spirit shredded and bleeding. Somehow, he would make it up to her, if only she would let him.

      He approached the nurse at the station, hiding his impatience as she spoke to someone on the phone. Someone behind him called his name and he whipped around.

      “Brad!” Dressed in scrubs, Grace’s physician husband was obviously on duty, though Collin knew this wasn’t his department. “Has it started already? Am I too late?”

      “Too late for what?” He cocked his head, hesitating. “Were you hoping to see Martha before the surgery? Because I think she has a couple of hours before she goes under.”

      Collin’s cheeks warmed. “I was hoping to see Olivia.”

      Surprise lifted Brad’s eyebrows. “I was under the impression you didn’t know Olivia was the donor.”

      “I didn’t. Not until last night.”

      “I see.”

      A sense of urgency overcame his embarrassment. “Brad, please. I need to talk to her. She called me last night, and I didn’t respond well. I hurt her, and I have to talk to her before she goes into surgery. I really need to see her. To tell her...” The lump that swelled in his throat made swallowing painful. “I have to tell her that I... You know what I’m talking about? I have to!”

      Brad’s eyes crinkled in the corners as his lips rolled between his teeth like he was holding laughter inside. “Collin, I hate to admit it, but I know exactly what you’re talking about.” He glanced at his watch and strode toward the double doors. With a flash of his ID, the doors swung open. “Come with me. I’ll take you to her pre-op room, but she may already be gone. That’s all I can do for you.”

      “Thank you.” His heart started racing like a rollercoaster. “I owe you, big time. Maybe a free night of babysitting.”

      “Better wait and see if she’s even in her room before you make rash promises.” Brad turned a corner and marched to a door, rapping lightly as he entered. “Olivia?”

      No one answered, and Collin’s hopes crashed. He’d come too late. He followed Brad into the room. Hope sprang to life again as he spied Olivia in the hospital bed with Brad gently patting her arm, her dark lashes splayed on her fair cheeks.

      “Olivia? Hey, Olivia? Are you awake?”

      Her eyes fluttered open. “Hi Brad,” she said, with a thick tongue before her lids closed again.

      Brad picked up her hand and slapped her palm. “Someone’s here to see you, Olivia.”

      Her eyes flew open wide. “Who? Who’s here?”

      “It’s me.” Collin stepped up, bending his head close, wishing he could kiss those tempting lips. “I need to tell you something.” He took a deep breath, his nerves making his hands shake, along with his voice.

      “Collin…go,” Olivia said, her round eyes regarding Collin with something akin to terror. “Please, you have to go.”

      “Please forgive me, Olivia. Don’t make me go.”

      Agitated, she thrashed, as if she might climb out of the bed.

      Brad shoved Collin aside and held her down until she stilled, falling back asleep. He cast sympathetic eyes toward Collin. “I’m sorry, man. But it doesn’t mean anything. Anesthetic does strange things to people. They say things that don’t make sense.”

      Collin knew better. Her words were not confused, drunken, mumblings. She had looked into his face with full recognition and called him by name, begging him to leave. When he refused to listen to her explanation about Burkhalter, he’d injured their relationship beyond repair. A wave of despair drenched him, drowning him in its wake. His worst nightmare had come to life. It’s no less than I deserve.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            22

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Collin waited the next two excruciating hours in the pre-op room with Martha. At first, he was angry with her for keeping Olivia’s secret, but she convinced him she was bound by her promise.

      “If it weren’t for me, you still wouldn’t know,” she argued. “I couldn’t tell you directly, but I thought to tell Steven.”

      His irritation faded, turning inward once again. If he’d treated her right, she wouldn’t have felt the need to keep secrets from him.

      The nurse entered the room. “Okay, Ms. Avalon. It’s time to get you ready.”

      “Does that mean Olivia’s surgery is finished?” asked Collin, aching to know she was safe.

      “I only know I was told to start Ms. Avalon’s IV. I’m sorry. I can’t give you any more information.”

      “Collin, will you fetch my purse for me?” She pointed to her customary leather bag, which was sitting on the bench in the corner, along with several grocery sacks he assumed were serving in place of a suitcase.

      “We’ll take care of your things, Ms. Avalon,” the nurse assured her. “Your purse will be safe in here, and we’ll transfer it to your room after surgery.”

      “I want something out of it,” she explained, gesturing with her wiggling fingers until Collin handed it to her. While the nurse prepared the IV, Martha dug inside the bag, her hand emerging with a small velvet pouch. She held it out to Collin in her flattened palm. “I want you to have this, Collin.”

      He slipped his fingers into the pouch and gasped with surprise as he extracted a gold ring, adorned with a sparkling round diamond, surrounded by a circle of tiny chip diamonds.

      “Martha, I can’t take this.” His hand shook as he realized the significance of her offering. It was the only thing of value she owned. The gesture warmed him inside, somehow restoring something he hadn’t realized was missing. An invisible cord tightened around his throat, and he swallowed with difficulty. “It’s too much.”

      He held it toward her, but she pushed his hand back. “I want you to have it. In case I don’t wake up, you have to take it now.”

      “Don’t say that! You’ll be fine.” He spoke to convince himself as well as her.

      “Still, there’s no guarantee. I want you to take it now. I hope, someday, you’ll use the diamond to make a beautiful ring for your bride.”

      “Okay, Martha, I’ll take it.” He bent down to place a kiss on her cheek, still struggling to control his emotions. “But no more arguing when I want to do something nice for you, like buying you some new clothes.”

      “We’ll see. Jack always said I was the most stubborn woman in the world, and I like to live up to my reputation.”

      As the nurse injected some medicine into her IV line, Collin pushed the ring back into its cloth pouch and tucked it in the front pocket of his jeans.

      A soft knock sounded at the door, and Olivia’s mother, Connie, appeared. “Oh. Hi, Collin.” She dropped her eyes, looking embarrassed, and Collin wondered what Olivia had told her mother. “I came by to let both of you know they’re taking Olivia to recovery. The surgeon said everything went well.”

      “You got here just in time,” the nurse commented. “Ms. Avalon will be falling asleep soon.”

      Martha nodded, her eyelids already drooping. “Thank you, Connie. Thank you so—”

      “Don’t even mention it again,” said Connie. “You’ve already thanked me enough. And Olivia, too.”

      Martha’s blinking slowed, until her lids remained closed.

      “They’ll be coming for her any minute.” The nurse exited the room, leaving Connie standing in an awkward silence, shuffling her feet and looking everywhere but at Collin.

      She cleared her throat. “I’m guessing you found out that Olivia is the one donating her kidney.”

      “Yes, ma’am. I discovered the truth last night. I wish she’d told me before.”

      “I know you may not understand, but she had her reasons.”

      “Ms. Marshall, can I see her when she wakes up?” He held his breath, hardly daring to hope. If he could get Olivia’s mother on his side, he might stand a chance.

      Her fingers fidgeted on the handle of her purse. “I don’t know, Collin...”

      “I care about Olivia.” His entire face felt like it was on fire. “I care a lot.”

      She was quiet for a long time, her eyes trained on Martha’s sleeping form. “I can’t promise anything, but I’ll ask her. And Collin...” Her eyes crinkled in the corners as she bestowed a conspiratorial grin. “I’m rooting for you.”

      At long last, the universe smiled upon him. “Thank you for saying that.”

      “I’m not the parent you need to convince, though.” She grimaced. “It’s your lucky day. Her father is down the hall in the second surgical waiting room.”

      Two-faced universe!
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      Olivia squeezed her eyes shut against the bright lights, hissing at the ache in her stomach. Someone spoke incessantly in her ear, disturbing the peace of her sleep.

      “Olivia. You need to wake up. Come on, open your eyes.”

      Her mom’s voice. Was she late to school?

      “Wake up, Olivia. You’ve been asleep too long.”

      She mumbled a response, attempting to turn away from her mom’s intrusive voice, but her movement elicited a sharp pain.

      “Ohh,” she groaned, her hand sliding down to her abdomen.

      “Are you hurting?”

      Surgery. I had surgery. Kidney.

      She kept her eyes almost closed, peeking through tiny slits. “Martha?”

      “Martha’s still in surgery. You should be in your room by now, but you refused to wake up. The docs were getting worried about you.”

      “It hurts bad…really bad.”

      “The docs couldn’t give you a sedative until you woke up from your general anesthesia. As soon as we get you to your room, we can give you some morphine.”

      Her room. What if Fitz found her? What if he hurt her family?

      “Fitz. Is Fitz here?” She squinted at her mom, who made a strange face.

      “No. I’m sorry. He didn’t come, at least not yet.” She bent closer and lowered her voice, though no one was listening. “But Collin is here. He wants to talk to you.”

      What would happen if Fitz came and caught her with Collin? Would he become violent? Could he really use that to get Collin kicked out of law school? She couldn’t take any chances until she knew what she was dealing with.

      “No, Mom. Whatever you do, don’t let Collin come in my room.”

      “But Olivia, he seems very desperate.”

      Tears welled in her eyes as the ache in her abdomen intensified. It was too much at once. “Ohhhh, my stomach. I didn’t think it would hurt this much.”

      “Hang in there. We’ll get you to your room in a jiffy and take care of that pain.”

      The bed vibrated as it rolled down the winding hallway and into the elevator, each jolt sending a stab to her stomach. With an increase in her level of alertness came a corresponding increase in her pain, along with a stark fear that a raging Fitz might intercept them in the hallway.

      The trip ended without incident as the nurse wheeled her into the room full of anxious family members, and another nurse helped transfer her to the bed.

      “I hate to be a stickler for rules,” said a hulking nurse, who’d identified himself as Paul. “But there are a few too many people in the room. Can you pare it down to three at a time?”

      “I’m not staying,” Grace announced. “Wanted to see for myself she’s alive. Can’t stay in this place.” She shuddered like she’d seen a ghost. “Bye, Sis. Call me if you need me. Brad will be close by.” Grace placed a kiss on Olivia’s cheek, whispering in her ear, “I left you a ton of chocolate. I stuck it inside your purse, so everyone wouldn’t eat it while you were sleeping.”

      Spencer and Emily gave hugs and encouraging words and went on their way. Claire and Hannah followed suit, leaving as Brad breezed in, still in his scrubs.

      “Hey, Squirt!” He ruffled her hair. “How’re you feeling?”

      “Not too good,” she replied, attempting to smile.

      “I’ve got orders to give you this morphine.” Paul injected into her IV, and seconds later her pain began to ease. For the first time since waking, she could take a breath without gasping at the pain.

      “What happened to Mom and Pop?” she asked.

      Brad’s gaze scanned the room as if he hadn’t noticed the missing couple. “Your mom’s probably arranging the schedule with your sisters. They’re taking turns sitting with you until you get released. Maybe as early as Monday?”

      “That’s what they told me,” Olivia confirmed, her eyelids feeling heavy. “I’m supposed to be up walking within twenty-four hours. Right now, I can’t imagine it.”

      Brad brushed a kiss on her cheek. “You’d better rest while you can.”
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        * * *

      

      Collin’s stomach felt like he’d drunk a tub full of dirty dishwater. “She won’t let me see her?”

      He jumped when Joe’s hand clasped his shoulder. “It doesn’t mean anything. She might just be self-conscious about her looks. You know how women can be.”

      It was the first kind word from Joe’s mouth since Collin had shuffled into the waiting room and invited him to go for a cup of coffee.

      “But I don’t care how she looks. She’s always beautiful to me,” he declared, too late, remembering to whom he was speaking, and wishing he could hide his face.

      Connie must’ve taken pity on him, because she acted as if he hadn’t just exposed his feelings. “Don’t take it too hard, Collin. I might be able to change her mind tomorrow.”

      He slumped onto a stiff bench. “If I could talk to her, just for a second...”

      “Look at it this way,” Connie said, with a kind smile, “You’ve got time to plan exactly what you want to say.”

      She was right. If the opportunity came, he had to make it count. He had to throw himself at her feet and tell her the truth—that he loved her more than life. If only he got the opportunity. Leaning forward with his elbows on his knees, he rested his chin in his hands, staring at the tiled floor. A pair of man’s shoes appeared in his field of vision. When a throat cleared above him, Collin looked up, following from the shoes, up the legs, to a pair of arms crossed over a thick chest, topped by a dissecting stare.

      “Collin, I want to tell you something.”

      Sweat trickled down Collin’s back, despite the chill in the air. “Yes, Mr. Marshall.”

      “I’m going to give you the benefit of the doubt and accept your apology for what I consider outrageous and inappropriate behavior.”

      “Thank you, sir.” Collin’s attempt to swallow failed. Not surprising, since he felt like he had a mouthful of baby powder.

      “I’m willing to give you a second chance.”

      “Thank—”

      “But…” he interjected, holding up a finger. “That chance is conditional. It’s only good as long as you treat her with love and respect.”

      Collin rose to face him eye to eye. “That’s all I can ask, Mr. Marshall. I won’t disappoint you.”

      He stuck out his hand and Mr. Marshall shook it. “You can call me Joe.”

      Connie smiled, nodding encouragement.

      Two down. If only I can convince Olivia.

      “Will you be here until Martha gets out of surgery?” Connie asked.

      “I’ll probably stay until she’s in her room and asleep. Then go home, get my stuff, and come back to spend the night. I didn’t come prepared.”

      “Or buy a toothbrush downstairs in the shop,” she suggested.

      “I forgot about the gift shop. I could order some flowers for Olivia and for Martha, too.” He stood up. “I think I’ll do that now—it’ll keep me occupied.”

      “I don’t know if flowers will help, but they couldn’t hurt.” Connie’s forced smile was probably meant to encourage, but it looked like she thought he was nursing a lost cause. “I’ll let you know if she changes her mind about talking to you.”

      As he rode the elevator to the ground floor, hoping the flowers would soften Olivia’s heart enough to listen to him, he rehearsed his apology. When the doors slid open, he spotted a man in a red velvet suit, pulling a wagon full of stuffed animals. At first glance, he appeared to be a Real Santa, but then Collin noticed the hair and the beard didn’t look real. Assumedly, Santa Claus was delivering toys to the sick children. Collin might not mind the Santa Claus gig if he could work for such a meaningful cause. He wondered if Santa ever delivered gifts in the adult wings of the hospital.

      And that’s when the idea struck.
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      From her half-sitting position in the hospital bed, Olivia rubbed her scratchy eyes, gazing at the clock and adding up the time since her last dose of pain meds. Seven thirty in the morning, and she still had an hour and a half before she could get a boost. Not ready to admit the pain was a lot worse than she expected, she was hoping to get by exclusively on oral meds today, rather than resort to injections or IV. But at this rate, she’d be begging for a shot of morphine before the hour was up.

      At least she felt a little more human, having brushed her teeth and combed her hair, with her mother’s help. Her mom had gone home for a bit, planning to come back in the afternoon with a charger for Olivia’s phone. Waking up to a dead cell phone early this morning, Olivia had her mother raking all through her purse and suitcase in a fruitless search for a wall charger. Consequently, Olivia had no idea if Fitz had sent even more threatening text messages or if he had left a nasty voicemail or two. She needed to remain sharp, in case he barged into her room, yet another reason she had to forgo narcotic pain meds, regardless of how badly she hurt.

      A knock sounded on the door. Her breath caught in her throat. Could that be Fitz here to chew her out for whatever heinous crime he seemed convinced she’d committed? Perhaps it would be best to face him now, without risking her family’s involvement. Surely he wouldn’t be so agitated when confronting her in a hospital room. She felt certain she could straighten everything out if he would listen to reason.

      “Come in,” Olivia called, wincing at the stomach-tightening effort of making her voice loud.

      The person who entered the room had white hair and beard and wore a red velvet suit with white trim, a red sack thrown over his shoulder. A Real Santa! In his hand, he clutched a vase of flowers. “Ho, ho, ho. I’m delivering presents for Mercy General this morning, and I’ve got a special gift just for you.” He spoke in a high voice, almost effeminate, with a foreign-sounding accent, but Olivia’s heart beat like a hummingbird. Is this Collin?

      “Who are you?” With her stomach in her throat, she could hardly get the words out.

      He gazed at her, bushy white brows hovering over twinkling blue eyes. “I’m Santa Claus, of course.” Moving closer, he held the flowers in front of his large belly. “Most of my deliveries are on the children’s wing, but today I have two deliveries for this floor. These flowers are for you. Where would you like me to put them?”

      Her mind moved slowly, like it was full of quicksand. Surely Collin, who had yelled and hung up on her less than two days ago, wouldn’t go to this much trouble to speak to her. But if it were Collin, would the disguise keep him safe from Fitz? She pointed a quivering finger at the bedside table. He placed the vase on the table, turning it so that the card was facing her. She reached for it, grimacing and pulling her hand back when her stitches stretched.

      Even with the mask, she could see his eyebrows pull down. “You shouldn’t try to move. Shall I read the card for you?”

      His voice had dipped downward for a second, almost to Collin’s timbre, but then it rose to the higher pitch. It could be Collin, but she wasn’t certain. “Yes, please.”

      Dropping his sack to the floor, he removed the card from the holder and opened it, clearing his throat. “It says, ‘To the most beautiful of flowers, lovely inside and out.’” He glanced up, the rosy cheeks of his mask rounding under his eyes. “There’s no signature. Seems you have a secret admirer.”

      He handed her the card, his black-gloved hand brushing against hers, goosebumps rippling up her arm. A breathy thanks was all she could muster.

      “I’ve been up all night, and I’m totally exhausted. You don’t mind if I sit for moment, do you?” Santa slid into the chair at her bedside before she could respond one way or the other. “Why are you in the hospital?”

      Olivia frowned. It could be Collin, inquiring to cover his real identity, or a Real Santa who happened to be quite nosy. Either way, she didn’t feel inclined to answer.

      “I’d rather not say,” she snapped. “It’s rather personal.”

      “Oh, sorry.” She could almost see him blushing under the mask. “I hope you’re not in a great deal of pain.”

      She softened a bit in light of his earnest wish. “Nothing I can’t handle,” she assured him. “Don’t you think you should be off to finish your deliveries?”

      “I suppose you’re right.” The tone of his voice was a little lower, and the foreign accent seemed faint.

      He gathered his red rucksack from the floor, as if making ready to depart. It must not be Collin, or he would’ve been more persistent. He wouldn’t go to all the trouble to dress up and sneak into her room to deliver a bouquet of anonymous flowers and not make an effort to clear the air. Unless... Unless he was only motivated by guilt, after discovering Olivia had donated her own kidney to his surrogate mother. Disappointment stabbed her in the chest, bringing unbidden tears to her eyes.

      “You’re crying. Are you all right? Are you hurting? What do you need?”

      This time, the voice was Collin’s, deep and stirring, unmistakable. His contact-covered eyes were filled with self-reproach. Just as she feared, guilt was his only motivation. His remorseful display only brought more tears.

      “Nothing, Collin.” She saw his spine go rigid. “You don’t owe me anything. That’s not why I gave Martha my kidney.”

      “But I do owe you something, Olivia. I owe you an apology. I made assumptions about you, and I was wrong. I was blinded by my emotions. Angry. Jealous. Heartbroken.”

      “If you want absolution, you’ve got it.” She flipped her hand in dismissal. “I never blamed you for being upset. I did what I had to do. Anyone would’ve interpreted it the way you did.”

      “You should’ve told me,” he accused. “You should’ve trusted me.”

      “I did trust you, Collin. I trusted you would do what you always do—defend me. That would’ve gotten you in big trouble.” She suddenly remembered Fitz might show up at any time. “In fact, you’re still in danger. You should go, right now.”

      “I’ll go...” The brush of his leather-clad fingers along her jaw contracted her lungs until they flattened. “If that’s what you really want.”

      She gasped for air. “Yes. You have to go.”

      Collin reached for the bottom of his mask. “You’ll have to say that to my face.”

      “No! Leave it on!”

      He paused, a ghastly apparition with his bearded face peeled halfway off. “Why? Do you have a thing for old geezers with white hair?”

      Three raps on the door almost flatlined her heart. “Please, Collin, pull it back on. It could be Fitz.”

      “Fitz?” Collin ripped off the mask, flinging it to the floor, and rotated to face the door, his hands on his hips and his teeth bared like a rabid dog.

      “Good morning,” said a petite girl with a wide, toothy smile and bobbing curls on her head. “I’m here to get you up and walk—” Her words choked off as her eyes fell on Collin’s fierce face. As her smile dissolved, she edged back toward the door, mumbling, “No worries. I’ll come back later. Plenty of time...”

      As the door clicked shut, Collin aimed his glare at Olivia, but she responded with daggers.

      “You stubborn idiot! Look at yourself in the mirror—that’s exactly why I didn’t tell you about Fitz. I knew the minute you found out, you would go all Cro Magnon on me, yelling like Tarzan and beating on your hairy chest until you provoked some kind of fight to the death.”

      “Tarzan wasn’t Cro Magnon.” His lips twitched like he might be quelling a smile.

      “It’s not funny. I know you want to be the big protective he-man, but you need to leave Fitz alone until I get this all straightened out. I started this whole mess, so it’s my responsibility to finish it.”

      Collin’s knotted brows careened to the top of his forehead, like they were attached to rubber bands. “You started it?”

      “I promise it was an accident. I met him on Finding Your Forever. I had no idea he taught at Columbia.”

      Collin paced, his costumed body rotund from the neck, with his handsome head perched on top, a frustrated glower on his face. “This thing between me and Professor Burkhalter isn’t your fault, Olivia. And I took care of him Friday morning, once and for all.”

      “I don’t know what you think you did to take care of him, but it’s not over. Friday is when he threatened me.”

      Icy blue slits replaced Collin’s eyes as the muscles in his jaw worked overtime. In fact, every muscle on his body seemed to be flexing. Why did I tell him Fitz was threatening me? I knew this is what would happen.

      “What did he say to you?” His mouth was so tight his lips barely moved.

      “Nothing. Really. It was no big deal. I was already getting drowsy when I saw the texts, so I probably didn’t even read them right.”

      His gaze locked onto her phone, like a radar-guided missile. In two strides he had the phone in his hand, holding it out under her nose. “Show me.”

      “I can’t. It’s dead.” She snatched the phone from his hand before he could sling it against the wall in frustration. “Mom’s getting my charger.”

      “You didn’t answer my phone calls or texts, but you read his?” Though he sounded angry, she read the hurt on his face.

      “I didn’t know you tried to reach me. When was it?”

      “Thursday night. All night. I called. I texted. I even went to your apartment, but evidently, you moved.”

      “Really?” Her heart sang, but his answering scowl made her force her lips down at the corners. “I mean, I’m sorry about that. Somehow my phone got on airplane mode.”

      “Olivia, it’s my job to protect you. Can’t you understand? I was frantic when I couldn’t reach you.”

      “Now look here...” Annoyed, she tried to sit up, once again forgetting her surgery. “Owwww!”

      His face went ashen, and he lifted her hand, cradling it between his. “What can I do?”

      She let the air flow out between her lips. “Nothing. I just need to be more careful. But it’s as much my job to protect you as it is yours to protect me. Just because you’re the man doesn’t mean you get to be the protector.”

      Something about her statement made him grin.

      “Why are you laughing?” she demanded.

      “I’m not laughing,” he corrected, pressing his lips to the back of her hand in a gesture so tender she wanted to capture it in her mind. “I’m just happy you think we should protect each other.”

      “Oh.” As the import of her words began to sink in, she felt flushed to the roots of her hair. “I wasn’t implying anything.”

      “No implications necessary. Your statement was clear as a bell. I’ll protect you, and you protect me.” He bent low, brushing his lips on her cheek, his touch speaking tender, voiceless words that muddled her mind. What were we talking about? Protection.

      “You’re distracting me from my protective duties.” Instead of the bold, Vikingish, claim she meant to make, it came out plaintive and breathless. She continued, a little louder. “You don’t understand how dangerous Fitz is. He’s going to get you kicked out of Columbia. He’s going to file suit against you—against both of us.”

      “File suit against you and me? For what? For falling in love with each other?”

      “He said something about recording without consent or...” Her stomach did a back handspring. “Did you say, ‘falling in love?’”

      “I did.” His mouth stretched into a lazy smile, his sexy lips promising the kiss she longed for. He bent down, moving closer, his padded belly pushing against the bed. His mouth was only a minty-fresh breath away, as sparkling blue eyes searched hers.

      “Wait.” Her hand rose up, a barrier between their mouths.

      “What?” He halted against his roadblock, anxiety creasing his forehead.

      “I want to see your eyes. Your real eyes, not Santa’s.”

      In seconds, his fingers plucked the blue contacts away. Fathomless green eyes gazed into her soul and, after an eternity, seemed satisfied with what they saw. His lips curved into a smile before he pressed them against the corner of her mouth. Gentle lips caressing their way across hers. Teasing pecks, dancing and pulling back, withholding the caressing contact she longed for. Her breaths came faster, until she felt dizzy. She whimpered in frustration. With a soft chuckle, his talented mouth returned, deepening the kiss until she felt her will melting away. Soon she was a boneless puddle of molten pleasure. She knew nothing but the touch of his lips.

      Trailing away from her mouth, he nibbled along her jawline, dipping into the soft depression on her neck where her blood pulsed madly. Stars burst on the inside of her eyelids, and she gasped for air. And then his warm lips deserted her, leaving her cold and bereft without their benefit.

      He perched on the chair beside the bed, his gaze never leaving hers, as if he were afraid she might escape. After a minute, she finally caught her breath and slowed her thumping heart to near normal levels.

      “That was interesting.” She twisted a strand of her hair with her fingers, her newest nervous habit, but one she preferred to biting her nails.

      “Interesting in a good way? Or a bad way?”

      One look at his smug expression said he already knew the answer. But she didn’t have to admit it. At least, not right away.

      “I suppose it was pretty okay.”

      “Okay?” Obviously, this was not an acceptable answer. But she managed to keep a straight face.

      “I’ve only had two or three that might’ve been better than that one.”

      “Two or three?”

      “Why do you keep repeating everything I say? Am I mumbling?”

      “Who was better? Was one of them Fitz? You have to tell me the truth.”

      Laughter bubbled from her mouth despite her efforts to trap it inside. “No, you poor, egotistical boy. All three were you. Technically, one of the three was Santa Claus.”

      His inverted eyebrows righted themselves as a smile emerged. “I would agree. All three of those kisses were extraordinary.”

      Her elation was fleeting. Relationships couldn’t be built on a mutual enjoyment of kissing. He’d mentioned falling in love, but people threw that word about so often it had become almost meaningless. What was love to a man like Collin, who grew up with every conceivable possession he ever desired, yet never experienced a stable home?

      “This makes me pretty nervous.” Again, she grasped a lock of hair, twisting madly. He captured the rotating hand and lifted it to his mouth, pressing a masterful kiss, which radiated tingly warmth throughout her body.

      “I love you, Olivia Marshall. You’re the one I want to hold and protect. You’re the one I want to wake up with every day for the rest of my life. My heart is in your hands, whether you want it or not, so please treat it gently.”

      Tears swam in her eyes and tumbled down her face. His hand cupped her cheek, his thumb brushing at a wet track. “I made you cry,” he lamented.

      “It’s okay.” She rubbed her face with her arm, grateful at least she didn’t have on mascara to give her raccoon eyes.

      “I can do better,” he insisted. “How about this? Only for you would I transform myself into a jolly, sweaty, fat man with white hair and a flowing beard.”

      Olivia chuckled, blinking her tears away. “And only for you would I kiss an aging, tubby man in a tacky red-velvet suit.”

      He smiled, but deep in his eyes was a longing. She knew what he wanted to hear, but she couldn’t say it, unless it was true. Do I love him?

      “Collin, I’ve dated other guys and thought I was in love, but it wasn’t real. Not the deep kind of love—the kind that lasts forever. This feels different to me, but I’m not sure.”

      “It’s okay, Olivia. You don’t have to say it.” He looked out the window, on the floor, at the clock, anywhere but into her eyes.

      “Here’s what I do know. I know when Fitz told me he wanted to hurt you I was madder than a hornet, and I was willing to do whatever it took to stop him. And I know if he were to walk in here right now and threaten you, I would tear him apart with my bare hands, even if I died in the process. Do you think that’s love?”

      Her heart fell when he laughed at her. “No, Olivia, that’s not love.” He stood up and bent over the bed, with his hands on the pillow on either side of her head, and leaned down until their foreheads touched. “That’s not plain old ordinary love. That’s amazing, extraordinary, Olivia-Marshall-love. And it’s all for me, and no one else, right?”

      His lips were so close, she could almost taste them. “All for you,” she whispered. “For you…and Santa Claus.”
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      Collin couldn’t wipe the silly grin off his face, even though he knew he needed to. Olivia Marshall loves me! Then he had a thought that made him sober quickly. What if she doesn’t think I’m serious?

      A glance over his shoulder revealed the nurse, who—much to Collin’s chagrin—was a man, still peering under Olivia’s hospital gown. How long does it take to check her stitches? Is he counting each one individually? Sensible-Collin couldn’t convince Insanely-Jealous-Collin his reasoning was off. The whole matter was made worse by the manner of their introduction. Collin still had on the Santa suit when the nurse walked in and caught them kissing.

      Since then, Collin had fetched his street clothes from Santa’s rucksack and changed in the bathroom, glad he’d thought to pack his normal clothes when he left the apartment early that morning in Blake’s Real Santa suit. Out of costume, he felt his confidence return, along with his jealous irritation.

      “Are you almost finished?” Collin asked, edging that direction.

      “Almost,” the nurse announced, oblivious to Collin’s judgmental glare. “Need to give her a bit of morphine, so she—”

      “No!” Olivia jutted out her jaw, a sure sign she’d adopted an inflexible position. “I’m not taking any narcotics. Nothing stronger than Tylenol with codeine.”

      The nurse’s mouth took on a stubborn set, and Collin almost felt sorry for him. He had no idea the kind of will he was up against.

      “Unfortunately, the doctor didn’t prescribe Tylenol with codeine, and the hospitalist won’t be making rounds here for another hour or more.” His smile was filled with fake sympathy. “If you don’t take the morphine now, you could be in a lot of pain for quite some time.”

      “I’ll have to manage.”

      “But...”

      Her crossed arms and squinting eyes told him he was wasting his time. His shoulders dropped in resignation, and Collin didn’t feel the least bit sorry for him.

      “Fine.” The nurse decided to throw a few jabs on his way out. “I’ll let you two kinky guys get back to whatever you were doing when I came in, but keep in mind these doors don’t lock.” He threw his head back, yowling with hyena-laughter. He’d already embarrassed Olivia repeatedly since barging in on their celebrate-being-in-love kiss, the one that came after their I’ve-missed-you kiss and their Christmas-break kiss. Collin was ready for the man to leave so he could give Olivia a proper I’ll-be-back-soon kiss before returning to check on Martha.

      But as the nurse left, Collin remembered Olivia’s cell phone, which was plugged into the wall with a borrowed charger. He handed the phone to Olivia. “It’s got to be charged enough to show me those text messages.”

      He noted the way her hands trembled as she opened her texts. Once again, he experienced an undeniable urge to slam his fist into Burkhalter’s slimy teeth.

      “Here they are. At least there aren’t any new ones.” As Collin moved to read over her shoulder, she turned the phone away. “Remember, you promised not to go after Burkhalter.”

      “By that, I assume you mean I’m not allowed to buy a gun and shoot him in the unmentionables.” Collin reveled in the fact he’d brought a grin to her face.

      “Perhaps you should promise a bit more than that. Let’s agree you won’t confront him at all.”

      “Arghh! Why did I have to fall in love with a strong-willed woman?”

      “I suppose for the same reason I fell in love with a smart aleck.”

      He grinned, kissing her on the lips for a few brief seconds.

      “What was that for?” she asked.

      “That was an I’m-glad-you-love-me kiss.”

      “Sounds suspiciously like the celebrate-being-in-love kiss, although I’m not complaining.”

      Collin snatched the phone and quickly thumbed through Burkhalter’s messages, trying to stay calm in the face of the threatening texts. But as he read back through them, he began to see holes in Burkhalter’s offense.

      “All of this is based on the idea that someone recorded a video of Burkhalter without his permission or knowledge. But, in actuality, he signed a release form before he rode the elevator to the private party on the second floor. The jerk doesn’t have a legal leg to stand on.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Ninety-five percent. I’ll talk to Jake at The Slipstream, but I think I’m right.”

      “And you won’t confront Fitz or beat him up?”

      “As long as he doesn’t show up and threaten you.” He agonized for a moment, building the nerve to discuss her relationship with Burkhalter. “I wish you had told me from the beginning. I wish you had never dated him.”

      “I didn’t date him. Well, technically I did.” Her mouth twisted to the side, a sure sign of guilt.

      “Because you kissed him?” He braced himself for the answer.

      “No! Ewww! I never kissed Fitz, but I did let him spend money on me once or twice. You’re the one who pointed out that technically qualifies as a date.”

      Before he knew what he was doing, he sandwiched her face between his hands and laid claim on her with a firm kiss. “I’ll call this one a you-belong-to-me-and-nobody-else kiss.” He lifted his head, smiling, to gaze at the woman he’d marked as his own. But his smile vanished when he saw her grimace of pain.

      “You’re hurting, aren’t you? Why didn’t you take the morphine when the nurse offered it? I hope it wasn’t because you could tell how much I wanted him out of here. I didn’t want you to be in pain.”

      She shook her head. “I want my mind to be sharp, in case Fitz shows up.” Her fingers twisted a long, curly strand of hair into a tight spiral. “I only told him about the kidney transplant because I thought it would make him lose interest. Now I wish I hadn’t said anything.”

      “Let me think a minute.” He jabbed stiff fingers through his hair, considering the best options to handle Burkhalter. A novel idea popped into his head—one that made his heart swell. If he were Olivia’s fiancé, he would have the authority to limit her visitors and the release of information, such as her room number. He ignored the fact that he probably could have accomplished this task with the help of Olivia’s family. Now that he’d imagined her with his ring on her finger, setting her apart as belonging to him, he was obsessed with the notion.

      With his back turned, he dug in his pocket and found the little pouch he’d forgotten to remove from his jeans, extracting the ring with shaky fingers. Though he thrilled at the thought of being engaged to Olivia, his parched tongue stuck to the roof of his mouth as he considered asking the question.

      “Olivia?” He tried in vain to find a drop of saliva to wet his throat. “You know I love you, and I want to spend the rest of my life protecting you?”

      A smile lifted the corners of her mouth, despite her pained expression. “And you know I think protection goes both ways?”

      He waved off her objection. “Yes, yes, I know. But that’s not the point. The point is, I want you and everyone else to know how I feel about you.”

      “I believe you, Collin. You have nothing to prove.”

      “But I want to make a commitment, a permanent commitment.”

      He dropped to one knee, regretting the hospital bed was so high he could barely see her. From up on the mattress, he heard a gasp, and her face appeared at the side of the bed, peering through the railing. “What are you doing?”

      He grinned, holding up the sparkling diamond ring, resting his hand on the rail to stop its violent trembling. “Olivia Marshall, will you make me the happiest man alive? Will you marry me and be mine forever?”

      Tears filled her eyes, spilling onto her cheeks as she tentatively touched the ring. “It’s beautiful—old fashioned and sweet. But where did you... When did you...”

      “Martha gave it to me yesterday. She said I could use the diamond in a custom setting one day, but I thought maybe you could wear it for now, if you’re willing.”

      Her jaw worked as if she was trying to form words, but she said nothing. A stone plunged into his gut as he realized his mistake. He’d rushed her. She wasn’t ready. No one made Olivia Marshall do anything before she’d thought it through on every possible level. She was going to turn him down.

      In a panic, he sought to withdraw the offer, so she wouldn’t have to choose. He could use her family to handle Burkhalter. “You don’t have to decide now. You can think about it as long as you want to. I’ll wait as long as you want. Months. Years, even.” He prattled on as fast as he could talk.

      “Yes,” she said, her small voice quivering like her chin.

      “Yes, you want to wait? That’s fine. I promise I won’t pressure y—”

      “Yes, I’ll marry you.”

      “You will?”

      “I will. I don’t need to think about it. Nothing has ever seemed more right in my entire life. Not even going to medical school. But...” Her eyes fluttered closed, her teeth capturing her lower lip.

      “But what?”

      Her forehead creased as she gazed up through her long lashes. “Are you sure you want me? I’m stubborn and I worry a lot and my mom will testify I can make a mountain out of any molehill you can find.”

      Collin stood, slipping the old-fashioned ring onto her finger, his heart singing. “I’m equally stubborn and quite adept at stomping on molehills. With you by my side, I think we can conquer those mountains.”

      “I love you,” she said, biting her lip as she stared at the sparkling ring on her left hand.

      “I love you, too.” He could barely believe how natural it felt to speak the words, when only a few weeks ago he’d believed he was an emotional cripple who would never experience true love. Now he realized love had been an ever-present, but unrecognizable, part of his life.

      Her bottomless brown eyes glistened with unshed tears. “You know what would make me really happy right now?”

      “What? I’ll get it for you, whatever it is.” He pounded his fist over his heart. “Anything you want. There’s nothing I’d rather do than make you happy.”

      “I’d like an I’m-going-to-spend-the-rest-of-my-life-with-you kiss.”

      Filled with a joy and peace he hadn’t felt in months—maybe ever—his old playful spirit pushed its way to the foreground. He flashed a smug grin, touched his hand to the brim of an imaginary cowboy hat and feigned a southern accent. “I reckon I’d be happy to oblige, ma’am.” Then he lowered his lips to hers, worshiping her mouth with a kiss that went beyond the rest of their lives…all the way to eternity.
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      Natalie

      

      Natalie Tanner’s apron was crusted with flour a half-inch thick. Christmas baking smells filled Bread & Breakfast Bakery, the best bakery in all of Reedsville—and arguably beyond—but she didn’t catch a whiff.

      Because Natalie held her breath.

      The moment of truth was on an oven-timer countdown. Nine, eight, seven. Make this loaf perfect. Please? Three, two, one.

      Ding! The oven timer chimed. Natalie gripped her oven mitts, bent to open the door, where she paused, clenching her fists.

      “Well, are you going to open it or not?” Kelsi, her co-baker, folded her arms over her chest. “Loaf number one thousand? Will it be the money-maker or the winning-streak breaker?”

      “You’d better have the cash out and ready.” Natalie swung the oven door wide, the blast of heat knocking against her, and—there it sat in its full, golden-brown glory: a perfect loaf of artisan bread.

      “One thousand!”

      A thousand perfect loaves in a row! No fallen bakes, no failed yeast. Goal accomplished! The hundred bucks Kelsi bet against her wouldn’t even make a dent in how happy this made her.

      “Fine.” Kelsi stuffed the hundred-dollar bill into the pocket of Natalie’s apron. “You win.” She huffed and walked back to her large batter mixer. “It’s uncanny. How can you bake that many loaves in a row without a single flop? It’s superhuman, that’s what it is.”

      “Well, I did train at the Reedsville Baking Institute.”

      “A lot of people train at the Baking Institute,” Kelsi huffed. “But they’re not like you. Never-fail Natalie.”

      Zeke, the owner, rolled into the kitchen, his arms full of empty trays. “Don’t let her fool you. Natalie studied chemistry in college. I’ll wager that’s how she gets the loaves right every time.”

      “I think we’ve had enough wagering for the day,” Kelsi groused.

      Zeke picked up a new stack of trays. “The braided Christmas bread is going fast today. We’d better double the bake tomorrow, since it’s the Friday special.”

      “Will do.” Natalie added it to her mental task list, along with the German stollen bread, the iced Santa cookies, and the sticky buns.

      “By the way, Natalie, there are some people out front who asked to meet the baker. You want me to tell them no?” He breezed out with this question over his shoulder.

      Natalie nodded. “Thanks, Zeke.”

      Kelsi just shook her head. “You’re an enigma. Why not go meet your adoring fans?”

      Lots of reasons. “I’m a behind-the-scenes person. I’m a middle child.” As if that explained all of it. But it looked like Kelsi accepted it.

      “When is your sister’s wedding?” Kelsi chomped a stray Santa cookie.

      “Three weeks.” A Christmas wedding back home. Snowy mountains, the little chapel, being there with her sisters and the rest of the family. Natalie longed for it.

      “Seriously, though, you should skip it.” Kelsi brushed crumbs off her chest.

      “Skip it! Quinlan’s my little sister.”

      “Yeah, but the wedding hits during the Christmas rush.” Kelsi lugged a bag of flour off a pallet. “Zeke might promote you if you skip it.”

      “If I stay here, my family will demote me to worst sister.” Natalie already teetered in that territory, the only sister of the three to leave Massey Falls for the city. “Wait. Promote me to what?” Natalie was already head baker.

      “Partner.”

      Part owner of Bread & Breakfast? She’d dreamed of owning a bakery, but it had never occurred to her it could happen so soon, especially not something so iconic as Bread & Breakfast. “You think so?” Not that she’d miss the wedding, but was Zeke really considering—?

      “Zeke’s not getting any younger. You’re the obvious choice. A thousand perfect loaves in a row?”

      Natalie reeled. But the dream felt deliciously close.

      “Also, I’ll go crazy here without your help on the Christmas rush.”

      “Ah, so that’s it.” The real reason Kelsi wanted Natalie to stay. The bakery ownership thing was a ploy! Probably a fib. “If you’re not careful, I’ll stay in Massey Falls for a month instead of a week.”

      Honestly, a month in her hometown sounded great. Winter in the mountains, snow on the ground, the way the fog left all the branches of the trees covered with frost. The wedding photos would be gorgeous. Plus, Cecily may have her baby during the holiday!

      Being an aunt was Natalie’s favorite thing in the world—even more than baking—especially since the trajectory Natalie was on did not lead to motherhood herself.

      But, she couldn’t stay as long as a month. Massey Falls didn’t have a bakery, and Natalie … well, she needed to bake.

      “Not a month!” Kelsi made a gasping, dying sound.

      “Quit making that gurgling sound. You’ll make the cakes fall. Look, before I go, I’ll work to get us ahead of the game on the holiday quick breads.” Orange bread, cranberry-nut bread, banana bread. All those could be prepped well ahead of time. “Would that make you feel better?”

      “Lots better. Nice people in your town? Massey Falls, is it? Any nice person in particular?” Kelsi was always digging to find out about Natalie’s non-existent dating life. “An old flame?”

      “Definitely not.” A flame-douser had been there years ago, sure. But thankfully, Hunter Hawthorn had likely moved on in life and now probably had a million dollars and a hot trophy wife and a job managing a massive corporation somewhere.

      A timer chimed, and Kelsi grabbed her oven mitts.

      Natalie’s phone rang, and Cecily appeared on the screen. Her sisters knew not to call during work hours unless it was an emergency, so she picked up.

      “What’s wrong? It’s not the baby, is it?” Please say it wasn’t the baby. Cecily had been waiting long years to give her son a younger sibling. At thirty-four weeks, Cecily was so close to her dream of expanding her family this time. “Please say the baby is all right.”

      “Yes and no.” Cecily sounded exhausted. “Baby Boy Layton is fine, but only if I stay on bed rest for the next three weeks.” She went into technicalities about amniotic fluid replenishment, but all Natalie could do was sigh with relief. “Which means, it’s up to you, Natalie.”

      “What’s up to me?”

      “Um, Quinlan’s wedding planning? Haven’t you been listening?”

      “I caught the key part about your baby being all right.” That was the important thing. “What do you mean the wedding is up to me?”

      “The problem is, I’ve been sick, and—”

      “And you didn’t tell me?” Natalie gasped, picturing a pale, debilitated version of her sister, draped over a sofa. “Cecily!”

      “Let me finish. I’ve been sick, and details for the wedding have fallen through the cracks. Like, a lot of details. Kind of like all the details.”

      “Cecily?” She must be really sick. Cecily was a force of nature—running her household, taking care of her seven-year-old son and his schedule, managing a real estate career, all while her husband Trace traveled incessantly for work. Planning a wedding was a piece of cake for her. “What—what happened? You’re always on top of things.”

      “Until now. I thought I could handle it myself. I thought I’d feel better tomorrow, tomorrow, tomorrow. And now there are only three weeks left. I have to face reality.” Her voice quavered. “I’m on the verge of ruining Quinlan’s wedding. Our hilarious and amazing and sweet baby sister.”

      Natalie’s fingers danced nervously on the wooden countertop. “I love Quinlan.” And Cecily. Her sisters were all Natalie had. Planning weddings, though? Being in charge of something with so many details? “Can’t we hire someone?”

      “This is Massey Falls. Small town. No wedding planners, at least not for a last-minute crunch. You’ve been in Reedsville too long. Besides, Mom would’ve wanted her daughters to band together.”

      True, but also—yikes! Natalie glanced around at the bags of flour, the canisters of salt, the fans, and giant stand mixers. “If I can just do a few days’ work here …” The quick breads, a few more batches of cookies, and then she’d make the two-hour trek into the mountains.

      “Natalie, please come soon. Everything’s falling apart.” Cecily’s voice cracked. Cecily’s voice never cracked. “Especially me.”

      The exhaustion in Cecily’s voice broke Natalie. This wasn’t something she could delay, even for quick breads.

      “I’ll be there tonight.” Zeke and Kelsi would just have to figure out the quick breads without her. Quinlan needed her. Cecily needed her.

      “Oh, bless you! You can have the guest room. And”—Cecily groaned—“I wince even telling you this—I’ll need help with Bobby. Just during the after-school hours, though. I promise not to burden you too much.”

      “Bobby’s not a burden!” The seven-year-old was the apple of Natalie’s eye. But wow. Cecily was really in need if she couldn’t handle Bobby, the greatest kid alive. “He and I will have a blast. We’ll go to the gingerbread house show, do some Christmas shopping. I can teach him to bake bread.”

      “If you have time between planning the wedding, you mean.”

      Oh. Right. Argh! Natalie was the last person alive to plan a wedding. Yes, she was boss over the elements and the chemical processes of the bakery, but put her in charge of a social event like a dinner party for merely three and she was a total mess.

      A wedding? That had disaster written all over it. “You’ll tell me what to do first, right?”

      “If you’re here by morning, you can tour the wedding venue.”

      Uh, what? “But, isn’t Quinlan getting married in the chapel?”

      “The chapel is being fumigated for termites. There’s a big orange tent over it until the new year. We had to think outside the box. Er, outside the tent. You know.”

      “How outside the box?” Natalie frowned. There weren’t many marriage venues in Massey Falls. “Not outside-outside, please? In the icy winter, with all the snow? Pretty, but also pretty miserable for guests.”

      “You’re not going to believe this, but Yuletide Manor was recently remodeled and opened for events.”

      “Yuletide Manor?” Natalie swallowed hard. But that was the Hawthorn family’s mansion. “On Society Row?”

      Cecily gave her first energetic squeal of the phone call. “Yes!” She went into raptures about the place, its transformation, the real estate market’s response town-wide, with lots of facts and figures. Cecily did love her job and excelled at it. “You’ll love it, believe me. I’ve only seen pictures of the interior, but Quinlan can’t wait to tour it, and you can go, too.”

      Natalie’s neck muscles tensed into stone. She wasn’t going anywhere near Yuletide Manor, no matter how precious it was to Massey Falls history. No matter how beautiful and iconic it was. No matter how much she’d adored it as a kid, dreamed of looking inside, of living there at the top of the hill at the end of Society Row, the street with the Layton Mansion, the Coldicott home—all the great houses of Massey Falls.

      Why? It smacked of Hawthorn. Of Hunter Hawthorn.

      And I can never show my face around him again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Hunter

      

      Little swirls of snow fell on Main Street, and snow had already piled up along the edges of the sidewalk. But Hunter Hawthorn was fixated on something besides the festive weather.

      Swish, plunk, clank. Hunter officially dropped the thick envelope containing the hard copy of his completed dissertation into the mailbox in front of the Massey Falls post office. That satisfying metallic clang of shutting the slot was music to his ears.

      Years of work, years of research, analysis, and interviews—not to mention the physical labor it took to complete the renovation project—were now as good as on their way to his committee. They’d read it, he’d defend it, and boom. He’d be Dr. Hunter Hawthorn, professor of history. Assuming they offered the position they’d promised him. A medium-sized if.

      Then, he’d join the ranks of his Hawthorn heritage. Maybe professor wasn’t governor, or four-star general, or even movie star, but history mattered, and as professor he could influence and mold the rising generation of students and have sweeping effects on their view of the world. Better, he didn’t have to stop there. Professorial status would give him a platform. Maybe he could use it by filming his lectures, posting them online, eventually leading like a true Hawthorn—

      “Hunter Hawthorn!” Burt Basingstoke, real estate baron of Massey Falls, patted Hunter hard enough on the back that Hunter could have lost a tooth. “What brings you downtown?”

      “Good news. I sent off my dissertation. Now I’m just waiting for the teaching position offer.” It probably sounded overconfident of him to talk about it like it was a foregone conclusion, but Darlington College had as much as promised it from the second Hunter applied for his PhD program. They needed someone to head up the cultural presentation arm of the history and sociology departments, to create a nexus of sorts, and Hunter was their number one candidate.

      “Tenure track, huh? We’ll miss having you in town. Who will emcee all the events?”

      “You’ll do just fine, Burt.” Burt had done it for years. He could do it again when Hunter left. “How’s the search going for a director for Yuletide Manor?” Hunter asked as they crossed the snowy street together.

      “We’re interviewing candidates. The historic preservation committee is keeping our standards high. We want someone who will value Yuletide Manor as much as you did.”

      Did? Past tense? No. Do. “Thank you, Burt. I put my full trust in you and the committee.”

      “You leave big shoes to fill, Hunter. It’s your family home, but we are so grateful you’re leaving it better than you found it, and you’re leaving it as a legacy to the town. Did you see we made a 3D model of it for each of the local schools to put in the foyers? The kids can appreciate their past and know they come from good people and that they can do great things. Maybe even lead the state one day.” He beamed with pride, just like everyone else from Massey Falls, over the fact that their town had produced a governor.

      “The printed models look incredible. Thanks, Burt.”

      They parted ways, and Hunter checked the time on the town clock tower. Oh, he’d better put the pedal to metal, or he’d be late for the booking meeting. One more wedding before he handed Yuletide Manor over to the committee.

      Honestly, he hadn’t planned on fitting it into his schedule, but it’d been for the Greens’ son’s wedding. Mrs. Green had been so supportive of the historic preservation efforts, he could hardly turn her son away for his wedding, now that the chapel was indisposed, as everyone in town so politely termed it.

      No one wanted to mention termites.

      Termites didn’t scare Hunter. He’d battled them fiercely—and won—at Yuletide Manor, among other things over the past few years. Triumph over the elements. Behold! He steered toward said edifice, and it burst into view, as majestic as ever, taking his breath away every single time he emerged from the tree-lined cover of Society Row to see Yuletide Manor presiding over Massey Falls like a monarch.

      The place possessed something magical. Charisma, if a building could have it. Magnetism. No one who ever saw it could deny the drawing power of light and hope that emanated from his family’s ancestral home with its turn-of-the-century details and solid foundation.

      Which was why a much-younger Hunter had been compelled to bid on it when it came up for auction. And why other bidders stepped back, seeing that a Hawthorn would own it again, and he’d been able to reclaim Hawthorn ownership of it for a fraction of its appraised value. Then, he’d come home to Massey Falls in the summers to work on it, rescue it from the dereliction of two decades of being out of the family, and restore its graces.

      And now, look at it! Pride swelled in his chest as he pulled into the covered parking area behind the house. Hunter had accomplished something beautiful, and he’d completed his PhD in the process. Not a bad two-fer. Now, he could turn it over to the county’s historical society to offer tours and an event venue—if they could find a director.

      If not? Hmm. No, they’d find someone.

      Hunter parked beside an unfamiliar sedan. It didn’t look like the Greens’ car. A different wedding client? He got out and looked around. The wedding bookings, which the whole Hawthorn extended family pitched in to accomplish, had been the perfect amount of cash flow for putting the final renovations on the house.

      “Hello?” Hunter called, following the footprints in the fresh snow across the grass and to the side of the mansion on the hill. “Is someone here?”

      Despite the deepening snow, he traipsed forward, following the footprints. The ground sloped downward at the edge of the house, and he rounded the back corner, and oof!

      “Whoa!” He smacked right into a petite, dark-haired woman wearing a long, white wool coat with black buttons. Under the force of the impact, she fell backward, tumbling heels over head, and coming to a stop, head downward on the hill. Her hair splayed out all around her head, and she looked like an angel or a mermaid or … “Are you all right?”

      Hunter jogged to her side and reached for her hand to help her up.

      She looked familiar, but she didn’t take his hand. Instead, she turned away, rolled on her side, and stood on the steep hill, brushing herself off, and losing her footing a couple of times before regaining it.

      “I’m Hunter Hawthorn, director of Yuletide Manor.” Hunter followed her up the hill, and she didn’t turn to look back at him. She just kept walking as if her life depended on it. “Are you here as a client?”

      Or maybe she was here as a trespasser, but he didn’t think so. Trespassers didn’t have hair that should be referred to as tresses. This woman’s chestnut hair glinted in the sun. Strands of rose gold were threaded through it. Hunter could reach out and take a lock between his fingers, and—

      She marched off toward someone standing on the front steps, a young woman wearing a huge crocheted scarf wrapped around her head, neck, and shoulders.

      Ah, the woman on the steps was the bride of the Greens’ son. What was her name again? Something with a Q.

      The trespasser marched right up to her. “I’m not doing this. Forget it.”

      “Forget it?” The Q-bride put her hands on her hips and tugged her scarf down to expose the devastated look on her face. “But why?”

      “Because I can’t.” The woman he’d bowled over shot a glance at Hunter, and something locked into place. He knew her! It was on the tip of his brain. She darted a glance at him. “We’ll figure out something else.”

      Because of Hunter? But people generally liked him, liked working with him. Some even mistakenly assumed he was a paragon of goodness, and had never done another soul any wrong, which unfortunately wasn’t true. “Is there a problem?” He stepped closer, to get a better look at her face.

      The bride pleaded, “You can’t abandon me.” Her voice wobbled. “First Cecily fell apart. Are you falling apart, too?”

      “Don’t blame Cecily. She didn’t have a choice.”

      “That’s absolutely true. But you do. Please, Natalie.”

      Natalie?

      Natalie Tanner.

      Blood rushed in his ears, drowning out all other sound. It couldn’t be. But it might be, even though he hadn’t seen her since high school, and hadn’t dared look her in the eye since that horrible day that had kicked off a series of other horrible days, that had brought him to this point in his life.

      Steeling his nerves, he stepped to where he could see her profile.

      It is Natalie Tanner. And she hates my guts.
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      Natalie

      

      Natalie should never have left the safety of the kitchen. In the kitchen, she’d figured out a way to make sure nothing went wrong.

      Outside it, nothing was guaranteed.

      For instance, she’d assumed that in coming to Yuletide Manor, no way would she encounter the only Hawthorn she wanted to dodge. Hunter lived in far-off lands, doing amazing things, right?

      Wrong. There he stood, looming over her, his enormous presence engulfing her. Heck, he’d even bowled her over and sent her rolling down the snowy hill where Dad had taken her sledding as a kid and made her fall in love with Yuletide Manor in the first place. Back when their family was strong.

      She brushed off her coat again, wincing. Why hadn’t Cecily mentioned Hunter’s being in town? Probably because Cecily had no idea about Natalie’s moment with him.

      No one knew. Even Hunter had probably forgotten.

      “This is just not the best place for your wedding.” Natalie hooked Quinlan by the arm, jostling her phone and dragging her toward the car. “I’m sure there’s somewhere else.”

      “We haven’t even looked inside yet.” Quinlan looked at her in disbelief, her usually sunken dimple flattening out. “Why are you being weird?”

      “It was abandoned for ages. There are mice.” There were always mice.

      “It’s been redone. Since June there have been dozens of very pretty weddings in it.”

      “Mice-infested weddings.” Natalie stood beside the car. She turned her back to Hunter Hawthorn. Now, she couldn’t see him, but she could still feel him watching them. He exuded some kind of crazy magnetism, an energy that weakened her brain cells.

      They even temporarily forgot that he’d been utterly cruel to her in the past.

      “What’s with you, Natalie?” Quinlan looked concerned. “You swooned over Yuletide Manor when we were kids. You talked about it so much you made me love it, too. Did you forget about the dollhouse thing?”

      “Shhhh!” Natalie could have cupped a hand over Quinlan’s mouth. “Shush.” She peeked an eye at Yuletide Manor. It was even better up close. This was the closest she’d ever come to setting foot in it. “It’s different now.”

      “Yeah. It’s better. It’s not empty anymore. Just look at it.” Quinlan blinked, pleading. “It’s gorgeous. It’s a dream.”

      A cold breeze infiltrated the fabric of her tights, chilling her more. “I’m sorry, Quinlan. We’re just not going to use this place. I’ll call the armory and see if it’s booked.”

      “The armory!” Quinlan gasped. “A wedding in an armory? It would”—she looked skyward, blinking, hyperventilating—“be an omen of a lot of fighting in my marriage. Besides, Guthrie’s mom already negotiated a price for Yuletide Manor. We made a down payment. It’s a fabulous deal, and Hunter let us book the event even though it’s days before Christmas, just as a special favor for us.”

      It was a done deal? Ugh! “Then why are we touring it?”

      “To see where to have the ceremony, the dinner, and everything else.” Quinlan dipped her chin and gave Natalie the stern look that normally only Cecily used. “The invitations have been printed.”

      “We’ll reprint.”

      “We can’t.”

      Natalie lowered her voice and stepped even farther from Hunter’s presence, praying he couldn’t hear anything. This was not the ideal time to tell Quinlan, or anyone, about it, but she needed to get out of this somehow. “I have … a history with Hunter.”

      “With Handsome Hunter?” Quinlan’s eyes popped wide. “You do?” Her mouth fell open. “But—he’s like, a Hawthorn, of the legendary Hawthorns.”

      There’d been a governor, a four-star general war hero, and even one Hawthorn man who became a famous movie star. Hunter was definitely like them. And they’d all lived in Yuletide Manor.

      “You can’t just drop that hint and not tell me.”

      Natalie swallowed hard. “It’s not important.”

      “If you have a history with Handsome Hunter, who Guthrie’s mom refers to as Perfect Hunter, you have to tell me.”

      “Quinlan.” Natalie gritted her teeth. “Now’s not the—”

      “Guthrie’s mom refers to him as Perfect Hunter, but someone else I know—who has a huge crush on him—said he has a secret inside-joke family nickname, Heartbreak Hunter. She’d go for him but she doesn’t want her heart broken.” Quinlan lowered her voice and looked over Natalie’s shoulder toward where Hunter stood. “Did he break your heart?”

      That … was complicated.

      Quinlan’s phone rang. “Ooh! It’s Guthrie.” She answered it and only listened, her expression alternating between emotions. “I’ll be right down.” She shoved her phone in her pocket. “I’m so sorry. Guthrie needs me to help him with the tuxedo fitting. Can you tour the place and make the decisions?”

      “Me!”

      “Please? Guthrie will get a powder blue tux with a ruffled front shirt if I don’t supervise, just as a practical joke. Which is why I love him, but also why I can’t leave him to his own devices.”

      Before Natalie could protest further, Quinlan jogged down the steep driveway with the confidence of a downhill skier. At the bottom, she climbed into what must be Guthrie’s car just as it rounded the corner and pulled up. They sped off, steam puffing from the exhaust pipe.

      Yuletide Manor had its down payment, the invitations were sent, Quinlan was gone, and Cecily couldn’t get out of bed.

      Which left Natalie.

      Every muscle in her body tensed, as if that would bring her some poise or courage or heavenly help. She planted her heel into the driveway and spun toward him with a tight smile. “Sorry about that,” she called, heading his direction.

      Yards away, Hunter waited on the steps, his hands in his pockets. Though he looked unmistakably the same as he had back in high school—those clear green eyes the color of alfalfa fields in spring, and his dark hair so strategically tousled—he wore a different expression from the perennial Leader Athlete Scholar look of confidence he’d always sported in the past.

      “Is the bride your sister?” He glanced down the hill.

      “Yes.” Natalie hung back. “I’ve come to help plan the wedding. Our oldest sister, Cecily Layton, was doing all the planning with Quinlan since I live in Reedsville now, but Cecily’s on bed-rest.”

      “Ah.” Hunter searched Natalie’s face. “So, you’re in Reedsville these days.”

      Not the question she’d expected. Did that imply he remembered her? But she’d been only a speck on his sunglasses, a bit of gum on the bottom of his shoe back in the day. Why would he state it like that? “Uh-huh.” She didn’t elaborate.

      “Are you still playing the cello? And what about chemistry? You were always top of our class in chem.”

      Knock her over with a feather. “You remember that?”

      His mouth tilted downward. “I remember a lot of things, Natalie.”

      “Me, too.” Like how cruel he’d been to her, and on a day when every single other thing in her life had felt impossibly cruel. “Then you probably remember that I’m the quiet one, the last person in our class to take charge of anything—let alone a wedding.”

      “You don’t have an official wedding planner?”

      “You’re looking at her. And she’s insanely inept at this type of thing.”

      A series of emotions crossed his face. Then, he looked Natalie squarely in the eye, holding her gaze, and making all her nerve endings stand at attention.

      “I don’t usually do this.”

      “Don’t do what?” Natalie couldn’t look away. It was the most unfair thing of her life to be insanely drawn to a man who’d treated her like dirt. Moths near flames must feel this way.

      “I’ll take over planning your sister’s wedding.”
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      Christmastime, and while he was in the process of winding up his life in Massey Falls before returning to Darlington College, the last thing Hunter needed was to take over a wedding. Sure, Hunter booked the weddings—since he had the visibility through the chamber of commerce—but his mom and aunts and cousins did all the legwork.

      “You want to plan my sister’s wedding?” Natalie gave him this dead stare that could’ve stopped the town’s tower clock. “No. Absolutely not.” Then a suspicious eye squinted. “Why?”

      To get you to see I’m not a terrible person. To show you I’m sincere. To show you I know I was a total jerk that day but that I’m not one anymore.

      “It’ll be like a final hurrah before I leave Yuletide Manor in the hands of the new director.”

      “Director? But I thought Yuletide Manor belonged to the Hawthorn family. Don’t you live here?”

      “It’s mine, but I’m in the process of turning it over to the historical society. It deserves to be taken care of in perpetuity and by someone who will use it to its best purpose.”

      “You’re just giving it to them?”

      He didn’t want to talk price, but they’d thrown around some numbers.

      Natalie frowned so hard it looked like her face would break. “Yuletide Manor deserves to be lived in.” Natalie looked at the landscaping and back at the house, her face softening.

      Which was weird. A few minutes ago with her sister, she’d acted like the place was made of poison ivy.

      “It deserves to have kids build forts in the attic and put a swing in the oak branches.”

      Hunter’s head snapped toward the stateliest tree in the back yard. How had Natalie known there’d been a swing on the old oak’s largest limb when Grandpa Hawthorn was a kid? Or that there was an attic? Or about the feeling of need for family coming off every inch of the grain in the wood paneling?

      Hunter wanted to argue with her. He couldn’t.

      “Let’s go inside,” he said instead. “I’ll show you around.” Maybe it would soften her more to see inside, and maybe he could find an opening to bring up that bad day and try to make it right.

      Hunter led her up the front steps and into the bright foyer. Last night’s wedding had been cleared away, and only the holiday decorations remained—fragrant greenery turned into boughs over the doorframes and into garlands that wrapped the banister of the grand stairway, with red velvet ribbon bows and fairy lights throughout.

      “It’s a Christmas dream house.” Natalie gaped as she took in the sight, just like Hunter had when he’d first come inside as a teenager after begging his dad for permission to enter the long-empty home. “I always figured it was pretty in here, but this is …”

      “Right?” Seeing it with Natalie was like seeing it himself again for the first time, only better now, because Hunter had done all the restoration work to preserve it. Something stirred in his chest. “From what pictures I could locate, this is how the foyer of Yuletide Manor looked  after it was constructed. This is the original coat tree, for instance, which I located in a shed on the property.”

      “Yeah,” Natalie said softly and reached out a gentle hand and touched the banister, caressing it like it was sacred ground.

      Which it was. Yuletide Manor had a significant place in the cultural heritage of Massey Falls, which was one of many reasons Hunter loved it, and the main reason he’d gotten approval for its restoration as his PhD dissertation project. Three long years of effort had dulled him to some of its wonder, but now, Natalie’s reaction restored his awareness of its sparkling beauties.

      Natalie gaped at the foyer, from the shiny wood floors, covered by the wool woven rug, to the tray ceiling. “It’s so grand.”

      True. From the outside, it was an impressive brick edifice, but inside was where Yuletide Manor’s magic took true effect.

      “I’ve always wondered,” she said, running a hand over some woodwork, “where it got its name.”

      “I wondered that, too.” Hunter watched as she gazed around, taking in details of paneling and wainscoting. “It’s simple, really. My second-great-grandparents, Newell and Lavinia Hawthorn, loved Christmas. Lavinia’s journal states she wanted a home that felt like Christmas year-round.”

      He caught their dual reflection in a carved-frame mirror. Wonder enveloped her countenance. She met his eyes for a moment, seemed to recall his presence, and shook herself, her jaw setting.

      Drat.

      “Let me show you the rest.” Maybe seeing more rooms would win her over, and not just to the house.

      Hunter led her into the great room. The hearth and chimney dominated the south side of the room, while a gilt-framed mirror filled the north. To the east, in front of them, a set of floor-to-ceiling windows encompassed the entire wall-space. “Your sister’s wedding is the night of the full moon. If the ceremony is in here, her guests will be able to watch the moon rise, if we keep the curtains open.”

      “Really?” Natalie stopped and turned to him, her phone’s camera on him for a second, wincing. She shut it off and shoved it in her pocket.

      “Moonrise is at six, and so is the wedding.”

      She looked out the window for a moment, as if imagining the moonbeams on her sister’s wedding dress. “Hunter.” The way she said his name went straight to his marrow. It was like she didn’t hate him. In fact, the look in her eyes seemed almost enchanted by him. Er, the house. “How can people plan to that level of detail?”

      So, she wasn’t impressed by him or his restoration handiwork. She was overwhelmed at the thought of the minutiae required for the wedding.

      “Leave it to me.” He crossed his fingers in his pocket. Please let her leave it to me. And let me earn her forgiveness in the process. “I’ll handle all the details.”

      “I don’t know. My sisters will have opinions.”

      “Then your role will be liaison, not detail coordinator.”

      “Liaison is something I’ve been doing all my life.” She grimaced. “Middle-child problems.”

      “Ah, that makes sense.”

      “What does?”

      “I’ve worked with your older sister, Cecily Layton, on the chamber of commerce.” They moved through the hallway.

      “Then you know she can be quite a force.” Natalie followed him into the library, which was apparently used for a groom’s dressing room. She snapped a few pictures. “And Quinlan, you met earlier.”

      Hunter had read the younger sister at a glance: baby of the family. “Strong personalities, both.”

      “Someone had to be the peacemaker.” Natalie sighed.

      “I bet you’re very good at that.”

      Natalie frowned at his compliment, obviously taking it as insincere flattery. She took one of the books off the shelf and thumbed through it thoughtfully before putting it back. “I love them. Family is family.”

      They looked at several rooms on this floor, Hunter suggesting what function each could serve for the event. Then, the last room came, the one he’d held for the end.

      What Natalie thought of it mattered to him for some reason.

      “Do you want to see the bride’s room?” He took her down the hall and into the room he’d spent the most time putting his own personal touches on—from drapes to upholstery fabric choices, to the diamond patterns in the window panes. “Well?”

      “Well, Quinlan definitely needs to see this. Can I film it?”

      “Sure.”

      Natalie pulled out her phone, adding commentary. “Hey, Quinlan. Thought I’d show you where you’ll be changing into your bridal gown. What do you think of this upholstery? It’s your favorite color, that deep forest green.” She ran a hand across it. “And super plush.”

      That she would hone in on that particular detail … wow.

      Next, they looked at the upstairs quarters, the guest amenities, and the cloakroom off the foyer.

      Hunter dusted his hands together. “That’s about it, other than the attic, but that’s empty of everything but dust.” And a hollow wish for kids playing there.

      “What about the kitchen?” Natalie asked, her eyes suddenly bright. Sparkling—like the glints of snow crystals on a wintry field at sunrise. His chest stirred again. He squelched it fast.

      “Will you be needing it?” Most people have weddings catered.

      “I—I just heard about the kitchen once. A long time ago.”

      “You did? What did you hear?” A historical fact? In his research, he’d never come across anything about the kitchen other than run-of-the-mill anecdotes such as big family meals held in it.

      “I’m not sure. It might be a mistaken memory.”

      Maybe, but he really wanted to hear it. “Tell me.”

      “After I’ve seen it to know if what I heard is even possible.”

      “Okay.” Hunter took her to the back of the house, pushing through the swinging door, and into the restored room. It smelled like yesterday’s event’s spiced cider in here, fruit and cloves in the air. Other than a few electrical outlets, the room looked just like it had back when it was built, with its teal-colored walls, butcher block-topped table, and the large brick oven in the corner, its coals from last use still inside.

      “I knew it!” Natalie clasped her hands and jogged toward the brick chimney. “I had hoped it was true, and it might be.”

      “What’s true?” Hunter came up beside her. He’d discovered the brick oven after opening up a false wall. He could find no records about it, search as he might. Knowing more about it could help the strength of his dissertation.

      “This bread oven. It’s special.” She turned toward him. “So is the rest of the house. You’ve done an amazing job.” Her eyes shone, and it was clear—Yuletide Manor’s arrow had hit its mark.

      Yes!

      Natalie’s mood shifted. “You’d really plan Quinlan’s wedding?”

      “You bet.” And in the process, he’d earn her forgiveness. “As long as you promise to help me.”
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      The view, the wood paneling, the historic touches—Yuletide Manor was even better than she’d dreamed as a child. And she’d dreamed big.

      Best of all, the brick oven was really there—after all the stories Grandma had told Natalie from her childhood about the bread she’d received when she went to Yuletide Manor after her father had been declared missing in action in Europe.

      Some people would look at it and assume it was a pizza oven, but Natalie knew better.

      It was the very oven where the bread that had sustained Grandma’s life as a child was baked. The reason in my heart I wanted to become a baker.

      Zeke hadn’t actually offered to make Natalie partner at Bread & Breakfast, but the idea swam around her soul like a darting minnow. Own a bakery? Could she? Choose what types of bread to bake and when? Set her hours? The little fish expanded, soon taking up its whole fish tank. But then, she remembered she was Natalie Tanner. She recalled what had happened with Dad that one night—so shocking, and right after his rage at Natalie—and the fish shrank down and swam off to take a nap behind some seaweed.

      “Okay.” She turned to Hunter. “We’ll do this together, but”—she held up her fingers—“with two stipulations.”

      “Oh?”

      “One, you will be paid for your services.” Owing Hunter Hawthorn anything but payment for his work was not on her wish-list this Christmas. “Two, you don’t bring up the past.”

      She wasn’t climbing into a time machine and reliving that awful day. Not for anyone. Not even for Quinlan’s sake.

      “Are you sure? Because, I just have one—”

      “Hunter”—she aimed her sternest Cecily imitation at him—“it’s non-negotiable.” He probably had an explanation that would paint him as the hero of that soul-crushing moment, or make excuses for his inexcusable behavior.

      And worse, his good looks and charm might weaken her, and she could end up allowing  an excuse. And she might actually forgive him.

      I should forgive, but I’d better not forget.

      Her phone chimed. “I have to go.” It was time for Bobby to walk home from his bus stop. “My nephew needs his auntie time.”

      “Are you going to tell me what you were going to say about the oven?”

      Oh, that. Hmm. “I’ll think about it.”

      Hunter nodded, as if confident he’d get it out of her sooner or later.

      Get used to disappointment, dude. Natalie could be Fort Knox.

      “When should we meet up again?” Hunter pulled out his phone and opened a schedule. “I have a chamber of commerce obligation in the morning, but I could meet you for lunch. El Toro at one?”

      Ooh, that sounded like a date place more than a business meeting. Her stomach growled, though, giving away her love of their Mexican food. It’d been too long since she’d had one of their tostadas. “Okay. One o’clock.” She pictured him sitting across a candle-lit table from her, the glow highlighting the cut of his jaw, his green eyes catching the flame’s light.

      Her determination to maintain her grudge faltered.

      Her moorings shook, and she drove down Society Row back to Cecily’s, dodging the piles of plowed snow. The trees’ branches hung low, loaded with more snow. Maybe Cecily would have empathy about Hunter.

      Inside the house, though, Cecily slept. Bobby was playing with friends, and Natalie passed the open door of a bedroom. On the wall hung an old family photo. Dad looked so happy, so untroubled. Mom looked up at him adoringly. Natalie had a goofy look on her face, and her ponytail was crooked, but they were happy. Weird how quickly things had changed. I tried to bring him back , to help him remember. Look where that got them. Their family looked nothing like the generations of Hawthorns who’d resided in Yuletide Manor.

      Her phone rang. It was her roommate.

      “Hey, Leela! How are things in Reedsville? Any great new reads at the bookstore?” They talked books for a minute, and about Blaine, Leela’s boyfriend, and the utility bill.

      “Seen anyone interesting in Massey Falls?” Leela had grown up here, too. “Every time I’m there, I can’t avoid Felix Coldicott. He’s got more tentacles than an ocean of octopuses.”

      Gross. “I’ve avoided him so far, thank heavens.” Hunter, Hunter, Hunter. No, she shouldn’t bring him up. Talking about it made him seem too important. “I did run into Hunter Hawthorn.”

      “The Hunter Hawthorn?” Leela spluttered. “Student body president, athlete, gorgeous all-American Hunter Hawthorn?” All the descriptors were unnecessary. It wasn’t as if Leela had forgotten him. “Do tell.”

      Natalie told. Not everything—not about her history with him, of course, or why it was so painful—but enough.

      “He’s planning Quinlan’s wedding?”

      “With my help, apparently.” Natalie paced the bedroom, talking softly so as not to wake Cecily.

      “Does he know how to plan a wedding? Do you?” Leela snort-laughed. “Okay, forget I said that. Let’s just accept the fact that Hunter Hawthorn can do it because he can do everything. If he were a woman, I’d automatically hate him.”

      Probably true. And Natalie kind of hated him anyway.

      “What’s the matter? You don’t seem excited.”

      “I just can’t figure out his motive.” Natalie plunked down on the corner of the bed.

      “Does there have to be a motive? He’s getting paid for the job.”

      Yeah. He was. “I don’t know.”

      “You don’t know his motive, or you don’t know how you feel about him?”

      Both. Leela signed off—a customer had entered the bookstore—and Natalie squeezed her hands into fists for a moment before heading to the kitchen.

      Baking. Baking would distract her from this.

      She measured, kneaded, baked.

      The loaf failed.
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      The morning air in the town recreation center smelled like ginger and cloves. Hunter checked the time. Two hours until he could meet with Natalie again. He’d tossed and turned all night. She filled his brain—and not just those long tresses, though they were incredible. It was the smile.

      She hadn’t given him one yet. He hadn’t seen that smile for going on a decade. Not since he’d erased it so utterly.

      No bringing up the past, she’d insisted. But he’d find his way around that. He’d find a way into her good graces again.

      It was important. It’d been bugging him for a decade.

      “Ah, there’s our gingerbread judge.” Mrs. Coldicott of the Massey Falls Ladies’ Auxiliary sailed toward him like a barge off its moorings. “We thought you’d never arrive. Now, we’ve got building one filled to the brim with village pieces. The main gingerbread houses are in building two. Gingerbread men and women are in the final building. I think you’ll find that everything …” Una Mae’s voice muffled in his ears.

      It was as if she’d forgotten that Hunter had written up all the rules of the event himself.

      Being president of the Massey Falls Chamber of Commerce this past year had been the perfect way to find out who valued Yuletide Manor, and—he hoped—it would be a good way to determine who’d be a good candidate for filling his shoes as its director. It was always good to work with people on projects, as a way to discover who were the workhorses and who were the show-ponies.

      Una Mae was both.

      “Let’s take you straight to the houses, esteemed judge.”

      Esteemed judge. Ha. She made it sound as important as governor of the state. Hunter was a long way from that today. Hawthorns of days gone by would be snorting behind their hands at this counterfeit.

      Una Mae guided him toward building two, where all the larger displays of gingerbread waited to be assessed. “We ought to get your mother involved in the Ladies’ Auxiliary. We could use a Hawthorn, especially to balance out the dumpy types like Freesia Miller.”

      Freesia Miller? That was Leela Miller’s mom. A very nice family.

      “Good idea about Mom.” Not about Freesia, geez. “She might join”—when Una Mae retired—“someday. She’s swamped with weddings at Yuletide Manor for now.” Albeit only for a short time.

      Una Mae led on, and they entered building two.

      Blue ribbon winners would go in the town gingerbread village display at the recreation center beginning next week. Red and white ribbon winners would go home to be eaten by kids and grandkids of the bakers.

      “Be very discerning. We don’t want any less desirable gingerbread houses in our special display.”

      “So true.” He nodded at her gravely, which seemed to appease her. “Now, no peeking. As chamber president, I need some elbow room so I don’t look like I’m being unduly influenced. We want this to be as impartial as possible.”

      Una Mae backed away slowly. “You are so right, Mr. Hawthorn.”

      Whew. Less than five minutes’ time with her was a win.

      Hunter inspected the gingerbread houses. There were clearly superior versions, and he noted them, pacing through the room at speed, wondering what in his life-experience qualified him to judge gingerbread. Perfect Hunter can do all, apparently.

      The other room would take some time, and he wanted to be completely done by noon so he could get to El Toro and get a table for lunch.

      Lunch, with Natalie across from him. Ah. Maybe their knees could touch if he reserved a small enough table. He’d tell a charming joke, and she’d smile, sending his senses soaring. He could reach a hand out and touch her hair, maybe brush it out of her face.

      No. He swatted the image away. She still hated him. He had long hours of proving himself before he could see that smile again, let alone potentially win her over. He took a step back.

      “Ouch!” a voice said, and he turned to see none other than Natalie Tanner. “Are you making a habit of literally running into me?”

      “Sorry.” He shoved the clipboard under his armpit, at which point he noticed she held a little boy by the hand. “Is this your nephew?”

      “I’m Bobby.” The little boy smiled. He was missing a tooth. “I’m seven.”

      Hunter squatted down to greet the friendly kid eye-to-eye. “I’m Hunter. I’m twenty-nine. Same age as your aunt.”

      “Do you know my aunt?” The kid looked up at Natalie.

      Natalie was frowning.

      Hunter stood. “What?” he asked her. “You’re looking at me like I insulted your cutest puppy.”

      “I’m only twenty-eight. Don’t shove me toward thirty any sooner than necessary.”

      Talking with anyone else in the world, Hunter was easy-breezy. Around Natalie, the specter of their past loomed up and stole his tact. He was safer talking to Bobby. “Have you got a favorite gingerbread house?”

      “Yep.” Bobby pointed at one on the far side of the room. “That’s the one Mommy and me made last week, before she had to do dead rest.”

      Dead rest! The shock must have shown on Hunter’s face.

      “Bed rest.” Natalie smiled.

      That smile! It sent his mind Mele Kalikimaka-ing out of Massey Falls and across the ocean. It was the smile that said she wasn’t furious with him anymore. Or, maybe that was wishful thinking.

      “Bed rest,” he repeated dumbly. It took a second to reclaim his brain from the South Seas. “Are you going to be a big brother?”

      “Finally.” Bobby rolled his eyes and flapped his arms up and down. “I’ve been asking Santa for a little brother for about my whole life.”

      No kidding. What a cool kid. “Well, I hope you get your wish.”

      “She’s due in January,” Natalie told Hunter. Then she turned to the kid. “We don’t want Baby Boy Layton coming any sooner, right, Bobby?”

      January. By January, Hunter could potentially be in Darlington, standing behind a lectern, speaking to a roomful of students, molding the future, influencing the world by ripple effect.

      Natalie walked beside Hunter, and they went toward the end of the table to see Bobby’s gingerbread house. It wasn’t one Hunter had voted for. One wall had caved in, presumably under the weight of all the candy placed on that side.

      “That house looks stupid.” Felix Coldicott, Mr. Lack-of-Tact himself, swiped at his nose and guffawed. “What’d you do, hit it with a candy wrecking ball? Har-har-har.” The coddled son of Una Mae chortled grossly and moved on.

      “Hey, Felix,” Hunter called after him.

      Felix looked back. “Oh, sorry, Hunter. Yeah, did you like that one? It was cool. Really a good one.”

      Sycophant.

      “Just remember this is a community event. We’re all part of a community.”

      “Yes, sir.” The dude called Hunter sir, bowing as he backed away.

      Hunter’s eyes rolled.

      Meanwhile, Bobby looked up at Natalie with hurt in his eyes.

      Natalie crouched down beside the kid who was obviously trying to be strong. “Hey. I love your gingerbread house.”

      “But he said—”

      “Yeah, but do you love him?”

      “No, I love you.”

      “So, whose opinion matters?”

      Bobby gave one enormous sniffle, pasted on what looked like a brave smile, and nodded. “Okay.” He saw a kid from his class and ran over to him, leaving Natalie and Hunter beside the collapsing cookie structure.

      Hunter marveled at the kindness he’d just witnessed.

      “I should’ve said this yesterday, but Yuletide Manor is beautiful. Thank you for the tour.”

      “You’re the client. Or, the client’s representative.” Getting tongue-tied again. Geez. “But I’m glad you liked it.” Then, he remembered his question from yesterday. “What did you like about the kitchen so much? Do you bake?”

      “I’m an artisan bread baker.”

      No wonder she couldn’t pretend she hated the house anymore once she’d seen the oven. In this light, a sprinkling of freckles showed across her nose. Very cute. And she was cute with her nephew.

      “Artisan bread sounds like hard work. Do you knead by hand and everything?”

      She nodded. “It’s satisfying. I like making something brand new from disparate ingredients.”

      “It’s chemistry.”

      Her eyes widened. “Yeah. Exactly.”

      “Good application of your skill set, if you ask me.”

      Natalie just looked at him like he’d said the right thing. Finally. He opened his mouth to say more, but Bobby came back.

      “Let’s go, Aunt Natalie. I need to see more cookies.”

      She shrugged. “It looks like we’re going.”

      “I have to finish up here.” Hunter patted his clipboard. “I’ll see you at one.”

      “Yes. I’ll bring Quinlan, too, since it’s her wedding.”

      “Right.” A bubble popped in him, the one that had hoped for knees touching beneath the table. “Exactly. After all, she’s the bride.”

      Bobby tugged Natalie toward the door. “Let’s go see the gingerbread men!”

      Natalie was gone. Was it weird that he felt more alone after having talked to her than he had before he’d run across her yesterday? That smile changed something inside him, made him want to plant his feet in the Massey Falls soil and grow roots just to see it over and over.

      Frankly, his plan might work. She might be softening toward him. Since he couldn’t speak his apology, he’d show it by his actions. So far, so good.

      If she forgave him, then he could at least leave Massey Falls and head into his new professorial life without the burden of past guilt. That would be freedom.

      He pulled out his phone and clicked on his email notifications. Any sign of an offer from Darlington College? No dice. Well, they wouldn’t have received his packet mailed yesterday yet. Maybe that’s what they’d been waiting on, despite his mentor’s assurances that the offer was a sure thing.

      Patience. Patience.

      “Have you heard anything on the job yet?” Mom walked up.

      “You narrowly avoided the hurricane.”

      “Una Mae?” Mom whispered. “Where is she?” She looked over her shoulder, wild-eyed. “I am not joining that club until she’s out.”

      Bingo. “No word on the job yet.” Hunter needed them to send that offer soon, though, so the sand would quit shifting under his feet. Sand that had been poured recently by a pretty, petite, strong woman whose nephew loved her and whose smile secretly made him want to forget his life of molding students’ minds or persuading thousands with his brilliant lectures. Instead, he’d ask for a grant to research the effects of her smile on the human soul.

      His.
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      “Quinlan. I’m already at El Toro. Where are you?” Natalie paced in front of the entrance, which was a bad idea, since the restaurant’s doors kept swinging open and nearly whacking her as diners came and went. “The meeting was supposed to start five minutes ago.” As a baker and scientist, Natalie valued precise timing.

      “Sorry, I just got caught up here.” Quinlan’s scratchy voice sounded more like she’d just woken up. “I can be there in an hour if I scoot.”

      “An hour?” That was just … Quinlan was acting like Dad, completely unreliable. “Look, I’m going in and meeting Hunter, but since you’re not here, you’re going to have to like or lump whatever I come up with for your wedding.”

      “That’s fine. You know I love everything.”

      Possibly accurate, considering how easygoing Quinlan was, but not helpful. How was Natalie supposed to sift through details and make guesses? “Are you avoiding this?” Just like Natalie wanted to? “Quinlan, is everything okay?”

      “I trust you.”

      “You shouldn’t. All my taste is in my mouth.” Natalie nodded to the Prescotts, and then to the Valentines, and then to the Obermans as they filed into the restaurant for lunch. She should ask for a salary as greeter.

      “Fine. At least I trust Hunter Hawthorn.”

      That made one of them. Hunter had been nice the past two days, but he had a lot of ground to make up for.

      Quinlan laughed, the scratchiness gone from her voice. “I’m really sorry, sis. Guthrie’s mom is handling so many things, and I’ve tried to help there. But our side of the family’s responsibilities? It’s just …” A long sigh. “Without Mom, it’s …”

      Oh. All Natalie’s impatience melted like butter atop oven-fresh bread. “Yeah.” All the girls had been close to Mom. Cecily and Mom had together created Cecily’s dream wedding. Without Mom, it wasn’t the same. No wonder Quinlan would rather be absentee.

      No wonder Natalie, the middle sister and peacemaker had been left with the job that was so far out of her depth. Mom had been there for her girls. I need to be there for Quinlan, no matter the Hunter Hawthorns of life.

      “Next time, please try and come.” If only so Natalie didn’t have to be alone with Hunter.

      “There are only three weeks until the wedding. You can power through it. It’ll mean more to you if you choose things.”

      “It’s the vows that count, not the trappings. And I’m not being a total slouch. Guthrie and I are addressing cards today at one thirty.”

      Then why had Quinlan agreed to a one o’clock lunch at El Toro? Engaged people, sheesh. “I love you.”

      “I love you, too. Thanks, Natalie. I know this isn’t your wheelhouse, but you can do it. You’re stronger than you think. You’re making my happiness happen.”

      Fine. Fine! She’d do this. She’d face Hunter. Again and again. For Quinlan.

      Was she, though? Stronger than she thought?

      Inside El Toro, the sight of heavily tufted vinyl upholstery in dark red and gold mixed with the scent of garlic and cumin to create a culinary atmosphere of heaven. Natalie’s mouth watered. That tostada with guacamole was going to taste so good.

      “Hi.” She found Hunter already seated at a very small table. So small, their knees would knock beneath it. Good thing Quinlan hadn’t come, or there wouldn’t have been room for three meals on the table. “Sorry I’m late. I was waiting out front for Quinlan.”

      “Is she here?” Hunter stood up as she approached. The chips and salsa in the center of the little table were half gone already.

      Natalie stepped back while Hunter shouldered his way by and pulled out her chair for her. Chivalrous. Was that his normal way, or was he acting like this was a date?

      “You’re not late. It’s barely one.”

      Ugh. Why did he have to be so charming?

      “Quinlan ditched.” And now Natalie was here to make wild guesses about her sister’s wedding plan preferences. “I hope you can give me some direction. I’m way out of my depth.”

      “Brides do that a lot.” He sat down across from her, his knees grazing hers and then resting against hers. He didn’t pull them away.

      Neither did Natalie. Suddenly, their knees were the only thing in the room. The garlic and cumin were gone. The mariachi music faded. Deafening vibrations of knee connection drowned out everything else.

      “I said, what’ll you have to drink?” The server, Renee per the name tag, popped her gum and fixed Natalie with a jealous stare.

      Where had she come from?

      “Water, please.” Natalie cleared her throat. But she didn’t sit up straighter for fear of moving her knees, losing that pulsating sensation. “Easy on the ice.”

      “Less ice is better this time of year,” Hunter said when Renee left. “I already know what I want.” He folded his menu. “Do you?”

      “Always. The tostada. With guacamole.”

      “Oooh, that’s a good one.” Hunter opened his menu again. “I haven’t had that in a while. I’m forever in the chimichanga rut.”

      “Get out of the rut and eat the tostada.” Natalie moved her leg slightly, and the connection broke. It felt like someone had shut off the electricity for everything west of the Mississippi. Could she move it back, or would it seem weird now?

      Weird. For sure, it would seem weird. Natalie was definitely feeling weird—especially since this was Hunter, and she absolutely didn’t like this man.

      Tell that to the surging chemistry, though.

      She sat there not touching him, and why should she care? He was Hunter Hawthorn, and he probably hadn’t even noticed the knee thing. She was just being her usual, over-reactive self. There was no way Hunter noticed her in any way other than as a wedding client.

      No matter what he’d said about remembering her from chemistry or cello. Natalie Nobody Tanner, with her questionable history, should not get any big ideas about touching knees with Perfect Hunter Hawthorn.

      Hunter touched her hand, waking her up. “You seem distracted. I asked whether your baking job’s hours are at night.”

      “Um, yeah.” Oh, geez. She’d zoned out. “That’s the only downside to it. Yeah, I start work at three a.m.”

      “Three! That should be criminal. Doesn’t that ruin your social life?”

      What social life? “It’s the only way to have fresh-baked bread in the morning. But it’s worth it. Bread & Breakfast is the best bakery in all of Reedsville.”

      “You’re kidding, right?”

      “I’m not kidding. It’s the best.” By far. And maybe beyond Reedsville. Maybe in the whole state.

      “No, not that. I know Bread & Breakfast is the best. I meant, you’re kidding that you’re a baker there. That’s where I bought all the braided bread for the Massey Falls Chamber of Commerce holiday dinner earlier this week.”

      No way. He was the one who bought out all the braided Christmas bread? “Wow. I braided that bread. Well, with my coworker Kelsi’s help.”

      “Best bread I’ve ever eaten. I wish somewhere in Massey Falls baked bread that delicious.” Hunter took a tortilla chip and dipped it in the salsa. “As president of the Massey Falls Chamber of Commerce, I officially recruit you to open a bakery right here in town.”

      “Me? Run a bakery?” Could Hunter read minds? How did he know she’d had that minnow of a dream darting around in her soul? The minnow that had slipped out of existence when what she’d done to Dad resurged in her mind. “I don’t know.”

      “If it’s about the business-end, you wouldn’t have to run run it. You could bake the bread. Someone who loves business could operate the front of the store and do the selling and the books and things.”

      Huh. That wouldn’t be so terrible. “I’d still be getting to work at three a.m.” Unless she set her own hours.

      “So open in the late afternoon.” Hunter leaned forward. “Bread for dinner instead of Bread & Breakfast. Fresh bread is far more useful at dinnertime than in the morning. People just want their coffee until noon these days.” He ate two more chips loaded with salsa as if this idea energized him as much as it terrified Natalie.

      Run her own bakery. In Massey Falls. That would imply leaving Bread & Breakfast. It was an unproven market. It was so risky.

      “Yeah, I don’t think so.” The seed had been planted, but Natalie would not water it. It’d mean leaving a prestigious job. Skipping out on Leela, her hometown friend and now awesome roommate in Reedsville. Leela has a boyfriend. Leela never hangs out on weekends.

      Hunter broke into one of his winning grins. “I probably sound like a typical chamber of commerce guy, hustling for new businesses in town. I don’t mean to pressure you at all. I’m just dreaming.”

      Dreaming? Of fresh bread, or of having Natalie come back to Massey Falls? The latter idea was another of those too good to be true figments that her imagination loved to dream up. Curse her imagination.

      However, it was kind of sweet how committed he was to Massey Falls—especially since he wouldn’t have Yuletide Manor if he turned it over to a director. Why would he do that, anyway? So he could devote more time to being the president of the chamber of commerce? And where would he live if the place was sold?

      He loves this place. He has deep roots here.

      So did Natalie. But return? Quit working with Zeke and Kelsi? Give up the idea of becoming a partner in the best bakery in Reedsville? Zeke had called this morning, again, asking her when she was coming back, and Kelsi texted multiple times a day.

      Hunter pulled out a binder and a stack of Post-it notes. “What do you say we talk about the wedding until the food gets here?”

      Ironically, that was a much easier topic to discuss.

      “Look through these, and put a little arrow sticker next to the things you like, or that you think your sister will like. All options in the books are things Yuletide Manor has on hand, so don’t worry about availability. Whatever you choose is fine. I’ll put it together.”

      “Really?” Natalie just had to point to things she liked? Again, too good to be true. What was in the binder, crepe paper party streamers and plastic tablecloths from the dollar store? “That’s so much work.”

      “I have a loyal and capable crew of Hawthorns.”

      Wow. This was much less difficult than the previous topic. Natalie hadn’t known what it would be like, just that it should be painful. “I’ll add stickers.” But I won’t choose streamers. Even if it’s the only option.

      “Perfect. And, if you’re too focused when Renee returns for our order, I’ll tell her you want the tostada.”

      “With guacamole.” She took the binder, but looked up at him. “No onions.”

      She flipped to the first page. Gasp! It was beautiful! She stuck arrows beside the photos of chairs draped in burgundy velvet, tables with white cloths, evergreen boughs, candles, and almost anything that featured fairy lights. Oh, look! Guthrie and Quinlan would look so good standing under the natural greenery arch. And check out the rowan berries with the white roses.

      Before she knew it, the gum-popping server stood beside her. “Can you move that book? This plate is very hot. Don’t touch the side.”

      A guacamole tostada with beans and rice on the side, the top slathered in broiled, melted cheese slipped onto the table in front of her. Natalie had to scoot the binder quickly.

      “You can finish that later.” Hunter picked up his fork to scoop guacamole onto his chimi. “I was watching and saw what you liked.”

      He had? Was he judging her taste? “How’d I do?” Natalie set the book on the ground beside her chair. “I have no idea what Quinlan would pick, so I just put tabs by the things I liked most.”

      “I watched. Believe it or not, you picked all my favorite things.”

      He was just flattering her. It was so like Hunter to say something like that. Natalie needed to change the subject before she started trusting him. “Seriously, you can do anything I saw in that book?”

      “Sure. It’s all available. We have it all stored in the barn, ready for events.”

      “It can’t be this easy.” Just like Hunter being this nice to her couldn’t be this easy. “What’s the catch? This is a wedding we’re talking about. All the horror stories I’ve heard, all the movies I’ve watched about planning a wedding—they make it look like some kind of grueling process that drives people to drink.”

      “Well, most of those are from the bride’s point of view, I’d guess. For other people, it’s just day-to-day planning stuff.”

      “You’re not a wedding planner, though. You’re a …” Natalie didn’t quite know what Hunter was. “What are you?”

      “Until this week, I was a PhD candidate, ABD.”

      A student? Natalie wouldn’t have guessed. “ABD. All but dissertation?”

      “Right.” He took a bite of his chimi.

      “Studying what? And—why until this week?” Had he quit school? It didn’t seem like Hunter Hawthorn to leave a job unfinished.

      “I submitted my dissertation, and so, when it’s logged, I’ll be a doctor of philosophy, with an emphasis in cultural heritage preservation.”

      Impressive. If she knew what it entailed. “What does one preserve, in such cases?”

      “In my case, Yuletide Manor. For my work, I researched, interviewed, and then restored it as close as possible to its original appearance—with a couple of practical updates like plumbing and electrical.”

      “It’s a renovation, though.”

      “Of a place that made an impact on the culture and history of Massey Falls and the surrounding towns.”

      That would have included the impact on Grandma Tanner—keeping her belly full when food was scant and Great-Grandpa Tanner went missing in Europe.

      “The final step,” he went on, “was creating a plan for the heritage society to take it over.”

      “Like, as a museum?” Her upper lip curled.

      “You don’t think it’s museum-worthy?”

      Worthy, yes. But its ideal use? No. “Look, it’s none of my business. I don’t even live in Massey Falls.” Sure, her roots ran deep here, and Yuletide Manor had been her childhood obsession, but yesterday was the first time she’d ever set foot in it. Who was she to make suggestions regarding its highest use? Of course, Grandma Tanner had been there as a child to receive bread, so Natalie couldn’t help but feel at least a small attachment to it.

      Renee refilled their water and placed their bill on the table. It seemed like she wanted them to hurry and eat, so Natalie took a bite of her savory tostada, the lettuce on top crisp and fresh. It really was good. So crunchy. It’d been far too long since Natalie had eaten at El Toro.

      “Be honest with me, Natalie.” Hunter set down his fork. “What do you think should be done with Yuletide Manor?”

      “You’re asking me? Why?”

      “Because, I’m interested.”

      In her opinion?

      In Natalie herself?

      There went her pitiful little brain again. As if Hunter could be interested in her!

      However, Hunter’s green eyes were clear and sincere.

      Sincere was his best look.

      Oh, dear.

      “Yuletide Manor,” she managed, “has so much history of being there for people. If it became a museum, it wouldn’t anymore.”

      “Really? Because I see it as being there for even more people that way. Preserved. Accessible to all. Do you know, right after World War II, Yuletide Manor served as a kind of a refuge?”

      Actually, yeah. Natalie did know that, but like with the bread oven thing, she didn’t announce it.

      Hunter went on, with a puzzled look on his face, “It’s not clear why, and there are very few records, but what we do know is that local families came. We found names in a guest registry dated for the two years after the war.”

      “There are signatures?” Natalie nearly dropped her fork. “I mean, okay. Neat.”

      Hunter eyed her. “Well, that was a weird reaction.”

      “Sorry. I just get excited about old books.” True, but not the whole truth.

      A smile broke across his face, crinkling the sides of his clear green eyes. “That I understand.” He took a big bite of his chimi.

      Natalie ate her lunch, too. She really should tell Hunter about Grandma and the bread she’d received at Yuletide Manor, which had sustained her very life. Hunter clearly lacked the information Natalie knew about that period. Should she tell him?

      No. She couldn’t.

      The thing was, Grandma had never wanted anyone to know that she and her mother and sisters had been taking handouts after Great-Grandpa went missing in Europe. Natalie doubted anyone else in her own family had ever heard the story. Only in a very candid, late-night conversation had Grandma mentioned it to Natalie, and only then to applaud Natalie for her choice of becoming a baker.

      Baking is love, Grandma had said. Baking is blessing.

      Thank goodness for Grandma Tanner. Literally everyone else in Natalie’s life had told her she was crazy for so-called wasting her education and her degree in chemistry to work with flour and yeast.

      But—Hunter immediately saw that chemistry and baking are linked. He had said it was a good choice.

      Maybe he wasn’t so bad. At least now. Maybe he’d grown up. Or maybe … no. No more excuses for him. That day had been too awful, too wrecking.

      Hunter finished his chimi and picked up the check.

      “You can’t pay.” Natalie reached for her wallet.

      “You’re my client. I always pay for my clients’ lunches.” Hunter said it so firmly there was no way Natalie could argue.

      “Well, if it’s policy.” That meant this was a business meeting and not a date. Good. Her brain could stop getting confused by the knee-touching incident. The moment made her think of the time she’d seen the picked-on kid in junior high forget his lunch money and get stuck at the register in the cafeteria while the witchy cashier waited and told him he couldn’t eat if he didn’t pay. Hunter had quietly walked over and paid. No one else saw it but Natalie. And Hunter probably never knew she knew.

      Hunter. He’d been solid as a youth. Taking care of people. A true Hawthorn.

      Other than that other cafeteria memory. She shook off the horror. Too many lunchroom events.

      She blinked it away and pulled out the binder. “Can I study this and bring it to you later?” She should get back to Cecily’s. Bobby had a phone call scheduled with his dad, who’d be in an airport, this afternoon, and she wanted to make sure they connected.

      “Let’s meet again tomorrow.” Hunter laid out some cash. “I have something at ten, but I can meet you after eleven.”

      “Great.” That should give her time to chaperone Bobby’s class to the snow sculpture festival in the morning. Let’s see, that was at ten, and should last an hour. “After eleven is great.”

      “It’s a date.”

      What? No! “I’ll make sure Quinlan comes with me this time.” So that it wouldn’t be a date. Or at least so Natalie’s brain wouldn’t be able to misconstrue it as such.

      Just because Hunter Hawthorn wasn’t being a total jerk to Natalie right now, that didn’t erase what had happened in the past. And what he’d done in the past was big enough that she should never allow herself any minuscule spark of hope that he’d feel otherwise about her.
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      Hunter was up on the small stage, holding the microphone. A blast of icy wind swept under his wool scarf. Really, they should figure out a way to host this snow sculpture contest indoors next year.

      Of course, he wouldn’t be there then. It wouldn’t matter to a man making a difference somewhere else. To a man becoming important and influential, like Governor Hawthorn and General Hawthorn and Hap Hawthorn, star of the silver screen.

      “The Massey Falls Chamber of Commerce thanks you all for coming today to our second annual winter snow sculpture display.” He waited while the applause died out. A mass of school kids wriggled on the far edge of the crowd. He’d better keep his speech brief. “As you walk around the field today, you’ll see some innovative ideas—a giant lizard, the Eiffel Tower, some giant jingle bells.” He listed a few more from the list handed to him. He hadn’t been around to all the displays yet. “There’s even a snow sculpture of a giant hundred-dollar bill, everyone’s favorite gift.” Hunter pointed at a little kid in a red coat. “But don’t try to spend it!”

      Some little kids laughed. Bless them.

      Then, Hunter’s eye landed on a white wool coat with black buttons. Natalie? Oh, right. Her nephew Bobby. Hunter spotted him making a snowball.

      He looked at her a little too long, aching for that smile to appear. The crowd got restless.

      Whoops.

      “Now,” he said, returning to earth, “before you go see all the hard work our local snow sculptors have done, I want to tell you one quick story.” The audience was chomping at the bit, but this was his big chance, and he wasn’t going to squander it. “When I was a kid at Massey Falls Elementary, we had a pact among us kids. If you were mad at someone, you could throw a snowball in their face.”

      Now the natives were listening. In fact, a big ripple of noise rose from the student section of the crowd.

      “Once!” he insisted. “One snowball, just one time.”

      That settled them a little, and the teacher batted a few spontaneously scooped snowballs out of their hands.

      “But then,” Hunter said, “after you’d smacked them with it, you had to forgive them a hundred percent.”

      A little aw of disappointment followed, and the teachers gave Hunter the stink-eye. He deserved it, but this was important, and the only way he could think to get to Natalie, so he forged ahead, taking everyone’s time.

      “There’s someone here today, ladies and gentlemen, and she knows who she is, who I invite to make a snowball later and throw it at my face. And after that, I hope she will forgive me.”

      A few people craned their necks, looking around. Hunter trained his eyes on Natalie, at the far edge of the crowd. Natalie lifted her mittens to her face and placed her hands on her cheeks, looking at Hunter with big, scared eyes.

      Hunter waited. No smile.

      “Thanks, everyone. As we all know, Massey Falls is the best place in the world to be for the holidays. Enjoy the sculptures. And Merry Christmas!”

      Hunter jumped off the platform and made a beeline for Natalie, ignoring Una Mae Coldicott.

      “Hunter Hawthorn! You forgot to announce the Cookie House fundraiser for the Ladies’ Auxiliary.” Una Mae was on his heels. He outpaced her.

      Natalie had Bobby by the hand, walking fast—away from him.

      “Natalie. Wait.” Hunter double-timed it to catch up, and began striding beside her.

      “Not here, Hunter. No.” She strode away even faster, holding Bobby’s sleeve now and breaking off from his school group.

      He hung back and let her escape into the maze of snow sculptures. Wow, she was just as gorgeous when she was angry as when she smiled. Every time he saw her, she got a little further under his skin.

      He couldn’t let that happen, of course. Even if he did manage to win her forgiveness, Hunter wasn’t exactly a guy who’d earned Natalie’s trust. In fact, he’d made her cry. The memory still twisted like a striking, venomous snake inside him.

      Still, he was drawn to her.

      Hunter turned to follow her, and whack! A snowball hit him square in the face. His eyes reflexively squeezed shut. The crystals stung as they melted. It had been thrown with sufficient force that if it’d been a packed snowball, it might have done some damage.

      “Whoa. I’m glad today’s snow is fresh and not icy.” Hunter grinned and wiped the remnants off his face so he could see again. It was so cool that Natalie had changed her mind and decided to forgive him, and—

      “Mrs. Coldicott?”

      Una Mae brushed her hands together, snow falling from her mittens. “That’s for forgetting to mention the Cookie House fundraiser. Now I can forgive you. But don’t do it again. You’re the president of the chamber. You’re supposed to support us, not flirt with who-knows-who in the audience.” She gave a little humph. “You should be ashamed of yourself, using your position of power to flirt. No wonder they call you Heartbreak Hunter. You’re a menace. I’m going to have you impeached.”

      “Hey.” Hunter swiped the last slush from his chin. All those women had only wanted him for his Hawthorn name. For Perfect Hunter. Of course he’d had to dump them. “You’re supposed to forgive after the attack, not launch a new verbal offensive.”

      Una Mae huffed again and left, clearly not forgiving him. But, so what if he got demoted? He was resigning from his position and leaving Massey Falls in a matter of weeks anyway, assuming the college sent their offer.

      “Mr. Hawthorn!” An excited kid came up and yanked on his coat sleeve. “I saw it! I saw your house.”

      “What?”

      “Isn’t your house Yuletide Manor? It’s over there.”

      Yeah, it was over there. Way over there. But the child pulled him along, past the enormous snow version of a box of chocolates. He rounded a stand of trees, and—“Whoa.”

      There, in the very center of the park stood a snow replica of Yuletide Manor. From the detail of the brick, to the diamond-paned windows of the main floor bedrooms, to the attached covered porch, to the ball décor on the point-peaked roof of the rounded turret. Every bit was realistic, if only different by size and color.

      Impressive. The snow sculpture committee of the Ladies’ Auxiliary had outdone themselves this time.

      Beside it stood Natalie and the bevy of school kids. She was intent on the sculpture, walking slowly around the sculpture, seemingly inspecting every nook. She looked enchanted, like she’d flown to somewhere far away and long ago. Make that she looked enchanting.

      I can’t keep away from her.

      The teacher spoke, and everyone lined up.

      “Kids, who knows what this is?” Dozens of hands went up, and the kid who’d pulled Hunter to the scene answered correctly. “That’s right, Daisy.”

      “My daddy printed a 3D model of it to put in the schools. He’s a scientist.”

      “Thanks, Daisy. We are so lucky to have a governor of the whole state from our own Massey Falls. Even better, he grew up in Yuletide Manor. Who here has been sledding on its hill?” Dozens of hands went up. “Can I tell you even more about why it’s special?”

      The teacher described some of the well-known history of the house that he’d been steeped in for years, mentioning the sledding hill prominently because kids would love it, about how it was open to refugees during war, about the general who saved his whole battalion, and then she noticed Hunter. “And look, boys and girls. We’re lucky to have our own Mr. Hunter Hawthorn here right now with us. He owns it and is going to let the city own it next, so we can all tour it and be part owners of this historic place that’s so important to us.”

      Across the way, Natalie turned toward him and frowned, as if disappointed. But why? He was being generous, sharing the history with everyone who owned it! As part of the First Family of Massey Falls, he had a responsibility to the people. They expected magnanimity. Hunter was unlikely to house refugees, but he could expand the cultural heritage instead.

      Had she really meant what she’d said about its being better if a family lived in it?

      She feels strongly. Very strongly. More than she’s even letting on.

      A string plucked inside him.

      “Hey, isn’t that the guy who asked to get hit in the face by the snowball?” a snarky kid piped up. “I’ll throw one at him if no one else wants to.”

      The teacher moved them along, but Hunter caught up to Natalie. “I’m sorry about that.”

      “About embarrassing me in front of the whole town? What am I supposed to say when everyone in Massey Falls asks me what the famous and important Hunter Hawthorn has done to wrong me?”

      Oh. He hadn’t considered that. “That it’s none of their business.” And people should quit thinking that. He hadn’t done anything really bad.

      “I wouldn’t have to explain anything if you hadn’t announced it.”

      Hmm. Good point. “Then throw two snowballs at me. Unless you’d rather hold a grudge.”

      Natalie stopped in her tracks, and the school class got farther ahead. “Grudges give me ulcers. I gave them up a long time ago.”

      “So, does that mean …?” That she wasn’t mad at him anymore? For the first time in a long while, his own belly unknotted. “That you’ll let me explain about … what happened that day?”

      “No. And let’s not bring it up anymore. Please? At least do that much for me?” Then she looked over her shoulder and back at him. “Well, okay, and plan my sister’s entire wedding.” She laughed a little at herself. “I guess you are doing a lot for me as is.” Her shoulders fell. “Fine. I do forgive you. I forgave you a long time ago. I just don’t like reliving bad experiences.”

      Meaning, he had been her bad experience. Ugh. “I swear, if you’ll just listen—”

      “That bad experience wasn’t totally because of you.”

      Really? “But”—he couldn’t suppress the wryness in his voice—“isn’t everything about me?”

      This earned him a genuine laugh. That smile of Natalie’s burst across her face like an explosion of light for his soul. “Hunter. Stop. You’re going to make me like you.”

      He was? The idea was delicious—and frightening at the same time.

      But he didn’t shove it away, for once.

      “Same here, Natalie.”
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      Una Mae Coldicott came up and stole Hunter, leaving the conversation unfinished.

      Natalie stuck with Bobby’s class, since she’d agreed to help chaperone, and Wendy, Bobby’s teacher, had been her high school friend. However, all she could do was relive the last thing Hunter had said.

      Same here, Natalie.

      It rang like the church bells on Christmas morning. Pealing, echoing, penetrating.

      She crunched through the snow after Bobby’s class. Good gracious! Had Hunter Hawthorn seriously flirted with her? Said he might start liking her? It couldn’t be. Natalie dismissed it out of hand for the ridiculous idea it was. She was just Natalie. Nobody.

      Hunter, on the other hand, was one of those Born to be Inspiring types.

      Wendy gushed on about Hunter while the kids ran from exhibit to exhibit in organized chaos. “Remember when he was quarterback? Oh, or when he won the student body president election? He was student body president in college, too. I voted for him. I almost joined Young Entrepreneurs Club when he started it on the campus, just so I could gaze at him from closer proximity. I hear he’s quite academic. The local newspaper reprinted his master’s thesis online. I read a few pages of it. Impressive. Oh, and he’s even on the volunteer fire department. They tried to get him to be chief, but I think he was already too busy.”

      “With restoring the house and running the chamber?”

      “Yeah, and a hundred other things. It was so cool when he decided to add the wedding service to Yuletide Manor. All he had to do was mention it in his family, I hear, and they all jumped to volunteer. He’s a good leader.”

      Hunter was a good everything. Almost.

      “Don’t let Chuck hear you, Wendy. He’ll think you have a thing for Hunter.” She was married to Chuck Rowley, also a football star.

      “Oh, we all have a thing for Hunter.”

      Not Natalie.

      Well, not much of one. He seemed to be doing his level best to change that. But Natalie couldn’t budge. Not when she remembered their history.

      A half hour later, the class’s tour of the snow sculptures ended, and Natalie climbed onto the school bus, but she paused on the bottom step and turned back to see if she could see Hunter. Not that she knew what to say to him, if she did see him.

      He appeared, as if she’d wished him there.

      “Do they need you on the bus?” Hunter’s cheeks and eyes were bright with the cold and looked so good Natalie had to grip the railing to steady herself. “Because if not, I wanted to take you to the barbecue tent.”

      Wendy, the teacher, poked her head over Natalie’s shoulder. “We’ll be just fine without her. Go, go. Natalie, it’s fine.”

      “But you need a chaperone for the drive.”

      Everyone would see her walking off with Hunter. The kids might tell their parents. Wendy would obviously tell the whole school staff.

      “We needed a chaperone so that none of the kids would pull off Godzilla’s nose and turn it into a snowball and claim they were eating dragon snot.” Wendy shoved at Natalie’s shoulder, trying to push her off the bus. Natalie grabbed her backpack from the front seat, while the teacher hissed into Natalie’s ear, “If you don’t go, I will. He’s far too available and dreamy for his own good.”

      Oh, brother.

      Natalie relented, and the bus snorted and drove away. She waved to Bobby, who grinned and waved.

      Hunter smiled.

      Natalie fell into step beside him. “Since we had agreed to meet at eleven anyway, it makes sense.”

      “You don’t need to make an excuse for staying.” Hunter’s shoulder bumped against hers as they made their way to the white canvas tent with smoke piping from a central stove pipe. “I know you crave my company.”

      What? “Right.” She tried to brush it off, but her voice quavered.

      “Have you ever tried squid?” He held the tent door open.

      “Squid!” Natalie paused at the entrance flap. Billows of warmth escaped the tent, drawing her inside. She lowered her voice. “Did you say squid?”

      “Yeah, squid. It’s tradition for snow sculpture festivals.”

      “Um, no way.” Squid had nothing to do with snow.

      “We got the idea for the snow sculpture festival from Tsunan, our sister city in Japan, where squid is a big winter food.”

      “Okay, that makes sense. But squid? Seriously?”

      “Squid.” Hunter nodded, beckoning her inside. “Their annual snow festival has had some wildly creative snow sculptures over the years. Of course, they’ve got a lot of other events like an ice slide, and a snow labyrinth, a snowman-building contest. Massey Falls will have to build toward that. It’d be good for tourism. The chamber always likes tourism.”

      “You’re good at being the chamber president.” Natalie stepped inside the tent a little further. On a flame-licked grill sat a line of arrow-shaped … something on skewers. “I’m game. I’ll try squid on a stick—on one condition.”

      “You’re big on conditions.”

      “This one’s important. I’ll try it as long you’re not doing this as, like, a cake tasting thing, where this is a potential idea for my little sister’s wedding. Because I know for certain she won’t go for squid for her wedding guests.”

      Hunter belted out a laugh that filled the whole tent. It was the laugh that had made him famous, and popular. He was generous with it, since Natalie’s comment hadn’t been particularly funny. Still, she’d made Hunter Hawthorn laugh.

      For the shortest moment, she allowed herself to bask in that pleasure.

      And in the pleasure of Same here, Natalie once again. It felt so amazing. Too amazing. Too good to be true. Natalie shook herself. It was too much, too soon, too foreign and unexpected and impossible.

      Her brief little flame of pleasure turned to ash and floated out through the chimney opening in the tent.

      “Speaking of your sister, is she meeting us? It’s almost eleven. I can text and tell her where we are.”

      Natalie accepted the barbecued squid on the stick. “No, no.” Sigh. “She came down with something she swears is highly contagious. Stomach flu? I don’t know. But if it’s real, we definitely don’t want her here.”

      “Fine with me.” Hunter paid for the seafood before Natalie could pull out her wallet. He went to one of the folding tables and set down his food. Again, he pulled out Natalie’s chair so she could sit down.

      I love being treated with so much chivalry.

      “Honestly, it’s easier without the bride’s input, if you want to know the honest truth. They often make a firm decision and then change their minds at the last minute.”

      That sounded highly possible. “Quinlan, love her, is likely to do just that.”

      “Then, let’s see what you chose.” Hunter took a bite of his squid and chewed. “Chewy. Consider yourself warned.”

      Natalie had eaten octopus, so chewy is what she would’ve expected. She took a tangy bite and then reached for her backpack for the binder. “Mm. It has a good sauce. I like it.”

      “Mmm.” Hunter chewed some more and then tugged the binder across the table. He thumbed through the pages, and Natalie basically held her breath. What if she had chosen only a mish-mash of things that would make Quinlan’s day tacky, despite his reassurances about her taste yesterday?

      Not that anything at Yuletide Manor could ever look totally tacky. It was too classy. “The upholstery in the bride’s room, especially.”

      “I’m sorry?”

      Oh, had she spoken aloud? Geez. “I love all the rooms, especially the bride’s room.”

      “It’s my favorite. It was the master bedroom originally.”

      Bedroom. Hunter. Quick! Change of subject! “So, um, I really did want to throw a snowball in your face the other day after you shoved me down the sledding hill.”

      “Yes. Sorry about that.” He set down his food and took her hand across the table. “I’m sorry about other things, too, Natalie.”

      She tried to pull her hand away, but he held it tighter. “I know you don’t want to talk about it, but I have to explain.”

      Oh, what was the use? He was bound and determined. Something worse might happen—like he might apologize in front of a crowd if she put him off any longer.

      “Fine.” The stuffing went out of her. “Go ahead. I’ll listen, but then can we drop it?”

      “Probably?” He grinned.

      Ugh, that disarming grin! When Hunter got that mischief-filled smile, how could she resist him? “Just go. Just say it.”

      “That day, Natalie”—he squeezed her hand tighter, like she was his lifeline—“you came up to me and said those heartfelt things.”

      Twist of the serrated knife! “I never should have put that on you. I swear, if it’d been any other day in my life, I never—”

      “I still recall every word.”

      Natalie cringed at the crash of memories. If he’d had any idea of her deeper motive for saying that burdensome thing to him—

      “Here’s the thing. Do you recall who I was sitting with that day?”

      Natalie bit her lips together. She could remember, all right. No one who’d ever encountered Anastasia, the foreign exchange student from Ukraine, forgot her. Legs from Massey Falls to Torrey Junction. Long, straight blonde hair, thick, dark lashes that looked fake but weren’t. Bombshell.

      “It was Stasia. Maybe you didn’t know her.”

      “I didn’t.” At least that was true. Natalie wanted to run out of the tent. Reliving the moment of her greatest shame had not been on her to-do list—ever. “I’m sure she was nice.”

      “Actually, she wasn’t.” Hunter looked down darkly.

      “Oh?” Natalie set down her skewer.

      “Nope. But I hadn’t figured that out until that day. That lunch hour, in fact.”

      Natalie waited while he seemed to gather himself. She didn’t want to hear it, but at the same time, she hungered to hear his side of the situation after all these years, as if hankering for soul-poison.

      “The minute we sat down together that lunch hour, Stasia started accusing me of looking at other women, of cheating on her.”

      “You were together?” Natalie hadn’t ever heard that gossip. She would have noted it.

      “I’d taken her out a couple of times.” And kissed her, it seemed from the look on his face. “But I was sixteen. It wasn’t like I wanted a committed relationship then.” He emphasized the word then.

      It triggered a question in Natalie’s mind that she pushed away. As opposed to now? She swallowed hard, wishing this moment would end.

      “I told her I hadn’t been seeing anyone else. I hadn’t. But she got upset, told me I was lying.”

      “And that’s when I walked up.”

      Hunter’s mouth formed a grim line. “I’d always liked you, wondered about you. You were the pretty cellist, the A-student with the smile. I figured you were going to tell me something going on in orchestra club that would need a class announcement or something.”

      Of course he wouldn’t have assumed she was there to spill her guts to him. Natalie’s face burned.

      “You were so no-nonsense in class, it never occurred to me that your words would be personal, or that they would be directed at me.”

      “Can we just stop here?”

      Apparently not. “They’re etched in my mind.”

      Argh! Stab her more. Twist the knife! She stared at her squid, feeling like she was the one skewered on the stick right now instead, since she was so uncomfortable.

      Hunter closed his eyes and recited the awful monologue that Natalie had practiced too long before delivering. “You said, Thank you for being such a great guy. You’re solid. There are a lot of guys in this world who are too good to be true. But, not you. You’re the real deal. And then you smiled.” He opened his eyes. “I didn’t deserve a single word of it.”

      She’d memorized that little speech and given it to him with all the sincerity of her pure, fifteen-year-old broken heart. Burning heat seared its way from her forehead to her chest. The tips of her ears stung, and not from the frost outside.

      “There’s nothing for you to be ashamed of. It’s my reaction that I have never forgotten or forgiven myself for.”

      Natalie hadn’t forgotten it either. Her spine shivered. “It wasn’t a good reaction.”

      “I was angry with Stasia, and I was overwhelmed by the pressure.”

      “I put that pressure on you.”

      Speaking of pressure, Hunter couldn’t have known the pressure Natalie had been facing that day, or what her motive had been for foisting those words on him.

      “Not just you.” He looked down and away, as if to say there’d been innumerable pressures. But then he backpedaled. “I mean—I meant Stasia, not you.” He dragged a hand down his cheek, and it was clear that Stasia’s accusations were a drop in the immense ocean of pressures Hunter had faced.

      Natalie looked at him anew. He wasn’t Perfect Hunter, but did he think he had to be? He definitely hadn’t been perfect to Natalie that day, but …

      Hunter went on, “It was your smile that made Stasia so furious. She must have seen my reaction to it, because at that moment, Stasia reached under the table and scratched my arm. It drew blood.” He held up his arm as if the scab remained. It didn’t.

      “Your words were, and I quote, ‘Go away.’”

      “I know.” Hunter looked at the table.

      “As I walked away, you threw a full Big Swig Styrofoam cup of Mountain Dew and pebble ice on me. I was wearing a white t-shirt that day. I didn’t bring a jacket.”

      Hunter shook his head, wincing as if that mean girl dug her nails into his arm even now. “This will sound like I’m making excuses, but Stasia threw the drink.”

      It did sound like he was making excuses. This was why she hadn’t wanted to go back to this day. It didn’t help anything. It just made her annoyed with him and with herself and her immaturity—and with Dad—all over again.

      “Can you say something? Anything?” He looked sincere again. Blast that sincere look. It could weaken her.

      Fine. She’d say something. “If you had it to do over again, what would you do differently? Because what I would have done differently back then is this: I would have seen through your façade a little earlier, and I would never have said those things to you.”

      “Natalie.” He groaned. “I deserve that. I do. A hundred percent.”

      “Yeah.” Natalie’s back felt wet again at the memory of the icy, sticky mass trickling down her skin, soaking her clothes and her hair. “I didn’t have a car. I couldn’t go home.” And Dad had just died. Mom hadn’t been up to coming to get Natalie from school. “You left me cold and wet and humiliated.”

      “Natalie.” Hunter’s eyes welled, though he didn’t shed a tear. “My reaction to you that day is the biggest regret of my life.” He cleared his throat. “I should have jumped up and chased after you, brought you a towel, given you my shirt. I’ve replayed it with alternate endings a hundred thousand times. In them, I always do the right thing—which is any other outcome than what actually happened.”

      Natalie’s head throbbed. He was so sincere. It was hard to deny him anything, when he clearly agonized over the experience, possibly as much as she had.

      “When you appeared suddenly at Yuletide Manor the other day,” he continued, “the Natalie Tanner, my heart leapt in my chest.” He laid a hand on his heart.

      “Was that before or after you pushed me down the hill?” She made squinty eyes at him.

      He made them back, but then softened. “In all seriousness, it leapt because I hoped maybe I’d have a chance to tell you how sorry I was and still am. That’s why I wanted so badly to help you with this wedding. I wanted to prove to you that I could be trusted, and that I wasn’t the same guy who was getting accused of having no integrity by his not-girlfriend—and then proving the accusation true by the way I treated you.”

      Pain twisted his features. Natalie frowned, but her heartstrings tugged. “Let’s be honest, Hunter, I put you in that position. You reacted like any popular guy would to the wallflower who came up and confessed admiration: you told me to shove off. It’s on me. I should’ve thought that through.”

      “But that’s just it, Natalie.” He reached across the table. “Any other day of my life, any other moment of even that day, I wouldn’t have been a jerk to you. I would have listened. I would have asked what prompted the speech. I would have asked if you were all right.”

      Natalie’s heart slammed sideways in her chest. If that had happened instead, if her timing had been different by a few minutes—then what? Would she have told him about Dad’s dramatic exit from this life?

      “To be honest, Hunter, something did prompt it. Talking to you came on the heels of the worst week of my life. It’s unfair, but I saw you as a beacon in a dark night.” A night of losing trust in Dad, and then literally losing Dad. “It was my first day back at school after my dad’s funeral.”

      Hunter groaned and dropped his head into his hands. “Oh, I’m so sorry.” He scrubbed his palm down the side of his face. “And worse, it was at Christmastime, too.”

      Snowy roads, the slippery blind corner, Dad’s rage-impaired driving.

      She mashed her lips together. “It was a long time ago.” And she’d worked through most of those losses. She took a cleansing breath. “Thanks for telling me your side. I did judge you as a total jerk after that, I’ll be honest.”

      “Do you still?”

      Natalie pushed a fingertip into her chin while she thought about it. “I guess not.”

      Hunter exhaled loudly. “I swear, for the rest of this wedding preparation, I will prove to you that I am not that jerk.” He extended his hand as if to shake on it to make a solemn pact. “Do we have a deal?”

      Natalie stared at his hand. By shaking it, she’d be forgiving—which she wanted to do—but also allowing a wall to come down that she’d built pretty solidly.

      “Come on, Natalie. You know you want to put this behind us as much as I do.”

      Maybe more. She stared at his outstretched hand. Well, as long as her body remembered it was just a forgiveness thing, and not an all right, let’s go! thing.

      “Okay. Friends.” She took his hand. As his warm palm pressed against her cool one, heat from his skin transferred, infusing her, lifting her, creating a strange vibration in her heart. He held it a moment longer, pressing the back of it with his other hand, as if to solidify the deal, but that action also solidified the other emotions stirring inside her. Suddenly, her every sense was aware of Hunter Hawthorn.

      And not just as a friend.
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      Hunter

      

      Can I pick you up to go to the florist at ten thirty? Hunter’s text flashed on his phone screen awaiting Natalie’s reply about their trip to the Massey Falls flower shop.

      He paced the ballroom of Yuletide Manor. It might be stupid, but he wanted to hold his breath until she answered.

      From the moment of that electric handshake with Natalie the other day, Hunter had been hard-pressed to keep his attention focused on the wedding checklist. All he could think about was Natalie. She’d forgiven him! With that handshake of heat, and harmony, and … hope. Somehow, that simple act had broken a chunk off a dam inside him, the one that had been holding back so many feelings.

      Since then, Hunter had taken every opportunity to rope her into wedding-planning tasks. Then, when they were together, he’d maneuvered to stand close to her, on the off-chance of touching her again.

      An overwhelming desire to bask in her presence gripped him.

      Their knees grazed each other under the table at El Toro when he took her there to lunch again. Her touch had an intoxicating, addictive effect on him.

      Better, he’d earned her smile a few times.

      Oh, that smile. He sank down into one of the reception chairs.

      The catering restaurant texted him. Looking forward to our meeting.

      Me, too. Especially since Natalie would be with him. See you soon.

      Would she like the restaurant he picked? He’d go with El Toro, but weddings around here served more traditional chicken and beef.

      For some reason, he really cared what Natalie liked. I want to make her happy. Now that he’d made her sad, maybe it was a knee-jerk reaction. He couldn’t be falling for her, even a little. He was leaving Massey Falls, and she didn’t even live here.

      His phone chimed. Natalie!

      Sounds good. I checked and Quinlan likes ranunculus flowers.

      Good. Those were in season.

      Mom texted next. Sing-along. Be there. Are you bringing a date? Just planning for numbers.

      Sure, she was. He replied. Not sure yet.

      Was it too soon to take Natalie to meet his family? Maybe. He called Mom. “If I do bring someone, please, nobody rake her over the coals. We’re not to that relationship status yet.” They hadn’t even kissed, let alone defined a relationship. “Got it?”

      “I can only promise for myself. Your aunts tend to go rogue.” Mom snickered.

      “Spread the word. Mom. I’m serious.”

      “Oh, fine. We’ll be on our best behavior.” She sounded resigned.

      “One more thing—how many people can you seat at each of the long tables?”

      “What’s going on?”

      “Speaking of going rogue …” He admitted that he was running the Green-Tanner wedding. “I have some good help, though. The bride’s sister.”

      “Natalie Tanner? I’ve heard you’ve been seen around town with her. Is she who you’re bringing to the family sing-along?”

      “Good-bye, Mom. Text me the number of people per table. I have to sign off now.” And not be grilled about something he was so unsure about yet.

      At ten thirty, Hunter held the jingling door open for Natalie to walk into Forget Me Not flower shop. Getting the door for her came naturally to him, as had getting her chair for her at El Toro and the squid tent. Better, she hadn’t batted an eye, as if allowing chivalry was the most normal thing in the world for her as well. Some women got uptight about such gestures. Not Natalie.

      “I hope we can get the bouquet and the boutonnieres ordered all in one visit.” Natalie patted her mittens together, and Hunter waited, half-hoping she’d take off her gloves so he could wedge close to her and maybe touch her hand again.

      He’d held women’s hands before, but never with that effect. What if I kiss her? Certain electrocution.

      “No ranunculus?” Natalie asked when Mrs. Imrich gave the disappointing news.

      “Our supplier ended up suffering a hard freeze and his greenhouse power went out. We can still get roses for that date.”

      “Quinlan has an old hang-up about roses. She thinks they’re for funerals.”

      “Poinsettias?”

      “Not poinsettias for a bouquet.” Natalie tugged at her hair. “I had one job.”

      “What about this?” Hunter pulled out his phone and opened to his file of photos that were the same collection printed for the binder. He pointed to a photo of one of the Yuletide Manor brides from earlier this year. “Instead of a bouquet, a single white orchid. For your sister, wrap it in a long red velvet ribbon?”

      Natalie looked at him like he’d just stopped a speeding train with his sheer strength. “Simple. Classy. Yes.”

      Whatever reservoir inside him had been drained by remembering Stasia now refilled when Natalie looked at him like that, like he was a hero for the first time.

      Natalie pointed to a vase in the refrigerator. “And I think she’d like that greenery on the tables, as well.”

      Good for Natalie, taking the reins.

      They ordered all the flowers.

      “It’s time to head to the restaurant.”

      “What restaurant? Are you hungry? It’s so early.”

      “La France. They’re catering the rehearsal dinner.”

      Natalie nodded, and he led her out to his truck. She waited while he opened her door. It felt nice to have someone else riding with him. Being a single guy, most of the time he drove alone. She sang quietly along to the radio’s Christmas music.

      “You sing?” he asked.

      “Not well. I like music, though.”

      Huh. Maybe he could ask her to … no. It was too soon. The family sing-along would be too much pressure. They weren’t dating or anything. She was his client. Er, his client’s sister. Whatever. He couldn’t take her to the biggest family event of the season.

      Hunter pulled up at the restaurant.

      “It smells so good in here.” Natalie inhaled deeply. “I love the smell of dill and herbs.”

      She looked sweet, like the moment she’d taken the first bite of her guacamole tostada. Like food made her happy, and she wasn’t afraid to admit it—unlike some women, who seemed to view food as a mortal enemy.

      Hunter’s internal dam cracked just a little more.

      They met Emile, the head chef, in the kitchen.

      “We have so many options. From filet mignon to salmon to duck á l’orange.”

      Natalie winced as she looked over the options. There were about fifty choices. “I’ve got to narrow this down. Quinlan loves seafood, but I have no idea what Guthrie likes.” She eliminated liver and onions. Easy. “Have you tasted the duck á l’orange?” Maybe duck was too greasy. There were still a dozen to choose from.

      “Of these, I’d go with this one.” He pointed to the crab Louie. “At a chamber of commerce dinner I once heard the groom’s mother, Greta Green, mention this is her favorite thing to eat at La France.”

      “Dude!” Natalie two-finger shoved his shoulder. “Why didn’t you lead with that?” She smiled.

      Hunter’s shoulder pulsated at the sampling of the full-on touch he craved from her. He grabbed her hand. “Hey, there.” He kept her fingers in his. “No shoving.”

      Hot waves of energy vibrated through him where their skin connected. She looked down at their hands and didn’t pull away. She didn’t give him a full-on smile, but the playful grin was new. And knee-bucklingly gorgeous.

      “So, are you two dating? That’s sweet.” Emile raised knowing eyebrows. “And you’re planning a wedding together. Good practice, eh?”

      She dropped his hand, shooting Hunter a sheepish look.

      Hunter didn’t feel sheepish. He’d scored another point in this game. But what game was it? Now that she’d forgiven him, his goal got murky. He shouldn’t press this relationship further, not when he was headed to Darlington in less than a month’s time. When is Professor Bellflower going to contact me? Maybe Hunter should do the reaching out.

      They ordered the crab Louie.

      “That wasn’t nearly as bad as I expected.” Natalie walked beside him. “Food is my wheelhouse, though. My bravado might come back to bite me.”

      Out in his truck, Hunter cranked the heater. He wasn’t ready to send her back to her sister’s yet, but there were no more appointments.

      Ah, he hit on just the thing.

      “Did you make a final decision for place card holders for the dinner setting?” There’d been dozens of options in the binder.

      “I marked five, but I couldn’t narrow it down further.”

      “It’s a nice day. We could opt for the pine cone idea.”

      What did the weather have to do with the place card holders? “Actually, I loved the pine cone idea.” Natalie nodded. “Do you have them in the storage room with the other wedding supplies?”

      “That’s the one thing in the binder not in storage. The last guests thought they were party favors and took them home.”

      “Where would we get them, then? The only ones I’ve seen for sale ever are enormous or else they’re dipped in pungent cinnamon wax.”

      “This is Massey Falls.” He pointed out the window and indicated the stand of pine trees to the left, and then the one in front of them beyond the line of shops. “Evergreens, anyone?”

      “You mean we’re going to personally gather pine cones for Quinlan’s wedding?”

      “Unless you would rather choose a different stand for the place cards. In that case”—he reached behind the passenger seat and pulled out the binder—“we can search the pictures some more.”

      “No!” Natalie shook her head. “I’d love to look for pine cones.”

      “We can start in Possibility Park.”

      “Oh, I haven’t been there in years. There’s a statue of your grandfather the governor there, right?”

      There was—reminding Hunter of the possibilities he should aim for.

      Natalie watched out the window as they drove along Main Street toward Possibility Park. “It’s funny, growing up in Massey Falls I loved it—a lot. But when I moved away, I think I kind of forgot the magic it holds.”

      “Yeah.” Hunter turned on the bottom cross street of Society Row, in front of Jingo Layton’s dilapidated mansion. “I spent a lot of time away at school, but every summer, my family and Yuletide Manor kept pulling me back.” He’d had to do something big—for them. Restoring the home had seemed like the best option in the moment.

      “And Massey Falls pulled you, too, I take it. Is that why you agreed to be part of the chamber of commerce? And then the president, even?”

      That was a good question.

      “I told myself it was to cultivate contacts for the research and renovation I was doing, but honestly—yeah.” He nodded, the truth revealing itself to him as she pointed it out. He’d loved the town, too. The roots. Of course, he couldn’t be an influential professor in Massey Falls. “I guess you’re right. The love of the town was a big factor, too.”

      Huh. Not many women he’d spent time with had ever drawn self-awareness out of him. And Natalie Tanner had done it in just a few days. She was having an unexpected effect on him, body and soul.

      And his dam. A little more of it crumbled. A little more of the held-back water spilled over the edge, flowing forth.

      Half of him wanted to explore where a deeper connection with Natalie Tanner might lead him, what else she might help him become, and what he could do to make her happy, as well.

      The other half knew he was leaving Massey Falls for good—and not going in the direction of Reedsville, where she lived and worked.

      It would never work.

      Hunter pulled his truck into the parking lot of Possibility Park. Whoever named it had had big ideas. For Hunter, it reminded him of impossibilities today.

      That said, it really did have a beautiful aspect. Even under a blanket of snow, the landscaping led the mind toward higher planes. Perfectly manicured hedges, a labyrinth of spring-blooming azalea bushes, all surrounded by soaring evergreens. The rowan branches had kept their red berries, and birds perched, eating their fill.

      Beautiful.

      Just one more thing to love—and soon miss—about Massey Falls.

      They walked toward the snowless patches beneath the thick foliage of the pines.

      “Oh, look!” Natalie broke into a jog toward a tree. “These pine cones are a perfect match.”

      You look like the perfect match. He laughed at his own stupid joke.

      “See?” She held one up. “They’re just right.”

      Hunter caught up to her. “Yeah. Just right.” Just like she would feel in his arms.

      He ached to try out that idea.

      “Put them in here.” He unfolded a grocery bag he’d brought from his car. “We need about a hundred.” He crouched down beside her, possibly too close. She wobbled a little, and he reached to catch her shoulder and balance her.

      “Right. A hundred. Guthrie’s family is a lot bigger than ours.” She caught her lower lip in her teeth.

      That had to be a tell. She wanted to kiss him.

      Hunter leaned a little closer, locking her gaze. A breeze brought the scent of her perfume to him.

      She’s forgiven me. If I kiss her, I can give our past the closure I’ve been needing.

      Closure?

      No, kissing Natalie Tanner wouldn’t close or end anything. It would have beginning written all over it.

      The breeze caught the bag, whipping it open, as if to say, Quit staring at the girl you’re going to leave anyway and pick up the pine cones, loverboy. And the moment was lost.
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      Natalie

      

      Still catching memories of the pine cone day with Hunter, Natalie warmed herself in the kitchen of the huge brick Coldicott home on Society Row, one of several huge homes on the most affluent street in town. She’d come to help her roommate Leela who was in town for the annual Cookie House fundraiser, Leela’s mother’s brainchild years ago, and a great boon to the town.

      Natalie had awakened early and baked some standard chocolate chip cookies for the event—so standard she hadn’t even added chopped pecans, like Zeke’s recipe demanded. They wouldn’t win any prizes today.

      Then, she and Leela had spent the morning working alongside the Ladies’ Auxiliary women, who were like a hive of bees. Everyone was abuzz—from Quinlan’s future mother-in-law, Mrs. Green, to Mrs. Imrich and Mrs. Philbert. Leela buzzed most of all. It was great to see Leela so happy and in her element, serving, filling her mom’s shoes. How could Leela sit idle in a bookstore all day when she was energetic and born to be out in the community?

      “Thanks for helping me today.” Leela hugged Natalie so tight Natalie almost choked. “I know my mom wanted to be here, but she isn’t feeling well, and …”

      “Say no more.” Natalie left Leela’s embrace and looked around the house of Una Mae Coldicott, host of the annual Christmas cookie sale. “Lots of Rudolph today.”

      “Una Mae loves Rudolph.” Leela glanced upward, and sure enough—there was an inflated Rudolph suspended from a ceiling beam. “It’s not what my mom would have chosen, but at least the tradition is continuing.”

      They headed into the kitchen, where plates of cookies covered every surface. Oh, look at the cookies! There were peanut butter blossoms, each with a chocolate kiss on top; lemon bars; chocolate crinkles with the powdered sugar coating; pumpkin drop cookies with chocolate chips and walnuts; pressed butter cookies in the shapes of holly leaves; Scottish shortbread with decorative pinpricks; classic chocolate chip. The only thing missing was a molasses-y gingersnap.

      Natalie’s mouth watered. It made her a little twitchy. It’d been too long since she’d baked bread.

      “Leela, did you make cookies for the sale?” Natalie eyed the frosted sugar cookies with the silver nonpareil balls lining the edges to look like sparkly ornaments. “I’ll buy your plate.” And possibly some other plates. These looked amazing—and they smelled even better. Baked goods were a glimpse of heaven.

      “Honestly? No. I couldn’t make any this year.” Leela grimaced and pushed a lock of her light brown hair aside. “I stared at recipes for three days running, and I could never decide.”

      Yeah, and she was caring for sick parents, so that probably took up a lot of her bandwidth. “It’s fine. It looks like they’ll have plenty.”

      The back door swung open, and along with a cold gust came Hunter Hawthorn, who carried four plates, strategically balancing two on his forearms.

      And what nice forearms. The years of construction work hadn’t done them any harm.

      “I have some cookies from Mrs. Imrich. Where should I put them?” he asked the room, and then his eyes landed on Natalie’s face.

      His expression softened. A smile lifted the sides of his mouth. “Hi, Natalie.”

      “Hi, Hunter.” Heat crept up her neck and blossomed on her cheeks. “Good to see you.” She hadn’t seen him since their pine cone excursion the other day, when that heated look Hunter had worn in the evergreens could have melted ice cream at fifty paces.

      It had definitely melted all her doubts about whether he was attracted to her.

      Likewise, Natalie was dealing with heated attraction. Like Christmas-bonfire-level heat.

      “Good to see you, too. Hi, Leela.” Hunter let Leela take his plates of cookies and then he shoved his hands in his pockets and turned to Natalie. “I’m here on official business for the chamber of commerce.”

      “You get a lot of that this time of year.”

      “It comes with the territory. But today’s territory is delicious.”

      “Oh?” No way. “Don’t tell me you get to eat the cookies.”

      “I get to eat the cookies.” A cat-got-the-canary smile spread across his face. He stepped closer, lowered his voice and looked furtively back and forth. “Wanna help?”

      Her eyes flew open. Did she! “Um, sure.” She tried to make her answer sound casual, but it came out breathy, like she wanted more than cookies with Hunter. “How does this work?”

      More importantly, how would kissing him work? This was the question that had kept her awake the past few nights, ever since Possibility Park. Hunter’s smoldering gaze, perfect lips, and strong arms haunted her dreams. Her fingers curled involuntarily at the thought of running her fingers through his longish hair.

      He smiled at her flusterment. “Una Mae Coldicott insists on a grand prize winner. My job as chamber president is to vote. But I’m such a cookie fiend, it’s going to be impossible for me to choose just one.”

      “As a professional baker”—Natalie touched her brow with two fingers like a salute—“I’m glad to be your deputy baked-goods judge.”

      “Excellent.” Hunter held out his arm, almost an order for her to link hers through it. Like a good soldier, she followed commands, and they headed to the judging area.

      In a room away from the main sales area, Una Mae met them and showed them the judging sheets, which she’d devised herself, and then said, “Are you sure you don’t want privacy?” She shot Natalie a sour look. That was nothing new. Una Mae was sour to everyone, unless she wanted something from them.

      “You remember Natalie Tanner. She’s a professional baker these days.” He placed the back of his hand against the side of his mouth as if telling a secret. “She’s a baker at Bread & Breakfast.”

      “Bread & Breakfast!” Una Mae gasped and then more or less curtseyed. “Well, yes. Yes, of course. Hunter! How astute of you to bring in a true expert to our humble bake-off.” She backed out, half-bowing all the way.

      Weird, but pretty much par for the Una Mae Coldicott course.

      “Where do you want to start?” Natalie gazed at the spread on the table. Each plate was labeled and numbered.

      “Easiest to start with number one.” Hunter took a lemon bar from the first plate on the table.

      Natalie tasted it. Mmm. Tart and sweet. “The crust has the perfect crumble.”

      They made their way through the chocolate crinkles, the cowboy cookies, the snickerdoodles, the pumpkin roll—which isn’t technically a cookie, but Natalie wouldn’t complain.

      “You’ve got something …” Hunter faced her and reached out a finger, pointing it to the side of her mouth. His thumb gently caressed the corner.

      “Chocolate?” she asked, her face burning, and not just from embarrassment. “Thanks.”

      “Anytime.” He lifted a flirtatious brow.

      “Why isn’t this event held at Yuletide Manor?” Natalie took a bite of a sugar cookie with pink frosting. Mm. It was good, too. “It’s so much classier there.”

      “Because the Ladies’ Auxiliary members host it in their homes.” Hunter handed her a jam thumbprint. “You seem to really like my grandparents’ house. Do you have some kind of connection to it?”

      Moment of truth. Should she spill everything about the horrifying night with Dad? No, no one needed to relive that. But she could say a thing or two to explain.

      “When I was a kid, I rode past it on my bike a lot. I may have pictured what it would look like inside. Like, really often.” And dreamed of it, although first just as a dollhouse. “It was this beacon for me.” A lighthouse toward family and connection. The sledding with Dad had happened at Yuletide Manor, which had made her draw up the dollhouse sketches. To remind him of good times. All that showing him her drawing had done, however, was enrage him. He’d driven off, after yelling a lot, and—well, that was that.

      Yuletide Manor was the antithesis of her own family life. It was the dream. The ideal. A memory and a wish wrapped up in one. I want to be closer to my sisters.

      Hunter looked down at her, a stained glass cookie poised in the air near his lips. “It’s funny, almost exactly like what you said to me that first day, I always pictured my kids playing in the attic and on the stairs, swinging in the oak branches.”

      Hunter wore a slightly forlorn, faraway look, as if thinking of an impossible dream that was about to fade out of existence. It made him more handsome and wholesome and young and sincere than he’d ever looked to her.

      Forgiving him was the best choice she’d made in a long time.

      She leaned against the table and looked up at him. “That oak branch needs a swing.”

      He set down his cookie. “When I was a kid, there was a hammock-type thing in it. A swing built for two.” He stepped closer to Natalie, towering over her. “I loved sitting in it, having someone push me, my feet almost touching the leaves.” He gazed down into her eyes like she was the leaves he could almost touch.

      “What a perfect feeling.” Natalie’s chest rose and fell as her breaths sped up. “The way you describe it, I’m almost there.”

      “Me, too.” Hunter placed a hand around her waist and on her hip, stepping nearer. “I wish you could have swung with me.”

      She stood there, almost swaying with him. Her lower lip caught in her teeth. “Is it too late?” she whispered.

      Hunter blinked a couple of times and then shook his head; the imaginary swing’s ride ended, and his mind obviously settled back into his present-day worries.

      Natalie pulled back. It was for the best. After all, Hunter Hawthorn was Hunter Hawthorn, and she was Natalie Tanner.

      And yet—those looks. She couldn’t be totally mistaken about their meaning. For certain, Hunter had an interest in kissing her. However, after that, it wouldn’t last. He might kiss her, sweep her away like she was on his highest swing, but then he’d jump out, and she’d be left suspended, waiting to fall straight to the ground.

      Her phone buzzed. “Sorry. I, uh, need to pick up Bobby. I promised to take him Christmas shopping.” Trace, his dad, had just one more week of travel this year, but he wouldn’t have time to take Bobby before Christmas.

      “Do you want company?” Hunter asked, as if he truly meant it.

      She should say no. The more time she spent around Hunter, the more often her lower lip pinched between her teeth.

      “Okay,” she said, biting her lip. “That’d be really great.”
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      The cookie scent must have gotten to his brain. What was it about Natalie Tanner—besides her beauty and her uncanny insight into his soul—that drove him to want to be around her every waking minute? It even made him offer to take a kid Christmas shopping when he had ten thousand other things on his to-do list—from chamber of commerce chores, to the mayhem of wedding details, to upcoming lecture plans for when the job offer came through.

      They’d keep, right?

      “I’ll drive.” He quickly finished the judging, and then left his judging clipboard on the table—with the lemon bars as the winner. One of the local Ladies’ Auxiliary bakers would be so happy. He helped Natalie on with her coat. “I’m guessing the toy store?”

      “You’re guessing right.”

      They picked up Bobby, who talked a mile a minute about toys and gifts and school as they drove toward Main Street. “My favorite snow sculpture was the Godzilla head.” He growled and made claws from his booster seat in the crew cab row of the truck.

      “That was a good one for sure.” Hunter would have scrubbed Bobby’s curly head if he’d been in reach. Good kid.

      How would it be to have kids of his own?

      It’s something Hunter had always wanted, but … yeah. Too many women he’d tried to get close to, he’d left them crying when he’d seen through to their motivations for dating Perfect Hunter. He couldn’t live up to their expectations. He’d finally stopped dating altogether. Which meant no more tears, but also no plans for a family-filled future. It was a trade-off he’d been willing to make for a long time. But that resolve was starting to feel cheap.

      Natalie might’ve been the one woman who ever thought he was a creep. In a twisted way, it was refreshing to be around her—to have to raise her expectations instead of live up to them all the time.

      “And for Aunt Natalie, I am going to get her the biggest dollhouse.”

      “What?” Natalie whipped around in her seat. “I mean, that’s so nice, Bobby.” She was clearly forcing herself to stay calm. “Anything for your mom, though? That’s more important.”

      “I already made Mom something at school. I’m going to the toy store for you. A long time ago Mom told me you always wanted a dollhouse, and you never got one, and that’s why you’re sad sometimes.”

      “Bobby,” she asked, clearly attempting another diversion, “what are you getting for your dad? He will be back in town to open presents. And do you have a gift in mind for the baby?”

      Natalie looked relieved when the new topic of the baby caught Bobby’s attention. At the stoplight, she shot Hunter a furtive look, her cheeks blazing red.

      What could be so embarrassing about wanting a dollhouse as a kid? “I think it’s sweet about your dollhouse wish,” Hunter whispered. “Don’t worry. It’s not embarrassing.”

      “It is if you knew it was a dollhouse that looked just like your house.”

      “My house?”

      “Yuletide Manor.”

      Ah. No wonder she was scrunching her face up.

      Hunter reached over and placed a hand on her upper arm. “Honestly, the idea someone else had an appreciation for the house I love and have invested so much time and thought into is amazing.”

      Natalie was amazing.

      “Trust me, all those months of shaking down out-of-town historical preservation investors, of trying to convince distant parties of the beauties and specialness of Yuletide Manor wore me down a little. But walking through Yuletide Manor with you the other day, I saw it fresh.” Natalie had had faith in it—even long before he’d fixed it up. Her confession of longtime love of it was a shot in the arm. “Thank you.”

      She peeked open an eye at him. He smiled at her—and she smiled back.

      Oh, that smile. Nothing made him want to kiss her more than that smile.

      It shot electricity through him again, and Hunter was pulled, as if by a sci-fi tractor beam, toward her. She gazed at him, a current connecting and buzzing, electromagnetic, drawing him in, begging him to kiss her.

      Hunter leaned across the console, tilting his head just right. Her lips parted, and—

      “Um, hello? The light is green. People are honking at us.”

      Oh. Right. He pulled back.

      That was weird.

      And fantastic.

      Hunter took them the rest of the way to the Massey Falls toy store, Santa’s Workshop. “All right, troops. Let’s go see what they’ve got in the way of gifts for Bobby to put under the tree for the people he loves.”

      Post-almost-kiss, Natalie looked frozen solid, but that was all right. It kept her immobilized long enough for Hunter to dash around and open the passenger door. He took her by the hand and, like an old English romance where the man helps the woman down from the carriage, led her out of the truck.

      She looked up at him, and the beam between them reconnected.

      This day was going to have to end in a kiss. If it didn’t, Hunter wouldn’t sleep a wink tonight. He’d just lie atop his blankets, inert and pining for her.

      “Let’s go in. Please? Can you two just stop staring at each other? It’s like those gross movies Mommy watches on that one channel. Can you fast forward to the end of your movie and kiss so we can get shopping?”

      Natalie placed her gloves on her cheeks, and then one on her forehead. “We’re ready to shop.” Only then did she tear her eyes from Hunter’s gaze.

      In the shop, Bobby made a beeline for the model planes. He picked one out for his dad. Then, he chose a rattle and a spinning top for the baby. Good picking.

      Then, they stopped at the store’s only dollhouse. Only, but impressive.

      “It’s gigantic!” Bobby windmilled his arms in front of the three-story dollhouse, which was hinged open to show all its rooms—and even an elevator. It was almost as tall as Natalie. “I bet it would still fit in your bedroom, Aunt Natalie. You could scoot some stuff over.”

      Hunter crouched down beside Bobby. “Which room is this?” He pointed to a place in the house.

      “The kitchen! Aunt Natalie can bake bread in there. She’s gonna teach me and some friends how to bake bread. She promised. She bakes the best bread.”

      “So I’ve heard.” He let Bobby tell him about all the rooms in the house, and what Aunt Natalie would be doing in each room.

      “But it’s not perfect.” Bobby sighed.

      “No?”

      “No. They need a big tree with a swing.” Bobby sighed, and Hunter eyed him. Had Natalie told him about their swing discussion? Or was it just chance? “Then Aunt Natalie’s babies can swing in it. Rock-a-bye baby. Our baby is going to swing in our tree in our back yard. Aunt Natalie needs a swing for her babies, too.”

      “Your aunt Natalie is going to have beautiful babies.”

      Natalie’s face caught on fire.

      “Yep,” Bobby said. “Lots of them, so she needs a big gigantic house like this one.” Bobby brushed his hands together. “I’ll buy it.” He frowned. “But it might be kind of hard to wrap.”

      Hunter turned over the price tag. Easy, big spender. Four figures on the dollhouse. And not low four figures. “Maybe you should buy it sometime when Aunt Natalie isn’t right here with you, so it can be a surprise.”

      Bobby slapped his forehead. “I didn’t even think of that.” He looked over at Natalie, who was scratching her neck, clearly uncomfortable. “Pretend you weren’t here today, okay?”

      “You got it.” She hugged him. “Bobby, you’re the best. Should we buy the other toys and then get some candy at the counter?”

      Hunter hung back and watched as Natalie helped Bobby make his purchases and choose some Christmas candy for everyone in his family.

      The kid had a few things right—Natalie deserved good things. And she’d be wonderful at mothering a lot of children. His dam cracked even a little more.

      Natalie Tanner did something to him.

      Something good.

      “Let’s get home.” Natalie took Bobby by the hand. “Your piano teacher is coming in a few minutes, and you have the Christmas recital to prepare for.”

      “Don’t remind me.” Bobby huffed out a sigh as she buckled him into the truck. “But don’t forget you’re gonna teach me how to make bread.”

      Hunter’s stomach growled for fresh bread. Grandma used to make bread, a long time ago. This town needed a fresh artisan bread bakery. He’d floated the idea to Natalie, but she’d shot it down with her little BB gun.

      Why trade in Bread & Breakfast for Massey Falls? Just so Hunter could eat fresh bread when he came home from Darlington to visit? That was asking a lot of someone. Of her.

      If I ask her to stay, shouldn’t I be willing to stay as well?

      Falling for Natalie could totally mess up his plans.

      “I didn’t forget, Bobby.” Natalie gave him a fist-bump. “Did you invite the other kids?”

      “Wait a second.” Hunter held up his hands. “There’s really a bread-making class?” He held the door for Natalie, and she climbed into the passenger side.

      “You gotta come, Uncle Hunter.”

      “Hunter’s not your uncle, sweetie.” Natalie shot Hunter a wincing look. “It’s for kids.”

      “Hunter’s a big kid,” Bobby said. “Did you see him in the toy store? He liked the toy cars even more than me.”

      Hunter shrugged. “Guilty.”

      “Hunter, it’s fine. You’re busy. There’s a wedding in a few days. Don’t you have …”

      True enough. He totally didn’t have time, with the to-do list—especially the need to prepare lectures to give at Darlington College that had to be inspiring and mind-bending and world-expanding for every listener—pressing down on him. “When is it happening?”
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      Natalie

      

      Natalie’s blood sped, and not just from the exertion of bread-making. How had helping little kids learn a few fundamentals about flour and yeast turned into this?

      All Bobby’s friends had lost interest after each one had added a cup of flour, and Bobby had taken them into his back yard to make a snow fort.

      Now, Natalie stood at Cecily’s kitchen counter with Hunter standing close behind her, flush against her, helping her knead. His arms stretched around her. His hands massaged the dough, turning it, working it until—talk about gluten strands forming. All kinds.

      A sheen of sweat formed on her brow, and probably not from the exertion.

      “You’re getting the hang of it.” Her hair fell across her face. She tried to move it with her shoulder. It fell again. At work she wore it back, but today, baking was just for fun.

      Most fun she’d had baking in a long time.

      “I’m learning from an expert.” Hunter pressed against her, reaching to knead it farther away. Tricksy of him. “It’s enlightening.”

      She was learning from an expert, too—learning sneaky ways to standing close to someone you’re interested in. Hunter must have a lot of practice, he’d done it so smoothly.

      Here—I’ll help knead it if you show me how.

      She’d expected a demonstration from across the kitchen island, but he’d insisted on being hands-on.

      Smooth. She couldn’t help smiling, since he couldn’t see.

      “You were a great sport with Bobby and his friends.” They were all calling him Hunter now, not Mr. Hawthorn. Hunter had insisted, and he’d taught them all how to do a coin trick. Nothing was sexier than a man who was great with kids.

      Well, maybe a man who could hug and knead bread dough at the same time.

      “Thanks. I like them.” Hunter’s chest rested against her back, infusing her with his warmth. “When you were in high school blowing the curve in our chemistry class, I pictured you in a lab instead of a bakery.”

      “I’m surprised you remember your high school chemistry grade.” If anyone was good at chemistry these days, it was Hunter. His chemistry was creating all kinds of reactions right now. “Baking is chemistry applied.”

      “So are other things. Why baking?”

      Did he really want to know? For a second, Natalie hesitated. But he’d been so open with her about so many things. The balance between them was off, and correcting it would be all right.

      “Baking is science, but it’s inexact. Even if you use the same recipe over and over, there are a few times it will simply flop. The bread won’t rise, or the crust won’t crisp up. I took it as a challenge, spent ages in the try-fail cycle, but I was determined to triumph over the variables.” To defeat variables in one area of her life, that was. “Too many things are unpredictable.”

      Like dads and boyfriends. When she believed in them, they did things like promise to marry her—and then decided to go on a foreign exchange program.

      Okay, that had happened one time in college. But one time was too many times.

      And of course, there was Dad’s fiery disappearing act.

      “That’s interesting. You’re interesting.”

      She was? What could she say to that? He was the interesting one.

      Hunter kept kneading for a few beats, and then he said, “Remember when you played that solo in the orchestra Christmas concert?”

      How could he remember that? “Yeah, sure.” It’d been a highlight of her high school life. “It was only because Emily Shane got sick. She was first chair.”

      “You smiled when you finished.”

      Had she? Probably so. Her hands stopped. She ached to turn around, to read the expression on his face. For now, the expression of his body pressed against hers spoke volumes, but—could it be real? Could Hunter Hawthorn actually hold such a memory?

      “Why do you remember that?”

      “Because it was the first time I saw and felt how gorgeous you are.”

      Natalie? Gorgeous? Now her fingers really couldn’t keep working. “What are you talking about? I wasn’t one of the pretty girls in our class or even our school.”

      “No, you were one of the gorgeous girls.” Hunter stopped working the dough, too. “I’m a good judge of that, believe me.”

      If she was so gorgeous, how come he’d never spoken to her in—oh. Right. The whole Mountain Dew incident.

      “I have to tell you something,” Natalie said. “It might sound weird.”

      “I love weird.”

      The dough was getting tough to work. They both removed their hands from the dough and ran them under the sink, removing the semi-stickiness.

      He placed his hands under the running water beside hers. With every pass under the water, his hands collided with hers. In a moment, he took hers in his.

      “Tell me something weird, Natalie.” He turned her toward him, with the water still running, billows of steam coming off its stream. “Tell me everything.”

      Everything? A note of panic struck her, but she looked up at him, and nothing but that will-melting sincerity beamed from his eyes. It sparkled over her like a snow flurry.

      “You heard that I wanted a dollhouse when I was a kid. One that looked like Yuletide Manor.”

      “Yeah.” Instead of looking disconcerted, he looked as delighted as if she’d just given him diamonds, not a compliment.

      “The weird part is I wasn’t that much of a kid. I was fifteen.” The year of the big Mountain Dew incident.

      “So what?”

      “The rest of the girls my age were asking for concert tickets and boy band posters.”

      “If that’s as weird as this is going to get, I’m disappointed.” A little smile toyed at the side of his mouth. He shut off the water and took Natalie by the shoulders, turning her so her back was against the counter. He stepped right into her comfort zone. “It’s a first.”

      “What is? Making bread?”

      “Yeah, and you disappointing me.”

      “Then, maybe”—she gulped down the lump of fear-of-truth rising in her throat—“I’ll admit that I designed a Yuletide Manor dollhouse. Measured, drew up a floor-plan and an elevation. It was my first attempt, but I was really careful. It wasn’t bad.”

      “That is so cool.”

      “Cool? Not obsessive or nerdy?”

      “Positively cool. A hundred percent.”

      Natalie exhaled, the knot in her chest untying, spooling out into a long, limp string. One less thing about that incident to worry her now. Just one huge one left. And right now, she couldn’t give that factor a single second of thought. Because—

      Hunter eased closer to Natalie. He leaned in and placed his hands on the counter’s edge on either side of her. He placed his feet close to hers and moved that pesky lock of hair aside. “But also”—he leaned in and placed a kiss on her cheek—“obsessive”—he placed a kiss on her temple—“and nerdy.” He placed a kiss on her eyelid.

      This wasn’t happening. It couldn’t be happening. To her? To Natalie? But she was Natalie Nobody, and he was Hunter Hawthorn, and every signal he was sending her was I’m interested. Impossible!

      And yet—

      Hunter bent over and placed a kiss behind her ear, the spot that made her toes curl. “In fact, I’ve been highly attracted to obsessive and nerdy for ages. Ever since that first smile.”

      Seriously? That couldn’t be real. Natalie let out a long breath, sinking against his touches that were more delicious than fresh-baked bread. This had to be a dream—a repeat of the kiss dream she’d kept having the past few nights, but usually it took place on alien ships or in Transylvanian castles, not in the simple warmth of her sister’s kitchen with the scent of bread rising and the warmth of Hunter’s torso leaning closer with every passing second.

      Her heart raced. She placed her hands against his rock-hard chest. His hands found her waist, his fingers pressing into her back. Ripples from his touch rolled up her spine.

      Hunter tilted his head downward, his arms pulling her against him. He searched her face, and it was like he could see deep inside her, beyond her fears and insecurities, to the core where the real Natalie lived. She looked into his eyes, and something there looked like … forever.

      And then, his lips were on hers. Her eyes floated closed as he caressed her lower lip with his, gently, just a brush of an angel’s sleeve. It shimmered through her. She inhaled sharply, taking his cinnamon breath inside her.

      I’m kissing Hunter Hawthorn. He’s kissing me.

      “I’ve wanted this so much,” he said, low and gravelly. Hunter came in for another kiss, this time with—intention. His lips worked against hers, plying and pleading. The rhythm just like they’d shared while working the bread dough a moment ago, this time also forming strands of strength, strands that would allow positive feelings between them to rise and create lift and air and texture.

      Natalie hadn’t been kissed this way before. Not with this urgency. When he pulled back, the look in his eye was a smoldering passion, and yet it made her feel innocent and pure and loved. He means this kiss.

      What was scariest, Natalie might’ve meant it, too.
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      Hunter

      

      Kissing Natalie Tanner was like church as a boy, wonder and fear and hope all rolled into one soaring moment. She kissed like she made bread—with unexpected confidence and control. Well, Hunter was under her control, that was for certain. Much more of this and he’d be Natalie’s slave forever.

      A lock of her long wavy hair slipped between his fingers, and he stroked her cheek with his thumb. It was soft, fresh. Like Natalie.

      She brought him to life, made him ache to be a better man.

      He pulled her to his torso, and just as he was ready to move the kiss into some interesting territory—

      “Aunt Natalie!” Bobby slammed open the back door. “I told them you were making bread, not making out.”

      “Bobby!” Natalie extricated herself from Hunter, pushing him away from her. He felt instantly cold without her pressed against him, and almost reached to pull her back. “Where did you hear that term?”

      “Hey, I watch YouTube.”

      Uh-oh. “Yo, Bobby.” Hunter stepped between Natalie and Bobby so Natalie could straighten her hair and sweater. “While the bread rises, why don’t you guys play some video games?”

      “So you two can kiss again?” The kid was not fooled. “It’s time for my friends to go home, and Aunt Natalie? You promised to help me wrap my presents.”

      Presents. The word struck something in Hunter. I want to give Natalie something for Christmas. It had to be special. But what? The dollhouse was the obvious gift, but that price. Plus, it wasn’t exactly the dollhouse she’d dreamed of—or designed.

      Then, what? He’d have to think. Which was hard, while he remained under the spell of that bewitching kiss.

      “Thanks for making bread, Aunt Natalie!” Bobby jumped three times and then headed for the bedroom and brought out the box of wrapping paper and tape.

      A while later, they finished putting the last present under the tree. Bobby jumped from the couch to the coffee table and back to the couch. Kids.

      “Everyone’s going to love your presents.” Natalie ruffled his hair.

      “I know!” Bobby was wired. But then, while Hunter packed up the wrapping supplies, it was like someone unplugged him. He basically dropped onto the couch and curled in a ball. “Man, it’s been a great day.” He yawned heavily. “Can we watch a movie marathon, Aunt Natalie?”

      Instead, Aunt Natalie went to put him to bed. Which meant Hunter should leave.

      “What about that movie marathon?” Hunter asked as she returned.

      “Cecily is asleep.” Natalie aimed a thumb toward the room. “I don’t want to wake her up. Her husband, Trace, has the sound system set to deafening.”

      “We could go to Yuletide Manor. There’s the bride’s room with a viewing screen across from the sofa. I’ve got streaming there.”

      Natalie looked weary and thankful at once. “Really? I’ve been craving a good Christmas movie. Can we have popcorn?”

      They could have popcorn. Better, he’d have Natalie in his arms.

      When it ended, not much popcorn had been eaten, and not much of the movie had been watched. To be fair, the movie had gotten dull. They’d both seen White Christmas with Bing Crosby and Danny Kaye a few times. They’d come up for air during the song “Happy Holiday” because it was Natalie’s favorite. She even sang along. But the rest of the time they spent in Hunter’s favorite activity—kissing Natalie.

      Natalie Tanner’s kiss in the kitchen of her sister’s house had been something, but at Yuletide Manor, she was something else. Something beyond his expectations, and almost beyond the relationship limitations he’d put on himself.

      She had him wrapped around her finger. If she’d said, let’s move to Jupiter, he would have ordered his space suit right then.

      “You’re going back to Reedsville after the wedding?”

      “Well, first I’m planning to spend Christmas with my family. And it depends on when the baby comes. Cecily will need me.”

      “Your job is okay with that?”

      “Zeke calls me every morning to ask where I am.”

      I want to do that. Hunter played with a strand of her silky hair. No, I want to know right where she is every morning and not have to ask.

      Whoa. Whoa, Nelly. That kissing session had apparently been a steam-engine, shifting his feelings into high speed. But for the first time in his life, he didn’t want to run away from someone showing him her affection, sincerely motivated or not. For the first time, he wanted to be the one showing more—giving and not just receiving.

      “Tell me something you’ve never told anyone.” He traced the veins on the back of her hand. “I want to know you. The real you.”

      Natalie lifted his hand and kissed the knuckles, sending shivers up his arm. “Like what?”

      “Like, a dream you had.”

      “This one.”

      “What?” He blinked. “You had a dream about this?”

      “I thought you meant the other kind of dream. Hopes and dreams.”

      “Go on then.” He pulled her legs across his lap. “Tell me? I’ll keep it safe.”

      “Being in Yuletide Manor with … someone.”

      With him? “With me?” He chanced the question.

      “With someone I loved.” Like sledding with Dad. Or biking past it with Leela or her sisters and making up stories about living in it. “Or at least with someone I really enjoyed kissing.” She smiled, breaking him all to pieces again, and she kissed him once again, who knew for how long. The grandfather clock struck ten thirty before they came up for air. She could probably tell his dream was coming true here, too.

      “Now you tell me something real, Hunter.” Natalie rested her head against his chest.

      “What do you want to know?”

      Natalie paused a moment, but she finally said, “Why haven’t you … I don’t know. Chosen someone before now?”

      He sniffed a little half-laugh. “As if the choice were solely mine to make.”

      “You know what I mean.” She nestled closer, fitting perfectly beneath his arm. “You’re Hunter Hawthorn. You could have had your pick before now. Women kind of fall at your feet. Even Una Mae Coldicott does what you say.”

      “All the Una Maes of this world are my oyster.” He waited while she soft-punched his abs a couple of times. “This is going to sound … cocky.”

      “Say it anyway.”

      “I guess it’s kind of been a hangup of mine. Forever, it seemed like any girl I liked, she ended up crying because of me.”

      Wow. That was super hard to hear himself say out loud. It grated against his ears like a rooster’s crow at five in the morning.

      “Like me?”

      “Beginning with you.” Hunter laid his head against the back of the couch. “I mean, we didn’t really know each other then, and I didn’t see you cry.” But they both knew the truth. “After that, it seemed to have launched a pattern. A few years ago, I decided I couldn’t do it anymore, and since then I’ve kept everyone at a distance.”

      “You call this keeping a distance?” She looked up, laughter in her eyes. She was practically glued to him, body and soul.

      “Too big of a distance, when it’s you, Natalie.” He kissed her upturned lips. “Thanks for forgiving me.”

      “Thanks for asking.”

      The movie’s credits rolled. Soon, her breathing was regular. She’d fallen asleep in his arms. Hunter put his feet up on the ottoman, sinking farther down into the couch. Natalie’s hair spread across his torso, like a silk blanket. He traced its lines, one version of his future spooling out in front of him. One where he and Natalie swung from the oak tree’s branch. Where they lived in a three-story dollhouse and she baked bread for him. Where she was happy with her loads of babies who built forts and played in the attic.

      Where Yuletide Manor didn’t get signed over to the city. Where he gave up the idea of being a true Hawthorn, influencing thousands through lectures and historical perspective. Where he entrusted it only to himself, the one person who cared about it most of all.

      Was such a heretofore-unimagined future even possible?

      He closed his eyes and saw every bit of it, dreamed it into a vision.

      When he was with Natalie, something in him felt triumphant, like the conquering hero, like he’d just emceed the Academy Awards and gotten huge laughs at his every joke. He was larger than himself. And yet—smaller. Willing to choose a smaller audience. An audience of … Natalie.

      “Did I fall asleep?” She startled. “I’m so sorry. I did have the nicest dream, though.” She twisted around and gave him a sensuous kiss, far more passionate than any previous. He accepted it and volleyed it right back at her, and she reciprocated with an increased level of heat.

      Inwardly, Hunter groaned. This wasn’t what he’d planned. But it might be everything he wanted. And more.
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      Natalie

      

      If there was such a thing as a kissing hangover, Natalie had one. At least any time she thought of last night, she got foggy-brained and a little unsteady on her feet.

      “Aunt Natalie?” Bobby asked as Natalie helped button his coat. “Are you going to watch Christmas movies with me tonight?”

      Christmas movie-watching was definitely her favorite activity. “That sounds fun.”

      “Sorry, honey.” Cecily waddled into the kitchen, a hand atop her belly. “I need you tonight.” She placed a hand on Bobby’s shoulder. “Someone has to help me put all the baby books on the bookshelf.” She named a few that had been Bobby’s favorite, and then he told Natalie about them all the way to the bus stop.

      When Natalie came back inside, Cecily had found her way to the recliner in the living room. “I’m tired of being in bed. It’s definitely worth it, but I’m going stir crazy. Thanks a million for all you’re doing for me. For all of us.” She wiped her brow.

      “If you want help with the baby bookshelf, or anything else, just let me know. I’m up for projects.”

      “Your top priority is the wedding.” Cecily took a deep breath, letting it out with a slow hiss. “Whoosh. Sorry. That was a strong one.”

      “You’re not in labor, are you?” Alarm racked Natalie. “I’ll call the ambulance!”

      “Just Braxton-Hicks. False labor.” Cecily shook her head. “And no, I really do want you to get things settled for the wedding. How helpful is Quinlan in the process?”

      “Let’s just say, she’s not getting in my way at all.” Or even showing up, but she had her reasons—tender and relatable. “Hunter Hawthorn said he finds it a little easier when brides don’t show up, though. Then they can’t make an emotional decision which they’ll change their minds about later.”

      “Quinlan is going to be a wonderful wife.”

      True. Just like Cecily. Great wives and mothers. Natalie held in the dragging sigh that attempted to escape. Becoming a wife and mother seemed so distant for her, despite the fact she’d been so physically and emotionally near Hunter last night.

      Getting close might be a mistake. After all, she was leaving and going back to Reedsville—and he supposedly had plans of abandoning Yuletide Manor to another person’s care sometime soon.

      Poor Yuletide Manor.

      Hunter would leave a hole when he left it. A crater.

      Poor me, when I go back to Reedsville and can’t see him anymore.

      “Speaking of Hunter, you were out late last night.” Cecily took a sip from her mug. “Everything going well?” Cecily gave her a pointed look.

      “I’m not ready to talk about it.” Natalie had been burned too many times in the past by assuming a guy was as serious about her as she was about him. Starting with Dad, actually. But there had been a couple of subsequent examples. “I’ll let you know.”

      “I want to be the first to know.” Cecily took another swig. “If things go well, you’ll be one of the happiest women in Massey Falls.”

      So much pressure on Hunter. The town had high expectations for him. If I end up with Hunter—not that I will—would the pressure be on me, too? Sheesh, Natalie hadn’t thought of that. She’d be a Hawthorn. That was pressure in itself.

      Natalie couldn’t do that. Or could she? She’d baked a thousand loaves of bread without a single failure. She’d stopped being terrified of planning a wedding. She’d chosen the flowers, for heaven’s sake.

      Are you ready? Hunter’s voice sounded in Natalie’s head, almost echoing what Natalie had said a moment ago. Ready? She wasn’t ready! Unless … unless he was ready? Was he?

      A knock sounded, and Natalie—forgetting she was still in pajamas—answered. “Hunter!”

      “Hey, good morning. You look ready—for something, but not the linens rental shop.”

      Natalie pulled her invisible robe around herself—but it was no use. She stood in her red silk Christmas pjs in his full view. “What—what’s going on?”

      “Didn’t you get my text?” He glanced at her attire. His eyes lingered in strategic spots for a brief moment, which made her heart flip over, but then he met her eyes again. “I guess not. I messaged to say that we were able to get an appointment with the linens company at eight thirty.”

      “I was just getting Bobby off to school.” Natalie hustled to the counter and poured him a cup of juice. “My phone is charging. Drink this, and I’ll go get ready. Cecily”—Natalie shot her a warning look—“will be really glad to hear about the wedding plans, since she can’t be involved. And we both know how much Cecily likes to be involved.”

      Hunter laughed. Natalie left them to get dressed. She applied as many coats of mascara as she could at warp speed, and an extra one, in case Hunter was getting a close-up.

      How could she see him today and not kiss him?

      How could she ever see him again and not kiss him?

      I might be ready to tell at least Cecily that I’m falling for him.

      Natalie found Hunter and Cecily laughing, and she caught the tail end of an anecdote about the chamber of commerce. “Let’s go see some linens!” As if it were the most exciting treasure hunt of all time.

      Hunter grinned. “Cecily, can I borrow Natalie tonight?” He came and helped Natalie on with her coat. “There’s a Hawthorn family sing-along event.”

      Oh, there was? Maybe it was something else she’d missed via text. She checked her phone. Sure enough—sing-along. With his family!

      Natalie’s veins turned to ice. Meeting his family? Wait a cotton-picking minute. Is he really taking me to meet his family?
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, they’d chosen all the linens—napkins, tablecloths, chair swag—and were walking into Yuletide Manor with boxes of napkin rings before Natalie dared bring it up.

      “Family sing-along? What’s that going to be like?”

      Hunter set down his box on a shelf in a storage closet. “The singing part? Great fun. Or me getting grilled by my aunts part? Not so much.”

      “Grilled about …” About his relationship with Natalie? A few thousand sparrows migrated through her stomach.

      “You name it.” Hunter took Natalie’s box and set it near his, and then he closed the closet. “My haircut, my still being in school, my job prospects. Most of all, who I’m dating.”

      “They care about you,” she managed—after grasping for what to say.

      Does that mean I’m just, what? A human shield against the onslaught of questions? Or is he showing me off to them?

      “Yeah, I know. It’s just on a loop that’s been playing for ten years or more.” He shrugged. “I can take it. But be prepared for the onslaught of questions, too.”

      What kind of questions? Questions about their relationship? Because … Natalie had a lot of her own questions about that. Yes, they were in one. The kissing alone defined that, even if it was just a kissing relationship.

      She let her eyes flit toward Hunter. Did he agree? What exactly was their relationship?

      And was this a date? Were they … dating?

      If so, it was pretty fresh. Talking about a relationship while it was so new might be the equivalent of opening an oven too soon. The cake could fall.

      Natalie put her questions on hold. Besides, how he treated her when he was around his family would tell her a lot—maybe everything she needed to know. She just had to be patient until tonight.

      And not let more kissing mix up her brain.
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        * * *

      

      “Welcome!” Mrs. Hawthorn embraced Natalie as she and Hunter entered the large, log cabin filled with Hawthorns and extended family. “It’s Natalie Tanner, isn’t it?” She took Natalie’s coat and directed them into the large gathering room. “It’s lovely to see you.”

      Natalie handed her a paper-wrapped package, and she peeked inside.

      “Bread?” Mrs. Hawthorn clutched it to her chest. “I am the biggest sucker for a fresh loaf of bread, and here we are with no bakery in Massey Falls, with yeast and me in an immortal battle with yeast winning every time. Hunter tells me you’re the best, though.”

      He’d told her that? Natalie flushed, her eyes darting to Hunter, who looked at her with pride.

      “I remember your Grandma Tanner so fondly.” Mrs. Hawthorn led them into the house. “She was my piano teacher when I was a little girl.”

      “She did love the piano.” Natalie gaped at the huge room dripping with everything Christmas! Vaulted ceiling, knotty pine shiplap, warm yellow lights. Garland hung bunting-style from the banisters, and lights sparkled on the enormous tree in front of the floor-to-ceiling windows. The smell of roasting turkey and the laughter filled the room.

      “How’s the wedding planning going?” Mrs. Hawthorn asked. “No hiccups, I hope?”

      “I’ve got it, Mom.” Hunter gave her a weak smile. Was he as confident about it as he seemed? So far so good, though.

      Every person balanced a plate or a child on a lap. Guests, enjoying each other’s company, barely glanced at the two of them as they entered. A few waved at or acknowledged Hunter, and a couple of them whispered behind hands and pointed in Natalie’s direction.

      But the volley of questions didn’t happen. Instead, Hunter’s mom—who insisted Natalie call her Helen, since the room contained at least a dozen Mrs. Hawthorns that night—made sure they each got a plate of dinner and then called everyone to attention.

      “Hunter’s here, so it’s time to sing. Group yourselves into your singing parts.”

      To Natalie’s astonishment, the group obeyed—almost like they’d been looking forward to it eagerly. There was some chaos while tenors found fellow tenors, and sopranos scooted together. Natalie was co-opted into the alto section, and Hunter got dragged in among the basses.

      A little girl younger than Bobby crawled onto the couch and planted herself beneath Natalie’s arm. “I’m Nessa.”

      “I’m Natalie. We both start with N.”

      Nessa grinned.

      “First song? Page one.” Helen lifted her arms, ready to lead. Someone else passed Natalie a folder of music. She shared with Nessa. Page one was perfect. “‘The First Noel,’ everyone. And, one and two and …”

      The pianist offered opening notes, and then began to play. Natalie craned her neck and saw a baby grand in one corner. Only the top of the pianist’s head was visible, but it bobbed in the rhythm Helen beat, and soon—everyone was in harmony.

      Wow. Serious harmony! Every part pulled its weight. Natalie bounced around a bit until she got into her groove, but eventually she found it, especially after an aunt-looking person leaned in a little and sang into Natalie’s ear.

      Natalie gave her a grateful smile and nod.

      There. So much better. Singing together made it less scary and more fun.

      Hunter migrated back over to Natalie’s side, sitting close. The guy had a pretty nice voice. It filled her ears and her heart, as the family sang through every carol from “O Holy Night” to “Up on the Housetop.”

      For the rousing version of “Go Tell it on the Mountain,” everyone really got into, clapping and embellishing. Natalie found herself letting go and singing along with gusto.

      “That last one is my favorite.” Hunter brought Natalie a cup of cocoa. “It’s always the finale.”

      “You do this every year?” Natalie sipped the warm chocolate.

      “Every year that I’m in town.”

      “If it were me, I’d make sure I was in town every year.” The cocoa made her belly warm, but so did Hunter’s family, and his moorings. Maybe he is exactly the guy I thought he was back in high school. The guy who paid for someone’s lunch. The guy who served everyone. The guy who anchored the student body.

      Solid.

      Grounded.

      Real.

      “So, you liked the sing-along?”

      It’d be difficult to overstate how much, but she didn’t want to gush. “It was great. Your family is great.” Natalie’s family would never do this. Of course it was just the three sisters. Plus two husbands, and Bobby, and more babies to come. My family is changing. It won’t just be three of us forever, but we’ll never be like this.

      A big family like Hunter’s would be so amazing. Love, harmony, energy. Okay, and little kids pushing each other, and one hitting his head on the fireplace hearth and needing to be whisked off for stitches at the ER halfway through the singing. And one uncle reading Hunter the riot act—loudly—about not living forevermore in Yuletide Manor. But still. Even the chaos was warmth.

      She watched Hunter as he talked to an older cousin. It felt so comfortable here she might never want to leave the protective closeness.

      But—future-tripping was dangerous when she still didn’t know what he thought of her, or where they stood.

      “Hey, Hunter.” A tipsy-looking but attractive woman came over and draped an arm across Hunter’s shoulder. “I didn’t expect you to be here.”

      “Odile.” Hunter gave a tight smile. “Natalie, this is Odile, my cousin’s wife.”

      “Oh, don’t call me that, Hunter.” She looked to be in her late thirties. “I’m your kissing cousin.” She planted a sloppy kiss on his cheek. “I’m tired of this party.” Her eyes narrowed at Natalie. “Who exactly are you?”

      Natalie froze. “I’m”—his client’s sister? Someone he used to know? His girlfriend he kisses until her toes curl?—“uh …” A pinching formed in the front of her brain.

      “She’s an old friend,” Hunter interjected. “Now, Odile, I think they’re going to serve the cake in the other room. You can’t miss your chance for cake. I think it’s spice cake.”

      “I do love spice cake.” Odile tottered off.

      Hunter brushed his sleeve where Odile had been leaning. He reached for Natalie, but she didn’t embrace his offered hand.

      Old friend?

      Neither word of the phrase flattered her.

      “Are you okay?” He took her hand. “Odile is notorious around here. Don’t let her bother you.”

      It wasn’t Odile that was bothering Natalie. It was Hunter’s dismissal of Natalie. He wasn’t into her. Not enough to even tell a drunk person that he liked her.

      The weight of that fact crushed her. She couldn’t think straight. She had to get out of here. They needed to slow things down, if he wasn’t feeling about her the way she was about him.

      “Hey, Hunter. I’d better get back to Cecily’s house. I was gone late last night, and she was having false labor today.”

      “I’ll take you home.”

      “No, it’s all right.” As if she’d walk all that way.

      “No, Natalie. I’ll drive you.” He got their coats, and in the truck Natalie tuned the radio to the Christmas station and sang along. Loudly. “Jingle bells, jingle bells.”

      Hunter looked askance at her, and at her house, she jumped out before he could get her door.

      “I’ll see you at the cake tasting?” she called, and then slammed the truck and ran inside the house before he could ask any dangerous questions.
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      Hunter

      

      Hunter paced the kitchen of Mrs. Prescott, the local wedding cake specialist, since Massey Falls didn’t have an official bakery. But Natalie wasn’t here yet, nor was her sister Quinlan, the bride.

      The kitchen was a bright white theme, and winter light streamed through the large windows over the back yard that was filled with brambles bearing red berries.

      “I have the four main flavors for you to taste.” Mrs. Prescott set another pair of plates on the countertop on pretty china plates. Each had a small silver fork. “Same as always—strawberry, vanilla, chocolate, and red velvet.” Mrs. Prescott had worked with Mom’s weddings at Yuletide Manor for the past however many events, and Hunter knew the drill from Mom’s frequent retellings.

      “Nice.” Hunter eyed the plates, wishing for once there’d been a spice cake option. Yuletide Manor, with its age and history, just seemed like a spice cake personality venue.

      It didn’t hurt that it was his favorite.

      If I ever find a woman who agrees with me that spice cake is the One True Cake, I’ll …

      What? He’d propose on the spot?

      Possibly.

      He laughed inwardly.

      “What’s funny?” Mrs. Prescott set down two little glasses of milk beside the plates. “That the bride and groom are standing us up? It’s nothing new for the wedding couple to be late.”

      No, but it was strange for Natalie to be late. She was the promptest person he’d met. There’d been the time at El Toro, but she’d been dealing with her sister, which made it understandable.

      “No, I was just thinking about how predictable this meeting is.”

      “You mean that the bride will like the taste of the chocolate cake the most, but she will ultimately choose the red velvet cake because it looks the prettiest?”

      “Bingo.” See? Mrs. Prescott knew the drill as well as Hunter did. “Are these the only flavors you bake?”

      “Heavens, no.” Mrs. Prescott opened a cupboard to reveal countless cookbooks, all labeled with some form of cake title. “It’s just that in all my thirty years of baking cakes, I’ve rarely had a bride choose a flavor besides one of these four. Well, until about ten years ago, some chose carrot cake, but that has died out. Soon, I’ll just be stacking up Twinkies.”

      Hunter raised his hands, palms out, as if in surrender. “No, please.”

      The doorbell rang. Mrs. Prescott left to answer it, and Hunter hoped it would be Natalie. After what happened yesterday with Odile, he probably needed to explain a thing or two—or figure out what he’d done wrong.

      I chickened out is what happened. I said Natalie was an old friend when I should have shouted to everyone she’s my girlfriend. But he hadn’t asked Natalie first, and Odile shouldn’t have become the first to know.

      In walked Natalie, her face red. “My car broke down, and I had to walk the last few blocks.”

      “It broke down?” Hunter strode toward her. “Why didn’t you call?”

      “I was near the service station, so I coasted in. I figured you were busy with chamber things, and I underestimated how long it would take to walk.” She turned to Mrs. Prescott. “I’m so sorry I kept you waiting.”

      “No, dear. It’s just fine. Let me warm you up some soup.” Mrs. Prescott had already placed a pot on the stove and was emptying a can of Campbell’s into it. “I can’t have you cold and tasting the cake. It won’t settle right and melt in your mouth.”

      “Natalie is a professional baker, Mrs. Prescott, at Bread & Breakfast in Reedsville.”

      Mrs. Prescott whipped around to face them. “Oh, that is the most wonderful bakery. When I was in Reedsville for my mother’s surgery a few years ago, I waited in Bread & Breakfast just so I could breathe the scents of fresh bread. Of course, I ate quite a bit of it, too.”

      “It does smell good in there.” Natalie gave her that smile. Hunter’s knees weakened. “I miss it.”

      The words hit Hunter like a shovel to the shins. She misses it.

      Natalie had a life in Reedsville, including a job at the most prestigious bakery in the region. A skill that she used daily—and well. The tiny idea he’d briefly entertained of asking her not to go back dried up and disappeared in a poof of flour.

      Besides, he was leaving. I’m leaving! It didn’t feel like that was true as much anymore.

      “It smells good in here, too.” Natalie sat down at the counter on a barstool. “Are these the choices for Quinlan’s wedding? They look delicious.”

      “If you’re a professional baker, am I getting in the way by baking the cake?”

      “Not at all. I specialize in breads.”

      “I really wish we had a bakery here in town. I do love fresh bread.” Mrs. Prescott sighed. “Too bad you’re not moving back to bake for all of us who can’t drive to Reedsville for bread for dinner every day.”

      “Yeah.” Natalie’s smile only pulled to one side.

      While they sampled the cakes, Mrs. Prescott described the flavors and the frosting choices. “And I will add frosting, fresh flowers, or other decoration, as you choose.”

      Natalie and Hunter tasted the chocolate, then the vanilla, the strawberry, and finally the red velvet. Natalie chewed slowly, tilting her head to the side, as if evaluating.

      “Well?” Mrs. Prescott clasped her hands at her chest. “It’s not often I have a professional baker judging my wares. What do you think? I can take it. Be honest.”

      “Honestly, they’re delicious.” Natalie took a sip of milk. “All of them.”

      “But?” Mrs. Prescott had sensed the same but that Hunter had heard. “Too sweet?”

      “I know that Quinlan will want chocolate, but it just feels like …”

      “Like?” Hunter prompted.

      “Like for a Christmas wedding—especially one at Yuletide Manor, with all that history—a more traditional cake would be in order. Something loaded with dried fruits and nuts. Or, you know what? A spice cake. That would be the perfect thing for a Christmastime wedding at Yuletide Manor.”

      A ringing buzzed in Hunter’s ears. He didn’t hear the further discussion between Natalie and Mrs. Prescott, who removed a couple of cookbooks from her cupboard. The two baking professionals chatted, but Hunter was busy chewing—on the things Natalie had said about spice cake.

      It wasn’t a sign. It couldn’t be a sign. Hunter didn’t believe in looking for signs.

      But it’s totally a sign.

      He was falling for this girl more and more. And unless he did something big about it, he was going to lose her. Talking to Mom might help him get his bearings. He was no mama’s boy, but he was man enough to admit that his mother was wise.

      Then, he had just the idea of his very own. After all, Natalie didn’t have a car right now, so she’d need some form of transportation to get home.

      It might just be perfect.
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      Hunter

      

      “Have you ever been on a sleigh ride?” Hunter helped Natalie into the sleigh, with its blue velvet tufted upholstery, and its perfect white paint with gold trim. “I brought a blanket to cover your legs, in case you get cold.”

      “Thank you. Massey Falls was definitely cold today.” Natalie settled in. “How did you find this?”

      Hunter nodded his head at the driver who sat up front on the driver’s bench. “Rolf keeps this thing in hiding all year. He pulls it out if someone asks, but he’s basically hiding his light under a bushel.”

      Rolf gave Hunter a shake of the head. “I bring it out for my grandkids when they’re in town.”

      “And for his favorite nephew.” Hunter draped the heavy quilt over Natalie’s legs. Then, he slid closer to her and placed himself under it as well. Her thigh was flush against his. She was shivering slightly, so he placed an arm around her shoulders. “It’s a shame Quinlan nixed the spice cake idea.”

      “I knew she’d choose chocolate, but it was worth asking, especially after how happy Mrs. Prescott seemed at the idea of baking something different.”

      Natalie had lit up the local cake lady’s world all morning. She’d lit up Bobby’s world, and her two sisters’ worlds with her kindness and sacrifice. She lights up my world with her smile. Natalie deserved this special sleigh ride. In fact, she deserved all the good things.

      I want to give her all the good things.

      Their breath steamed and mingled. Rolf clicked his tongue, gave a little flick of the reins, and the matched pair of white horses pulled the sleigh into motion.

      “I’ll take you two lovebirds up to the falls.” He placed a pair of noise canceling headphones around his neck. “If you need me, though, you’ll have to tug my coat. I’m listening to my true crime podcast and won’t hear a word you say.”

      All the better.

      “I haven’t been to the waterfall in years.” Natalie gazed out at the landscape. “Thank you for the outing. I was hoping for a chance to talk to you.”

      “Good. I was hoping for a chance to kiss you.”

      She frowned for a second, but she accepted his kiss as the sleigh whooshed through the snow.

      With her in the crook of his arm, he pressed a kiss to her hairline. He couldn’t help himself. She was so near, and she felt so right and smelled so good. She turned to face him as the sleigh whooshed into the privacy of the thick tree-lined path into the woods.

      Hunter took his moment and placed a kiss on her pretty lips. She sighed against it, and his stomach dropped and rose. He was flying, soaring in her kiss.

      They arrived at the overlook of the waterfall, which was just visible a dozen feet below, through the thick stand of trees on either side of the three drops of the waterfall. One set was totally frozen, just icicles, and another was partially iced over. The largest of the three drops still flowed—sparkling and black and white, with tree branches and boulders protruding and giving it variety.

      “It’s gorgeous,” Natalie breathed. “I’d forgotten how much I love this place.”

      “I used to come up here when I needed to think.” And it was giving him a lot of things to think about now, as well. “I’m going to be sad to leave Yuletide Manor.”

      “Into the hands of another caretaker.”

      “That’s been the plan.” Although, it wasn’t as cut and dried today as it had been in weeks, and years, past. From the beginning, he’d planned to fix up Yuletide Manor and then use the experience as a springboard to his teaching career. But that future felt so fuzzy in this moment. Hazy, like fog on a winter morning. In London. He hadn’t told her about the teaching offer, since nothing was official. Why jinx it? “The town loves it.”

      “I love it, too.”

      Which was one of the things he liked most about her. “You seem to have a special connection to it.” Was he reading that correctly?

      “I do. The story isn’t mine to tell, though.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Natalie looked up at him. “It’s my grandmother’s story.”

      “Is she living?”

      “She died a couple of years ago.”

      “If you prefer to keep it secret.”

      For a second, Natalie looked elated, but then, she physically pulled back from him, turning her knees away and looking out at the falls. “Hunter,” Natalie said as the sleigh pulled away from the overlook and headed back toward town. “I’m not sure this is a good idea. Things are moving fast, and I’m a little … gun-shy, I guess.”

      Moving fast? Maybe to the outside world, but not to him. “Is this about last night? I was a jerk.”

      “I just thought it was ironic.”

      “Which part?” That Odile, of all people, pressed him into figuring out he wanted to ask Natalie to be his official girlfriend?

      “The old friends thing. When we definitely weren’t friends in the past.”

      More important, were they now? “I want to talk to you about that.”

      Visions of her love of spice cake danced in his head. As did visions of kissing Natalie on the sofa, of her wondrous reaction to Yuletide Manor, of her sweetness with kids, her amazing bread skills, of her devotion to her sisters, of the sight of her singing with his family, of her insight into his past and his future, of the way he wanted to make her believe in herself—and in them together.

      “Natalie, we’ve known each other a long time.”

      “I wouldn’t say that, exactly. We’ve known of each other for a long time.”

      It looked like she wasn’t going to make this easy for him.

      “What I’m saying is that while I don’t want to freak you out, I like the pace we’re moving.”

      “You’re not talking about in the sleigh.” She looked away, but he still saw the side of her face pull downward. “I’m flattered, Hunter. Really, I am.”

      Uh-oh. He was losing her.

      Hunter’s soul scrambled. What was going on? This was totally outside his experience. For one, in all his dating years, he’d never had a girl pull away from him first. For another, he’d never felt so desperate to heal a rift.

      “Don’t react just yet.” Hunter needed more time. “Give it some thought.”

      “That’s all I’ve been doing.”

      Hunter tried to get his bearings in this emotional riptide that was pulling him out to sea, while she stood on shore. Faster and faster he swam, but to no avail.

      Natalie’s beautiful smile had hooked him, but she was so much more than her surface loveliness. She was great with children, and not just with Bobby. She’d also charmed all the kids at the Hawthorn sing-along. She was talented without being a show-off, a trait he didn’t possess but admired. His family seemed to adore her—and his aunts hadn’t even grilled her. They must have sensed Natalie’s noble soul and respected Natalie’s privacy. That, or they’d been afraid to jinx things.

      Best of all, Natalie loved the things he loved. She cared about the things he’d invested in. She even wanted the things he’d forgotten to let himself want—a swing in the oak tree, kids playing in the attic, a renewed generation of Hawthorns at Yuletide Manor.

      Natalie was right. Using it as a public venue wasn’t the highest calling for that home. It needed a family. Yuletide Manor needed to be filled with daily love. Its kitchen needed to be used, not just as a showpiece or a time capsule. It needed to bake bread in the brick oven.

      It needed Natalie.

      I need Natalie.

      So far, Hunter’s big-deal, tenure-track teaching offer at Darlington College had not materialized. The truth was, it might not come, and Hunter had long needed to formulate a plan B.

      Stupid as it might sound, Hunter had never needed to formulate a plan B before in his charmed, Hawthorn-heritage life. Things he’d wanted had always worked out and come his way, whether he’d deserved them or not. In fact, he’d just gone on assuming the teaching offer would arrive, and he’d acted like he didn’t need a safety net.

      Did he?

      Natalie’s kiss wafted through his memory, and plan B became starkly obvious: stay wherever Natalie was. Get a job, any job, just to be near her. Impractical, but it was starting to eclipse plan A. And plan A is starting to include Natalie, too.

      “Hold off making any decisions.” He pressed one more kiss to her temple. He needed a day or two to arrange his own thoughts. “Don’t say anything else. Just—save a dance for me at the rehearsal dinner. I want to talk to you about something important.”

      When they arrived back in town, Hunter took Natalie to her car, which had been repaired. He kissed her once more, but only because there were more kisses coming. That was the thing about being with Natalie—there was always something to look forward to, including learning about her grandmother, who apparently had a story about Yuletide Manor.

      Every layer he peeled back, he found more treasure in Natalie Tanner.

      He pulled out his phone to check the selfies they’d taken together at the falls and on the sleigh ride, but an email notification flashed.

      One new message from Professor Bellflower at Darlington College.

      Hunter clicked.

      We’d like to officially offer you a full-time teaching position in the history department, leading the cultural heritage preservation program.
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      Natalie

      

      The rehearsal dinner was just a couple of days away, and there were a million details to complete, but Bobby was out of school and needed a lot of attention. When Trace was home, he gave it in spades, and he did his best to video chat, but it wasn’t the same as an adult presence.

      “Come on, Aunt Natalie!” Bobby tugged at Natalie’s arm. “We’re going to be late! They’re going to announce the gingerbread village winners without us. I can’t miss it. What if I won?”

      Bobby’s broken-down cookie house had not won the contest. Guaranteed. Natalie dragged her feet. Hunter would be there, announcing the winners, and she wasn’t ready to see him. That whole ominous thing about wanting her to save him a dance at the rehearsal dinner? It had her shaking in her snow boots.

      But she couldn’t disappoint Bobby.

      “Hey, Leela.” Natalie joined her roommate, Leela, who was in the crowd. The outdoor night air had a sharp bite, but the town had placed heat lamps at the edge of the gathering, which took the edge off the cold.

      “Natalie, how are you? Where’s Hunter?”

      Ugh. Hunter. “Probably taking phone calls about the wedding.”

      “I, for one, am astounded at how well you’ve handled this plan Quinlan’s wedding thing. On top of babysitting?”

      “Bobby’s a breeze.”

      “Yeah, but it’s still pressure.”

      True. “Hunter has done most of it.”

      “Maybe, but you’ve kept your cool, when it’s way outside your comfort zone. I stand by my longtime mantra, the Tanner girls can do anything.”

      “I think you mean the Hawthorns. They’re the paragons of the town.”

      “Whatever. I’m talking about you.” Leela rolled her eyes. “I ran into your coworker, Kelsi, and she told me about losing a hundred bucks to you for the thousand loaves of perfect bread. I almost called the newspaper.”

      “Thanks for not.” The last thing she needed was to be in the spotlight. Or, was it the last? It felt good to be recognized for her baking skills. Hunter’s mom loved her bread, and sharing the fact with her face-to-face had felt good. The compliments were nice. And Bobby and friends, and her family all loved the bread. Being able to see the love and appreciation in their eyes—it was nice.

      “So”—Natalie changed the subject—“I didn’t expect you to be here this weekend. Isn’t it a big sales day at the bookstore?”

      Right before Christmas, the bookstore in Reedsville where Leela worked was usually swamped.

      It was only then that Natalie noticed the red-rimmed eyes. “Oh, Leela. What’s wrong?”

      “Blaine’s … leaving Reedsville.” She blew her nose into a handkerchief. “And he didn’t ask me to come with him.”

      Natalie threw her arms around Leela, pulling her tight. “I’m so sorry.” She held Leela while she shook, crying silently. “So, so sorry. It’s the worst when people leave unexpectedly.”

      That was the rub! That was what had wounded her so deeply when Dad drove off that night. He’d left. Abandoned her. Well, and Mom and Cecily and Quinlan, of course, but—he’d left. Natalie had been the last to see him. It ripped her to shreds. Her own tears started to form for Leela. And herself.

      “I might even move back to Mom and Dad’s now.”

      And leave Natalie alone in Reedsville? An emptiness grew inside her. Living in Reedsville, two winding-road hours away from her family and Bobby’s cute anecdotes, was only bearable because of Leela.

      “I love my parents, but coming back here is pretty much a death knell for my marriage prospects. You’re dating the only truly eligible bachelor in town, and everyone else is like”—she shuddered—“Una Mae Coldicott’s son, Felix.”

      Ew.

      “I shouldn’t have come tonight. I thought it would distract me, but now I just look lame.”

      “It’s all right. You can stand by Bobby and me.” Natalie clung to Leela’s arm. Her light brown hair was a staticky mess, and Natalie smoothed it. “I’ll tell anyone who asks that your cat died.”

      “I don’t have a cat.” Leela sniffled. “Oh, right. I get it.” She sniffled again. “I knew he was moving on. I’ve known it since we started dating that he didn’t want to stay in Reedsville. I just thought he’d take me too, you know?”

      So, she’d come home to Massey Falls to escape. That made sense. So long as Leela didn’t lose her job over it. She loved it too much.

      Leela finished sniffling and then said, “Thanks, Natalie. I feel a lot better. I think I’ll go home to my parents’ house, though.” Leela slipped away into the crowd.

      Speaking of jobs, Natalie hadn’t checked in with Zeke for a few days. She was leaving the bakery high and dry at their busiest season. Not great for employment recommendations after they fired her—if it came to that.

      And what if it did?

      The fork in her future road branched. Stay in Reedsville, keep baking at Bread & Breakfast, continue her quiet life only visiting her sisters occasionally, and watching her nephews grow up from a distance—or …

      Or what?

      I love it here. I want to be here. Seeing the waterfall again had stirred up a thousand memories.

      Hunter wasn’t the only one who went to the falls when he had a decision to make or needed to think things through. Sitting there beside him in the sleigh and looking at the water had opened up the idea of new possibilities to her. What if she didn’t go back to Reedsville? What if Massey Falls really did need an afternoon bakery? What if she and …

      Well, that part wasn’t in her control. Hunter and Yuletide Manor couldn’t be part of her what-if list at this point.

      Oh, but if only they could.

      They can’t. Which is why I should slow things down, slow myself down.

      But, then he’d said he wanted to talked to her at the rehearsal dinner. It had to be something about their relationship. But which way would it go? Like Leela and Blaine, with Leela left standing among the ashes of her love while Blaine traipsed off to his next big dream? Or—could Natalie hope for something beautiful with Hunter?

      “They’re announcing it!” Bobby jumped up and down, pulling Natalie’s arm practically out of the socket.

      Sure enough, Hunter was up there on the stage, microphone in his hand, charming everyone. The guy had charisma oozing off him. He pointed at a teenage girl in the crowd, and she blew him a kiss. He air-caught it and put it in his pocket, just impromptu. It was cute, and Natalie was falling for it as much as the crowd was.

      He caught her eye, and waved. And winked!

      Natalie turned to look behind her, just in case. But no one was there.

      “That was for you, Miss Tanner.”

      The crowd gave a little rumble. Up beside her walked that awful woman, Odile. She wasn’t tipsy this time, thank goodness, but she still wore too much perfume.

      “He’s a heartthrob, all right.” She licked her lips. “Too yummy for words. You’re pretty lucky to be his flavor of the month. I wish it were me.” She left after dropping her grenade.

      Odile’s words sullied the purity of the moment. Natalie shuddered, sloughing off the ickiness.

      “What’s a flavor of the month?” Bobby asked. “That lady smelled like a flavor I don’t like—skunk.”

      Natalie’s fingers and toes were numb, but maybe not from the cold.

      Was Natalie just a passing fancy? Had Hunter done this before to other girls, string them along and make them feel special, only to drop them as soon as they started spinning ideas in their heads about a future with him?

      He had said something about making women cry.

      A dark pit of worry blossomed in her chest.

      “Oh, hello, Natalie.” Up walked Mrs. Hawthorn. “It was so nice to have you sing with us the other night. You have a nice alto voice.”

      “Only when someone else sings in my ear to keep me on tune.” Natalie grimaced. “But seriously, thank you for having me. My sisters and I should sing more.” Before she knew it, the question tumbled from her lips. “Does Hunter bring a new girl every year?”

      “Oh, no.”

      He didn’t? Then, Odile had been lying—or at least exaggerating? All the pent-up worry flowed from Natalie. “No?” she ventured.

      “Of course not. He’s only brought five or six in all the years we’ve been singing.”

      Five. Or six? That wasn’t a small number. Natalie’s mouth dried out.

      “Yeah, I think he’s more careful these days. His cousins started calling him Heartbreak Hunter a while back, and he really hated that.”

      “Heartbreak Hunter?”

      “It’s juvenile, isn’t it?” Mrs. Hawthorn winced. “Although, I must say it’s better than any of the previous nicknames they gave him—Serial Dumper, Sir Huntsalot. Some were far worse. Of course, I know he never meant to hurt any of those nice girls. He just couldn’t fall for them, and it’d be worse for them if he’d led them on, right? The whole cruel-to-be-kind thing, all that.”

      “Uh-huh.” Natalie nodded, but her face burned. “That’s a good way to look at it.” Her voice scratched.

      “Of course, I know it’s all just nudging him to be more open to commitment. I hope he can get there someday. Soon.” She gave Natalie an inscrutable look, and before Natalie could decipher it, said, “Isn’t it exciting that he finished his PhD, too? It’ll be sad to have him leave Massey Falls, but now that Yuletide Manor is ready to transfer to another caretaker, it makes sense. We’ll sure miss him.”

      Wait a minute. He wasn’t staying in Massey Falls?

      All this time, Natalie had understood that Hunter planned to shed Yuletide Manor, give it to the city, but—he was leaving?

      “But he’s the president of the chamber of commerce.” Look at him, he was a rockstar here. They loved him. He’d done so much good, made so many improvements. The town could hardly afford to lose Hunter Hawthorn. Plus—his family was here.

      “They’ll really miss him, but Burt Basingstoke can take it over again. I’m happy for Hunter. He’s been waiting on a job offer from Darlington College. It should be coming any day now. I guess I’m surprised that you’re surprised.”

      Job offer.

      Darlington College.

      Oh, Natalie was surprised all right. So surprised that an icy grip took hold of her heart.

      Darlington was hours away—and in the other direction from Reedsville.

      He’s leaving me. Without warning. Unexpected abandonment.

      “I see.” Her knees threatened to buckle. She flexed them each as hard as she could.

      “Oh, honey.” Mrs. Hawthorn grimaced. “I can see this is news to you. I’m horribly sorry. I just assumed he had told you all this. You two seem so close.”

      Yeah, Natalie had thought that, too.

      Mrs. Hawthorn was hailed by someone and went to chat.

      “Aw, I didn’t win.” Bobby flumped down on the snow beside Natalie’s feet.

      “I know just what you mean.” Natalie took his hand, and they went home.
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      Hunter

      

      Hunter searched the crowd for Natalie. It was hard to keep an eye on her in the shifting crowd. Then, he saw her talking to Mom.

      His heart warmed. Mom seemed to really like Natalie. Not that it was the main decision-making factor, but it did add another tally mark to the growing list of them in the Date Natalie Seriously and Think About Making Bigger Commitments column.

      When he finally finished the announcements, giving the award ribbons to the best gingerbread displays and the prize money for the best snow sculptures—congrats to the Godzilla sculpture designer—he jumped off the stage and went looking for Natalie.

      “Have you seen Natalie Tanner?” he asked Mrs. Coldicott.

      She had not. “Nor am I likely to. I’ve got important Ladies’ Auxiliary business to attend to, thank you very much. Our main fundraiser is over, but it doesn’t mean our holiday work is at an end.”

      Oh, brother.

      Hunter had done this before, searched a crowd for Natalie’s beautiful face. It was a good feeling to think that someone had been waiting for him as he finished his times on the stage. Would she be waiting for him after he finished his class lectures at Darlington College?

      His teeth felt gritty. He swallowed hard, but the grit remained.

      He hadn’t eaten anything yet this morning, so it didn’t make sense.

      “Have you seen Natalie Tanner?” he asked Mom.

      “Yes. She left though. What a sweetheart.” She sighed, like Hunter had done something wrong. “Have you told her about the teaching position? When do you leave for that?”

      Good question. “Classes start January fifth.” An incomplete but true answer. “Natalie left for where?” In truth, he hadn’t officially accepted it, but he’d agreed to go to Darlington and meet with Dr. Bellflower. The email had said there was paperwork to sign and some exciting things to discuss.

      “Not sure. But are you going to go after her? Literally and figuratively?” she called after him as he dashed away.

      Hunter couldn’t let her leave town. Not without explaining. He zigzagged through the crowd, only to run into Burt Basingstoke, someone he needed to speak to.

      “Hey, Burt. How is the head of the historic preservation committee?”

      “Hunter, my boy.” Burt pounded Hunter hard on the back. “Good to see you. Good to see you.” He held up a palm. “Before you ask, no. We’ve had no luck yet in our search for a director to run Yuletide Manor once you pass it off. Hard to find someone trustworthy, who will value it like it deserves. All we keep getting are young bucks who look at Yuletide Manor as a stepping stone to a bigger career. Disheartening, that’s what it is. Of course, we can’t expect you to put your whole life on hold and keep running it, or living in it. That’d be selfish of us. But we don’t want to shut it up again, leave it empty. These old houses need to be occupied or they decay. It’s counterintuitive, but being used keeps them alive. Leaving them untouched, they just wither up.” Burt took his first breath of the monologue.

      “You’ve found no one promising?”

      “Oh, don’t you worry about it, Hunter. You have plans. We can’t wait to sign the paperwork to make the ownership transfer. If you’re comfortable trusting us to find a director sometime down the road, we could take possession of the house anytime you’re ready to skip town.” Burt heaved a weary sigh. “Bigger and better, everyone’s always looking for bigger and better. But the truth is, smaller is sometimes bigger, and better is sometimes right where you are.”

      Burt said quite a few more things before Hunter could extricate himself from the barrage, but it left him reeling.

      No director? If Hunter left, the house could transfer ownership and then be shut up? No. There’d be a director. One would appear. Or one of the other Hawthorns in town could serve as a bridge, a stopgap measure.

      The job was waiting. His dream was within days of fulfillment. He couldn’t let Burt’s and the committee’s struggle slow him down.

      Once in his truck, Hunter hurried up the hill to Yuletide Manor to oversee last-minute prep for the rehearsal dinner.

      Hunter shouldn’t have left. Inside, the house was chaos. Beyond chaos. Everything was wrong, from the bunting to the chair arrangement, to the fingerprints on the the ballroom windows.

      Worst of all, the pine cone place settings they’d collected were now crawling with little spiders.

      He’d brought little spiders to a wedding dinner.

      Argh. Everything was falling apart. He wasn’t anything even close to the Hawthorn forefathers. He couldn’t even plan a simple wedding.

      “Hunter.” Mom came over and placed a hand on his shoulder. “It’s just a pine cone.”

      “But I messed it up.” And they were the pine cones he and Natalie had collected. They were special. “I shouldn’t have tried to organize this wedding. I’m out of my depth.”

      “Hey, it’s fine. It doesn’t matter where people sit. Let’s let them sit where they want.”

      “But—” There were a thousand other last-minute things going sideways for the rehearsal dinner. From the crab being overcooked to the tablecloths being wrinkled. “I’ve ruined it.”

      Mom came around and looked him in the eye. “No wedding is perfect. You’re not perfect.”

      Yes, he was Perfect Hunter. It was like an iron mantle on his shoulders.

      “Let the pine cones—and the outrageous expectations—go. Let it go.”

      “You sound like a Disney ballad.” But the Disney ballad’s words reverberated until they penetrated his mind. “Yeah, okay. No pine cones.”

      He exhaled. No pine cones. It was fine. The other glitches would have to be ignored. The only thing that wasn’t fine was the fact Hunter had to discuss his future with Natalie at this rehearsal dinner.

      Now, with the job offer, it was unclear what he should ask, exactly. He’d built his castles in the clouds with her in Massey Falls. It was getting easier and easier to picture a life with her here. He’d dreamed about it nightly. The swing, the children, the Christmases yet to come.

      But—the job offer.

      What was he going to say to her now? Was it crazy to change his life plans mid-stream? Or to ask Natalie to alter her own life dramatically and join him?

      There were bakeries where she could work near Darlington College, but none were Bread & Breakfast.

      This was going to be a big risk.

      But if he didn’t take it, he’d regret it the rest of his life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            20

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Natalie

      

      All she had to do was get through the wedding rehearsal dinner without crying. She’d held it together the past few hours, but seeing Hunter brought all her emotions to the surface.

      Do I even want to hear what he has to say? His mom, of all people, would know about his long-term plans to leave Massey Falls—and moreover, of his history of dumping girls who cared for him.

      Natalie writhed. Though she didn’t blame Mrs. Hawthorn—Natalie wasn’t the shoot-the-messenger type—it stung that he hadn’t told her himself.

      If it hadn’t been Quinlan’s wedding, Natalie would have skipped it. Gone back to Reedsville where it was safe.

      Instead, she went straight into the lion’s den of Yuletide Manor.

      “We’re here tonight to celebrate the marriage of Quinlan and Guthrie.” Hunter served as the natural master of ceremonies, welcoming everyone. “Dinner will be served, and then the happy couple-to-be has requested that we remove tables and chairs and that the guests dance. The bride officially excuses her older sister Cecily from dancing.” He indicated Cecily, who was stretched out on a settee at the side of the gathering.

      Cecily patted her pregnant belly and waved to the crowd, who were eating out of Hunter’s hand.

      Natalie, however, couldn’t eat anything—Hunter’s charm or any of the crab Louie, despite how delicious it had tasted in Emile’s kitchen. Her stomach was far too full of butterflies.

      Before she knew it, plates had been cleared, tables were put up, and Guthrie had taken Quinlan by the hand for the first dance.

      Hunter sidled up to Natalie. “Did you save me a dance?” The music changed, and he swept her onto the floor as a song in three-four time began.

      Hunter could waltz. Even more surprising, Natalie could waltz when she danced with Hunter Hawthorn. They glided around the room, weaving between the other couples, covering all the space in the ballroom. And yet, it all blurred into a haze of pain, like surgery without anesthesia.

      “Look,” he said, pointing out the plate glass windows. “The moon.”

      Sure enough, the moon was rising through the trees, huge and silvery yellow, casting an additional glow into the room besides the warm radiance of the fireplace and the candles.

      “It’s beautiful.”

      “You’re beautiful.” Hunter held the center of her back, pressing her closer to his chest, as they floated around the room seemingly six inches above the floor. “I don’t know what my life was like before you came into it.”

      That was the problem: he probably said those same words to all the girls. “Do you show all of them the full moon?”

      “All of whom?”

      “All the women you’ve brought to Yuletide Manor on the night of the full moon? Do you dance with all of them? Do you then tell them you’re about to leave town, and you’re really sorry. It’s been nice getting to know them, but it’s time to move on?”

      Just like with Leela, who’d believed in Blaine, albeit for much longer—several years instead of weeks—this was how guys did it.

      “What are you talking about? Who’ve you been talking to?”

      So there was something to it. “Are you leaving town, Hunter? Is that what you wanted to talk to me about tonight?”

      “Yes—no. I mean, yes. Natalie? What is going on?”

      Yes. He was leaving. The truth dropped like a boulder. Leaving. Unexpectedly. Like Blaine. Like Dad. Like that boyfriend, what’s-his-name, in college. I blocked him out.

      The song changed to a rock song, and Hunter led her off the dance floor and toward the kitchen. No one else was in it, as the caterers had packed up and left.

      It was warm in here, and Natalie looked at the brick oven. “I can’t believe I thought this house was a place of healing. Grandma Tanner always told me it was special, but I should have known better.”

      Natalie never should have allowed herself to dream about it either as a kid or as an adult. All it did was disappoint her. Dad had disappointed her, and now Hunter.

      “Natalie, what’s going on?”

      “I heard you got a job offer out of town. Did you take it?”

      Hunter looked at the floor, and then back up at her. “Who told you about the offer?”

      “Does it matter? Did you take it?”

      “Um”—he cleared his throat, as if deciding whether to obfuscate more—“I did.”

      Well, at least he hadn’t lied outright. Again. “Thank you.”

      “For what?”

      “For finally telling me the truth.”

      “Natalie, the offer just came two days ago. I barely accepted it. I wanted to talk to you about it.”

      “About the fact that you’re so relieved that you have a way out of this … whatever has started between us?”

      “What has started between us, Natalie? You tell me.”

      “Me? You’re the one who said we were old friends. Then, you’re the one who said you liked the pace we were going. Am I wrong? Or are you purposely sending mixed messages? I don’t get it, Hunter. You apparently have done this before. A lot. Enough to earn the nickname Heartbreak Hunter.”

      “Where did you hear that?” Only his family used that. In jest. It stung to hear it from Natalie’s lips.

      “Uh, a lot of places. If Una Mae Coldicott calls you Heartbreak Hunter, and your mom does too, can I help but believe it’s got to have a kernel of truth?”

      “I’m not that guy anymore.”

      “Prove it.” Natalie crossed her arms over her chest. “Never mind. That would require you to commit to something longer than a couple of weeks, and you’re a ball of contradictions—a guy who supposedly believes so much in preserving something, but who abandons it at first opportunity.”

      When Hunter opened his mouth to protest again, Natalie interrupted him.

      “The house. I’m talking about this house.” Natalie forged ahead, wishing Grandma Tanner’s forgiveness for spilling the private details of her life. “My grandma was a childhood recipient of bread baked here at Yuletide Manor after her father went missing in Europe. She kept it a secret, as it would have shamed her father to know that his family had to be provided for by the community and not himself.”

      It might shame her now, to let the story out into the world, but Hunter needed to know.

      “From what I gather, the original owners of Yuletide Manor asked the recipients of their charity to sign in as guests, not as people coming for a handout. That is the gist of your guestbook, if you were wondering. Those people respected each other, and this was a place of love and family and caring. It could be again, but you’re leaving it.”

      “Natalie—I don’t have a choice.”

      “Whatever. People who say that are just closing their minds to possibilities they don’t want to see. There’s a choice. Always. Now you know why I loved Yuletide Manor as a girl, it’s why I wanted to bake bread. It’s why I thought your family was solid, and why I came up to you that day in the cafeteria to tell you how much I admired you. It wasn’t only you personally, it was what you and your family and your house stood for in my mind, especially in the few days after my father’s funeral.”

      “Your dad’s funeral? Why then?” Hunter’s face clouded even more.

      Natalie had never told Hunter about Dad, about the bad things, about the accident. “He let me down, and then you let me down. I trusted you again, let you in, but now—you’re walking away. I get the sense you always walk away, Hunter, don’t you? It’s okay. Just do what you want to do.” A tear slipped down her cheek. She swatted at it. Blast that tear! “I’m going to stop believing in dollhouses and designs and plans now. I’ll just go back to baking bread. Despite variables, at least bread I can count on.”

      A thousand more loaves of perfect bread. Yes.

      She tore from the kitchen, bumping straight into someone holding a glass of punch. The guest’s arm jostled, spilling the red drink all over Natalie’s white Christmas sweater.

      Perfect.

      Just perfect.
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      Natalie

      

      “Thank you so much for everything, Natalie. You and Hunter Hawthorn took so much on, and I promise I’ll repay you someday, somehow. Maybe I’ll plan your wedding to Hunter, huh?”

      Natalie tried to smile. Luckily, Quinlan kept talking instead of demanding a reply.

      “I’m so excited to be Mrs. Guthrie Green.” Quinlan spun in the middle of Cecily’s living room. “I want to have babies right away so that they can play as cousins with Cecily’s baby. Guthrie can’t wait either.” Quinlan buzzed on, blissfully unaware of the dark hole on the couch that had taken possession of her sister Natalie. “We’re going to name them …” It went on and on.

      At long last, Quinlan left.

      Natalie called Leela, planning to only check in, but Leela asked about Hunter immediately. With wincing confession, she spilled everything.

      “That’s harsh.”

      Leela didn’t know the half of it. “I guess it hurt all the more because my dad left us without warning, and we never saw him again.” She told Leela all about Dad, too, and by this time, the tears were flowing. Natalie moved to the edge of the couch so she could reach the Kleenex box on the end table. “I’m just not worth staying for.”

      “Are you kidding me right now?” Leela practically shouted. “You are Natalie Tanner!”

      Natalie Nobody Tanner. “I know. Don’t remind me.” She was the girl who men left. “He’s a Hawthorn. No wonder he—”

      “Stop!” Leela really did shout now. “Just stop right there. I thought we covered this the other day. You are Natalie Tanner, of the Tanner girls who can do anything Tanners, the girl all of us want to be. You are a brilliant chemist who has found a way to parlay that knowledge into something that creates love and delight in people’s immediate lives. You are the kindest sister and aunt in the world. You’re self-sacrificing and inspiring. You’ve risen above huge challenges and disappointments in your life. You rock in your career and are the envy of the rest of us single girls. Who cares if your dad left? Who cares if Hunter perfect Hawthorn is too blind to see what he could have had? You’re Never-fail Natalie.”

      Never-fail Natalie? Someone worth staying for? Natalie Somebody Tanner? She blinked back her tears. Yeah. Leela was right—Natalie was all those things. And other things, too. She was someone worth staying for. But even if Hunter or Dad or some other guy didn’t stay, Natalie was worth it, and their choice to leave was their loss.

      The hope of that chimed through her head. Sometime soon, she’d believe it fully. For now, she listened to it, hoping it would sink in.

      “I decided. I’m moving out,” Leela said at last. “Not immediately, but soon.”

      “It makes sense.” Her parents needed her, and so she’d be relocating to Massey Falls.

      “I hate to leave you alone in Reedsville.” Leela shouldn’t apologize.

      Alone, alone, alone.

      After the call, Natalie peeled herself off the couch. She washed a few sad dishes. She vacuumed the sad carpet. She folded Bobby’s sad laundry. She didn’t just cry;  she wept. Her cheeks were wet, but she wasn’t sobbing or making a lot of noise, just slowly dehydrating herself via her tear ducts.

      “What is all this nose-blowing?” Cecily leaned against the doorframe to Bobby’s room, where Natalie was putting away clothes. “Is this about the wedding? It’s probably hard to have your younger sister get married first.”

      “Yeah.” Natalie was such a liar. “Mom would have loved last night. She loved dancing.”

      “You were quite the Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers with Hunter Hawthorn.” Cecily plopped heavily on Bobby’s twin bed. “I’m guessing the bulk usage of Kleenex actually has something to do with that beautiful man.”

      “He’s not beautiful.” Not in his soul, anyway. He had a black, terrible, lying, deceitful soul that had tricked her into trusting him. “He looks a little like Dad.”

      “Dad was beautiful.” Cecily pointed at a family picture on the wall, which featured Mom and Dad and the three girls. Quinlan was only a toddler in it. “But he was troubled. His mental health issues changed how he looked sometimes. You could tell when he’d been drinking, and it was more and more often in those days. Almost every night.”

      “Really?” Natalie hadn’t seen it. She’d been too young to see it. All Natalie could recall of his features now were the dark looks he’d given her that last night. She inhaled, but it was accompanied by a shudder. “I—I didn’t know.”

      “Mom and I talked about it sometimes. We tried to keep you and Quinlan out of it.” Cecily softened. “Hey, you didn’t assume his accident was your fault, did you? Since you were the last one to speak with him?”

      Yes? No? “I—not really.” Just now and then. Just on days when she tried to expand her dreams. Then she’d always assumed she carried a huge sin, and it weighed her down, stifled her hope. “Maybe a little.”

      Cecily gathered Natalie into her arms. “Natalie, no.” She patted her back. “You were his pride and joy. His favorite. He took you sledding. He taught you chemistry in his garage workshop.”

      That was true. “I’d forgotten about that.” Her voice hitched. Her cheeks were wet, and she wiped them. “I didn’t mean to make him so mad that night. I just wanted to—I don’t know—remind him of the good times we’d had sledding, and to help him be himself again.”

      Cecily didn’t say anything, just hugged Natalie for a long time until the tears subsided.

      “You all right?”

      “I don’t know.” At least that was the honest truth.

      Cecily reached her hand toward the family picture. “Dad loved us. I know he would’ve wanted to make that dollhouse for you.”

      Natalie looked up. “You knew about the dollhouse?”

      Cecily nodded. “You drew up the designs in the kitchen, and I saw them.” Cecily looked at Natalie. “They were magical.”

      Little-girl Natalie emerged. “I can’t help but think if I hadn’t shown him the drawings, he wouldn’t have left in such a rage.” All these years Natalie had see-sawed between blaming Dad and blaming herself. Even as an adult, she had the confused little girl reaction to every memory of Dad. It’d colored everything she’d done—including hiding from the spotlight anytime it had swept past her.

      Sure, she’d blamed her middle child status, but in fact, she’d shrunk from it because of the way things had been on Dad’s last day. I did that to him. I don’t deserve to be seen.

      And yet … Cecily grabbed her by the shoulders. “You had nothing to do with that!”

      “But—

      “Natalie, no. Purge yourself of any guilty feelings this very second. And any bad feelings toward Dad. He was just … Dad. We can’t blame ourselves, and he just, I don’t know, flamed out. But while he burned, he was bright. You’re lucky, you got Mom’s temperament. Sweet and pure. I have to fight my Dad-tendencies all the time.”

      Looking closer, Cecily did have some of Dad’s characteristics. Alive, fiery, git ’er done.

      “He was always so great.” Until that night. Well, almost. “In retrospect, I guess there were clues about his instability, but I ignored them.” After all, she’d been a kid. “I just let myself think he was perfect.” Just like everyone in town seemed to think Hunter was perfect.

      “That’s always a mistake.” Cecily shook her head. “It’s unfair. Too much pressure on anyone.”

      Even Perfect Hunter wasn’t perfect.

      “That’s true.” A tiny sliver of forgiveness slipped into her heart—first for herself, and then for Dad. “I miss him. And Mom.”

      The sliver worked its way in, a wedge to open up the door to full catharsis sometime. Maybe even soon. Christmas is the best time to forgive.

      And it might even be the best time to slough off the old idea that she wasn’t worthy of saying hello to or receiving thanks from those who loved the bread she baked.

      And maybe it was time to think seriously about that bakery idea. Why not? The idea expanded, rising like leavening in dough. She would bake some bread this afternoon. Maybe even rolls for the honeymoon couple to take on their drive. It’d be a special surprise for Quinlan.

      She’d done it. She’d been there for Quinlan—despite a few bumps. The wedding had come together. Wow. Maybe she really could do big things, hard things.

      Cecily gazed at the picture. “Mom and Dad gave us each other. I’m so glad I can give Bobby someone.” She rested a hand on her belly. “It would be so awful in this life without you and Quinlan.”

      “But you have a husband. Trace is your world.”

      “That’s true. I’m kind of creating a kingdom of our own.” She sighed. “And Quinlan will next. What about you?”

      What about Natalie? “Not me.” There was no one she could trust. For the first time in ages, she’d allowed a man to break through the hard candy shell around her heart, and all he’d done was prove how little he esteemed that trust she’d given him.

      “Hunter Hawthorn certainly looked at you like you were his destiny last night.”

      “Well, he won’t again.” Natalie had made sure of that. “Trust me.”

      “Don’t write him off just yet.”

      Cecily could say that because she had no idea how bad things had gotten in the kitchen last night, or how soundly Natalie had slammed the door on all possibilities with Hunter. “He’s taking a job in another city. I’ll have to see him at the wedding, but after that, I’ll probably never see him again. I mean, I’m going back to Reedsville. There’s not really an intersection of our lives.” Especially now that she’d told him off. “Plus, I told him off.”

      “You?”

      “Me.”

      “Natalie. You shouldn’t have done that. He’s Hunter Hawthorn. He’s great.”

      A great big liar. Sort of. “Don’t make me feel worse than I already do.” Natalie’s head felt heavy. “I’m going to go take a nap, unless you need something.”

      “I’ll be fine.” Cecily accepted Natalie’s help standing. “I love you, sister. Things will work out.”

      If by work out, Cecily meant that life would go on no matter what, yeah. Okay. Life without Hunter Hawthorn would go back to the colorless version of daily routine that had once seemed so fulfilling. Just because she’d seen that splash of radiance, had set foot in Oz, didn’t mean she couldn’t love Kansas anymore.

      Natalie went to her room and sent a text message to Zeke.

      Wedding stuff nearly complete. I’ll be back at work the day after Christmas.
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      Hunter

      

      “You’re sure storming around. If a meteorologist saw you, he’d give you a tropical storm rating.” Mom leaned against the kitchen counter and folded her arms over her chest. “I take it things did not go well when you told Natalie Tanner about your job offer.”

      “They did not.” Understatement of the century. “I don’t get it. One minute, she’s more or less making plans for forever with me, and the next, she’s telling me I’m a big jerk for wanting to continue my career.”

      “Is that really what happened?”

      No. It wasn’t. But her words had cut deeply in areas Hunter wasn’t ready to put wound-care on just yet. “I really liked her, Mom.”

      “I can tell.” Mom looked annoyingly amused.

      “Stop it.”

      “It’s just nice to see you on the other side of heartbreak.”

      “Geez, Mom. You, too?” Hunter set down the box of cold cereal, and put his fists on his hips. “I don’t like it when I make people cry.”

      Slowly, Mom nodded her head. “You seem a lot more upset about it this time.”

      Uh, hello. Because he’d actually liked this girl. He’d seen a future with her. He’d started considering altering his plans for her. And then, what? She’d told him he always walked away. That he was a liar, a disappointment. All for fixing up Yuletide Manor and then moving on with his life’s mission as a great Hawthorn, influencing thousands—and beyond.

      “Natalie’s special. I really upset her. It hurts, you know?”

      Mom went over and sat on the bench in the bay window, overlooking the early morning blanket of snow covering the back yard. She patted the space next to her. Reluctantly, Hunter left his cereal to get soggy and sat by her. He did not need a lecture, but this was Mom, and there’d be no escaping it.

      “What do you see out there?” She looked out the window at the sun peeking over the hills on the other side of the bare-branched woods.

      “Mom. Is this a test?”

      “Yes. Now, get a good score. You’re such a good student, you even have a doctoral degree. Impress me.”

      “Fine.” He turned to look. “Sunrise. A beautiful white snowfield, some trees that look dead.” Though, they weren’t dead.

      “Pick up any symbols there?”

      Oh, brother. Okay, he’d play along, just to get it over with. “Sunrise, symbol of a new start. Snowfield, symbol of even errors being covered. Dead trees that show the end of life.”

      “And the eventual starting of a new one.”

      Hunter closed his eyes. Mom didn’t understand. Natalie Tanner hated him, and with good reason. He’d intentionally withheld the information about the job. Just because he hadn’t received a formal offer yet, that was no reason not to tell her it was a possibility.

      “She told me I was giving up on Yuletide Manor and on my family and on my roots. Me, the cultural heritage guru.”

      “I see.” Mom sipped from her mug. “And it sounds like that hurt you.”

      He’d heard it said that the guilty take the truth hard because it cuts them to their center. “Moving on isn’t giving up.” It sounded like an excuse, not a maxim.

      Except, was moving on the same as giving up—in this case? He was giving up on the childhood dream he’d had of pushing the kids on the tree swing, and on everything else he’d pictured as a life with a family in Yuletide Manor—because he’d assumed he had to be influential.

      Why, honestly, hadn’t Hunter chosen to move into Yuletide Manor? Why had he gone to all the trouble to make it beautiful only to leave it for life in the classroom, where everyone would listen to him and clap for him, and admire him, but where he’d never have anyone get too close?

      Because I’m scared. What if they see through me and find out I’m just … me?

      Was there value in being influential within the walls of a home? While it might not influence thousands at a fell swoop, a person’s posterity, in the long view, could number in the dozens, hundreds, and so on. The marathon, not the sprint, of being a Hawthorn. Keeping the house, the heritage—it was one direction at this fork in the road.

      But, the teaching position. Ugh!

      “What do you think I should do, Mom?”

      Mom set down her steaming mug. “I think you should believe the sunrise, and the snowfield, and the trees. Just because something looks dead now, it doesn’t mean it will always be so. The sun comes up, there are chances to make new choices.”

      Choices. That’s what Hunter had said to Natalie—that he didn’t have a choice. That excuse had set Natalie off so completely. Especially since it was utterly untrue. Nothing was set in stone, no papers had been signed. The words had been hollow and false. “I’m sorry I hurt her.”

      Especially after swearing to himself he would prove he wasn’t a jerk. Lying about not having a choice was a classic jerk move. Ugh. His foundation cracked, and his sidewalls bowed.

      “I’m glad you love her.”

      Love. The word rang in the morning air. That’s what he’d felt. And that’s why it hurt so much this time, so deeply, so differently. “I wish I could do something to make it right. Give her a reason to forgive me.” It’s all he’d wanted in the first place—from the moment he’d met her again.

      Now, there was far more ground to make up because he’d created something with her and then dashed it. But how could he make it right with Natalie?

      “It’s Christmastime, Hunter. I’m sure you’ll think of something.”

      Christmastime. Right. Yet, what could he do to show her he was sincere? He just wanted to make her happy. Even if she didn’t choose him. If only she could live in the world and not think badly of him. He looked out the window, up the street to the top of Society Row.

      Then—it was clear as the morning sunrise.

      “I think I know just what to do.”

      There wasn’t much time. But with today’s technology, it was a hundred percent possible.

      With it, I’m going to tell her the truth. All the truth. I only hope it will be enough.
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      Natalie

      

      “You look amazing.” Natalie hugged Quinlan. It was nearly six, moonrise and wedding hour. “You’re the most beautiful bride.”

      “Thanks, Natalie.” Quinlan took from Natalie the simple long-stemmed orchid with a velvet ribbon wrapped around the stem. “I know you’ll be a beautiful bride one day, too.”

      “Let’s just focus on helping you become Mrs. Guthrie Green today, okay?” It was better to stay in the present, and not think about what the future didn’t hold for Natalie. “Your makeup is on point. Your dress is perfect.”

      “It really is, huh? I’m so glad Cecily helped me choose it before she had to go on bed-rest.”

      “Bobby called it dead rest.”

      “It’s pretty accurate.” Quinlan straightened her veil. “Have you seen Cecily today?”

      “It takes her longer to get places,” Natalie said, but it was true. Cecily should have been at Yuletide Manor by now. “I’m sure she’s seated on her settee to watch you march in.”

      “But for reals, Natalie. I hope your wedding is as lovely as this someday.” Quinlan ran her hand over the velvet upholstery of the bridal room furniture. “You deserve it, and don’t forget that.”

      Natalie couldn’t help it. She ran her hand over the upholstery that Hunter had chosen. It was so elegant. He had such good taste, such good everything.

      He’d liked her. Just not enough to choose her. And she’d left before he could explain why she wasn’t worth choosing. Her heart couldn’t take it.

      Natalie would miss Hunter, no matter how badly he’d hurt her, and no matter how much her words had possibly hurt him. They were over, though. She’d closed that door. He wouldn’t try to open it again.

      “I love you, Quinlan. I think it’s almost time.”

      Natalie gathered up the skirt of her green velvet bridesmaid dress, took one last look around the bride’s room. She would probably never see it again, unless she came to Massey Falls as a tourist and paid admission for a tour of the house once it belonged to the town.

      The music of “Jesu, Joy of Man’s Desiring” signaled Natalie’s cue. She lined up in the foyer with a groomsman, one of Guthrie’s friends, taking his arm. The other bridesmaids and groomsmen did the same. The doors to the great room opened, and as Natalie entered, the sight took her breath away.

      Gold, green, red, white. The fireplace’s glow highlighted everything but cast it in a soft and mellow ambience. Every single detail she’d chosen from Hunter’s binder spread out before her in a beautiful display. From the deep-red velvet swag covering the chairs, to the greenery-covered arch for the bride and groom to stand beneath, to the candles in glass globes lining the aisle for the wedding party to walk down. White rose petals were strewn across the floor, guiding her path down the aisle.

      All guests turned to look at Natalie.

      “Look at Natalie. She’s gorgeous!” someone whispered.

      She trained her eyes on the far windows, where—as promised, the crest of the rising moon peeked over the ridge of the mountain, through the lace of the bare tree branches.

      Breathtaking.

      Reaching the front, she turned to face the gathered crowd. Her eye fell on Hunter.

      He stood at the back of the room. His gaze locked on hers, and she couldn’t look away.

      Please, his mouth formed the word.

      What? Really?

      As if Natalie’s heart were spring-loaded, it launched toward him, but it came back instantly. She placed her hand over her chest to keep it from flying toward him again. He could only despise her for what she’d said to him. She’d made it abundantly clear they were wrong for each other. But her eyes pinned on him still.

      Oh, he was beautiful, and he was staring a hole in her. Like he needed her. Like he ached for her the same way she ached for him. She couldn’t concentrate on Quinlan’s vows.

      The happy couple kissed, and everyone clapped. Natalie waited as they dashed back up the aisle, hand in hand, showered by more rose petals.

      “Come with me?” Hunter appeared at her side. He wore a sharp suit, so perfectly fitted it looked custom-made. “I want to talk to you alone. I have something to show you.”

      Alone sounded dangerous. Like she might fall for his web of deceit again. “Hunter, as thankful as I am for all you’ve done to make this day wonderful, it’s my sister’s wedding. I can’t just leave.”

      “Only to the back yard. Do you have a coat with you?”

      This was Massey Falls in December.

      Natalie collected her coat from the cloakroom. Hunter helped her into it and led her to the back yard. “It’s not one thing I want to show you, it’s two.”

      “Hunter.” She grabbed his wrist, stopping him on the steps of the porch. She had to get this heaviness off her heart. “I’m sorry for speaking so harshly to you.”

      “No, you were right.” He helped her down the final step. “Everything you said about me was true. And I’m glad you said it. It made me think—a lot.”

      Oh, dear. She hadn’t meant to hurt him. “The truth is, Hunter”—she took his arm and held him back—“when I was a kid, my dad died.”

      “You mentioned that.”

      “It was in a car wreck that happened a couple of hours after I showed him my dollhouse design. He was upset about something, and he drove off in a rage. I expected him to come back. He always came back.” She grimaced. “When people leave unexpectedly, I—well, I have this script in my head that it’s morally wrong. It’s something I’ve been working through since our fight, and I’m sorry. That wasn’t fair to put my baggage on you.” It was exactly what she’d done before to him, back when they were kids. This time, she had definitely deserved the punch splashed on her sweater. “Here.” She reached down and scooped up a snowball, holding it out to him.

      “What’s this for?”

      “So you can throw it in my face.” And then, he’d have to forgive and forget.

      Hunter took it, broke off a tiny bit and then placed it softly on her cheek. “Forgiven.”

      The snow melted as her face warmed. “Thank you.” Amazing how much lighter forgiveness felt—physically lighter. No wonder Hunter had begged me to forgive him for that bad moment in the lunch room. Receiving it and giving it both. Light, airy, free.

      “Now will you come with me?” Hunter guided her along the snowy sidewalk to the back yard. The walkway wrapped around the house to where they’d first bumped into each other a few weeks ago. Literally.

      “Don’t worry, I’m not going to push you down the hill again.”

      “Thanks. I appreciate that.” She let him lead her to a dim spot in the yard, near a stand of trees in the moonlight. “You’re showing me the oak tree?”

      Hunter went to an electrical pole and flipped a switch in a panel. Hundreds of string lights lit up the oak tree.

      “Oh, my goodness.” She turned to him. “It’s exactly like the one I pictured.” There, suspended from the largest branch, was a swing built for two.

      “Sometimes I think we share the same taste in … everything.” He helped her into the swing, and then gave her a little push. Then, at its low point of the pendulum action, he leaped onto the moving slat-type swing. “There.” He placed an arm around her, moving his legs backward and forward to resume the momentum.

      Natalie sank into the motion, her stomach swooping—and her mind, too. If this was goodbye, it was the most elegant dumping she’d ever received.

      It was so Hunter to do something like this. A real send-off. A grand farewell.

      Hunter took her hand. “There’s something else.” He leaped off and disappeared behind the tree. A moment later, he dragged out a huge box on a dolly. “Open it.”

      It was huge, almost as tall as Natalie.

      He held the rope of the swing while she climbed down and went toward the gift-wrapped box. “What’s inside?”

      “Look and see.”

      With trembling fingers, she untied the ribbon and removed the lid. The sides were hinged, like a dollhouse, and she pulled them back. Inside, the lights from the yard revealed a tall replica of—

      “It’s Yuletide Manor!” Natalie gasped. She clutched her chest. The replica was huge, as large as the one they’d seen in the toy store, only this was the dollhouse she’d dreamed of. “It’s beautiful! But how?”

      “It’s not a wooden dollhouse like you designed, as you can probably tell. The historical committee had several of them 3D-printed for the local school as a heritage lesson. I asked for a copy. Enlarged a bit, but … yeah.” His toe dug a circle in the snow.

      For me. Natalie looked over at him. “It’s beautiful.” And truly, down to the last detail, it was perfect. Much more perfect than the one she’d drawn herself.

      “Look, it opens up.” She unlatched the front, and it split in two. The rooms were identical to the interior of Yuletide Manor. “Oh, Hunter. It even has a bread oven in the corner of the kitchen.” Her throat tightened and tears welled. “Don’t tell Bobby,” she managed, “but it’s much better than the one he chose for me.”

      “Aw, dang it. Bobby.” Hunter ran a hand down his face. “I should have let Bobby give it to you.”

      “You can wrap it back up and give it to me together on Christmas morning. I’ll act surprised. Adults always have to act surprised.” She turned to him. “It’s a perfect goodbye present. I hope you know I forgive you. And there are no hard feelings whatsoever. Let’s stay friends. Old friends.” She went up on tiptoe and kissed his cheek.

      “Oh, no. That is not what I’m asking with this gift.”

      Natalie stepped backward.

      Hunter led her to the swing and sat down beside her, wrapping his arm around her to keep her warm, the swing jostling, a little and leaving Natalie hanging in total suspense, unable to breathe.

      If it wasn’t goodbye, what was it?

      “Natalie, you helped me see that Yuletide Manor is more than a shell for history.” He moved them forward and backward with his feet. “It needs to keep moving forward, adding to its history. It needs people and love and family. And, like Bobby said, babies.”

      Natalie’s muscles stiffened, but now they were swinging in earnest. “What are you saying, Hunter?” She gripped the swing’s rope hard. “Whose babies?”

      “Mine.”

      “So, you’re staying?”

      “Natalie, I want to stay in Massey Falls. But only if you’re staying, too.”

      “But, your job. You have the teaching offer. You’re Dr. Hunter Hawthorn now. It’s all you’ve ever wanted.” He’d never said it in so many words, but it had been so obvious.

      “No, all I’ve ever wanted, at my core, was what my grandparents had in this house—love, home, family, the chance to create a heritage. Not just preserve one.”

      “What are you saying, exactly?”

      “Natalie Tanner, you are the one woman who loves the same things I love, and who helps me see and love more fully. You teach me new things about myself, and I can’t imagine being happy for another day in this life without you. All I want to do is give you a home, a life, love, and a future. A happy future. With me.”

      With him. Natalie blinked a hundred times, processing, hoping. Truly hoping.

      “I know you’d be giving up a lot by walking away from your baking job. It’s too much to ask. But I’ll give you a hearth, a brick oven you can fill with bread for your loved ones. You could even run a bakery from it anytime you liked.”

      A pop-up bakery. In the afternoons. At Yuletide Manor, the place she’d always dreamed of baking. Not a daily grind of three in the morning kneading. It sounded wonderful, like the best version of her baking dream.

      The Yuletide Manor factor was the thing that tipped the scales.

      “Plus, you can be here for your sisters. I can be here for you. Will you stay with me in Massey Falls? In Yuletide Manor?”

      Natalie couldn’t think. All she could do was answer with her best, most sincere kiss.
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      Natalie

      

      “What do you mean, you want me to be Santa Claus for Bobby tonight?” Natalie was breathless from her waltz with Hunter as she spoke into the phone to Cecily. The lights of the wedding were lower as the fire in the fireplace grew dim and the candles shrank. “And why aren’t you here anymore?”

      Guests filtered away, but Natalie was still reveling in every moment of being in Hunter’s arms. She was going to be his wife, the mother of his children, and they were going to raise them right here in the place that had sustained Grandma Tanner when she was Bobby’s age.

      “Where’s Bobby? Is he with you?”

      Cecily let out a wail. “I left Bobby with Quinlan while she was cutting the cake. I’m sorry. Can you take care of him, get him home and to bed?”

      Good grief. “You’re having the baby!”

      “I’m at the hospital admitting desk now. Trace is freaking out. It’s like seven years was a total memory wipe to him. Now, can I count on you, or not, Mrs. Claus?”

      The phone went dead before Natalie could answer.

      The baby was coming! Natalie could weep for joy. Everything good was happening on Christmas Eve.
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        * * *

      

      Bobby woke up early Christmas morning and burst into the room where Hunter and Natalie had set up everything that the elves had made for Bobby in Santa’s workshop.

      “A bike!” Bobby hopped on it immediately. “And it’s red! I love red!”

      There was a bike helmet, a toy piano, and a huge teddy bear.

      Hunter handed Natalie a mug of cocoa and settled down beside her on the sofa, where they watched Bobby open the presents, and then play with them for an hour. It was sweet, calm. Such happiness.

      Plus, there was a new baby waiting to be visited—and a newlywed couple in the family.

      What could be better? Natalie kissed Hunter’s cheek. It could only be better if she and Hunter were also a newlywed couple. That would come soon, though. Both of them agreed short engagements were best, especially since the Tanner girls were the saving-themselves-for-marriage types. Besides, if they could plan and execute a wedding in under three weeks’ time for Quinlan, why not within a couple of months for their own big day?

      Hunter played with a lock of her hair, running it up and down her arm. Yeah, he was going to make these next couple of months very tough. Maybe they should move the date closer. No wonder Quinlan hadn’t given two shakes what anyone chose for the wedding details.

      “I want to give Aunt Natalie her present next, but I forgot to buy it.” Bobby sighed. “I’m so sorry, Aunt Natalie. I got so excited about Christmas I forgot to go back to the toy store.”

      Hunter shot Natalie a look, and then he whispered something to Bobby. Bobby’s eyes lit up. Hunter stood and walked to the front door.

      “Aunt Natalie! Wait right here, okay? Don’t move!” Bobby ran out the door in his footed pajamas, probably toward Hunter’s truck. A minute later, they walked back in, both of them carrying the large box from last night. “It’s going to be epic!”

      Bobby jumped up and down while Natalie re-opened the box. “Bobby, thank you!”

      “You can thank Uncle Hunter, too.”

      This time, she didn’t correct him.

      “I’ll get her to thank me later. Really well.” Hunter aimed a wink at Natalie.

      That sounded dangerous. Maybe two months was much too long. Maybe a New Year’s elopement was in order here.

      They told little stories and played with Bobby’s action figures in the Yuletide Manor dollhouse for almost an hour before Bobby looked up and asked, “Hey, where are my mom and dad?”

      Finally, he noticed? Pretty cute. “They have a surprise for you, but we have to drive in the car in order to see it.” Natalie fired a look at Hunter, who looked game.

      “Can I ride my new bike?”

      “It’s too far to go on a bike,” Hunter said. “Besides, you like riding in Uncle Hunter’s truck.”

      Uncle Hunter. It sounded so right.

      They drove to the hospital, where they were directed to the newborn window on the maternity floor. Hunter lifted Bobby up to look in the window.

      “Where is he?”

      “Where’s who?” Natalie asked.

      “My little brother.” Bobby scanned the bassinets. “I see a lot of pink blankets but no blue ones.”

      “That’s because you have a little sister.” Cecily rolled up in a wheelchair, pushed by her husband, Trace. She looked tired, but ecstatic, with an inner glow of maternal softness.

      I want that someday.

      “Come here.” Cecily hugged Bobby. “Is it okay if your brother comes another time?”

      “I need a brother really soon, Mom.” Bobby looked up at Natalie, an idea clearly dawning on his face. “I know! Is it okay if Aunt Natalie and Uncle Hunter have my baby brother instead? I think he can play on the swing in the back yard of their dollhouse house. He will like it a lot.”

      Hunter held up a hand for a high five. “Great idea, Bobby.”

      Natalie’s mouth dropped. “There’d better be a wedding first.”

      “There will be.” Hunter took her in his arms. He bent over her ear, and whispered low and with promise, “There will be.”

      She kissed him, sealing the promise to love and live with him in Yuletide Manor, where they could create and preserve a heritage of their own.
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      Natalie

      Six Weeks Later

      

      Natalie tossed her oven paddle from hand to hand. No fancy timer on this oven. No convection fan, no multiple levels of racks. Just an arched opening offering a glimpse at the coals inside. Instead of timers, Natalie went on instinct and her sense of smell.

      The first loaf in Yuletide Manor’s long-neglected oven. How would it turn out? Would everyone gathered in the dining room awaiting its airy, salt-kissed center love it—or would she disappoint?

      She held her breath, bent, and pushed in the wooden paddle, sliding it quickly beneath the flat bottom of the baking bread, and slipped it out. With her knuckles, she gave a gentle rap on the crust. Hollow, crisp, perfect.

      Whew!

      She grabbed a little pot of butter, a knife, and the loaf, which she piled onto a tray and exited the kitchen. “Okay, everyone.”

      Kelsi turned around, a big grin on her face. “It smells like heaven.” The room broke into applause. Over it, Kelsi shouted, “I guess you’re not afraid of greeting your fans anymore.”

      No, she wasn’t. She didn’t have to be Nobody anymore. Dad hadn’t left because of her. She could stand up tall—and bake. For everyone.

      Zeke came and pressed a friendly kiss to her temple. “My prodigy. Look what you’ve done. Happy New Year.”

      Bobby and his parents and swaddled-up new sister, Addie, as well as Quinlan and Guthrie gathered. Hunter’s parents were there, too—they refused to miss the first loaf of bread from the historic oven.

      Everyone bellied up to the table as she cut the loaf, holding out their hands for a buttered slice. Even Leela had come for the occasion. Everyone took their first bites, hummed, looked heavenward, and complimented her on the success.

      Where was Hunter?

      “This oven gets Zeke’s stamp of approval.” Zeke grinned and held out his hands for another slice. “As does the baker. I’m not even bothered that you’re leaving me and opening a competing establishment.”

      Natalie laughed. “A pop-up bakery two hours away is hardly competition for Bread & Breakfast, Zeke.”

      “Don’t count yourself out. A lot of people drove a long way for the fresh bread you baked in my shop.”

      “Kelsi, here.” Natalie handed Kelsi the worn hundred-dollar bill.

      “What’s this for?”

      “I had a loaf fail at Cecily’s.” That day when she met Hunter. In retrospect, though, nothing about that day felt like a failure anymore. “You use it and keep up my no-fallen-bakes legacy.”

      Kelsi’s eyes brimmed. “I’m going to miss you. I’ve already missed you for weeks.” She let Natalie enfold her in a hug. “I don’t even want the hundred dollars back. But this house—I can see why you left for it. Not to mention the guy. Is he the one who—?”

      “Hey, sorry I’m late.” Hunter burst through the door into the dining room. “I was on a call, and hi, everybody.” He rubbed his hands together and blew on them. “It’s snowing.” Snowflakes clustered on his hair. “Is this the bread?” He took a slice and held it up to his nose. “Mmm.”

      Natalie watched his reaction as he bit into it. His eyes shut and he chewed slowly, as if savoring every particle and crumb. “This,” he said through a full mouth, “is the best bread I’ve ever tasted. The crust is so …”

      Yeah, there were no words for it. “Bread is love,” Natalie said.

      Everyone murmured agreement.

      It was true. Natalie had given of her love to make the bread and to show her love to all these people in her life. And they seemed to accept and return her love.

      The bread was gone too soon, but the guests stayed a good while. After they’d received a story-filled tour of the house—with Natalie sharing a thumbnail version of how Grandma had received bread baked in that very oven—the party broke up, leaving just Hunter and Natalie.

      They walked to the bridal room, where Hunter sat her down beside him on the couch. This was where they’d watched the movie and where she’d kissed him, felt his passion and his love for her those weeks ago that felt like a lifetime. She snuggled into the soft cushions, resting her head on his shoulder.

      “I’m so sorry I was late earlier.” Hunter drew soft circles on her upper arm.

      “It’s all right. I’m glad you came in time to taste the bread.” Although, she would have set aside a slice for him. “Did something happen?”

      “Remember I told you about that professor, Dr. Bellflower, from Darlington College?”

      “Your mentor?”

      “Yeah. Well, he quit.”

      “Quit what?”

      “Quit his teaching position.” Hunter leaned over, resting his chin on top of her head. They fit like pieces of a puzzle. “Which is probably why the job offer I had expected to hear about from Dr. Bellflower all fall turned into radio silence.”

      “That’s interesting.”

      “Not really. But what is interesting is that Dr. Bellflower went to work at the public television station. He’s been greenlit for a new TV show about historic preservation of culturally important homes in the region.”

      Natalie extracted herself and turned to face him. “The show is going to feature Yuletide Manor?” How awesome! It deserved to be shown to the world. All Hunter’s hard work, and he could share some of his knowledge, and—

      “Yes, as a start.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, Yuletide Manor is the first episode, but Dr. Bellflower has asked me to be the host of the series. I’d be contacting owners or directors of other restored homes in the region and interviewing them. I’d share details of the region’s cultural heritage, all that’s been preserved thus far, and encourage them to learn and do their own preservation.”

      “Hunter!” Natalie threw her arms around his neck. It was so grand. So ideal for his talents, such a good match for his training. “You’ll be such an influence for good.”

      “I hope so.”

      “I know so.” She pressed a kiss to his cheek, which was taut, as he seemed unable to suppress his grin. “Did you tell him yes? When does it start?”

      “That’s just it. No, not yet.”

      “What? Why not?” Alarm bells went off inside her. “Don’t let this pass you by.”

      “There’s one hitch. Filming starts in February, but I want to have someone be living in the house by then. A married couple.”

      “Your parents?”

      “Us.”

      Natalie smiled. “February of next year?”

      “February next month.” Hunter took her by both hands. “Unless you think it’s better to put this off?”

      She kissed him her response, laced with urgency and this February. “But instead of us, let’s have your mom run the wedding.”
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      Leela Miller tugged at the hem of her shirt, rolling a loose thread between her fingers. The metal folding chair’s chill seeped through her pants into her legs. The library smelled like old books and too much perfume.

      Sitting there, in the seat that had been Mom’s for a dozen years—up until life and fate had dictated otherwise—Leela was filling her vacancy but not the void. Leela could never do that. No one could.

      But she at least had to try. Getting into the Ladies’ Auxiliary would be a perfect place to start.

      Una Mae Coldicott had the floor, and something she said caused an uproar, jerking Leela from her thoughts. “And so, with Greta Green bowing out at the last minute”—she shot a deadly gaze at Greta, who sank in her folding chair—“I’m afraid several drastic changes will have to be made for this year’s major fundraiser.”

      No chairwoman! How would the Cookie House fundraiser happen without someone to steer the ship? Poor Greta. It must have been something serious. Greta was looking at her shoes, her face redder than Santa’s coat. Who would step in and chair the event?

      “In fact, we may have to cancel it and use what’s left in our coffers from years past to fund our service projects for next year.”

      A gasp rang out, bouncing off the high ceiling of the old library and back again for another go-round the group. Double gasp.

      No chairwoman was one thing, but no Cookie House?

      “We can’t cancel it outright, Una Mae.”

      “Well, unless one of you steps up …”

      A glance played hot-potato around the group. No one wanted to bite off something that huge. Not this late in the game. Not this close to the holidays.

      “It’s a shame, considering this is the first Christmas since Freesia Miller’s passing, but …”

      Una Mae let out a dramatic sigh, and all the blood drained from the top half of Leela’s body.

      The first Christmas without Mom, and now Mom’s big contribution to Massey Falls was getting the axe! Leela curled inward.

      It’s like Mom is dying all over again.

      “Canceling the Cookie House is too drastic, Una Mae.” Mrs. Imrich stood up. “If the Cookie House doesn’t happen, all our future service projects go into jeopardy.”

      Leela looked around. Everyone was upset but no one was as jarred as Leela, who felt like a bomb had exploded right next to her, dulling her senses.

      The room blurred, as did all the ladies’ voices. The back of Leela’s stomach rumbled, like an oncoming avalanche. Leela was going to do something rash—right in front of all the ladies of the Ladies’ Auxiliary meeting—right in front of Una Mae Coldicott, their queen.

      “Excuse me?” Leela was on her feet, interrupting Una Mae who was running at the mouth. “I’d be willing to serve as chairwoman for the Cookie House.”

      Every Aux lady in the room stared wide-eyed at Leela’s novice outburst.

      Leela was tearing at the seams. “I’m up for it. I have lots of ideas.” Not true, but to keep this event alive, she’d get them.

      “We could try again at Valentine’s Day.” Una Mae went on as though Leela hadn’t interrupted. “Greta, you’ll be in better shape for chairing by then, I assume.”

      No. Leela couldn’t let that happen. “It’s a Christmas event. It’s tradition. I can do this.”

      Una Mae’s eyes crinkled at the sides, and not in good-natured charm. “You?” Was it just Leela, or did the syllable drip with poisonous sap? “You haven’t even been admitted to full membership, Miss Miller, nor have you served your probationary year.”

      “I practically grew up in the Ladies’ Auxiliary.” And Leela would have applied for membership before now, if she’d been living in Massey Falls. I should have been living here. “Maybe chairing the Cookie House could serve as my induction requirement.”

      “Induction requirements are more along the lines of finding five local businesses to donate to the event,” Greta Green said, “or making ten batches of cookies for the fundraiser instead of five—not chairing the whole thing.”

      Leela’s gaze darted to the faces of the board members. Some of them looked skeptical. Others looked at her like she was their savior. No one wanted to chair this monster at the last minute.

      “Give her a chance, Una Mae,” Mrs. Philbert insisted. “After all, her mother, God rest her soul, was the original founder of the Cookie House idea.”

      Murmurs erupted. Discussion skittered across the surface of the room.

      Una Mae slammed her gavel on the wooden block. “Order!”

      All talking hushed. Una Mae leveled a gaze at Leela that could have stopped a freight train.

      “I may be a novice”—Leela pressed away the quaver from her voice—“but so much is already in place from years of tradition. The date, the third Tuesday in December, is set in stone. The bakers, the logo for all the advertising, the relationships with the community. Greta Green did a great job bringing us to the top of the ninth inning.” Leela gave Mrs. Green an apologetic smile. “The venue is set and lovely.”

      This last phrase’s flattery might be as transparent as a window to Una Mae Coldicott. This year she was slated to again host the Cookie House at her historic mansion on Society Row.

      “All the engines of the ship are fired up. Don’t we just need someone at the helm to steer it into a successful harbor?” Please say yes, and please let me into the group.

      “I move we vote,” Mrs. Imrich said. “As we have no other candidates, and Leela Miller is willing to put in the time, I think we should approve her.”

      Una Mae Coldicott’s voice would have curdled milk. “I’m sorry. It turns out my home will no longer be available to host the event.”

      Of all the cruel, last-minute switches!

      “Why not, Una Mae?” Mrs. Philbert put both her palms on the table. “It’s been at your house for the past five years.”

      “That was one of the contingencies I stipulated when I announced that Greta Green had bowed out.”

      “But the ads have been designed with your address.”

      “I’m sorry. I trust Greta implicitly to keep my home and its possessions secure during the event. This volunteer”—she said the word like it was covered with barbed wire—“hasn’t exactly put in the time required to earn such trust. I’m sure all of us feel the same about the sanctity of our homes.”

      More murmurs erupted, while the rug that had been beneath Leela’s feet ripped the rest of the way out, and she fell back into her folding chair with a metallic clunk.

      No. No, no, nope.

      Leela needed this assignment too much to let a location change stall her.

      “I’ll secure a venue.”

      “Like your home?” Una Mae lifted a sneering eyebrow. Could eyebrows sneer? Una Mae’s could.

      “My house isn’t large enough.” Nor was it on Society Row. Nor was Daddy in any state to have his familiar world rearranged. That wouldn’t be fair to him. “But I have an idea.” Leela didn’t. “Trust me, please? I’m sure you’ll all agree it’s very important to keep the Cookie House tradition alive.”

      Una Mae hadn’t completed her decimation, however. “There’s another factor to consider. I’ve just come from a meeting with the Winterfords. They’ll not be available to host the Holiday Ball, either.”

      No venue for the Holiday Ball! The sister event to the Cookie House always happened the same night, and was also hosted at the home of an Aux member.

      “Hey, now, Una Mae. That wouldn’t fall under the responsibility of the chairwoman of the Cookie House.” Mrs Imrich had a grumble that was contagious. “And what’s wrong with Eileen Winterford? Why would she back out now? And why isn’t she here?”

      “Ed’s decided to drag her off to Sun City,” someone whispered in a gossipy tone. “He’s forcing her to be a snowbird.”

      “The event is a whole day affair. We can’t deliver either day or night at this point. Our only choice is to cancel.”

      Leela gulped. Maybe she’d bitten off too much. “This is the chairwoman’s problem to solve,” she heard herself say. Una Mae didn’t blink. “I can do it, if you’ll let me.”

      Mrs. Imrich wedged her way into the showdown. “Let’s say she solves it.” She turned a kind face to Leela. “Do so, and you’ll be inducted—with no probationary year. It’s a big deal, as you know.”

      “Yes.” Una Mae’s voice could have clotted cream. “Fail, and you disgrace the Auxiliary and leave us penniless.”

      Leela grinned the way a cartoon character did when faced with a dragon, sweat beading on her brow. “I’ll make it happen. I’ll get a venue that will be perfect for both events.”

      Una Mae sniffed. Mrs. Imrich called for a vote.

      Leela was approved. She exhaled, but then the breath caught. How on earth was she going to do this?

      I may have just sealed both my membership rejection letter and the death notice for Mom’s legacy.

      Unless …

      There was exactly one house in Massey Falls that might work. Not that it was owned by a member of the Ladies’ Auxiliary, so that lengthened the shot even more. But it was gorgeous and spacious and, as far as rumors went, currently unoccupied since Jingo Layton had passed away.

      The meeting broke up. Leela charged out into the snowy day, texting Emily.

      Want to do some window-peeking?

      Which was how she found herself and Emily both peeking through the side window of Society Row’s newly vacant Layton Mansion … and breaking it.

      

      Keep reading Leela and Jay’s story in The Christmas Cookie House, the next book in  the Christmas House Romance series.

      Sign up for Jennifer’s newsletter and receive updates and exclusive content here.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            MARYANN LARSON’S DELICIOUS WHOLE WHEAT BREAD

          

        

      

    

    
      Natalie Tanner Hawthorn makes all kinds of complex loaves of bread in this book, but her  homemade wheat bread is based on a tried-and-true recipe that’s easy to make in a stand mixer, and it has never failed the author of this book. It comes from Jennifer’s friend Mary Ann, who bakes bread and gives the hint, “When it comes out of the oven, butter the tops like there’s no t

      tomorrow.”

      

      Ingredients:

      3 cups warm water

      1/3 cup any kind of sugar

      1/3 cup of oil

      2 tablespoons yeast

      1 tablespoon salt

      3 cups whole wheat flour

      3 cups white flour

      

      Instructions:

      Combine everything except the white flour and mix for 30 seconds. Allow sit for 20 minutes. (Vital! Do not skip!) Add white flour three or four cups. Let mixer run with kneading hook about 5 minutes. Shape. (No need to raise before shaping.) Place in greased pans. Raise until almost double, approximately 15-20 minutes. Bake at 350 for 30 minutes. Butter the tops like there's no tomorrow. Makes two generous one-pound loaves.

      

      Variations:

      Use all white flour and skip the 20-minute set time. In that case, only knead for 60 seconds after all the flour is in. Good for cinnamon rolls in a pinch, or for calzones.

      

      Double this recipe for five medium loaves.

      

      Roll dough out flat and slice it in little squares with a pizza cutter and fry it in hot oil to make fabulous scones*/frybread. Let it rise on the counter for about 10 minutes after you roll it out before you cut it. Fry them and cut them open and fill them with beans and meat, or with honey.

      

      *Scones is a regional term for fried dough.
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      Ruby Barclay fingered the delicate white veil she held in her hand.

      In thirty minutes, it would be on her head, and she would be walking down the aisle of her adoptive father’s church, getting ready to pledge the rest of her life to Wesley Landry, fellow surgeon and her fiancé for the last five years.

      Her stomach curled like strands of spaghetti in a strainer. Her parasympathetic nervous system was obviously on the fritz.

      Her hands didn’t shake. As a surgeon, she couldn’t afford for them to, but her heart was definitely not pumping in the correct rhythm, the electrical impulses interrupted by the adrenaline that flowed freely in her bloodstream.

      Her adopted mom, Penny, and her biological sisters had all been helping her get ready, but they’d tromped out just a few minutes ago to make sure everything else was going okay.

      She had a few blissful moments to herself.

      Maybe not blissful.

      Because they were giving her a chance to think that maybe she was about to make a huge mistake.

      She and Wesley were not a romantic love match, but they were a match that made sense, and that’s what she wanted.

      After her parents had been killed in a car accident, she’d vowed to become the best surgeon she could. Maybe a better surgeon would have been able to save their lives.

      After all of her training, she was no longer convinced that was true, but it hadn’t made her change her mind about what she wanted to do with her life.

      She would get the best training she could, work as hard as she could, and do everything she could to save lives and help people.

      Wesley came from a long line of surgeons, and he, his dad, and his grandfather, along with several other members of his family, operated in the biggest hospital in Los Angeles.

      Marrying Wesley would open doors to her that she could have only dreamed about, and she would be joining the most prestigious family of surgeons in the world.

      Together, they would be the most sought-after and skilled team anywhere.

      It was most definitely everything she’d ever wanted.

      Deep brown eyes set above a long straight nose swirled in her mind.

      She blinked and turned to the lone window in the little prayer room at the back of her father’s church, looking out at the perfectly landscaped back area, and the covered pavilion where parishioners had dinner on the grounds twice a month, and the playground where the preschool children in the church’s daycare happily entertained themselves during the week.

      It was bad enough that she was in a white gown. She wasn’t going to mess around with little-girl dreams of romance or be swept away by her feelings.

      She was analytical. She was strong. She knew exactly what she wanted, and she was going to get it.

      Falling in love with a dirt-poor cowboy and being his cook and washerwoman and bearing his kids didn’t even begin to realize her full potential. She wasn’t going to allow herself to even consider not going through with everything she had planned today.

      She turned away from the window and saw the empty brown basket that was supposed to be filled with flower petals.

      Maybe she should stand around and wait for someone to come back and help her, but she hadn’t been trained to stand around and wait; she’d been trained to take charge and deal with things.

      Even flower petals.

      Grabbing the basket, she opened the door to the small room in the back of the church and hurried down the hall to the Sunday school room where the florist’s assistant had been camped out, unboxing the live rose displays that would be set at every table in the reception hall.

      Not wanting to take any more time than necessary and feeling a little exposed in the hall—it wouldn’t do for Wesley to see her; she might not be extremely romantic, but no point in pressing her luck and threatening that old adage that it was bad luck to see the bride before the wedding—she didn’t bother to knock but yanked the door open and rushed in, twisting so her train, which thankfully wasn’t very long, and made it through the door before slamming it behind her.

      She knew exactly how fast electrical impulses traveled from the eyes to the brain. She also knew it took the brain slightly longer to process the information and the reactions that came after.

      However, she knew before she turned that what she was seeing wasn’t what she was supposed to be seeing, and she also knew this changed everything.

      With the basket held in front of her and her eyes on the floor, she took a breath.

      Had she really seen what she thought she saw?

      Shuffling sounds came from the worktable, and a familiar voice said, “This isn’t what it seems like. Really.”

      She’d never hidden from the truth. She’d always faced it straight on. She was a fighter.

      She jerked her head up and looked her fiancé in the eye. His crisp white shirt was buttoned the whole way up to his throat, and he wore the cummerbund and tie.

      His jacket was over the back of the nearest chair, directly underneath his pants and boxers.

      The florist’s assistant—Ruby wondered if the girl was even out of high school—had managed to untangle herself from Ruby’s fiancé and was hunched on the other side of the table, frantically trying to pull on her leggings.

      It just took a sweeping glance for Ruby to determine it was exactly what it seemed like. She’d had suspicions before, but she’d never walked in and caught Wesley in the act.

      The very act.

      She didn’t need to say anything. He could say all day long that it wasn’t what it seemed, but it was.

      They both knew it. No question.

      The question had become: what was she going to do about it?

      She’d always scoffed at little-girl romantic dreams, and she’d never thought that she’d wanted those for her own.

      She had wanted a husband of her own. That wasn’t something she ever thought she’d share.

      But if she walked away from Wesley now, she wasn’t so naïve as to believe that the job she’d been offered in Los Angeles because of their association, being held in high regard, being able to help, being part of not just a power couple but a power family, everything she’d been working toward and thinking about for the last five years would still be hers to grasp.

      But if she didn’t…she’d be spending the rest of her life wondering when she would be walking in on him and his latest flame.

      She didn’t want love, had never wanted love, but she had expected fidelity. Loyalty. Respect.

      If this was what he did on their wedding day, she could expect even less after they’d been married.

      Seconds crawled by while all those thoughts ran through her head.

      The florist’s assistant had managed to get her leggings on, although as she stood, Ruby kind of suspected they might be on backwards, and they were definitely wrong side out.

      At least she was covered.

      Wesley had struggled into his boxers, but now he stood, hands at his sides, not trying to insult her intelligence anymore, as though he knew that he wasn’t going to be able to bluff her.

      She had a choice to make.

      He watched her with intelligent eyes, calmly. He was a skilled surgeon after all and was not ruled by his emotions either.

      He was ruled by something else apparently.

      Did she want to be married to a man like that?

      A negative answer to that question would change the trajectory of her life.

      It probably hadn’t even been a minute that she’d stood there—since she’d walked in—but sometimes life changed just that fast.

      Her experiences as a trauma surgeon had taught her that.

      The door behind her burst open, and the florist said, “Oh! Ruby. I thought I saw you come in here…”

      She’d gotten that much of her sentence out before her eyes had taken in what the room, and her brain, had told her mouth.

      Working.

      A few more seconds and the florist knew exactly what had been going on in this room before Ruby stepped in.

      Since it was her wedding day, Ruby should be feeling more pain than what she was. Maybe that would come later, or maybe it wouldn’t come at all.

      She hadn’t been in love with Wesley. But she’d thought of love as more of an action and not those girly-girl feelings she never allowed herself the luxury of feeling.

      Right now, she was more embarrassed than anything. If Wesley was going to cheat on her, the least he could do was do it without getting caught.

      The way he’d been doing it for the last five years.

      Was this what she wanted the rest of her life to be? Never knowing when she was going to walk in on her husband messing around with whatever woman was cute and willing?

      They’d decided they weren’t having children.

      In the back of her head, she’d always thought they could change that decision if they wanted to.

      She wasn’t bringing children into a marriage like that. She wanted her children to have the example of a marriage like her birth parents had. Like Penny and Race.

      “Thank you, Ginny,” she said, her tone cultured and cool. “The flowers are beautiful.” She turned with a small smile, worthy of an ice princess. “Obviously, from what you can see in here, I won’t be enjoying them any longer. If Wesley doesn’t pay your bill, please send it to me. I’ll make sure it gets paid.”

      Maybe that last bit was a little petty, but she could see Wesley saying since he didn’t use the flowers, he shouldn’t have to pay for them.

      Turning regally, as regally as she could under the circumstances, Ruby lifted the front of her dress and stepped out of the room, starting off down the hall at a sedate, prideful pace.

      But as soon as she turned the corner, she started walking faster, and by the time she reached the steps to the basement, she was running. Her only thought: to get out of there.

      She needed to go somewhere where she could be alone.
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      Ethan Shuff stood in the back of the church with his adopted dad, Race Steiner, and tugged at the collar of his stiff white shirt.

      He’d worn jeans and flannel to weddings before, more than he cared to count, because he never enjoyed them, no matter how dressed down he was allowed to be, but this wasn’t exactly that kind of wedding.

      “It’s almost time for the music to start,” Race said beside him, looking at his watch and clasping his hands behind his back. His eyes surveyed the sanctuary, which was filled to capacity.

      “I should go sit down,” Ethan said.

      His brothers were all up near the front, sitting in a row together. Ruby’s fiancé had wanted his own groomsmen, and she hadn’t had any of her brothers participating, although both of her sisters were in the bridal party.

      Ethan figured she probably didn’t consider him a brother.

      He certainly didn’t consider her a sister. She’d only lived with Race and Penny a few months before she’d graduated and gone off to college.

      He hadn’t ever considered her a sister.

      “Wait until it’s almost time for the bridal party to start walking up the aisle.” Race glanced over at Ethan. “Please.”

      Ethan almost smiled, because there hadn’t been too many times in his life he’d seen his dad nervous. That, if nothing else, made today different.

      He hadn’t told Race that he didn’t want to come, had almost just not shown up, but he knew it would hurt his parents’ feelings, and his siblings wouldn’t understand, so he’d sucked it up, pulled out clothes he hadn’t worn in years, and gone to watch the woman he’d loved for over a decade and a half pledge her life to another man.

      Some well-dressed guests that Ethan didn’t recognize walked by them, and he nodded his head as they lifted their chins to acknowledge him.

      Race greeted them, and Ethan moved his eyes across the perfectly and tastefully decorated sanctuary.

      Ruby’s wedding.

      This was not how he had pictured it in his head.

      He’d known, almost from the beginning, that she would never be his.

      That hadn’t kept him from fighting for her. It hadn’t kept him from hoping and dreaming either.

      He’d always made sure he was around when she was visiting, and he thought she considered him a friend.

      He doubted she had any idea he wanted to be more. He hadn’t pushed; knowing she wanted to be a doctor—a surgeon—and knowing she wouldn’t want her dream derailed, he’d stood back.

      He’d stood back too long, though. He figured he’d make his move, maybe, once she was done with residency, but she brought home a fiancé five years ago, and that had pretty much ended his dream.

      Beside him, Race’s hands came unclasped from behind him, and he shifted, agitated.

      In a low voice, Race said, “I left my sermon notes downstairs in the kitchen when I stopped to help Penny carry some things in from her car in the back lot. I know I put them on the counter, but I never picked them back up.” He rubbed his hands together. “I’m going to run down and grab them, if anyone wants to know where I am.”

      Race started to walk away, but Ethan put a hand on his arm. “I’ll go get it. You stand here. People are more likely to want to talk to you than me.”

      Race knew a few of the older doctors who had flown in from California. It had been fifteen years or more since he’d quit surgery at the height of his career to become a pastor, but people still remembered him.

      “Thanks.” Race seemed to relax. “I know they’re on the counter. I can see me setting them there plain as day. Your mother distracted me.” He winked. “We can blame it on her.”

      “I know, Dad. She’s got broad shoulders. She can take it.”

      Race laughed and clapped Ethan on the shoulder. “Love you, boy. Even if you do favor your mother.”

      Ethan laughed. Race and Penny had been married when they were younger and gotten divorced. It seemed like they’d gotten wiser though, and the second time around, they’d had a great marriage.

      Ethan had watched them, not with envy exactly, but with the desire to have a marriage with as much fun as what they did.

      Ruby was probably too serious and driven to have a good marriage like that, but somehow his heart hadn’t gotten the memo, and she was the only one he’d ever wanted.

      After today, he needed to figure out a way to get her out of his mind, because he wouldn’t covet another man’s wife.

      He left the sanctuary and went down the short hall to the steps, heading down and striding to the kitchen, which was pretty much deserted except for a little girl who looked like she might have been coming out of the restroom and a teenager who he guessed was late and coming in the back way.

      Exactly what he would have been doing if he could get away with it, only he wasn’t a teenager anymore.

      Race’s sermon notes were exactly where Race had said they would be, and Ethan picked them up. He’d never felt called to be a preacher, but he loved helping his adopted dad with church activities.

      It wasn’t that he was afraid to get up in front of people, because he could do that. It was just taking care of a church was a big responsibility, and his heart had always been in farming.

      But he’d found a way to use that love to reach out to underprivileged kids, and for the last five years, he’d been expanding and growing the idea that had first come to him when he’d talked to his dad just a couple of months after Ruby had announced her engagement.

      He supposed he’d been depressed, and Race had searched him out because he was concerned about him.

      Ethan had never told him what the real cause of any unease that he had was, which was just as good, because Race and he had come up with a really good idea between the two of them, and it was satisfying work.

      He fingered the Bible, with the paper of sermon notes sticking out, and looked out the window at the cars in the parking lot. His motorcycle was parked in the back. He’d always figured he’d trade it in when he got married.

      He did have a classic in his barn. Not exactly a family car. Sentimental value only.

      He’d never need anything more, not without a wife and family.

      Shoving those depressing thoughts aside and determined that he wasn’t going to pine over her for the rest of his life, he strode with perfect, purposeful steps out of the kitchen and around the corner to the stairs.

      Seemed like he wasn’t the only one going somewhere on purpose, as a flurry of white came barreling toward him.

      Admittedly, he had plenty of time to get out of the way. But once he figured out what, or who, exactly, was coming toward him, he chose not to.

      Two seconds later, she barreled straight into him.

      Prepared, he staggered back a few steps, putting his arms around her to steady them both.

      “Let go. I need to leave. Let me go.” Her voice was low and urgent, and she hadn’t looked at him yet. She probably hadn’t realized yet exactly who she’d run into.

      She struggled, still not looking up.

      “Ruby,” he said, his hands finding her shoulders. “What is it?”

      Cold feet?

      He could only hope. Obviously, she was leaving. Unless she had left something down here, too. But surely she would have sent Penny or one of her sisters down to get it.

      There were restrooms upstairs, but maybe they were full. Maybe she was rushing down here because she couldn’t wait in line.

      He almost loosened his grip with that thought, but he waited.

      “I need to leave. I need to go. Let me out.”

      “What happened? Have you changed your mind?” Maybe that was the obvious question, or maybe the answer to that question was obvious, but Ethan just couldn’t believe that Ruby had spent five years preparing for something and was going to run away at the last minute.

      That wasn’t the Ruby he knew.

      “Ethan?” She stopped struggling and looked up. After two seconds of searching his eyes, she slumped in his arms and laid her forehead on his shoulder.

      This wasn’t the Ruby he knew either. She didn’t lean on people.

      He’d seen her several times during medical school and residency. Different times when she’d called Race, asked for advice, and admitted that she was feeling overwhelmed and exhausted.

      At least a dozen times, Ethan had been the one to drive, first to New England, where she’d gone to medical school, and then to Chicago, where she spent her residency, but even then, she’d never been like this. Willing to just lie in his arms.

      He’d honestly take her any way he could get her. As long as she didn’t have another man’s ring on her finger.

      “I can’t do it. I thought I could. But I can’t.”

      “You changed your mind?” He found that so hard to believe.

      Her face came up, and for the first time since he’d known her, there was no confident, almost prideful look. She looked like a lost little girl, which was odd, since she was a doctor and a successful surgeon and about to marry and move to California. Then, from what he understood, fall into the lap of the most powerful and famous medical family in the country.

      “Yes. I changed my mind.” Her words still had some pride in them, but her eyes were cast down, and her spine slumped.

      “Ruby. I know you better than that.” Something happened.

      “I would prefer people not know exactly what happened.”

      “Am I relegated to the reams of ‘people’ in your life?”

      His question didn’t even get a lip twitch out of her.

      “I walked in on Wesley and the florist’s assistant. They weren’t talking about flowers. They weren’t talking at all.”

      That had been his impression of Wesley the first time he’d seen him. An arrogant, cocky, favored son, who had never been told “no.” Being told “no” helped develop character.

      Character was something Wesley didn’t have much of.

      “You have a car?” He thought she’d arrived this morning in a vehicle with her sisters and her mom. He wasn’t a member of the bridal party, but there was a sports car outside decorated with “Just Married” signs and crepe paper. He was pretty sure that sporty little low-slung thing wasn’t Ruby’s.

      Her eyes widened, and her hand came up to her cheek, cupping it. “I hadn’t thought of that.” She sighed, irritated. “He’s taken my pride and my brain. How did I not remember that I didn’t even have a vehicle here?”

      “I’ve got my bike. I’ll take you wherever you want to go.”

      “I don’t even know where I want to go. Just out of here.”

      There were sounds coming from the top of the steps, and her eyes opened wide. She gripped his hand.

      “Please. Take me away. Somewhere. Anywhere. I don’t care, just get me out of here. I’m going to have to call everyone and cancel, but I don’t want to do it in front of everyone, give me at least the screen of the phone before I have to make those calls.”

      She didn’t need to ask him twice. He’d never told her he’d do anything for her, but he would.

      He grabbed her hand. “Come on. I’ll take you somewhere you can think, and then you can decide what you’re gonna do.”

      He didn’t ask her if she was sure. He didn’t want to give her that option. Not the option to change her mind. He’d never gotten the impression, over the holidays and occasional summer weekends that he’d spent around Wesley, that Ruby and Wesley were madly in love with each other. Still, even if it wasn’t a huge love match, surely she wanted fidelity and loyalty.

      Surely.

      They’d gone around the corner before footsteps started down the steps, and they broke into a jog.

      “Our parents are going to be surprised,” he said as she ran by his side.

      “They won’t be disappointed in me. Not when I tell them what Wesley was doing. If it gets out, there are going to be people who won’t understand, who will think I should have just stayed with him. But not our parents.” She had her wedding dress gathered in both hands and matched her stride to his.

      “You’re right about that.”

      They ran out the back door and jogged to his bike, getting on as she adjusted her dress, tucking it under her.

      “That thing will be ruined.”

      “I don’t think anybody else will want to wear it anyway. Not after what happened today.” If she were upset about the cost, she didn’t say.

      He wanted to shoot a quick text off to Race, at least, and let him know what was going on. But it was only a short ride to his ranch, maybe twenty minutes. He didn’t want to waste time.

      “Are you sure about this?” he felt compelled to ask, out of unselfishness, he supposed, because he certainly didn’t want her to second-guess herself.

      “Yes,” she said with complete assurance. “Let’s get out of here.”

      She wrapped her arms around his waist, and he couldn’t stop the shudder that went through him. She had to have noticed, but he didn’t sit around and give her time to say anything. He started the bike, twisted his right hand, and carefully let out the clutch, motoring out of his stall, twisting around a couple of latecomers who had parked along the edge, and pulling out into the drive.

      As they went by, Wesley opened the basement door and put his head out.

      “You can’t do this to me!” he screamed after them. “Get back here.”

      “Keep going,” Ruby said in his ear.

      Ethan grinned. “I was hoping you’d say that.”

      “And don’t stop. Don’t stop for anything.” Ruby’s voice had grown stronger, and some of the steel and pride that had always been in it had come back.

      She was making the right decision. Now, he just had to figure out how to get her to notice him.
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      What had she done?

      Ruby held tight to the solid waist in front of her as Ethan gunned the motor and they raced down the highway.

      The hair that her sisters, Journee and Blakely, had taken so long to fix that morning snapped around her face. Completely ruined.

      Her dress was hopelessly wrinkled under her butt. She had pretty much made a decision, and the bridges were all burning behind her.

      She never made decisions with her emotions. Never.

      She hadn’t gotten to where she was in life by getting angry and running off. Which is basically what she’d done. Angry and hurt.

      Her pride was hurt anyway.

      Her heart might be a little relieved.

      Her eyes slid to the strong lines of the tan neck in front of her. Her heart actually was pretty happy.

      Was it divine intervention that had the cowboy she spent her life dreaming about coming up the stairs as she’d been going down?

      Sure, he’d haunted her dreams.

      Not haunted them, drove them.

      Since her parents had died, no one, not even her adoptive parents, had supported her like Ethan had.

      Penny and Race didn’t even know about some of the things he’d done.

      She’d been determined to keep him at arm’s length, because he wasn’t what she wanted in her life. Even now, he really wasn’t what she wanted.

      Except he was.

      He’d come and visited her at medical school six times, not that she was counting. And he’d visited her during her residency just as many.

      Somehow, when she called home, completely overwhelmed and unsure if she was going to make it or drop out, her parents had talked her down, and then Ethan had shown up.

      And yet, she’d never even been to the farm that he bought, what was it, eight years ago?

      She’d been too busy working toward her own dreams and hadn’t cared about his.

      Hadn’t allowed herself to care about his.

      And yet, it hadn’t stopped him from coming to her anytime she needed him.

      Over the years they’d known each other, he’d done everything she needed, and look at them now. He was still rescuing her.

      Maybe it was a funny thing to think about on the wild motorcycle ride away from the wedding that she was supposed to be participating in.

      She should be thinking about Wesley, and angry at what he’d done, and trying to figure out the logistics of shutting everything down and apologizing to her guests…although, really? Was it her job to apologize to her guests for Wesley?

      Whatever, none of that was on her mind.

      She couldn’t stop thinking that Ethan had always been there for her. Not in a loud or bold way.

      Just, when she needed it, he slipped into her life. Cheered her up, took her out, made her sleep, fed her, whatever she needed, and then slipped back out.

      And yet, what had she ever done for him?

      She half expected him to take her to Race and Penny’s house. That’s kind of where she thought she’d go. Her clothes were all in Wesley’s car.

      Clothes! What was she going to wear?

      Did it matter? She could cut the train off the dress and wear it for a while. Might as well get something out of the money she’d spent on it.

      Ethan blew by the turnoff for Race and Penny’s house, and she assumed he was taking her to his ranch. That was fine by her. Over the years, they’d talked about how nice it was and how private. It would be the perfect place for her to hang out for a night and figure out what in the world she was going to do.

      The sun shone on her face, and she lifted it, enjoying the beautiful June day, deep blue sky, the Arkansas Ozarks in the background, and an honorable man taking her away from what probably was the worst situation of her life.

      But it wasn’t life and death. Not like she saw every day at her job. And somehow, she just couldn’t get that upset about it.

      The road wound around, houses becoming more and more scarce before they disappeared altogether, leaving nothing but fields, rolling hills, and the occasional herd of cows until he turned off on a dirt road.

      He slowed way down, and as a trauma surgeon, she was kind of happy about that. She’d seen some pretty messed-up people from motorcycle accidents go through the ER.

      She hadn’t been thinking about that when she climbed on with him. She really wasn’t too worried about it now. Somehow, Ethan’s quiet confidence reassured her that she was fine, leaving her to focus on the glorious day around her.

      They turned down yet another dirt road, a lane that should be in a Norman Rockwell painting, as they went what seemed like further and further away from civilization.

      They had to have spent at least ten minutes on unpaved roads before the open fields peeled back on each side of them, and they motored down through a tree-lined drive with split rail fencing on both sides and a placid herd of cows grazing on the left. On the right, she could look down the hill and see glimpses of water. A river? Or a large creek.

      She wasn’t sure where they were anymore. Sad, since she had grown up in this part of Arkansas.

      A huge old barn dominated the spread before them when they came out of the tree line, with a smaller white-sided house that looked like an old farmhouse painting that would be hung up in a museum somewhere. Various outbuildings were scattered around, and flowers and bushes bloomed in profusion.

      She wouldn’t have thought of Ethan as someone who would have flowers blooming all around his house, but in hindsight, she could see him carefully tending the plants in his yard in the evening.

      She had a little more trouble picturing him relaxing in the typical ways everyone she knew did—hanging out at a bar, hooking up. Or, like several doctors she knew, playing in a cover band on their days off. Or the more typical hanging out in front of the TV or surfing the net.

      None of that seemed like Ethan.

      Then she realized she didn’t really know what he might do in his spare time.

      He pulled around the side of the house, kicked the stand down, and settled the bike before turning it off. Both legs were braced on either side, and he didn’t turn around.

      They just were still, looking out over the view.

      The house sat on a rise, and rolling hills stretched off in the distance, no houses in sight.

      “It’s beautiful back here,” she said softly, feeling like she needed to talk when he hadn’t.

      All the times he’d rescued her, she knew he wasn’t a big talker. Of course, she’d always been the one with the problem. He’d asked questions to draw her out, and she usually ended up holding up both ends of their conversations.

      He looked over his shoulder and met her eyes. “I think so.”

      Those dark eyes. Swirled like sandstone around an old fireplace. Rich and layered and deep. She knew nothing of what was in the depths. Although somehow, when he was looking at her, it made her shiver on the inside and think that maybe he wasn’t really talking about the view. As she had been.

      “I’m impressed by the blooming flowers,” she said.

      His eyes held hers for just a second more before he looked around and nodded.

      The only other vehicle in sight was a beat-up old farm truck, although she supposed there could be anything parked in the barn. There was a shed beside it which could probably hold vehicles too, as well as the huge pole building across the driveway.

      Now that she was here, and they were stopped, she felt a little awkward, which was weird because she never felt awkward around Ethan.

      She’d never gotten on board with the idea that he was her brother, either. He hadn’t officially been adopted.

      People don’t dream about their brothers.

      “Are you okay?” he asked, his words flowing out away from them, but as though he couldn’t keep from using his eyes to try to figure out if her words were going to be true, he looked back.

      “I’m fine. I’m glad it happened before I said ‘I do.’ I feel like I dodged a bullet. But this really messes up everything I had planned for my future.”

      He straightened and pulled a leg over the bike carefully so as not to kick her.

      “Come on. We’ll make some lemonade, and sit on the porch, and make the phone calls we need to in order to get this straightened out. Our parents are probably going crazy.”

      He held a hand out for her. She stared at it. Her colleagues all had smooth white hands, almost delicate, slender fingers. Their hands were their income, their life’s work, where the healing took place.

      They were tools to be guarded, protected, babied even. Some surgeons had their hands insured. Maybe like concert pianists or other top-tier musicians.

      If anything happened to her hands, she would not be able to make a living.

      The hand he held out to her was almost the exact opposite in every way of what hers were.

      Rough. Brown. Calloused and scarred. His were the hands of the people she worked on. Not the people she worked with.

      And yet, those hands had been soft and kind as they’d rubbed her back and urged her to rest. As they’d done her laundry and cleaned, first her dorm, then her apartment, while she slept. As they had cooked for her and taken care of her, fed her and stroked her brow the year she’d had the flu and crashed on Race and Penny’s couch.

      Ethan had been the one to sit up with her at night and to take off work to be with her during the day.

      She hadn’t thought too much about it at the time, because he was the one who wasn’t busy in the winter, as his ranch work slowed down.

      She stared at his hand a second and a half too long, which felt like an eternity. But it didn’t move, like it was up to her to accept or reject it. He wasn’t going to rescind his offer just because it took her a little while to make up her mind.

      She slid her fingers into his, slender and cool, perfectly manicured, which was slightly unusual, but thanks to the wedding, her nails were short and serviceable but also shiny perfection.

      “I know this wasn’t what you were planning on doing tonight.”

      “Plans change,” she said briskly, standing and swinging her leg over his bike, needing his steadying hand as her gown got caught and she unhooked it, hopping on one foot and wishing she’d chosen to wear flats instead of high, spiky heels, which she wasn’t used to.

      Wesley liked heels.

      He grunted; whether it was at her, or whether he hadn’t expected her to work so hard over her balance, she wasn’t sure.

      “I’m sorry. Not used to having all this stuff around me.” She slapped at her gown, making it fall back around her legs, covering her completely. “All my clothes are packed in Wesley’s car. I’m sure he probably won’t think about taking them out before he drives away. I have stuff from my apartment in Chicago. I was cleaning it out, because I was getting ready to move to LA.”

      “You’re probably about my height. You might have to roll my cuffs up, but you’ll fit my jeans.”

      His voice was low and slow, but his words made her eyes shoot toward his. And blink. She hadn’t considered that, but he was probably right. He was a couple inches taller than she was, but they were both slender.

      She’d been engaged to Wesley for five years, and she’d never put a single piece of his clothing on.

      That helped her make up her mind. “I’ll take you up on that. Anything’s better than this crazy dress.”

      “Come on.” He tugged on her hand. Maybe it was her job to pull her hand away, but he didn’t drop it, and she didn’t pull, and they walked up the stone sidewalk to his back porch with their hands linked.

      He opened the door for her. She bunched her dress together to get it through the doorway, and his two shaggy mutts came running out.

      She supposed, somewhere in the recesses of her brain, she’d heard the barking.

      He kept his elbow holding the door open but dropped on one knee to pet the two heads.

      She stopped.

      “Are you going to introduce me to your family?” she asked with an eyebrow raised. She’d never had time for pets. Her last was a fish. She even killed houseplants because she just didn’t remember to water them or didn’t have the energy after thirty-six-hour shifts.

      But she did know that some people really put a lot of store in their animals, especially if they didn’t have children.

      She supposed she got cynical, and maybe a little hard, because she faced death every day in the OR, and a pet was just one more thing to get attached to. Maybe it didn’t seem like that life was nearly as important as a human life.

      But it was her opinion.

      Ethan seemed pretty enamored with his dogs as they wiggled around him and licked his face.

      She dropped to her knee. Why not? It wasn’t like she was ever going to wear this dress again. She held her hands out for the little black noses to sniff.

      “This is Crimson. And this is Slipper,” Ethan said shortly, pointing to each dog, his head down, not looking at her.

      They sniffed her hands, then shoved their noses at her, their bodies wiggling, trying to get closer.

      “They’re friendly.” And he chose interesting names. She wondered…

      “Yeah, they love everybody. Not really good watchdogs, but that’s okay. I’m always gonna have people running around here, and I wouldn’t want to have a dog I have to watch because I was afraid it would bite someone.”

      “You’re so far out you really need a watchdog. Someone could sneak up on you and take everything you have.”

      “I guess they’re welcome to it, then.”

      That was a different kind of attitude, as well.

      “What kind of dogs are they?” she asked, unsure how to answer that last comment.

      “I don’t know. Just a bunch of different things, I guess. I had a friend whose buddy had a litter of pups, and he got these two, but his wife couldn’t handle them, and he was looking to give them away. I took them both. They’re high energy, but they’ve settled down over the years.”

      “So they’re not puppies?” She knew nothing about dogs. Maybe that was a dumb question.

      At his laugh, she was convinced it was.

      “No. I got the dogs not long after I got the ranch. They’re probably eight or so. I didn’t really keep track.”

      She nodded.

      His hands, so big and brown and strong, handled the dogs with a gentle care that captivated her. She had to pull her gaze away, settling it on an orange tabby cat that wove in and out of her legs. She scratched it between the ears and could feel its body vibrating with its purring.

      “That’s Mr. Rogers,” Ethan said.

      “Sweet kitty,” she said, as Mr. Rogers pushed into her hand, loving the attention. She could feel her stress draining away. There was something soothing about petting an animal and something even better about the unconditional love they showed.

      The dogs wiggled around, pushing the cat away. The dogs looked so similar to each other.

      “How do you tell them apart?”

      “Crimson’s just a little bigger, and she has more white on her.” His long brown finger pointed out the white along Crimson’s belly, legs, and face. “Slipper has white paws in the front.”

      “That’s how she got her name then?”

      “Not really. But I guess it works if you want to think about it that way.”

      “Do you have a lot of animals here on the farm?”

      “The usual. Slipper and Crimson. Mr. Rogers and a few other barn cats that aren’t as friendly. A herd of beef cattle and a hog behind the barn that should have babies sometime this month.” He didn’t look at her when he said it, and he straightened before she could say anything more.

      “I’m sure you want to get out of that thing,” he said, looking at her dress and completely changing the subject from the dogs’ names.

      It was funny how one could put Ruby and Slipper together, and Crimson and Ruby were similar. But maybe she was just being egotistical, needing everything to relate to her.

      She didn’t like to think of herself as selfish, but when it came to Ethan, she kinda felt she had been.

      “You’re right. It will be nice to put this behind me.”

      She hesitated. There was a line of pearl buttons down the back of her dress, and it was going to take forever and a day to unhook them all, if she even could. She had never put the dress on by herself, not any of the times when she’d tried it on and not today.

      “Just go straight through the mudroom and into the kitchen.” Ethan spoke from behind her as the dogs ran outside, and he shut the door.

      “Don’t you have them in a pen or something?”

      “No. They stick around. Plus, everything you can see from the house, I own. So even if they didn’t stay close, they’re welcome to roam.”

      She opened the door and walked through a small room into a big country kitchen. It wasn’t any dirtier than her apartment had been and a lot cleaner than it usually was.

      There were a couple coffee cups in the sink and two dirty plates. The counters were wiped off, although there was a package of spaghetti noodles and a can of sauce sitting out. A tea towel lay on the counter like he’d thrown it down after drying his hands, and there were a couple of crumbs at the table like maybe he’d eaten breakfast and not wiped it.

      Regardless, the floor looked like it’d been swept within the last week, and she’d seen a lot of places that were much worse off.

      “I’m impressed. Looks pretty clean in here. More so even than my apartment.”

      “Nobody else is going to do it, and I don’t like living in the mess.”

      “You don’t have a housekeeper?” She turned around to look at him, because she was kind of kidding. But he didn’t smile. He’d always been very serious.

      “No, although Natalie will be here next week cooking.”

      She managed to keep her mouth closed, but her brows shot up. “Natalie?”

      “We went by her place—the last house we went past. She rents that small house on the farm that borders mine down by the river.”

      He didn’t seem inclined to elaborate, and she didn’t ask any more questions. It was the first time she’d ever thought that Ethan might have a girl. He’d never mentioned anyone, never brought anyone with him on family weekends or for the holidays when she’d been around. He was alone at the wedding today.

      Ethan had always struck her as a loner.

      “You go through those doors, down the hall, up the steps right there. My room’s the first door on the right. Help yourself to whatever you can find in the dressers.”

      He opened the refrigerator door and pulled out a glass container with cut-up lemons swirling in it. She had to admit to being impressed. She certainly didn’t have homemade lemonade in her refrigerator to offer any guests that might happen to show up.

      “Are you hungry?” He nodded at the sauce and noodles on the counter. “I was going to get real fancy tonight and make spaghetti.”

      “I’m not.” Her stomach hadn’t settled, although her body felt calmer.

      He pulled his phone out and looked at it before saying, “That’s Dad. If you don’t mind, I’ll let him know what’s going on.”

      “Please do. I’ll call Mom as soon as I’m changed.” She pulled her bottom lip in and chewed on it for a couple of seconds, not really wanting to do what she knew she needed to. “I, uh, I really hate to ask this of you, but…I don’t think I can get out of the dress by myself. I can probably get all but the very middle buttons…”

      His thumbs had been going over the keypad on his phone, but somewhere in the middle of her words, they stopped. Several seconds ticked by.

      His eyes, dark and hooded, narrowed as they looked at her. Something swirled in them that almost made her want to take a step back. She held her ground.

      His words came out slow. “You want me to unbutton your dress?”

      She started to nod her head but scolded herself for being silly.

      “Yes.” Her voice came out with confidence. It wasn’t her fault she couldn’t get out of her dress. “Unless you have a pair of scissors, and then I’ll just cut right down the front, and I won’t have to worry about the buttons.”

      She hadn’t meant to be funny, but his lips twitched.

      Without moving from where he was standing, without taking his eyes off her, he reached over and pulled out a drawer.

      Glancing down, he grabbed something out, closed it, and handed her a pair of scissors, handle first.

      “If you don’t have a preference, I do,” he said, and she wasn’t sure what to make of that.

      Her hand reached out for the scissors without conscious thought. But she stopped just short of touching them.

      “I do have a preference.” She turned her back on him. “I don’t know for sure that your clothes are going to work. If I cut this dress off, and they don’t, I’ll have to wear a towel on the motorcycle ride home.”

      He snorted. “Isn’t it your job to cut and sew? Surely you could make something wearable out of all that material.”

      She pursed her lips. “I could also take the top five layers of your skin off and make something that would be suitable as well. But I won’t…if you unbutton the middle buttons of my dress.” She spoke crisply, although still joking, but there’d been some kind of undercurrent in his words, and she wasn’t sure exactly what he was driving at. Or why he would prefer her to cut her dress rather than him unbuttoning what amounted to probably five buttons that she couldn’t reach.

      He hadn’t started, although she felt his breath waving along the fine hairs of her neck. Apparently not everything had fallen out of her upswept hairdo. She probably looked like a riot happened on her head. And here she was giving him sass about her dress. He was probably laughing at her. That was the undercurrent.

      “I’m waiting,” she said, because she wasn’t very good at waiting, and he hadn’t even started, and it was making her nervous. What was the problem?
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      Ethan stared at the white row of shiny pearl buttons in front of him. Tiny little things that clasped the material around Ruby and covered the skin he’d never seen.

      There had been more than one time in his life where he dreamed about Ruby and her wedding dress and him taking it off. Never anything he actually thought would happen.

      Certainly not like this. The dress wasn’t meant for him, she didn’t wear his ring, they hadn’t said vows to each other, yet there she stood in her dress, calmly asking him to take it off and having no idea what those words and the idea of that action did to him.

      How they mimicked something he’d wanted for so long and yet still wasn’t getting.

      It was irony probably, although he couldn’t say he appreciated it.

      The dress dipped into a V in the back, showing lots of flawless white skin along with her slender neck and the fine hairs at the nape of it as they floated around, stirred by his breath.

      Definitely it was a fantasy. Or maybe it was making a mockery of his fantasy.

      “Fine,” she said, irritation plain in her voice. “I can cut the dang dress if you want me to. I don’t see what your problem is. It’s not like I’m asking you to slit your throat, although I could fix that, too, if necessary.”

      She crossed her arms over her chest but didn’t move, although he wished she would.

      Maybe he should tell her what the problem was. Maybe he should say she hadn’t put that dress on intending for him to help her take it off.

      Or that he’d wished for years that he would have the honor of having her dress like this for him and that he didn’t want to unbutton her dress without touching his lips to the sensitive spot at the nape of her neck, and being so close to the smooth skin without being able to run his fingers over it was agony.

      No. That probably wouldn’t go over so well.

      Ruby was a lot of things, but romantic wasn’t one of them.

      Funny, because people would not look at him and think romance. He supposed, in a way, they’d be right. Because his thoughts only ever ran in that direction with Ruby. He’d just never been interested in anyone else.

      She smelled like roses but with an underlying steel and determination that had always been part of her scent.

      He looked at his hands. He could do it. He would. She couldn’t ask him to do anything that he wouldn’t do to the best of his ability.

      Anything.

      He couldn’t let her know it though. He didn’t want her to realize, because then she’d feel compelled to tell him that they would never work out.

      That she wasn’t meant to be a farmer’s wife.

      That she wouldn’t be happy on the farm, cooking and cleaning and raising a bunch of kids and helping out with whatever he needed outside.

      She hadn’t spent the last fifteen years of her life working and studying and driving herself almost into the ground just to give it all up.

      Color him selfish, because he didn’t want anything less.

      She didn’t need to tell him it wouldn’t work. He already knew it.

      His hands came up, and his thumbs, big and clumsy, worked like they were swollen elbows instead of the most dexterous part of his body.

      “I guess this wasn’t something the designers of the dress meant to be easy and quick.”

      He supposed, if they were in a hotel room together or a honeymoon suite somewhere—although he would prefer to just come home, for him that would be the best honeymoon—he supposed being forced to remove the dress slowly would be a really good thing in a lot of ways he didn’t even want to think about.

      It wasn’t supposed to be done in the kitchen of some dude she didn’t marry, with her holding a pair of scissors and threatening to cut it off.

      She sighed, the hand with the scissors dropping to her side. “Everything about this dress is for looks, nothing is practical. I guess I thought for one day in my life, I could be whimsical. But I should have known better. Because that’s not me, and it just ended up biting me, over and over.” She sounded bitter and frustrated, and he felt bad for giving her a hard time, no matter how hard what she’d asked him to do was, because she’d just been jilted at the altar, and he hated any pain that might be causing her.

      “I’m doing the best I can. Sorry.”

      Her shoulder lifted in a shrug, and he bit back a word of frustration as the stupid button slipped out of his clumsy fingers yet again without coming unhooked.

      “Hold tight to the scissors, because right now if I see them, I can guarantee I’m gonna try to grab them right out of your hand.”

      One slim shoulder lifted.

      He closed his eyes.

      “Maybe that’s for the best. It might actually be cathartic for me to cut the stupid thing up. Are you sure your clothes will fit me?”

      No. He wasn’t.

      “They might be a little tight around the hips, but it’s kind of hard for me to judge your size with this thing on.” He was just going by what she looked like the last time he saw her, which should’ve been last night at the rehearsal dinner, but since he wasn’t in the wedding, he didn’t bother to go. No point torturing himself unnecessarily.

      He refrained from a fist pump as another button slipped out.

      “I’ve got two. At this rate, I’ll have you out of this dress by suppertime tomorrow. I hope you’re not in a rush to go anywhere.”

      “Well, our plane takes off tomorrow morning at nine o’clock to go to Rome. And we were touring Italy for our honeymoon as well as Switzerland.”

      “Wow. Sounds fun.” He didn’t really mean it, but he didn’t know what else to say. It sounded fun for someone who wasn’t him. Unless Ruby was with him.

      “Don’t lie. I know you would never want to do that.”

      He thought he heard her foot tapping on the floor.

      “You love it on your farm, holed up here in the middle of nowhere, by yourself.”

      “Can’t deny it.”

      “It wouldn’t hurt you to get out a little bit.”

      “Probably wouldn’t,” he ground out, trying not to sound like he was growling his words but torn between frustration at how hard the buttons were to undo and even more frustration that he had to stand back there and stare at the sweet spot where her shoulder joined her neck and not kiss it like he wanted to.

      “Well, good. I’m glad you agree. I’ve got a whole month’s worth of travel and lodging already paid for. You and I might as well go and enjoy it.”

      Oh. He hadn’t been expecting that.

      How cruel life could be.

      He was taking off her wedding dress and she’d just asked him to go with her on her honeymoon, but neither action meant what he wanted them to.

      His fingers stilled before he forced them back into motion. Three buttons done.

      From his calculations, he probably ought to do at least ten, so she wouldn’t come back downstairs with her dress half off, begging him to do the rest.

      Goodness help him, he was so tempted to ditch his responsibilities and fly off to some foreign country with the only woman he’d ever wanted.

      Twisting the button, he forced himself to say the thing that needed to be said. “As exciting as a vacation in Rome or Switzerland or whatever you just said sounds, I’m going to have to decline.”

      “Why? Do you hate me that much?” She said it kind of like she didn’t really think he hated her, but maybe she was just digging, or maybe she needed reassurance. After all, her fiancé of five years had just been with another woman. Maybe it was finally sinking in that it might mean he hadn’t been happy with her.

      “I don’t hate you. Probably the opposite. But you already know that.” He wasn’t willing to say more. A man did have to have some pride, after all.

      She looked over her shoulder, her eyes narrowed. “I already know what?”

      “That I don’t hate you.” He jerked her button. “Stop moving. The stupid buttons are hard enough to undo. When you wiggle around underneath them, I lose it every time.”

      She stilled but didn’t lose the bone she’d been chewing. “You said the ‘opposite.’ What did you mean by that?”

      “I just kind of figured you’d just caught your fiancé with another woman, maybe you need to be assured that there are people who care about you. I’m one of those people.”

      Maybe he wouldn’t have noticed it if his hands hadn’t been on her back, but her backbone seemed to wilt, and some of the starch went out of her.

      “Wesley and I kind of scoffed at the idea of love and all of those tingly feelings. We had a relationship built on mutual respect and friendship, and I had thought that would be enough. It was exactly what I wanted, since in my experience, watching my friends get married and subsequently get divorced, those tingly feelings fade, and then you claim to fall out of love.”

      She leaned her head back and looked at the ceiling. The button he was struggling with slipped out of his hand. He was pretty sure if this was their actual wedding night, he wouldn’t have been patient enough to get the stupid thing off. Maybe one of the selling points was that it doubled as a nightgown.

      She continued, blissfully unaware of his thoughts. “If you base your relationship on something else, you don’t have to worry about that. That was the theory anyway. The theory that Wesley blew to pieces earlier today. But I can’t say that my heart is broken. Because it’s not. It wasn’t involved at all.” She snorted. “I will say my pride’s hurt, and yeah, there’s a little bit of thinking I guess I wasn’t good enough. Why couldn’t he have waited until we’d been married for twenty years before he decided I wasn’t good enough? I might not care at that point.”

      He was a creep to do it now, and he’d have been a creep to do it in twenty years.

      “Wouldn’t it be much harder to walk away from twenty years of life together than it would be to walk away from five?” he murmured.

      She wasn’t being exactly logical right now. Although, he had to admit it certainly helped the green monster that had been sitting on his shoulder for the last five years to lie down and go to sleep when he heard she didn’t really love Wesley.

      It didn’t help to hear that she didn’t believe in love, though, because that didn’t bode well for his future. Even if she did develop feelings for him, she’d probably deny them or walk away from them, because he wasn’t what she wanted either.

      Funny, how he’d convinced himself he could be okay with that. The wanting had never gone away; it had just gotten shifted to the side.

      “So you’re not interested in going on my honeymoon with me? Not asking you to marry me. I’m just asking you to be my plus one. All the reservations are made for two.”

      “How do you know that Wesley isn’t taking the florist’s assistant and planning on doing the exact same thing with her?” He didn’t mean it as a serious question, necessarily, but after he said it, he figured it was probably just as likely.

      “Because she wasn’t old enough to be out of high school.”

      “The older you get, the younger kids look.”

      She flicked her head around, her eyes narrowed. “Whose side are you on, anyway?”

      Right. So he grinned.

      If eyes could shoot sparks, he’d be on fire. It might be worth it, because she was gorgeous when she was angry.

      “I am not. I’m scary and fearsome and a force to be reckoned with when I’m angry.”

      He hadn’t meant to say that out loud, hadn’t realized he had. It made his smile dim, which made her superior look grow even more so, and it was her turn to smile.

      “At least you’re acting more like the Ruby I know than the Ruby I’ve been with all afternoon.”

      “You’ve said that line before. Multiple times.” Her voice was softer and thoughtful. “Every time, pretty much, you came to rescue me from myself when I wasn’t sure I could keep doing what I needed to do in order to get to where I wanted to be.”

      He nodded. Anytime she’d called Race, and he’d talked to Ethan about the trials of becoming a doctor and how Ruby was struggling, Ethan had never been able to stop himself from going. At first, it was with Race’s blessing. But eventually, he’d never even said anything to Race about it; he just went.

      “You know, I owe you for all those times. You should come with me to Italy and Switzerland, just because you’re part of the reason that I’m a surgeon today.”

      For the first time in his life, Ethan almost wished he could. He’d never been interested in going anywhere else, always loved the beauty of the Ozark foothills and his Arkansas home. Especially now that he had his own farm, he’d be quite content never setting foot off it.

      But he could spend a month with Ruby.

      Of course, he wouldn’t be worth anything when she dropped him back off on his farm and walked away, out of his life and back to hers.

      “I almost wish I could. But I can’t.”

      “That’s just an excuse, isn’t it? You don’t want to leave your farm.” She turned around. “I’m sorry. I would feel the same way about my practice if I hadn’t already scheduled this.”

      “No. That’s not it, not really. I already have something scheduled for the next month.”

      “Something?”

      “Nothing you’d be interested in.” Not sure why he didn’t want to tell her, he closed his mouth. Maybe he didn’t want her to know because she’d see right through him.

      “Try me. I’ve got the next month free.”

      He studied her buttons, realizing he couldn’t not tell her without making a big deal of it. “I run a camp here for four weeks in June. I’ve done it every year since I bought the place. Just some boys, maybe ten, that are like me growing up, don’t have much of anything, including family. I spend a month with them and just try to give them an idea that maybe there are some ways that they could go in their life to turn it around and maybe they don’t have to be like their parents or let their environment define them.”
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      Ethan had a camp?

      It shouldn’t surprise her, because he’d always tried to be helpful, looking for ways to do things for people in his own quiet way. He’d done so for her, of course, and her siblings, their parents.

      He’d just always been there. Stalwart and faithful, quiet, ready to drift back into the shadows once he wasn’t needed anymore.

      She supposed that’s why she’d assumed that he was spending his extra time on the farm now. Now that he had a place of his own.

      The camp surprised her, but again, it shouldn’t have.

      At least it got her mind off his fingers on her back. His breath on her neck. His voice in her ear.

      This wasn’t the way she’d expected her dress to come off, but she almost wished it was for real.

      The shivers that she had to control, the rippling tingles that went down her spine, and the way her heart flipped and flopped in her chest, they weren’t unexpected either.

      They weren’t, but somehow, they still managed to surprise her.

      “All boys?” She hadn’t expected Ethan to be sexist.

      His fingers stilled, and she felt herself straining to feel them move again.

      Finally, when he didn’t move and didn’t say anything, she looked over her shoulder.

      His chin lowered, and his eyebrows lifted.

      “You know better,” he said softly.

      She narrowed her eyes, running back through her mind, trying to figure out why her first assumption—that he was sexist—was incorrect.

      “It’s just you?” she finally asked.

      “Natalie and Mom come and cook lunch and clean up some for us. It’s up to us to do breakfast and supper. A couple boys who used to be in the camp and are now teens come help.”

      There he was talking about Natalie again. Whoever she was.

      Every time he said her name, it caused her shoulders to tighten and her stomach to feel sick.

      She would never in a million years have said that she could be jealous of someone who rented a shack on the edge of somebody’s farm, but hearing her name, the way it curled off Ethan’s lips with almost a special kind of warmth to it, definitely triggered the yucky feelings in her stomach.

      It had to be jealousy.

      She’d long ago learned, just because she had “Dr.” in front of her name now, it didn’t make her any different than anybody else. It might make the way people looked at her different, it might make people think that she could do things she couldn’t actually do, and it might give her a little more respect, but it hadn’t changed her.

      She was still human. Still prone to failure, still susceptible to human thoughts and emotions. As much as she wanted to think that she thought logically and not emotionally.

      So yeah, he didn’t have to tell her anything more about Natalie for her to know that she was definitely feeling jealousy.

      Didn’t mean she had to accept jealousy; she would fight it because that was an emotion she didn’t want to feel and not one that was acceptable either.

      If he had a special place in his heart for Natalie, that was only good for her, because a man like Ethan would be a real catch for any woman. Natalie was one lucky lady.

      “I’m not doing anything for the next month; you could have a girls’ camp too.”

      His fingers had started working again, but they stopped, and his breath huffed out, skimming along her neck, tickling the hair, and making her close her eyes.

      The seconds ticked by, with the man behind her frozen, but she knew he wasn’t being dramatic. He just didn’t say much, and he was probably thinking about what she said.

      Sure enough, after about twenty seconds, he spoke. “You’re sure about that?”

      “You know I’m not the kind of person that starts something and doesn’t finish it.” To say the least.

      “Yeah, but today’s kinda fresh in your mind. Maybe next week this time, you’re gonna wish that you’d chosen to do something else with your extra time.”

      “Well, I would kind of like to go on my honeymoon, but that’s pretty much out of the question, since I haven’t been able to convince anyone around here to go with me, so I might as well do the next best thing.”

      “And the next best thing is running a girls’ camp for underprivileged girls?”

      “Sure. I’m guessing it’s probably not the most relaxing thing in the world, but it feels like something that would be good and necessary and helpful, and I love the idea. You’ve already got the perfect setup, and it’ll take my mind off the crap that happened today and make me feel good about myself again. Why not?”

      “I usually take the boys around the farm and teach them things like working with the animals, fixing fence, cutting wood. I actually have had loggers here on the property.” That reminded him that Joe had texted and said he wouldn’t be bringing a check around for a week or two. Something about his son cutting himself with a chainsaw on a different job and being in the hospital in Saint Louis. Ethan hoped it wasn’t too bad. But the loggers were finished up and he’d love to be paid.

      He shook his head. Where was he? “The boys and I will be working on cleaning up any branches and brush they’ve left behind. We do a lot of hands-on stuff outside. I’m guessing that you’re probably not going to be teaching the girls to milk goats or pick berries.”

      He had a point. She didn’t know anything about doing anything outside. She’d spent the last twelve years learning how to fix the inside of a person, and that didn’t include going outside and chopping wood.

      “So this is like a sexist, traditional camp where the girls have to sit inside and sew buttons?”

      She supposed buttons were on the brain. She could have them redo her wedding dress. But that would be pointless work, since she never wanted to see the stupid thing again in her life.

      “Not necessarily, although I guess I don’t really appreciate the mocking in your tone, because there is a place for that. It’s not like we have to take away one choice in order to present another. That’s not really giving choices, is it?”

      She pressed her lips closed. He was right. Just because she’d chosen a different path didn’t mean that someone who wanted to choose something that was the opposite of what she had chosen wasn’t correct. Maybe even better in some ways, because she’d deliberately chosen not to have children. What was the point in her having kids and giving them to someone else to raise?

      Wesley and she had talked about that, and both of them could see the logic there.

      It hadn’t felt like a sacrifice at the time, but she was cognizant enough to know that as she lived her life, it might be a decision she regretted.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to sound like I was mocking anything. I guess I was just asking if I had to teach those things, or maybe I could do something else?”

      “My thought has always been that I wanted them to learn something they probably weren’t going to learn in their environment. Just to open up their worldview a little bit and show them that there might be a slightly different way that is just as good or better than the way that they’d be shown by the modeling of their parents or by what they learn in school.”

      Right. She could get that. She pulled her lips in and worried a little bit with her teeth while her fingers twisted the scissors.

      “We can learn the things together. It can’t be that hard.”

      “What things?” he asked, a slight tone of suspicion in his voice.

      “I don’t know. What ‘traditional’ things do girls do? Cook? We can figure that out. Lots of people do that, and it can’t be hard. Sew? I don’t even know if people do that anymore. But again, if I can pull someone’s skin together and stitch it up, surely cloth can’t be any more difficult. Gardening? I can do that. There’s plenty of stuff on gardening on the web, I’m sure. I’ll spend the weekend studying.”

      She’d spent plenty of weekends and late nights memorizing the ACLS manual. How hard could it be to thumb through a cookbook and learn that?

      Then a thought occurred to her that startled her: maybe it was too late to find any girls who would come.

      “I’ve been making an assumption that you can find girls. But if the camp starts in two days, maybe that’s impossible.”

      “No. This has always been informal. The most I do is have the parents sign a couple of forms, and I’m sure all Dad would have to do is mention it from the pulpit on Sunday, and you’d have enough girls from there who want to come. I’ve turned boys away every year from just that much.”

      “Is that from where your boys come? From the congregation?”

      “A couple are from Natalie, and a couple are from St. Louis, from a church that Dad knows there. There are a few from our congregation. We try to take the poorest of the poor.”

      Which led to another question for Ruby. “Who pays for this?”

      There was a long pause. She felt a loosening in her back, as though another button popped open.

      Eventually, he said, “I do.”

      He breathed out, and she felt the soft air over her exposed skin.

      “I think you can get the rest of them.”

      She took a step and turned. “Can you afford to do a girls’ camp?”

      Even if he could, she had no idea if she could actually do this.

      Of course, it wasn’t common knowledge to most people, but about ninety-seven percent of the time in the OR, she had no idea or at least very little idea of whether she could or couldn’t do what needed to be done. No two things were alike, especially in the OR.

      No trauma was ever the same as another trauma, and no two people reacted the same to anything. There was always a set of unknowns, and solving the problems as she went along was part of the job.

      Therefore, this was not unfamiliar territory to her, although it wasn’t life and death, which actually made it a little relaxing, if she wanted to think about it like that.

      Except, it was Ethan, and she had a feeling that whatever he did, he did it well. She wanted to be the same and be a help, not a hindrance.

      “Yeah.” No elaboration, just one word. He stepped back, leaning a hip against the counter as though he needed to put space between them, shoving his hands into his pockets. His eyes were hooded, his white shirt and black pants looking natural in a way she didn’t expect.

      She’d always been kind of partial to the rugged cowboy look, probably because of the way Ethan looked in high school, but he definitely looked good in his dress clothes.

      “Can Natalie and your mom handle cooking for twice as many?” She hoped her curiosity about Natalie didn’t come out in her words. She wanted to know more. But she congratulated herself on her casual tone and figured he probably wouldn’t know where she was going with it.

      “The girls will be here; they can do the cooking. I usually make the boys cook breakfast for themselves, then we’ll typically have something like hot dogs or mountain pies over the bonfire in the evening.”

      She wanted to accuse him of being sexist again, but she understood what he said he was doing. Teaching skills that the children might not learn anywhere else.

      Except she had never really learned any of those skills.

      Her sisters had. Penny had made sure of it.

      Ruby had always been busy doing science experiments and dissecting stuff and… Her eyes widened.

      Why not? Why couldn’t she do the things she was good at with the girls? She twisted her tongue, biting down on it, which was something she always seemed to do when she was thinking intensely.

      “You’re thinking extra hard.” Ethan crossed his arms over his chest, and his brows puckered.

      She untwisted her tongue and set her jaw in what she hoped was a more relaxed looking position. “What in the world makes you think that?”

      “That twisted tongue and clamping down expression you had. It’s what you always do, in particular when you have an idea that you think is absolutely brilliant and you’re looking at it from all different sides.”

      “How do you even know that about me?” He had hit it right on the head. What he’d said was totally accurate, but he shouldn’t know her that well.

      He lifted a shoulder and looked away.

      His behavior struck her as odd. She didn’t want to think about it, because she thought her idea was pretty fantastic.

      “If you think you can get girls to come, I have a month, and I’d love to spend it here.”

      She realized it was absolutely true. Sure, she had the whole wedding thing looming over her head, and she needed to do something to handle it, and soon, but she was excited about doing something that benefited kids, and maybe she could save their lives before they hit the ER.

      So much of what she saw in her job as a trauma surgeon was from people making poor decisions, but those decisions could be headed off years prior, if instead of thinking it was fun to hop in a car and go cruising in the middle of the night, kids had a purpose, and a plan, and things that they loved to do, and didn’t feel like they needed to entertain themselves by doing crazy dangerous stuff.

      The idea was intriguing. And something she’d never really thought about. In the years since her parents’ death from being hit by a drunk driver, she had been focused on saving their lives by doing better surgery.

      But what if their lives could have been saved if the person who hit them hadn’t been drunk? What if that person, as a kid, had had someone like Ethan to guide him in a different direction for his life? What if he’d never started touching alcohol to begin with?

      Those were new questions, and there were plenty of people around the world working on answers, but it was an angle she hadn’t really considered for herself before. She liked it.

      Ethan’s eyes were hooded. He hadn’t moved, studying her.

      Maybe he was still concerned about whether or not she was actually going to stay. He didn’t need to be. What else was she going to do? She didn’t really want to face anyone, and she wasn’t a huge social person anyway.

      Sure, it would have been nice to tour Europe, see Italy, go to Switzerland… She’d never been. She spent her whole life working.

      Honestly, she’d rather have a purpose than entertain herself. Especially now. That was just who she was. She loved the idea of having something meaningful to do for the next month rather than floating around.

      She met his stare with one of her own—the determined look that she got when the steps of an operation solidified in her mind and she realized she really could save this person.

      Maybe it was the look that convinced him, maybe it was something that he had thought in his head, whatever it was, his hands dropped, and he jerked his head down.

      “You’re gonna have to keep them entertained from the time they get up in the morning ’til they go to bed at night. They’re here from Monday morning until Friday night. They go home Saturday and Sunday and are back again Monday. The last week, we have Christmas in July, where we kinda give them a Christmas like they might not get at their house. The week before that, we spend decorating for it. I’ve got a buddy who is a stuntman in Hollywood and has access to a fake snowmaker. He brings that for us.”

      Wow. He was more organized than she’d figured. Her fingers itched. She was excited, and yeah, the whole Christmas thing made everything even more special. She could totally get into this.

      “I’m getting changed, then I need to make some phone calls about the wedding—” She looked around. “Oh my goodness. I don’t have my phone. I think…I think I left it at the church.”

      “That would be the reason it’s not ringing off the hook right now,” Ethan said with a heavy dose of sarcasm in his voice. “Maybe that’s the reason mine is.”

      “I hadn’t noticed.”

      “I shut it off. You can use it after you’re done changing. In the meantime, I’ll take care of Mom and Dad. And I’ll inform Mom and Natalie about doubling the food they were planning on making, and I’ll see if Dad will give us names of any girls who might be interested, and we can gather a few up. How many do you think you can handle?”

      “You said you’re doing ten?”

      “I didn’t start out with ten.”

      “I think I can handle that.” How hard could it be? “How old?”

      “Mine are usually around eleven to fourteen. I might have a fifteen-year-old to help this year if he didn’t get a job.”

      “You don’t even know?”

      “I told him he could come if he wanted to help. But he was trying to find a job, and if he’s got one, I’m not expecting him.”

      She nodded. This was pretty much the weirdest thing she’d ever heard of. So loosey-goosey, and yet so good.

      “Bedroom’s first door on the right?” she asked as she walked out.

      “That’s right. Help yourself to anything.”

      She looked back at the odd note in his voice, but his face revealed nothing, and she figured she must have imagined it. She headed upstairs, trying not to wonder why Ethan had managed to impress her so much.
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      Five hours later, Ethan looked out the back window at Ruby, her legs drawn up and tucked underneath her, the notebook she’d asked to borrow from him open in front of her with various pieces of paper scattered all around her, scribbling furiously with the pen she’d also borrowed, a highlighter lying nearby, its use obvious by the big, bright lines of green spotting all the papers.

      She’d borrowed his phone and occasionally picked it up, typing the password that he’d given her easily and apparently looking things up on the internet. She tapped the pen to her head and twisted her tongue, biting down on it.

      He’d probably given a little bit too much of himself away with that tongue comment. But he’d seen her do it so often, every time he visited her. Studying, running through in her mind whether she really wanted to put the work in to realizing her dream, and when he’d said something that she didn’t agree with, but she couldn’t articulate why.

      He’d always loved watching her do it.

      But yeah, it probably was weird that he knew it.

      Still, he had to admire how she dove into things.

      It had taken about an hour to deal with the wedding issues. His parents had already pretty much defused everything, and he supposed that Ruby would have some fallout to deal when it came to the physicians that had been invited and her friends.

      But she’d put that out of her mind and threw herself into the camping project, and he knew that the girls his dad was able to scrounge up would be blessed because of it.

      Ruby had said she could handle ten, but Ethan had asked his dad to try to limit it to five. One of Natalie’s girls, Maggie, was old enough, and he’d ask his dad to include her. He was sure Natalie would want to send her.

      Ethan opened the door and poked his head out.

      Ruby glanced up, blinking like she was coming out of a trance.

      “You hungry?” He figured it was a toss-up, depending on how upset she was about the wedding.

      Her brows pushed down, as though she had to think about it, before her face brightened.

      “I am.” She sounded surprised, and he had to bite back a laugh. “Do you need me to help you make something?” She glanced at the stuff strewn all over the table and started gathering it up.

      “No. I already made spaghetti. I have a bit of a salad to go with it. I can bring it out if you want.”

      Her eyes widened again, like she hadn’t even considered eating outside.

      He never ate in if he could eat out.

      “Sure. Actually, I’ll help you.” She grabbed the rest of her stuff and stepped out of the picnic table seat, carrying it all in. “Thank you so much for letting me use your phone. Do you think we could make a trip to town?”

      She handed his phone back as she went through the doorway.

      He took it from her, careful not to touch her. Just instinct. After all, undoing the buttons on her dress was enough temptation for one day.

      “We can. If you don’t mind waiting until tomorrow, we can do it after church. That way we only have to make one trip into town, but if you can’t wait, I don’t have anything pressing to do tonight.”

      “Aren’t you getting ready? You have ten boys descending on you next week, for four weeks, isn’t there anything you need to do?”

      Her voice sounded incredulous, but she was walking away from him, and he couldn’t see her face.

      “I’m not going to do anything special with them. I’m just gonna do what we always do. I mean, I did get enough axes and knives and matches to make sure that all the boys have some, but we’ll make what we need as we need it. I am not going to do it for them. That’s part of why they’re coming.”

      He supposed he should have stopped talking as soon as he said axes and knives, because she had whirled around on him.

      “Do you realize how many kids end up in the ER because of accidents that could be avoided?”

      It was like she thought he didn’t know the danger. “So we shouldn’t do anything because we might get hurt? You want us to sit around at the kitchen table and stare at each other? Maybe we could knit. But, wait, knitting needles are pointed. Maybe we shouldn’t do that either?”

      “Sarcasm doesn’t become you, Ethan. You’re the strong, silent type, remember?” She gave him that look, and her tone said she was the oldest and used to putting her brothers down. To defending her position over his egregious breach of what was socially acceptable.

      But he wasn’t one of her brothers, and he was the oldest.

      “I was just trying to figure out what you want me to do.”

      “It’s possible to have fun without hurting yourself.”

      “It’s possible to eat without enjoying it. Why would you want to?”

      Her eyes narrowed just a little bit as she rounded the table as though thinking about what he said.

      “So we should just eat candy bars and drink chocolate milk every day?”

      “It isn’t that. But things sometimes make us miserable, and I wonder why in the world you’d want to live if you’re that miserable all the time. I think the same thing probably applies to doing dangerous things. What’s the point of living if you don’t have fun?”

      “And I think we’re back to where we were before, you can have fun without doing something dangerous.”

      “You can’t tell me you live that way. I’ve seen you. You don’t think it’s not dangerous to drive home after a thirty-six-hour shift?”

      “That was necessary. I didn’t do that for fun.”

      “You enjoyed every minute of it.” Maybe his tone was accusatory, but it was true.

      Her lips tightened, because she knew she couldn’t argue. Her eyes swept the table, and her mouth opened. “That’s interesting. That looks like a salad. From the man who was just complaining about what the point of eating was if he didn’t enjoy it.”

      “That’s spinach and lettuce from my garden, and bacon from the hog I butchered this winter.”

      “I suppose you made the cheese too?”

      He snorted. “Sarcasm doesn’t become you either, Dr. Barclay.”

      Her mouth opened, and her eyes shot to his. She didn’t say anything for a good three seconds. He wondered what he’d done.

      “I think that’s the first time you’ve used my title.”

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize you preferred it. I can call you Dr. Barclay from now on.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. It sounds ridiculously stupid coming from you.”

      “And how am I different than anyone else?” His heart skipped a beat or six because he wanted to be different than everyone else to her. But that wasn’t really what he meant, and she didn’t take it like that anyway.

      “I’ve never really thought of you as my brother, but you’re definitely one of the people that have always been there for me in my life. Don’t you even start calling me Dr. Barclay.”

      “Even for camp? The kids are going to have to call you something. What do you want?” He hadn’t had time to consider what they should call her. The boys just mostly called him Mr. Ethan. He was fine with it if a few of them didn’t put the mister in front. He tried to gently correct them, not because he felt it was necessary for his ego or pride, but because he thought it was good for them to learn a little respect for adults.

      “Miss Ruby is fine,” she said, a little slowly as though testing the title out on her lips.

      “Dr. Ruby?”

      He’d make the kids call her that if she wanted. She’d earned that title. He’d seen the work and sweat and blood and tears she’d put in, the days she’d wanted to quit, and the days he’d wanted her to quit, when he could hardly stand to see how rundown and exhausted she was.

      But she persevered through it all, even the months of cadaver dissection, which would have sent him running screaming out of the door, leaving any dreams of becoming a doctor behind, but she’d done it gamely and even joked about it some toward the end, although he’d always heard her speaking respectfully of the person who’d donated their body for her education.

      An invaluable resource and something he’d never even considered doing.

      So much in life one didn’t know until one was with someone whose realm extended out of one’s own, comfortable zone.

      “No. I don’t think so. I earned the title, and I love it, but I think I’d like to leave that part of me behind for a little bit.”

      He wished he hadn’t said anything, because she sounded sad. It was the first time that she sounded contemplative or even a little bit upset. It did gratify him to know that what Wesley had done hadn’t really hurt her. At least not that she showed. Maybe she would cry into her pillow tonight, but he doubted it.

      They carried the food out to the picnic table. He usually didn’t. Typically, he just went out and sat down on the steps with Slipper and Crimson beside him.

      Sometimes he just ate right out of the pan. But he figured he’d better be a little bit more civilized with company here. With Ruby here.

      There might not ever be a chance for him to be with Ruby, which was his dream, but he didn’t have to act like a caveman around her either.

      After they were done eating, she helped with the dishes. He was looking forward to sitting outside with her. The most beautiful time of the day was as the sun went down and evening fell around.

      But after she cleaned out the pan, she said, “If you don’t mind, I think I’m going to go upstairs. I’m exhausted. And if I’m going to get up and go to church tomorrow, I’m going to have to face a lot of people that I would rather not. At least not right now. I think I’d like to turn in early.”

      He’d not considered that. Tomorrow would be a hard day for her. Time would make it easier.

      “We don’t have to go if you don’t want to. There’s no need.”

      “I need to go to town to get supplies. You said we’d do that after church.”

      “We can do it instead of church. I understand why you might not want to go to town. I certainly won’t make you.”

      “I’m not going to be a coward.”

      “It’s not being a coward to give yourself a little bit of time to heal, to let a little bit of water pass under the bridge.”

      She closed her mouth and looked away. She knew about healing. And how it took time. What he said obviously made sense to her.

      “I appreciate that. Thank you.”

      She turned and walked out of the kitchen, and he waited for her to leave before he put his hands on the counter and braced himself, dropping his head down. He was gonna spend more time with Ruby in the next four weeks than he ever had in his life before, and he was pretty sure he was going to fall deeper in love with her every single day.

      And then she was going to walk out and go back to her surgeon’s life.

      He just hoped he could handle it.
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      Sunday evening, Ethan sat on his front porch step, his back leaning against the banister, one leg stretched out in front of him with his arm resting on it, his other leg planted two steps down.

      It was always nice to have someone to share the beauty with.

      Not even someone to talk to, although he’d listen, happily, as long as they didn’t expect him to say anything too profound, because he could look at and enjoy but often not be able to say what moved him so deeply about this time of day.

      Regardless, having someone to talk to hadn’t ever been a problem.

      Ruby was in his house now. They’d gotten back from their shopping trip, and he’d taken her on a tour of the farm on his ATV, showing her the boundary lines.

      It had taken several hours, and he’d recommended she take a shower when they were done, just because they’d gone through some brush and trees and he didn’t want to see her get bitten by a tick.

      He was going in in a bit and taking a shower, too, but for now, he was enjoying the evening.

      The rumble of a car on gravel came over the evening air, and he listened for a while before the car actually came into sight.

      It was a pickup, and he recognized it immediately as Denver’s, Ruby’s brother’s truck.

      Denver parked beside the house, considerate enough to not block the view. The door slammed, and his tall, slender younger brother came walking around the side of the house.

      A far cry from the gangly boy he’d been the first time Ethan had seen him, Denver had filled out and walked with confidence.

      Ethan enjoyed talking to him. Denver had a strength of character that wasn’t often found in a man and a steady confidence that almost screamed he could do anything he put his mind to.

      As an underwater welder, he probably needed that kind of confidence. The job was downright dangerous, and it kept him away from home.

      “Hey, man,” Denver said as he came up the steps and held his hand out.

      Ethan shook it without getting up and jerked his head. “Good to see you. Have a seat.”

      Denver settled on the top step, his feet planted on the third step and his elbows resting on his knees.

      He looked out over the view that Ethan had been enjoying, his eyes taking it all in, and his body relaxed, like he liked what he saw.

      “Wouldn’t be hard to settle down to this,” he finally said.

      “It’s gorgeous, that’s for sure.” Ethan didn’t have a hard time imagining Denver settling down. He did, however, have a hard time trying to picture a woman who was good enough for his brother.

      “I thought Ruby was here,” Denver said, almost studiously casual.

      “She is. Last I heard, she was going to take a shower. We’ve got a bunch of kids coming to camp tomorrow. Maybe she’s feeling a little overwhelmed.”

      “Missed you guys in church today.”

      “I miss you most of the time.” Denver was hardly ever home. In fact, before Ruby’s wedding, Ethan thought it was Christmas since he’d been home last.

      “It’s been six months since I’ve been there. I expected to see my brother and my sister. Kind of surprised I didn’t.”

      “I think you can understand it was probably pretty hard for Ruby to face all of that. I told her to give it some time, and that’ll make it easier. I think part of her was torn, and she did want to go. Seeing you was a fairly big draw. I’m glad you stopped in.”

      “I dropped some bags off on the back porch. Mom made sure to get Ruby’s clothes and her cell phone, her purse, and a few other things. I think she thought she’d give them to you guys in church, but I became the delivery boy when you didn’t show up.” He flashed a white smile in Ethan’s direction.

      “Mom’s smart sometimes. I bet she knew Ruby wanted to see you.”

      “Yeah. I’m heading back to the oil wells tomorrow, wanted to see her before I go.”

      Denver didn’t say, but Ethan figured he was thinking his job was dangerous, and he never knew if it would be the last time he’d see his family.

      “Why don’t you quit? Your job pays gold bricks. You can’t be working for money anymore. Come back up. Settle down. This view isn’t exclusive to my house and farm. There are plenty of other places that are almost as nice.” Ethan knew he was a little partial to Sweet Rest Farm, but he was saying the truth. There were plenty of places for Denver to settle down.

      “Yeah or no. I guess I admire you for doing it by yourself. I can, I know it. But it just almost feels like defeat if I quit and come back, for no reason other than…” He held his hands up. “Why? What’s the point?”

      Ethan didn’t say anything. He figured Denver was probably thinking about a wife, but there was also his purpose in life.

      Ethan struggled with that some too.

      “Is it better than what you’re doing? You want something more meaningful?”

      “I’m doing work that needs to be done. I’m making things safer for a bunch of men who have families they’re working to support. I can justify that in my head.” He shrugged. “Coming back and retiring, so to speak, living for myself, because this is what I would love to do, where’s the higher purpose in that? I just don’t see it.”

      Maybe that was part of what this time of day brought out, the contemplative thoughts, the questioning, or maybe that was just being an older brother and someone who didn’t talk much. When he didn’t say anything, people had a tendency to fill that silence with their own words, and all he had to do was listen. That’s all most people wanted anyway.

      The sun had gone down, and the air had started to get cooler, when they heard a car motor and stones crackling under tires.

      “Someone is coming,” Denver said, cocking his head.

      Ethan nodded. He thought for a minute then said, “I bet it’s Natalie. She’s probably bringing the groceries and stuff for tomorrow so she doesn’t have to unload her car at her house and then load it back up tomorrow morning.”

      She’d probably done her shopping tonight.

      “Natalie? Girlfriend?” Denver hitched an eyebrow, and half of his mouth curled up.

      Ethan shook his head. No smile on his face. “Natalie is my neighbor. She’s had it pretty rough since she took her kids and left her alcoholic husband. I think he was slapping her around, and one night he did a little more than that.” Natalie had never really said, other than she’d come from just north of Austin and figured she was far enough here to be away from him.

      Ethan had simply told her that if her husband ever showed up, she could call him and he’d be there. Not because of any love affair on his part, but just because that was the decent thing to do, because the idea of some man physically harming his wife made Ethan’s blood steam.

      “Slimeball,” Denver muttered.

      “Yeah, she’s had a time of it. He doesn’t pay any support, of course, and she has five kids. All little.”

      “I see.” Denver nodded like he truly did.

      She wasn’t a charity case, just a neighbor helping a neighbor. For Natalie, he’d do pretty much anything. Again, not because of any special attraction or love affair on his part. Just because it was a decent thing to do.

      “She cooks for you?” Denver asked, his eyes hooked on the SUV that had come over the rise and started down the tree-lined drive.

      “She helps Mom with lunch for the camp.”

      Denver jerked his head.

      A few minutes later, Natalie pulled in around the side to the door closest to the kitchen.

      “Come on, you can help me carry the stuff in.”

      Ethan stood, and Denver straightened up beside him. They walked around and reached Natalie’s car as she got out.

      She leaned back into her car. “You guys sit tight. We’ll be here tomorrow, and you can get out then, but it’s late tonight, and we’re going to go back home and get to bed.” She gave the kids in the car a last look before she stepped away and slammed her door shut.

      “Hey, Ethan,” she said cheerfully. “I’ve got the stuff in the back. I figured it’d be okay if I bring it in tonight. I’m sorry I didn’t call.” She pushed some flyaway hair back away from her face. “It’s a bit of a hassle shopping with five kids. Never easy.” She rolled her eyes a little and sounded less frazzled than he thought she should, considering that it couldn’t be the slightest bit easy shopping with five small children.

      “This is Denver.” Natalie had probably seen him maybe once or twice in church, but since she’d just moved into the area and Denver wasn’t around much, he figured he’d introduce them.

      “Nice to meet you, Denver. I don’t recall seeing you around.”

      Denver, who was never rude to anyone, said, “That’s because I haven’t been.”

      Ethan’s gaze ripped to Denver, who had sounded annoyed, but maybe he was thinking more about Natalie’s husband and didn’t realize how his words were coming out.

      “This is Natalie,” Ethan said, not because Denver didn’t know, but because Denver wasn’t saying anything else.

      Denver started walking to the back of the SUV.

      Natalie’s eyebrows bounced, but she followed him. “I think if we each take a big load, we can get them all in one trip.”

      Ethan had to agree, and they took as much as they could carry, with Natalie bringing up the rear.

      When Ethan walked in, Ruby was coming down the stairs, and Ethan just about swallowed his tongue.

      Her eyes got big, like she hadn’t realized they had visitors, which made sense if she was in the shower when they came. He saw the slight hesitation in her descent, and he understood it. She looked like she had shorts on, and hopefully, that’s what Denver and Natalie assumed.

      But Ethan recognized his boxers. And she had another one of his T-shirts on, but instead of letting this one hang down to mid-thigh, she’d tied it in a knot, and a little bit of her stomach peeked out as she moved gracefully down the steps in her bare feet, all long, slender legs and big smiles as soon as she recognized Denver.

      “Denver! I didn’t realize you were here,” she said, speeding up and striding to Denver, putting her arms around his neck.

      Denver hugged her back. “I brought a bunch of your clothes that were packed in Wesley’s car. Good thing, too, apparently, since you can now stop walking around the house in Ethan’s underwear.”

      Yeah. It would’ve been too much for Denver not to notice that.

      Natalie made a small choking noise, and Ethan tried to pull his eyes away from Ruby, although it felt like an almost superhuman effort, and in the back of his mind, he wondered how in the world he was going to be able to do camp with ten boys when all he wanted to do was stand and stare at the woman who made his clothes look far better than he ever could.

      “Natalie, this is Ruby.” He couldn’t bring himself to say “my sister.” He just couldn’t. “Ruby, this is Natalie, my neighbor.”

      “So nice to meet you, Ruby,” Natalie said, her hand out.

      Something crossed Ruby’s features, something weird, an expression that Ethan had never seen before. But it was gone in an instant. Ruby dropped her arms from around Denver’s neck and shook Natalie’s proffered hand.

      “Just in the short time I’ve been here, Ethan has talked so much about you. He obviously thinks very highly of you. He said you’re helping with camp tomorrow?”

      “I am. One of my boys, Jack, will be here, and in church, they said that girls were welcome, so I signed Maggie up. She’s over the moon. Normally she helps me cook, so she’s really excited thinking she’s going to be using an ax and chopping down trees in the woods.” Natalie slanted laughing eyes at Ethan. “I haven’t disabused her of that notion at this point,” Natalie said, with an undercurrent of humor in her voice, as she looked at Ruby, who looked more like a model off a runway in New York City than she did like someone who would be tramping around in the woods brandishing an ax and chopping anything down.

      “Well, I don’t think we’re going to quite be doing that, but I think she’s going to have a lot of fun. I’ve had a lot of ideas, and I can’t wait to share them with the kids,” Ruby said.

      Ethan had no trouble believing it. He wanted to chime in and tell Natalie how hard Ruby had worked on this. He also kind of wanted to brag about her being a surgeon, but he did neither. If Ruby wanted people to know, she could tell them. He’d just concentrate on trying to look anywhere but her legs and the bit of midriff and anywhere else on Ruby since even her elbow looked sexy to him.

      He fastened his eyes on the ceiling. That seemed like a good place to look while longing with all his heart to go out and look at the sunset. He could look at that without getting into any trouble.

      “Well, I’d like to stay and chat about it, but I left all my kids in the car. They’re usually well behaved, but they’re still kids, and one of them might get the bright idea of deciding that they need to take my car for a spin while I’m not in it, and that could be a problem, so I’m going to head out.” Natalie made a noise with her mouth, which seemed to indicate she might not quite be fast enough to keep up with all her kids all the time, and she waved a hand as she left.

      “She seems like a really nice girl,” Ruby said thoughtfully, almost as though she’d expected to meet Natalie and not like her for some reason.

      Ethan could have told her she would love Natalie, but her use of the word “girl” surprised him.

      “You think she’s that young?” he asked, wondering why he’d never seen that until Ruby said something.

      Ruby grunted. “If she’s even twenty-three, I’d be shocked.”

      “But she has five kids.”

      “So?” Ruby looked at him and tilted her head like she was going to need to explain basic biology to him.

      He held a hand up. Never mind.

      “Good to see you, Ruby,” Denver said. Ethan had almost forgotten his brother was there. He hadn’t said anything, hadn’t moved since Natalie walked out. “I’m going to head out, too.”

      “You’re not staying?” Ethan asked. Sometimes Denver had given him a hand with camp for a day or two.

      “No. I have to be back in the gulf early tomorrow morning. I left your stuff on the porch. Take care, sis.” Denver wrapped Ruby in his arms once more but then left almost like the house was on fire, and his pickup followed Natalie’s SUV out the lane.

      “That was weird. I thought he’d come to see you.”

      “He brought my clothes.” Ruby moved an arm down, indicating her outfit. “You only had one pair of jeans left. I didn’t want to wear them and you not have anything for tomorrow. I was going to wash clothes, if that’s okay.”

      “There are more jeans up there. They’re just in the closet.”

      “I’m sorry. I looked, but I guess I didn’t look deep enough.”

      “It’s perfectly okay to do laundry though. I’m not gonna turn that down.” He grinned a little.

      “I didn’t figure you would. I certainly wouldn’t either. But I do seem to recall you doing my laundry once or twice for me so I could study, and I figure I owe you at least two loads.”

      “Seriously? We’re keeping track like that?”

      “Well, I wasn’t, when it was me owing you, but as soon as I catch up, yep, we’re keeping track. Because I’m not going to do your laundry for the rest of my life.”

      Ethan nodded. He thought she was probably being funny, but her words were accurate—she wasn’t going to be some man’s wife, not in a traditional sense.

      He didn’t want anything else, although he wanted Ruby.

      Still, on the farm, things would need to be a little more traditional. Not that he was afraid to do his own laundry, and not that he minded doing hers, because he wasn’t and he didn’t.

      “I guess I’ll go take a shower. I’ll probably go to bed. Tomorrow is going to be a big day.” He was back to staring at the ceiling again.

      “Yeah. I’m ready for bed too.”

      “I’ll walk out and grab your stuff and carry it in.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Have you talked to Wesley at all?” He didn’t mean to ask that, but it felt weird that she was supposed to marry the man yesterday and had gone a whole day without talking to him after everything went down.

      “I guess we’ll see if he called my phone. But no, I haven’t called him. And no one that I’ve talked with has said that he’s been desperate to reach me, although maybe they’ve shut him down because they assume that I probably don’t want to talk to him. That would be a correct assumption.”

      They walked out, and she grabbed her purse, along with a smaller over-the-shoulder bag, which Ethan assumed probably held her laptop and chargers, while he grabbed two large suitcases.

      He followed her inside. She fished through her purse and pulled out her cell phone.

      After clicking on it for a few seconds, she said, “He’s called twenty-one times. The last time was thirty-seven minutes ago.” She dropped her hand and turned to him. “Is it wrong of me to not talk to him?”

      That was a tough question. Ethan didn’t want to give a superficial answer, even though he wanted to shout, “No!”

      He blew out a breath, studying the ceiling. “I think you definitely ought to forgive him. But from the way you’re acting, that doesn’t seem like it’s going to be something that’s hard for you. As for talking to him…no. I don’t think it’s wrong of you to not talk to him. I can’t even believe that someone would do what he did and think that he could just call you up.”

      “Maybe I’ll listen to his messages and make sure he didn’t need anything important.” She paused. “Probably all he wanted was to tell me that he was going to be taking that girl on our honeymoon, so I didn’t think I would still be going.”

      He snorted. “That could be it.”

      She walked up the stairs in front of him, and he kept his eyes on the banister, admiring the old woodwork that was shiny and worn and of a quality that one didn’t typically see in modern-day houses. Anything to keep his eyes and mind off the legs in front of him.

      He didn’t usually have a problem with legs.

      Of course, they weren’t usually covered with his boxers either.

      They got to the top of the stairs, and she stood back as he set the suitcases in her room.

      He walked back out without looking at anything. He didn’t want to have that picture in his mind.

      Not a room, not a bed, not legs. He didn’t want any of it. He’d always been a big believer in if it wasn’t yours, you shouldn’t want it.

      That applied doubly to a woman.

      When two people got married, they belonged to each other.

      Ruby wasn’t married. Somehow God had worked that out. But she still didn’t, and most likely never would, belong to him.

      So he averted his eyes and walked back out.

      But he couldn’t stop from saying, “If you need anything, just let me know.”

      “I know,” she said softly. “I know you’ll take care of me.”

      He grinned, his hand on the doorknob to his room. “It is kinda cool to have a doctor on staff.”

      She snorted. “I don’t know how much help I’ll be with only my emergency bag. I’m not going to be doing open-heart surgery.”

      He hadn’t wanted to, but he turned. She held up the bag he’d assumed was a laptop. “Emergency bag?”

      “Never leave home without it.”

      “Got any good drugs in there?” He winked.

      “Nothing I’m sharing with you.” She smirked at him.

      “If I remember correctly, you sleep pretty soundly. Maybe I’ll do some snooping tonight.”

      “You don’t remember correctly. I’m a featherlight sleeper, and I will wake as soon as you set foot out of your bed.”

      He laughed outright at that. “You told me, maybe a year or two ago, that during residency, you learned to lie down and fall asleep immediately, because you never knew when your next five minutes of sleep would come. I doubt you’ve outgrown that.”

      “Busted.”

      “Hand the drugs over now. No one gets hurt.”

      She laughed. “Nope. Not even a Tylenol.” Her chin jerked. “Which, by the way, you ought to avoid taking.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind. I do have a stock of Tylenol, and I’ll probably use them this week for the minor aches and pains that I’m sure to end up with, since I’m getting older, and it’s a little harder to keep up with all the young whippersnappers.”

      “You’re not getting older, Ethan.”

      He shook his head. “Each year, life goes by faster. It’s kind of shocking, but I can’t believe I’m in my thirties. I know I’m going to blink, and when I open my eyes, I’ll be sixty, and I’ll wonder where my life went.”

      “Don’t talk like that. It’s depressing.”

      “But true. I want to get to that point, look back, and see a life well lived. I want to wring everything I can from it and do everything I can to be a blessing to others. Because I think living it for myself, I’ll look back and find it was a waste.”

      She nodded, and he felt like she understood. “That’s why I wanted to be a surgeon. I mean, it started out with my parents, but you can’t imagine how good it feels to make a difference in somebody’s life, with someone’s life, or to have someone who might have—probably would have—died, but under your hands, they’re saved. It’s not like playing God exactly, but it’s like working with God, a little. I can’t even explain it.” She shook her head, at a loss for words, and he could understand why.

      He could almost feel what she was talking about, and for the first time, he was a little jealous. “That would be pretty amazing. Working hand in hand with the Lord.”

      “Maybe it’s fanciful thinking, but there’s just times I feel like that’s the way it is. I can’t even begin to explain the feeling, but I know it’s what I was born to do.” She looked around, realizing she was maybe getting a little personal.

      Not that he minded. Not at all. He would never turn down getting to know more about Ruby and digging into what made her tick. She fascinated him in a way he couldn’t explain. In a way that no one else did.

      “Although…” She gave him a little grin. “I kinda feel like maybe doing this camp might keep people from even being in the ER to begin with. Like, showing them a different way will prevent them from doing some of the stupid things I see people doing that make them wind up on the operating table in front of me. Or the stupid things someone else was doing that made the innocent person in front of me wind up there.”

      He nodded, totally getting what she was saying. “That’s exactly right. Giving them the idea that there might be a different choice. That maybe there’s a different way of life than the one they come from. Even if you just show them that there’s a different way to live.”

      “I like that too. Definitely, it’s another thing that feels like you’re working in tandem with the Lord, and there’s nothing that could be more satisfying.”

      In that, at least, they were in agreement.
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      Things got a little crazy on Monday morning as the kids came in.

      They started out in a trickle when Natalie came with her children, her son Jack carrying his duffel and his sleeping bag to the barn and her daughter Maggie coming into the house with her.

      “Ethan said the girls are going to be sleeping in the living room?”

      “That’s right,” Ruby said, her voice ringing with authority, even though she hadn’t had a clue up until that second where the girls were going to sleep. She’d been so concerned about what in the world she was going to do with them all day she hadn’t even considered what was going to happen at night.

      “I thought you were just making lunch?” she asked as Natalie bustled around the kitchen.

      “I’ve thrown some things in the crockpots for lunch, and I figured I’d make some waffles for the kids who came without eating. When Pastor Race comes, he’ll be bringing kids that have been up since five or six o’clock, and they might not have eaten before they left.”

      Ruby nodded, helping Maggie with her stuff and finding her easy to talk to, despite their very different lives.

      It had been a while since she had chatted with children other than during appointments. Typically, when she worked on her patients, they were already out, and she didn’t have to try to make small talk.

      But she didn’t have to worry about talking to one girl for long, because it wasn’t long until Race pulled in, and things got really nuts.

      “You’re looking a little overwhelmed,” Ethan said as he walked in and saw her standing in the middle of the hall, trying to remember all the girls’ names.

      He had a fifty-pound sack of potatoes over his shoulder, and she assumed he was headed toward the kitchen.

      “No more overwhelmed than I felt in the OR the time I accidentally severed an artery. Blood squirted everywhere, and my tech fainted dead away.”

      “Probably not the best place for him to be if he can’t stand the sight of blood.”

      “He was a she, and she was nine months pregnant. She was in labor and had not told anyone, thinking she could make it through the operation, and she had been having a contraction, holding her breath, and happened to take that moment to pass out.” She shivered, remembering. “Things got a little dicey in there for a while. But no one died, and that usually makes it a good day in the OR.” She grinned. “I think that’ll make it a good day here, too. Agree?”

      “We have slightly higher standards here than you do in the OR, apparently,” Ethan said, shaking his head and hefting the potatoes up a little higher, before he turned and walked into the kitchen.

      She listened as he and Natalie chatted, and she forced the back of her neck to loosen. Whatever Ethan and Natalie were together was none of her business.

      It wasn’t hard to take her mind off them as the girls gathered shyly around.

      Ruby sat cross-legged on the living room floor, waiting for one more girl, when Penny peeked her head around the corner.

      “Hey, Mom,” Ruby said. “Come on in. I want to introduce the girls to you. Ethan said you’d probably take one or two every day and cook with them. Is that right?”

      Her mom stepped in, always smiling. Maybe it was Ruby’s imagination, but she seemed to be especially happy to see her. She hadn’t spent too much time under Penny’s roof, but they had spent a lot of time on the phone together. At first, because Penny called her, but eventually she was comfortable enough to call Penny for advice too.

      “That’s right. In fact, I was getting ready to make some biscuits from scratch and cut up some fruit for salad. Who’s helping today?”

      One of the older girls with bright yellow clips contrasting with the deep blackness of her hair jumped up with her hand in the air. “Me! Me! My aunt watches the baking channel all the time, and I want to be a chef when I grow up. Please, please let me help?”

      Ruby wasn’t entirely sure of her name…Jasmine? Yeah. She thought that was right.

      “That’s fine, Jasmine. I’m sure Miss Penny will be happy to have you.” Her gaze went around the room, looking at each girl. “This is my mom. You can call her Miss Penny.”

      She felt like an idiot.

      Should she be sitting on the floor? She should be leading them through a tour of the kitchen and helping them get familiar with the house and looking a lot more competent than what she’d shown.

      What kind of camp leader was she?

      But none of the kids seemed to notice, and they chorused together, “Hi, Miss Penny.”

      “She’ll be cooking lunch for us every day. And she’ll be helping us clean up. Everyone will get a chance to work with her, so if you wanted to work today and you didn’t get a shot, there’ll be plenty of other opportunities.”

      “Is this all of us there’s going to be?” Maggie asked.

      “Here’s the last girl,” Natalie said as she walked into the living room beside a thin girl that was almost as tall as Natalie. “This is Ava, and she’s originally from Dallas, but her mom’s aunt lives in Little Rock. That’s where Ava’s staying right now.”

      Natalie grinned at Ruby and gave her a wink before she slipped back out.

      Her mom had already left, holding onto Jasmine’s hand, leaving Ruby sitting in the middle of the floor with four girls and hoping she hadn’t bitten off more than she could chew.

      She’d said she’d handled worse in the ER, but what she hadn’t mentioned, and what had been going through her mind, was her patients were all unconscious and she’d never had to actually keep track of anyone, because no one, through all the surgeries that she’d done, had ever gotten up off the table.

      She kinda thought this was going to be a little different.
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      “Okay, boys, at least half of you have been here before, so you know the first thing we’re going to do is scrub down the bathroom that’s out here from top to bottom, and then we’ll climb the hayloft and get all of our stuff settled up there.”

      Ethan looked around the group of boys, most of them familiar and grinning up at him. The boys had never complained about cleaning the bathroom, because they knew there were plenty of other things they’d be doing that they’d enjoy.

      “After we get done with all of that, I’ll hand out throwing knives and scabbards for everyone, and I’ll give you a few lessons on learning to throw them. I think it’s warm enough that we’ll spend the afternoon at the river, swimming. And of course we’ll have a campfire this evening.” The boys were young enough he didn’t think this next bit was going to be too tricky. “There are going to be some girls around this year too, so we’ll have to share the river, and they’ll be a part of our campfire. No weapons at the campfire. Any questions?”

      If there was one thing that Ethan knew after doing the camp for so many years, it was that his best-laid plans seldom came to fruition.

      He had intended to take it easy the first day, doing things that kept him around the house, like the knife throwing and the bathroom scrubbing and going to the river which was not very far—just a quarter of a mile down the hill from the house—where he could keep an eye on Ruby and make sure everything was going okay with her and give her a hand if she needed it.

      It didn’t work out that way.

      The cows in the upper pasture ended up getting out where the loggers had dropped a tree branch on his fence. He took all ten boys with him to put them back in, saw the tree up and fix the fence.

      They ended up being gone through lunch and most of the afternoon until they got the cows in and the fence repaired and fixed the places where the cows had redecorated the neighbor’s yard.

      It worked out, because the neighbor had cherry trees that were ripe, and he arranged for the boys to come the next afternoon and pick cherries. They would give some to the tree owners, keep some for themselves, and give some to Pastor Race to distribute among parishioners who could use them.

      Ethan made a note to keep some back for Natalie too. Not to mention there’d be cherries to eat all week at camp as well.

      Still, by the time they got back, the boys were ready to get a bonfire started with the wood they’d cut up earlier and eat supper.

      Ruby and the girls were in the vegetable garden, and as Ethan went by, Ruby looked up, her hair in wild disarray around her face, her mouth pinched, holding her iPad like it was surgically attached. She looked completely overwhelmed.
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      Ruby held her iPad in one hand while trying to make the picture bigger with her fingers.

      Ethan’s garden was surrounded by a white picket fence, and all five girls were in the garden with her. She cautioned them not to step on anything, because, to be frank, she had no clue which green things poking out of the ground were weeds, and which ones were things that were supposed to be there.

      “This is what a carrot plant looks like, girls.” She held the screen up so that all the girls could see. It didn’t have big leaves but just kind of feathery, lacy-looking leaves. And in the picture, a little orange thing was sticking out of the ground, which Ruby assumed was the top of the carrot.

      Unfortunately, as she looked around, she couldn’t see anything that remotely resembled the picture on her tablet.

      “Can anyone here show me a carrot? Be careful if you walk around. Remember, don’t step on anything.”

      Maybe the girls could find them. Clicking back on her notes, she confirmed that “carrot” was on the list of things that Natalie had told her were in the garden.

      It was possible, she supposed, that the carrots weren’t ready yet. She hadn’t thought to ask Natalie about that.

      Maybe she should have admitted to Natalie that she had no clue what she was doing in the garden, but she’d thought, how hard could it be? After all, she completed some of the most rigorous training known to man, at least intellectually, and became a trauma surgeon. Surely, she could pick out carrots in a garden.

      Maybe not. There were some dark green leafy things and some light green leafy things. The dark green leafy things maybe looked like spinach to her. It was already picked and not still on the plant in the grocery store, but the leaves were shaped in a similar way.

      “Is this it?” Ava asked, pointing to something in the ground.

      Ruby looked over. She looked back at her tablet and brought the carrot page back up. Looking between the plant and the page, she finally shook her head. “I don’t think so.”

      “You mean you don’t know?” Ava asked.

      She hadn’t told the girls that she was an expert gardener, she hadn’t even pretended it, but she also hadn’t admitted how little she actually knew.

      Now seemed like a good time to do that.

      “I actually have never been in a garden before. Ever. But we have the internet, and we have our brains, and we can use them both to figure this out.”

      There. That seemed like a good pep talk. Encouraging them that if they didn’t know something, they could always figure it out.

      If only.

      She bit her lip, then her eyes swept the girls who were staring at her with open mouths.

      “I have no idea what any of the stuff is.” Pure honesty.

      “Some of it might be poisonous. Do you think we could die if we ate the wrong thing?” Rochelle asked.

      A good question. One she hadn’t even considered. She had assumed they would positively identify things and hadn’t worried about it.

      What if she ended up feeding the kids weeds?

      It was better to be confident, so she said, “No. We’re not going to eat anything poisonous. If we have any doubts at all, we’ll ask Natalie when she gets back. But in the meantime, do you see how these dark green leaves are planted in rows? You see how they go straight? And now look,” she pulled up her iPad where she had searched for spinach, “you see the spinach in this picture? Doesn’t that look a lot like what’s in the row here?”

      She felt like she wasn’t teaching them anything, and it was one clueless adult instructing five clueless girls with no one actually learning anything.

      Quickly, she typed in the search bar, “how to harvest spinach.”

      Trauma surgery was her specialty, but in clinical rotations, she’d done enough general surgeries, including bypasses and even several amputations for diabetics, that eating healthy had been something she’d internalized without being taught.

      Doctors didn’t get much in the way of nutrition instruction, but they saw enough of what bad nutrition did, and she didn’t want to be on the other side of the scalpel. Not if she could help it.

      So, the idea of a garden was one that appealed to her.

      It was not one, however, that she thought was going to be this complicated. She most definitely wasn’t going to feel confident enough to weed anything, and even the idea of picking spinach was a little worrisome. What if all those plants weren’t spinach? Some of them didn’t look the same as the others.

      The girls were still bent over, comparing the picture on her iPad to the plants in the ground, when Ruby looked up.

      Ethan strode over, the chainsaw in one hand and some kind of box that probably held tools or something in the other.

      He looked at home, totally at ease carrying something so dangerous, like he was used to it and it was just an extension of his body.

      Maybe it was the way she looked with her scalpel and her scrubs.

      She could admire that. Competence in any skill was attractive.

      “How’s it going?” he asked as he came to the edge of the white picket fence and balanced his chainsaw on the top of it, leaning a little on it and somehow managing to make it look like an act he did every day.

      “A little harder than what I thought it was going to be.”

      She didn’t see any point in lying. Although, she had to admit there’d been times in her life where she’d been tempted, and this was one of them. Competence was attractive, incompetence was the opposite. The latter currently defined her.

      He grinned. “Looks like you’ve gotten the internet to help you a little. Any luck?”

      “Not much. I assume you planted all this?”

      He nodded.

      “And you know what we’re looking at?”

      His grin broadened, and he didn’t say anything more but stepped away, setting his chainsaw and the box on the ground before hopping over the fence and making that look like something he did every day too.

      Annoying in a way, but she also found it hard to take her eyes off him.

      Like watching a world-class surgeon do an intricate and complicated surgery. Fascinating.

      “Have you figured out you’re standing beside the spinach?” he asked. Still grinning.

      “We did figure that out. But we weren’t sure if the plants in the row were all spinach, or if there were weeds mixed in with them? And will we get poisoned if we eat something that we shouldn’t out of here?”

      “I don’t think there’s anything in here that’ll kill you, but I wouldn’t be sticking random things in my mouth either.” His grin hadn’t faded; in fact, it might’ve gotten a little bigger.

      But he didn’t seem to rub her incompetence in, and she didn’t get the feeling he was laughing at her, thankfully.

      “If you can become a surgeon, you can master gardening,” he said, and his words bolstered her shaken confidence. “But it’s really hard to do on your own. I’m impressed.” He bent over, pointing at the spinach. “Even though not all of these look the same, they’re all spinach plants. Sometimes the leaves on this variety curl, and sometimes they don’t. As they get older, they look a little different versus the younger leaves.”

      He went on to explain to her how to pinch off the leaves and put them in the container she’d brought. He also showed her the other vegetables that were ready, including radishes, peas, and lettuce, and clear over on the far side of the garden, she felt like she’d hit a gold mine when he showed her the strawberries.

      “I don’t think you’ll have any trouble figuring out which of these are ripe. The problem will be keeping everyone from eating them all, so the boys get a few too. Actually, it doesn’t hurt to taste them as you’re picking though, because sometimes they look like they’re ripe, but the very bottom hasn’t turned yet. Those will be sour.”

      Her mouth had started to water, and she could hardly resist reaching down and picking a strawberry off. She’d never eaten one straight out of the garden, and she had a feeling it would be wonderful.

      She didn’t have to wonder long, because as he was talking, he bent over and pulled a strawberry off, holding it up and showing the girls who had followed them over.

      “This one’s red the whole way around. The other thing you have to watch for is that there aren’t any bugs on it. These aren’t like the strawberries that you get in the store. They’re out here with all the insects, and while eating a slug or some other kind of insect won’t hurt you, it might be a little surprising to crunch down on it in your mouth.”

      After all she’d been through in medical school and residency, Ruby’s stomach was steel, but some of the girls groaned and muttered, “I won’t touch that.”

      Ruby grunted. “Thanks. They’re never going to eat strawberries again.”

      “Hey. I wanted to warn them. What they do with the information is up to them.” He handed her the strawberry he was holding. “Try it. I think you might like it. These are Honeyeye strawberries, and they’re really good.”

      Not only did he know what the strawberries looked like, he actually knew what kind of strawberry they were. Again, she stuffed the feeling of incompetence down.

      “I know you’re going to be fine, so I’m heading out,” he said, although he seemed to be waiting.

      His eyes flicked to the strawberry in her hand, and she held it out. “You can have it. There’s more.”

      “No. I guess I just wanted to watch you eat it.” His words were lower and not laced with the humor that they had been the whole time he’d been there.

      Maybe he felt bad that she’d never been in a garden, never eaten a strawberry right off the plant.

      She appreciated the fact that he didn’t insult her intelligence by telling her she needed to take the green stem off. Even the strawberries she bought at the store needed to be stemmed.

      Normally she used a knife, but to her surprise, the strawberry was softer, and the stem peeled right off.

      She popped it in her mouth, after a cursory check for bugs, his words still ringing in her ears. She might have a stomach of steel, but that didn’t mean she wanted to eat a slug. Even though she knew intellectually it wouldn’t hurt her.

      The fruit was softer and sweeter, and far more delicious than anything she had ever bought in the store.

      “That was amazing,” she said, unable to keep the surprise off her face.

      He grinned. “The berries in the store are bred to be able to withstand shipping and to stay good for a long period of time. There’s definitely a sacrifice in quality and flavor, and you can’t beat these noncommercial varieties right out of the garden.”

      He didn’t wait around for her to say anything more but hopped back over the fence, picked up his chainsaw and box, and sauntered away, whistling.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            10

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Ethan wasn’t sure Ruby had ever been in a garden in her life before. She was game and pretty amazing to jump into something she didn’t know anything about.

      He admired her grit and determination.

      But what he’d really loved was seeing her face as she ate that strawberry. It made him wish there was no camp and no kids and nothing but Ruby and him and that look of surprise and pleasure on her face.

      He called over his shoulder, “We’ll have a fire going in a couple of hours, and supper can be any time after that.”

      She waved, acknowledging his words.

      Before he turned back, Natalie came down the drive in her SUV. She’d be able to help Ruby in the garden.

      Maybe they should have had a better plan, but he always liked to work off the cuff, giving time for what needed it and not being held to a rigid schedule.

      That might not work for as many children as they had this year, but he wanted to give it a go before he and Ruby got together and were more stringent.

      Unless she wanted a schedule.

      Something told him she would work better with a schedule than without.

      It was kind of funny to think how opposite they were in that area, which he had never considered before, not that it mattered.

      Two hours later, Ruby and all five girls had made it to the campfire.

      Ruby sat down in a chair beside him and seemed to wilt, with her head back looking up at the darkening sky.

      “Are you okay?” he asked softly, not wanting any of the children to think that there was anything wrong.

      “This was much harder than I thought it was going to be.”

      “Natalie seemed like she was doing okay with you in the garden.”

      It seemed like she stiffened, and definitely her fingers balled into a fist before she loosened them. As though his words had conjured her up, Natalie’s SUV crunched out the driveway.

      Ruby glanced over at the taillights that disappeared over the rise. “She was a huge help. But I can’t depend on her every day. She wasn’t supposed to come back, and she has things of her own to do.”

      Her eyes closed, and Ethan was so tempted to reach over and, if not rub her back, at least touch her shoulder and let her know that he was there for her.

      He didn’t. Didn’t touch her. Didn’t even allow his hand to lift. He couldn’t go there.

      The kids milled around them, one of the older boys showing the girls that had come how to spray the mountain pie makers, put two pieces of bread in each side, and add filling before putting them over the fire.

      “If you think it’s going to be too much, we can tell the girls that it’s just for this week.” Ethan wasn’t sure what else to say. He wanted to help her, but ten boys were pretty much his limit. “I wanted to stick around the house some today, and I could have given you a hand maybe, but the cows got out, and that’s where we were.”

      “Maybe I should give you my phone number, so we can stay in touch a little more, because I was a little worried about you.” She opened one eye and looked over at him. “Not that I could have done anything about it. Goodness, I had no idea it was going to be this hard.”

      “Well, maybe it was harder because you aren’t really sure what was going on in the garden.”

      “So true. I had studied it and thought I would be able to tell a carrot from a beet from spinach, but I really couldn’t. I do think I learned some, from you especially, and Natalie was wonderful. You’re so lucky to have a woman like her.” She closed her eyes and rolled her head back so she looked straight up.

      Her comment kind of caught Ethan off guard. Natalie wasn’t “his” woman, but that wasn’t exactly what she had said. Maybe she was just too tired to know what she was saying.

      He sat in his seat and stared at the flames. Sometimes when he didn’t know what to say, it was usually best not to say anything.

      “Do you have anything planned for this evening?” she asked wearily.

      “I’m sorry. I guess I should have gone through the tentative schedule of what I usually do. Typically after the kids eat, and we clean everything up, Dad usually shows up and has a devotional, and sometimes Mom comes and sings with us, and if they don’t make it, then I do it myself. Sometimes we play games like charades or flashlight tag. I don’t have all the flashlights out though, so no flashlight tag tonight. Once in a while, we play hide and seek. We have to be careful nobody gets hurt.”

      “That sounds doable. And then bedtime’s what? 6:30?”

      He laughed. “It can be for you if you want it. Although, you’re gonna have to sleep in the living room with the girls. I can make sure the boys all stay up in the hayloft, but there ought to be some kind of adult supervision in the living room.”

      “I know. I can do this. I survived medical school and residency, I can survive kids’ camp for four weeks. Especially if I get weekends off. That’s a luxury I’m not used to.”

      “When I first started, I slept the weekend through.”

      “Aren’t you missing work? Aren’t there things you should be doing on the farm?”

      “The boys will help me with the things I need to do, like today fixing the fence and getting the cows back in. I’ve made all the first cutting of hay. I’ll start making hay in July after the kids all leave.” She looked so tired he couldn’t help but say again, “You know it’s okay if you don’t do the whole month. This is a lot of work.”

      She didn’t say anything for a minute, then she turned her head to look at him. “I’m not giving up. I already have a plan for tomorrow, and I’m working on the rest of the week.” She gave a little grin. “This is going to be fun.”

      His slow grin matched hers. Yeah. That was the Ruby he knew. She just needed a few minutes to regroup and make a plan. And then she’d forge ahead. He bet these girls had no idea what was in store for them, but this would be the best summer camp in the entire state of Arkansas, if not the country. Because Ruby would make sure of it.
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      By Friday, Ruby was exhausted. She had no idea how Ethan did this for four weeks straight. By himself.

      Natalie had helped her more than she would like to admit. When the boys brought cherries into the kitchen and left with big smiles, Ruby had no clue what to do with them. Thankfully, Natalie helped her make the cherries into delicious pies, and then the next day, they made cobbler, and the next day, they canned what was left.

      Ethan had taken the boys with him to give some to their neighbors and then to pass the rest on to Pastor Race to distribute to any parishioners who could use them.

      Natalie and Ruby and the girls took pies and cobblers to the neighbor who owned the cherry trees, and that’s when Ruby noticed the For Sale sign at the very end of the dirt road.

      “Isn’t that the farm that you rent from?” she asked Natalie as the girls talked in the back of the SUV.

      Natalie nodded, her face serious. “It is. They just put it up Sunday afternoon. Actually, I didn’t notice it until I left your place Sunday night.” Natalie’s hands tightened slightly on the steering wheel, or Ruby wouldn’t have thought she was worried about it at all.

      “Are they going to let you keep renting if they sell it?”

      “I talked to the owner when I delivered the rent check this morning, and he said that it’s up to the people who buy it. And who knows when it will sell or who it will be. Sometimes houses are on the market for years. Sometimes they sell in days.” Natalie lifted her shoulder. “It’s kinda hard not knowing, but this is where faith comes in, I guess. And I’ve just been trying to roll with it. I don’t know what else to do.”

      Ruby didn’t want to pry, but she asked the question that had been on her mind since she had spoken with Ethan earlier that week. “What about your husband?”

      Natalie’s lips flattened. “He’s not interested in us. He’s talked to me once since I left eight months ago, and that was to tell me that the woman who moved in with him was taking all of the stuff I didn’t take with me to the dump, and he would be serving me papers soon.”

      Natalie didn’t say anything else, and Ruby hated to press the issue. Natalie was such a perpetually happy person, despite her poverty and taking care of the little ones plus helping with the camp. She had to be exhausted every day, but she still showed up every morning with a bright smile, which inspired Ruby, because sometimes Ruby’s smile didn’t come out until after noon.

      “Hey, Miss Ruby, what are we doing this afternoon?” Jasmine called from the very back seat.

      “I’ve a special surprise. I have all of the supplies that I need, and I’m really looking forward to what we’re going to do this afternoon.” She grinned to herself and couldn’t wait. She’d been pathetically inept all week, but today they were going to do something that she felt like she could at least be competent in.

      “Are we going swimming in the river?” Maggie asked.

      Natalie met her daughter’s eyes in the rearview mirror, and Ruby smiled to herself. It was like Natalie was trying to tell her not to ask, but it was too late.

      Ruby reached over and put her hand on Natalie’s arm. “Don’t worry about it. I’m sure everybody wants to know. She was just the one who asked.”

      She took a breath and turned around. “I was planning on it. It’s pretty hot out today. I thought we’d do that after I have my special surprise. Before supper.”

      “Are we going to like your special surprise?” Haley asked. “Or does it involve a lot of work? Like weeding the garden.”

      “Is your special surprise that we get to weed the onions instead of the potatoes?” Ava asked suspiciously.

      “No. Nothing like that. Just wait for just a bit, and you’ll find out.”

      “Now I’m curious.” Natalie grinned.

      “You’ll just have to wait too.” Ruby winked at her. Despite herself, she liked Natalie.

      She picked at the material of her jeans and considered whether or not she and Natalie were good enough friends for her to ask the question that nagged at her.

      “Ethan’s a pretty nice guy,” Ruby said casually.

      Natalie turned sparkling eyes on her. Then she looked back at the road. “He is.”

      “And you guys are neighbors.”

      “We are.”

      “And…” Ruby decided to just spit it out. “Is there a romance between you two?”

      Natalie laughed. “I thought that’s what you were hinting at. And you know he’s totally head over heels for you. I don’t even know how you can ask about that. The poor guy’s been mooning over you for years according to your sisters.”

      Ruby kept trying to close her mouth. It hung open, just kind of swaying in the breeze, but she couldn’t quite get it shut. She felt more like a fish flopping on land than a surgeon. Maybe a surgeonfish. That was a thing, right? Although she was definitely more red in the face than blue, despite her lungs working erratically in her chest.

      Finally, she found words. “You’ve talked to Journee and Blakely? They said Ethan likes me?” She didn’t know how else to phrase it.

      “No. They didn’t.”

      Ruby figured she must have misunderstood. And man, the disappointment ran deep. She looked out the window.

      “He’s been in love with you since the day he first saw you. Apparently, your family arrived at Race and Penny’s and were introduced by the social worker? And apparently Ethan was there?”

      Ruby could never forget that day. She could never forget those dark eyes and that silent boy, straight and slim, who stood behind Race and stared at her.

      “Yes. That’s exactly the way it happened.”

      “Ever since that day, you’re the only one he’s wanted.”

      “But I was going to marry someone else.”

      “Yeah. From what I heard, he figured until you were married, it was okay for him to want you. I also understand he almost didn’t go to your wedding. But he couldn’t do that to your parents, which I think was a huge sacrifice on his part. And shows the kind of man he is. He would rather take the pain than give it away. Because the easier thing for him would have been to not be there.”

      If what Natalie was saying was true, she was absolutely right. But then also, because Ethan had done the right thing, funny how the Lord had worked it out that he was the one whose arms she had run into on the way down the stairs, and she ended up at his house and teaching camp with him.

      Crazy how things worked out.

      But she had a hard time believing that Ethan had been pining over her all these years. He had a really odd way of showing it, holed up on his farm.

      But he hasn’t been holed up on his farm the whole time, a small voice said. Every time she’d needed someone, every time she needed encouragement, an ear, a shoulder, a day off, just a little bit of help, Ethan had shown up.

      Every time.

      He hadn’t been there, bugging her when she didn’t need anything, and he hadn’t asked her—not one time—for anything in return.

      But he’d been there.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            11

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Ethan had intended at the start of the week to spend a lot more time with Ruby. At least checking up on her and helping.

      But she had been pretty much on her own every day until they collapsed around the bonfire each evening. Each evening, he felt like she was struggling. Finally, on Friday, Shane, his youngest brother, had shown up and taken the boys to the woods to grab a load of firewood.

      Ethan had two of the boys and planned to mow the grass around the house. He fully intended to check on Ruby while he was there.

      He supposed that he should have known Ruby just needed a little time to find her area.

      He came around the corner of the house, after putting Kaden on the riding mower, giving Gavin a weed eater, and carrying a weed eater of his own, to see Ruby sitting at the big table with five girls. All of them had cardboard and string and straws and what looked like foam, and a bunch of other craft supplies lay scattered everywhere.

      Crafts were a good idea, but he didn’t think Ruby would stop at any old craft.

      She hadn’t seen him, because her back was to him, but her voice was full and confident as she spoke to the girls.

      “These bones are called carpals, and as you can see, all four fingers have three, while the thumb only has two. The string that we’ve attached and threaded through the straws represents tendons. Interestingly, the tendons that attach here are moved by the muscles of the forearm.”

      She held her arm up and ran her fingers over her forearm as the girls looked at her with their mouths open. Ruby named several muscles, and the girls’ eyes glazed over.

      Even Ethan laughed himself. She might have been getting just a little deep there.

      “And what do you think happens if any of those tendons are severed?”

      The girls’ eyes were big, and they stared at Ruby.

      “For example, if you’re cutting something and your knife slips and it goes into your hand like this…” Ruby demonstrated, holding a knife in her right hand and showing it slip and point into her left. “You can sever the tendon in your hand. For example, if it went in here,” she tapped with the knife, “you would sever the tendon that connects from your forearm to your thumb, and you wouldn’t be able to use your thumb. The restriction of movement would depend on which tendon you severed. Tendons don’t fix themselves like skin will. The only way to fix that is surgery, where you attach the ends of the tendon back together. Sometimes finding those ends is quite a chore.” She grinned, and the girls continued staring. “Let’s see you work your tendons, girls.”

      Ethan was half amused and half amazed as the girls picked up their hands, each of which had “tendons” running through straws to “bones” that were attached to a foam and cardboard cutout of a hand.

      Yeah, he definitely wanted to laugh.

      She struggled with the cherry pies and the garden and cooking, and she’d even managed to make his socks look a muddy gray color when she’d had the girls doing the laundry. But of course, she was doing a fantastic science demonstration.

      He’d thought she’d put on the best kids’ camp in Arkansas. He’d been right. Where else would they have a real surgeon show them the parts of a hand and how they work?

      He walked over as the girls chattered among themselves, and Ruby watched, helping when needed.

      He couldn’t help it, but he leaned over her shoulder and put his lips next to her ear. “I’m impressed.”

      She about jumped out of her skin, stopping short of a scream, and turned with wide eyes to him.

      “Finally. I’ve been working all week to impress you. It’s not easy.” She laughed, and the sparkle was back in her eyes, and she looked energized and ready to take on the world.

      Man, she was beautiful.

      If he were visiting her during her training, this is where he’d leave.

      “You’ve been impressing me all week with your grit and your willingness to learn things you have no idea about. This isn’t the first time. It’s just the first time I got a chance to tell you.”

      “You can say what you want, but I’m not believing that for one second. I’m still a failure as a camp teacher or counselor or whatever you want to call me, but today, I finally got it going. I’m pretty excited about next week, because I have a couple ideas for that too.”

      He looked over at the craft supplies scattered everywhere and the happy faces of the girls around the table. “Should I be scared?”

      She lifted a brow and looked a little guilty, which made him think that yeah, maybe he should be scared.

      “Nope. You don’t need to worry about a thing. Everything is gonna be peachy keen jellybean.”

      He rolled his eyes and walked away, his heart beating hard and his grin irrepressible.

      She was a gem, and for the next three weeks, she was going to be working right beside him.
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      Friday evening, the children left, and it was a little crazy again for a while as they gathered sleeping bags and clothes and made sure everyone left with everything they came with and nothing more.

      It was late before the last car pulled out, which happened to be Race taking his load of kids back to Little Rock.

      “Would it be better for the kids to stay here for the weekend?” Ruby asked as they stood on the step, waving as the taillights disappeared.

      The summer days were long, and the sun hadn’t quite set yet.

      Ethan put his hands in his pockets. “I suppose they could…even some of them could. We’ve just never done it that way. Maybe because it was just me, and maybe because I can’t imagine having kids and being separated from them for a whole month. Not that young. Even though many of them come from homes where the parents don’t care, it just seems like a long time for kids that age.”

      “You’re doing a good thing. And you’re probably right, although from talking to a few of the girls, they’re definitely better off here than they are at home. A couple of them don’t even live with either of their parents. It’s sad.”

      “I know. I was a kid like that. So were you.”

      “But my parents died. It wasn’t like they didn’t want me.”

      “True, there’s a difference. When you’re not wanted, it has a tendency to do things to you. Especially when it’s your parents who don’t want you.”

      “I’m sorry. That was you.”

      He always seemed so quiet and confident. Capable.

      But of course that was him. Of course he wasn’t wanted, and she knew it; she just hadn’t realized that it probably affected him the same way it affected everyone else. A hurt and pain that a person almost couldn’t get over.

      Nothing in her training had taught her how to heal that kind of wound.

      She supposed psychology was the discipline best suited, but even that she suspected was ineffectual.

      It took God to heal a broken heart.

      “How’s the wedding fallout?” he asked, his gaze settling on her, like he truly cared.

      She sat down on the step and looked out at the sunset.

      He copied her. She figured he would. She’d noticed that no matter how hard he worked all day, and he did go full tilt with the boys all day long, he liked to idle as the sun was going down. She suspected it was his favorite time of the day, but she had never asked.

      “I did actually talk to Wesley…oh, I don’t know, maybe Wednesday night after the girls went to bed. He called late, and I think he was drunk.” She’d never heard him like that before. But they’d never really had that much free time before, either. “He’s in Italy, and he didn’t take the florist’s assistant, because she was too young. But I think he’s met a girl over there. I heard a woman’s voice in the background anyway.”

      “And?”

      She looked at her shoulder and crossed her arms over her chest, rubbing her arms against the sudden chill. “He reminded me that if I wasn’t with him, I didn’t get the benefits of his family and their connections, and he mentioned that the job I was supposed to start at the beginning of September is no longer open for me.”

      “Whoa. His family has that much power?”

      “They do. They’re fairly well-known and highly respected. And I would have joined that, and become that, maybe without earning it, at first. Although I had every plan of being just as good as I could be. But yeah, I was taking a job that was open because of his family.”

      She twisted her tongue and bit down on it. Thinking. What she’d just said didn’t sound good. Ethan didn’t rush her, and she appreciated that.

      Finally, she said, “After our honeymoon, we were going to go to LA and get settled. I assumed I’d be starting in some capacity before my official start date of September first. I’d probably scrub in to surgeries and pick up any slack where I was needed.” She blew out a breath. “Not anymore.”

      “Can you keep your job in Chicago?”

      “I’d given them two months of notice, and my last day was a week before the wedding. I might be able to get hired there for something, but I know they hired someone to replace me.”

      “I see.”

      He probably did. He’d spent enough time with her over the years to know how things worked.

      “Do you need time away from camp for your job search?”

      “You know, I’ve been so driven and so determined to be the best and have the best and do the best, and part of that was to help as many people as I could, and in the back of my head, I guess it’s been percolating all week that this was what I needed. This was what was going to happen. I’d be out of a job, needing to find something. And you know, maybe it was some of the things that Dad has said at night with his devotions. I know they’re geared to the kids, but they applied to me too. God has a plan for my life. This wasn’t an accident. What are the odds that I would have walked in on Wesley and the florist’s assistant? I shouldn’t have been there. I shouldn’t have seen it.”

      She didn’t say, but she also wondered what were the odds that she would have run into Ethan on her way down the stairs and that she would have ended up at his camp.

      “You can’t think of not being a surgeon. You’ve spent the last fourteen years learning. You can’t just quit.”

      “No. Never. Being a surgeon is what God made me for. But maybe it’s not going to look the way I thought it was going to look.”

      “That’s wise. So you’re just going to relax and see what door the Lord opens?”

      “I think so. I’ve never done that before, and it’s a little scary, but I haven’t had to do anything so far other than walk through the doors when they were opened. And I admit that even after I caught Wesley, I definitely went back and forth in my head as to whether or not I was going to walk away from him. Isn’t that pathetic?”

      “Now that I know how your job and your future was at stake? No. That’s not pathetic at all. You had your whole life planned out. It wasn’t just your marriage that blew up, it was your life and career as well.”

      She leaned over and hit his shoulder with hers. “That’s what I’ve always liked about you. You get it.”

      He smiled at her, but it seemed more like a sad smile than anything, and she remembered what Natalie had said.

      She wanted to ask him about it, but how do you ask someone that? Are you in love with me? Have you been in love with me for fifteen years and never said anything?

      Humph. Not likely. Plus, maybe it was true, and maybe Ethan knew as well as she did that nothing could ever come of it. He wanted the kind of woman that she tried to be the first four days of this week and had shown how extremely incompetent she was at it. The cook, the laundress, the person who could make biscuits with one hand and a peach cobbler with the other. Who knew what vegetables to pull out of the garden to make a salad for twenty people for lunch, and who could handle a whole mass of kids running around her while she did it.

      “You need someone like Natalie.” She hadn’t really meant to voice that, but it was true, so why not. That’s what he needed.

      “I like Natalie. But not like that. She couldn’t stand me. We’re too much alike.”

      “It doesn’t always have to be opposites attract. An underlying friendship between two similar people makes a marriage stronger than a flaming passion between two opposites.”

      “I agree.” He sighed. “I suppose Natalie and I could make a go of a marriage, and it would turn out okay. I pretty much think anybody could stay married as long as they’re both committed to it.”

      “You know, that’s exactly what Wesley and I said. It doesn’t have to be a flaming, passionate love affair. Just two people who are committed to sticking together. That’s all you need.” She was a little shocked that he would even say that. Like he’d read her mind and listened to her and Wesley’s conversations.

      But then her face fell. “That didn’t work out very well for us. I think maybe there needs to be a little something, because after all, I obviously wasn’t what he wanted, or he felt like he needed more.”

      “It was lack of character on his part. Had nothing to do with you.” Ethan’s words were said with complete confidence.

      “You sound so sure of that.”

      “That’s because I am.”

      She wanted to pursue that and find out exactly what he thought, but on the other hand, she didn’t want to talk about it at all.

      They’d lapsed into silence for a while before she said, “What’s the plan for the weekend? Surely you have some idea of what you want to do?”

      “I’d like to take a motorcycle ride tomorrow if you wanted to. It’s supposed to be a nice day, and that always relaxes me.”

      “Is that what you’d do if I weren’t here?”

      “Probably not.” He looked at her sideways, like he was being honest and wasn’t sure what she was going to think of it.

      “Do I want to know what you’d do if I weren’t here?” she asked, only partly joking.

      “Work.”

      She grinned. “I think a motorcycle ride sounds really nice.”
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      It seemed pretty quiet the next morning when Ethan got up and fed the stock by himself. That was always the hardest part about camp, especially after the last day, getting used to the quietness and lack of companionship after the boys left.

      He didn’t mind being alone and was seldom lonely, but he always fell in love with the boys, thought about them, and worried about them when they were gone.

      He didn’t rush through the chores, giving Ruby plenty of time to sleep in if she wanted to and to get up and be relaxed.

      It was almost lunchtime when he finally went in.

      “I was about ready to go looking for you,” Ruby said from her seat at the table in front of the window. Her laptop was open, and she had several notebooks and pieces of paper scattered around.

      He assumed she was doing whatever it was doctors did to keep up on the latest surgeries and techniques.

      So he was surprised when she said, “I’ve had some ideas for next week. I think I can do better. I’m pretty excited about it.”

      He put the eggs he’d gathered in a bowl on the counter. “You’re really getting into the camp thing.”

      “How can I not? The girls are so sweet, and you can easily tell all they want is for someone to love them and encourage them and help them. How can I not want to do everything I can to make their lives a little better?”

      She didn’t really look at him while she was talking but tapped her pen on the table, like she was showing a little more of herself than she was comfortable with and didn’t want to have the intimacy of meeting his eyes.

      He could understand that. The way he felt about the boys wasn’t really something he discussed with too many people. Maybe his dad.

      “Well, if you’ve changed your mind about going somewhere, we don’t have to. I just wanted to give you plenty of time to have a relaxing morning and not feel pressured to go running out.”

      “Thank you,” she said, like the idea of him being considerate surprised her. “I did have a nice cup of coffee out on the deck and watched the sun come up. It’s beautiful out here. And so relaxing. So much different than the frantic pace I’m used to. It’s almost like I have culture shock.”

      “I think sometimes we live with the throttle wide open, and it’s not really the way our bodies were designed. There’s always work to do here, but since there’s always work to do, there’s no rush to try to get everything crammed into one day. You do what you can today and do a little more tomorrow.”

      “I know that’s a smarter way to live. But it’s not really the way a trauma surgeon can make a living.”

      “I figured we could stop and grab something to eat on our way. If you want to, we can eat at a restaurant, or we can pick something up at a convenience store and go to a park. There are some really pretty places in the Ozarks. You probably have some favorites.”

      “Not really.” The tapping continued, and he hoped he wasn’t pushing her, but he wanted to ask more.

      “Haven’t you ever explored the area? You weren’t here long after Race and Penny adopted you, but there are some really gorgeous places around, surely you’ve checked them out?”

      “No. I was pretty consumed with studying and doing what I needed to do in order to become a surgeon. I didn’t have a lot of money behind me, and while I know Race would have used his influence for me, I figured I just needed to work harder than everybody else. I didn’t take too many vacations.”

      He had a hard time picturing Ruby partying at spring break. Hard, because she didn’t seem like the kind of girl that would go, and hard, because he hated the idea of her being there without him.

      The spring break scene definitely wasn’t his thing.

      He shook those thoughts aside. It wasn’t any of his business what she did or didn’t do, but they were together today, and he considered it his job to make sure she had a good time.

      “Consider me your tour guide, and I’ll show you some great spots today.” It would take the rest of the day, but the stock was well cared for, and he could be gone until after dark with no problem.

      “I’m ready to go now.” She stood, closing her laptop and then hesitating. “I know I rode the motorcycle here, and I was just so happy to get out of there it didn’t even matter, but, I guess I don’t really expect you to understand, but in the ER, I’ve just seen what being on those things can do, and I’m not really comfortable.” She set the pen down, very deliberately, perpendicular to her laptop and looked up at him. “I’d rather take your truck if you don’t mind.”

      He looked at her, studying her. It probably wasn’t easy for her to criticize his mode of transportation. Maybe she didn’t want to be that close to him on the bike, or maybe it truly was what she saw in the ER.

      “I…I have the convertible that I bought when we were in high school.”

      Her head jerked up, and her eyes widened. “You do?” she almost whispered. “I don’t know if I ever thanked you for that.”

      “You didn’t need to.”

      He did that and would have done a whole lot more, but that probably wasn’t something he should be saying. Not then, not now, not ever.

      He shrugged and started to turn away. It hadn’t been his intention to start talking about that.

      “High school seems like such a long time ago, and the problems that at the time felt so big look silly now. But after my parents died, and after my family was split up and farmed out to whatever homes could take them, after finally getting everyone together, I just didn’t fit in.”

      She was talking about high school, but she’d been harassed on the streets of town, and that’s where he’d really learned about the issues she’d been going through, because she hadn’t talked about them at home. The day he’d come upon her coming out of the grocery store with milk and eggs and being teased and made fun of by what he assumed were her classmates as she walked by the park.

      He hadn’t said anything, but had taken her groceries, and just walked beside her.

      The taunting had stopped, but on the ride home, after he put her bicycle on the back of his truck, she’d sat in the cab and told him that the school had thought it would be really funny to vote the socially awkward, new girl that everyone hated onto the homecoming court.

      That would be bad enough, but the homecoming committee had decided that everyone on the court would be driven around the track in a convertible, except Ruby didn’t have a convertible, and the committee had conveniently only been able to come up with four even though there were five girls.

      They had told her she could ride her bicycle.

      He doubted whatever adult was overseeing the committee would have allowed that to actually happen, but it had been hurtful and hard, and Ruby had been handling it by herself, because she knew that Race and Penny adopting six kids would be hard enough without her adding to the drama that they would have to deal with.

      Plus, she didn’t want them to have to spend any money on her.

      She’d been going to decline her spot on the homecoming court.

      But he’d spent the money that he’d been saving since he was a small child to buy a ranch of his own on a convertible just for Ruby.

      They’d gone together. Ironic, because he’d never gone to any of his own dances in high school, but he’d been there that night for Ruby.

      “You taught me some things about standing up for myself, about friendship, and about not letting what other people do to me determine how I react. I know I never said anything, but those were lessons that I’ve used over and over again ever since that day. Not to mention I just appreciated it. It was a big deal for me at the time and still is.”

      He swallowed and tried twice before he could open his mouth. “It’s a big deal for me too.” Probably not for the same reasons as her, but it had been one of the best times of his life, even if he’d gone as her “brother.”

      He supposed they were each deep in their thoughts, and as the seconds ticked by, neither one of them said anything.

      She brushed her hands down her legs, and whatever spell had descended was broken.

      “Thank you for understanding. I’m ready to go.”
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      Ethan was an excellent driver, and he didn’t go so fast that she was scared to death, but he didn’t putter around either.

      Normally she liked to be in control and preferred to drive, but he drove with such confidence that she soon forgot all about it, just enjoyed looking at the scenery which was gorgeous.

      After spending so much time in Chicago, the rustic and mostly deserted mountain roads, green with new spring growth and lined with wildflowers blooming in profusion, were as relaxing and enjoyable as the drive itself.

      They stopped at a gas station and grabbed some hot dogs and salads for lunch, and as he promised, he took her to an overlook that wasn’t exceptionally high but was gorgeous because of the view of the river below, and the rolling hills in the distance, and the endless blue sky with the white puffy clouds which all made for a glorious day.

      They sat on a rock, balancing their food in their laps and eating in silence.

      It had been loud in the convertible with the wind blowing, and they hadn’t done much talking, but she’d been rolling over questions in her head, things she knew she probably didn’t deserve to know the answers to and things she probably shouldn’t be curious about, but she was.

      He knew so much of her past. Maybe not so much her upbringing with her birth parents, although it had been typical in an American dream kind of way, and there wasn’t any drama to speak of until her parents had suddenly been taken.

      Maybe they were a little different because they homeschooled, and that was probably part of the reason she’d fought so long and so hard to keep her family together.

      They’d always been together; just because they lost their parents didn’t mean that they wanted to be separated. In fact, quite the opposite. They could have leaned on each other during that time. But they’d been ripped apart almost immediately.

      She fingered the hot dog wrapper in her lap. She’d gotten two and only eaten one and hadn’t even touched her salad.

      Maybe it was Ethan’s easy companionship or the gentle laziness of the day, but she glanced over and asked, “What made you start a camp for boys?”

      It seemed like an innocent question, not too probing and not too personal.

      He didn’t answer right away but chewed thoughtfully on one of his hot dogs.

      “I guess I just wanted to share what I had.”

      His answer disappointed her. She’d wanted to know the deeper reasons, although his answer made sense.

      “Is there more?” she asked gently, trying not to probe too deeply and willing herself to be content with whatever he said, not pushing for more.

      His eyes slid to hers, as though assessing exactly what she meant or maybe trying to figure out if she’d be able to handle what he was going to say.

      Surely, he couldn’t be afraid that whatever he said would change her opinion of him, but that’s kind of the feeling she got.

      “I was headed in a pretty bad direction before Race…didn’t exactly adopt me, but he definitely took me under his wing. He caught me stealing something from the grocery store. I don’t even remember what it was anymore. Instead of grabbing me by the scruff of my neck and calling the cops, he actually allowed me to steal it.” He grunted. “He waited for me outside and invited me to his house to eat.”

      “And a beautiful friendship was born?”

      “No. I turned him down. I didn’t know at the time that he had seen me steal anything, and I was still hiding it when he cornered me as I came out of the store.”

      “But then how did you end up under his wing if he let you go?”

      “I guess after that, he had his eye on me. He asked around about me, found out that I had run away from home and was basically the scourge of the town. It wasn’t a very big town, and as gangs went, I guess I was a gang of one, because I ruled it.”

      “Why did you run away from home?” She was listening, she really was, and she wanted to know how things worked out with Race, but it just seemed crazy that a child would leave their parents and strike out on their own.

      She’d never understood it.

      “I lived with my dad and my stepmom. I guess she was a stepmom. She was like the third or fourth woman Dad lived with, although he wasn’t married to her. She hated me. Seemed like it anyway.” He shrugged. “Eventually, she figured things out, left him, and Dad ended up in prison for what he did to her kids. He’d been doing the same thing to me, but no one stopped him.”

      Ruby leaned in, staring at the hot dog she’d unwrapped and was getting ready to take a bite out of. She was pretty sure Ethan was saying what she thought he was saying.

      Maybe he’d been deliberately vague because he didn’t want to be specific. But she had never been very good at making assumptions. She wanted the facts.

      So, without looking up, she said softly, “He molested you?”

      A warm breeze blew her hair back away from her face, and she lifted her head, feeling the sweet sunshine on her face, seeing all the beauty spread out before her.

      They could just hear the splash of the river, and a few late birds tweeted above them. It was so beautiful and so easy to forget that there was death and pain and ugliness in the world.

      All she knew about Ethan, the time she’d spent with him, the things she’d heard about him, from her siblings and from Race and Penny, his reputation in the town, anything she’d heard had always been that he was a man of character.

      It was hard to believe that something so good could come out of a situation that had been so bad.

      But to say she was sorry or to offer some other kind of platitude was probably worthless.

      So she simply said, “I didn’t know. No wonder you ran away.”

      “As far as I know, Race is the only one that knows. I might have turned out just like my dad, if it wasn’t for Race. I guess I like Race’s way better.”

      “Me too. I love what you’ve become. Even more so, knowing where you started from.”

      His fingers tightened on his hot dog, and he looked away. His chest moved in and out deeply. Then, like he was shaking it all off, he lifted the hot dog and took a big bite, chewing in silence.

      She picked at her salad, her mind whirling. No wonder he’d chosen to “share what he had.” Of course. A lot of those kids were probably in the exact same situation he was, only no one knew it. No one knew it, and he would understand that, because obviously, he’d not told anyone.

      There was a fine line there too, she knew. Sometimes kids just got angry at their parents for making them do things they didn’t want to. That was part of being a parent, and all too often, it was easy for the children to accuse parents of things they’d never done.

      Most of the time, kids knew exactly what would happen to them if they told anyone what their parents were doing. Ruby could sympathize with that too, because she knew what it felt like to have her family ripped away from her, her siblings farmed out anywhere and everywhere, and her parents gone from her life. Of course her situation was different, since her parents were dead, but she could understand keeping quiet and suffering in silence just to keep your family together.

      Or maybe because you didn’t know any better.

      He’d finished the hot dog and balled the paper up in his hand, flexing and unflexing his fingers around it. “I guess I feel like what Race did for me changed my life. I just want to pass it on. I don’t know if that’ll happen with anyone at the camp or not, but I like to think even if it doesn’t, I’m doing something positive in their lives.”

      His eyes slid over to hers again, dark and deep and holding secrets that she knew she’d probably never hear or find out about, but she understood a little bit more now why.

      He eyed her. “I think you probably understand a little bit. Surely, there’s some kind of satisfaction in your job, saving lives, changing lives, making life worth living again.”

      She nodded. She worked with the physical mostly. Although definitely the emotional and spiritual were attached to the physical.

      While Ethan worked with the emotional for the most part. And from what she could see with the boys, he did a fine job. As good as any skilled surgeon.

      “You’re right. I can see the similarities.”

      “I figured you could.” He shifted, putting the garbage in his hand in the bag that sat between them at their feet. “Maybe we can find something a little happier to talk about, so our moods match the day. I wasn’t really thinking we’d talk doom and gloom and you’d come back depressed. That’s not the goal.”

      He grinned a little at her. She saw on his face his desire to change the subject and move to something lighter and more fun.

      She still had questions, or maybe she just needed to get over her surprise. She hadn’t expected him to have a background like that. She kinda figured he came from a poor family, maybe his parents died. She couldn’t believe she’d never thought it was as bad as what it was.

      They gathered the garbage up, and he said, “There’s a trail off to the side here that’ll take you down to the river. Or if you’d like, we can drive around some more. There’s a bunch more really pretty spots and some neat things to see.”

      “I get to choose?” she asked with her head tilted, and it felt like maybe she was flirting. Which was weird.

      “Yes. Of course. This is your day.”

      “But you worked just as hard as I did last week.” She tried to remember when the last time was that someone catered to just her.

      Wesley and she hadn’t had that kind of relationship. It was a mutually beneficial, mutually respectful type of thing, where they each assumed the other could take care of themselves.

      Someone taking care of her—other than Ethan…it had been before her parents died.

      Shockingly, the thought brought tears to her eyes.

      She’d gotten over it long ago and wouldn’t consider herself sentimental, but for some reason, emotions welled for a moment, maybe because of what they’d been talking about or maybe because of seeing the girls and knowing that could’ve been her sisters if Race and Penny hadn’t stepped up and stepped in.

      She’d been seventeen and mostly raised, and even if she ended up in a bad home without her siblings, she probably would have been fine.

      Even the short amount of time that they’d been separated and placed into different homes, West had some things happen to him that had changed him forever.

      She wasn’t even sure what they were. She just knew her innocent little brother had come out of foster care not so innocent and with a whole lot of baggage.

      “Let’s walk to the river.” She lifted her brows as though asking if it was okay with him.

      He grinned. “That’s what I wanted to do.”
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      They finished gathering up their stuff. Ethan took it back and put it in the car, putting the top up and locking the doors.

      The trail was pleasant, not too steep, and clearly marked. It was unseasonably warm, and by the time they made it to the river, the water looked so cool and inviting Ethan was tempted to take his shoes off and wade in.

      Why not?

      He sat down on the edge of the bank and started taking his boots off.

      “Are you doing what I think you’re doing?” Ruby looked at him with half a grin on her face.

      “Sure am.” He figured it was obvious.

      Without another word, she sat down beside him and started taking her shoes off and rolling up her pant legs.

      “You know when the last time was that I waded in any body of water?” she asked.

      “Come on. You went swimming surely.”

      She shook her head. “Not since my parents were alive.”

      “Not even in the ocean? You’ve not been on LA beaches?”

      Her hands stilled as she rolled up her pant leg. “Have you ever been out of Arkansas other than to visit me?”

      He shook his head. “No need. Everything I ever wanted is right here.” As long as she was there.

      “You really should’ve gone on my honeymoon with me. There’s so much more to see than just what you have here.”

      “That’s coming from someone who’s never seen this before.” He spread his arm out at everything in front of them. “You said yourself you hadn’t been around and seen any of the sights. What you’ve seen so far is pretty good, isn’t it?”

      “You’re right. I had no idea there was so much to see in Arkansas.”

      “And I haven’t seen it all. What’s the point in going somewhere else when I haven’t exhausted everything here?”

      He stood up, brushing his pants off and only half joking. He loved the state and had no desire to be anywhere else, except…

      He looked over at her, rolling up her other pant leg and setting her shoes and socks neatly aside.

      He supposed, if he had the opportunity to choose between staying here or being with Ruby, he’d choose to stay, but only because he figured she wouldn’t be happy with someone like him. Not forever. And he didn’t really see any point in doing anything short-term. It was a waste of time.

      He didn’t feel like he had any life to waste.

      Of course, any time he got to spend with Ruby wouldn’t be wasted.

      She pushed herself up and brushed off. “Deep thoughts?”

      He shook them aside. “Too deep for a day like this, that’s for sure.”

      “If this is cold, I’m not doing it.” She started walking toward the water, her knees buckling as the stones bit into her feet.

      He didn’t fare any better. Back when he was a kid, he could run full speed over stones and hot blacktop with the calluses that he got on the bottoms of his feet every summer.

      Not anymore. He never went anywhere without his boots on.

      “Oh my goodness. It’s freezing.” She dipped a toe in and jerked it right back out.

      “I think the lady is chickening out.”

      “How about you try it first and we’ll see what you do,” she said, her hands on her hips.

      Ethan determined that his feet would fall off before he jerked them back out of the water, and he took a bold step in, ankle deep. Both feet planted. Throwing a challenging look over his shoulder.

      “Feels like warm bathwater to me.”

      Her lips pressed together, and he could see her tongue working, pushing against her bottom lip as she narrowed her eyes.

      “Right.” She took a big step and stood beside him, except he’d noticed that the rocks were kind of slippery, and she must’ve hit an extra smooth one, because her arm shot up, and her other beat the air, like it was clawing for purchase, and one leg came out of the water for balance.

      His feet were planted, so he grabbed hold of her arm with one hand and reached over with his other. She grabbed onto his forearm and steadied herself.

      “Thank you. You definitely kept me from getting more than my feet wet.” She laughed a little and let go of his forearm, but her hand had slid down into his, and somehow his fingers had fitted with hers, and they had become clasped between them.

      She didn’t pull away, and he didn’t let go.

      Her eyes dropped to their joined hands, looking at them like she’d never seen hands before. Her fingers were slender in his, but strong, the way he’d expect a surgeon’s hands to be. He realized those hands must be very valuable to her. Without them, she couldn’t make a living. On the other hand, he could lose a hand. He could lose a whole arm and still farm. He’d known guys who did.

      It wasn’t a huge risk for her to have her fingers in his, but for some reason, maybe it was the look on her face, he was very aware that he held her livelihood. And she let him.

      He hadn’t really meant to grab her hand, but now that he held it, he definitely didn’t want to let it go. If she pulled her hand away, obviously he wouldn’t try to keep it.

      But he just couldn’t bring himself to drop it.

      His blood felt like warm pudding in his veins, and he didn’t really want to go deeper into the water. He wanted to take a step closer to Ruby.

      But he was pushing the envelope by holding her hand, and he knew it. He shouldn’t be. He was just a farmer and would never be anything more.

      She was a surgeon, with every chance of being a really good one. Famous. Celebrated and sought after. Not exactly in his league.

      His lungs were doing crazy things, and he turned and looked to the other side of the river, trying to take steadying breaths, to talk without embarrassing himself.

      He swallowed. “You ready to try walking a little further in?”

      “Mmhmm.”

      Maybe she was having the same trouble talking as he. He highly doubted it. She liked him as a friend okay; he was pretty sure of that. They weren’t great friends, that they called each other or even emailed or texted, but when she came home, they talked.

      Over the last week, they’d been getting along okay.

      “I just realized it’s been a week.” He looked over at her as they both carefully stepped forward until the water was almost touching their knees. “Are you okay?”

      “A week?” Her brows wrinkled, and she kind of tilted her head as she wobbled and used his hand to steady herself. She laughed. “I’m sorry. I can’t remember the last time I walked barefoot anywhere, let alone in a river. This is fun.” She giggled.

      “Me either.” He didn’t bother to tell her he had been talking about her wedding—it had been a week since her wedding was called off. If she didn’t remember, he wasn’t going to remind her.

      They stopped and just enjoyed the water running over their legs, the sound soothing in their ears. There was something beautiful about the music that water made over rocks, and the scent of the river, the sweet coolness on a warm day.

      Of course, all of that paled in comparison to the fact that Ruby was beside him. She’d changed over the years, but that was basically her developing more of the character he’d loved to begin with.

      He’d seen the drive and ambition; he’d known she’d possessed it before he’d even laid eyes on her, because she had been the one who had fought to keep her family together. How could he not admire someone like that? And that was still the kind of woman she was.

      “I think I could stay here all day. This is gorgeous and soothing like nothing I’ve been around for a long time.”

      “I don’t have anything else planned,” he said, looking down at her.

      He wiggled his toes and loved the feel of the water flowing up and over and under his feet.

      He wasn’t sure exactly what caused it—maybe she’d meant to kick the water with a foot—but one second she was standing beside him, the next second she was flailing and pulling on his hand.

      He hadn’t been expecting it, although he might’ve been able to keep her on her feet, except he’d had his foot up at the same time, and when he stuck it back down, it landed on one of the slippery rocks and went right out from under him.

      He was pretty sure she would have landed in the water without his help, but he definitely made her end up there a little faster, since he went down before she did.

      Their linked hands yanked her down with him.

      The water wasn’t deep, but they made a pretty big splash as they went down in it, both of them laughing, because what else was there to do? No point in getting upset. Although he hadn’t brought extra clothes, and he was pretty sure she hadn’t either.

      The water wasn’t as shockingly cold as he expected, and he didn’t pop right back up. Neither did she.

      “Are you okay?” he asked as he leaned on his side and looked at her.

      “I am. I’d say my pride is bruised, but I’m pretty sure you dragged me down. Although, I’m the one who lost my balance first which threw you off.”

      “I can take the blame for it. I know I hit the water first. Then I could have let go of your hand, but…” He just hadn’t.

      Her cheeks glowed, her eyes sparkled, and her hair wasn’t completely wet, although it did have darker streaks where it’d gotten splashed.

      She was glowing and happy, her smile wide and contagious, and his heart stuttered and lurched. His hand, which had never let go of hers, tightened, and longing pulled through his chest, tight and strong, and he wished with everything he had that being with Ruby wasn’t impossible.

      Water droplets sparkled on her eyelashes. Ethan lifted his hand up to brush away some of the water that trailed down her cheek, seeing his rough finger against her soft skin, surprised when her eyes fluttered and her lashes rested against her cheek. Maybe him touching her was okay, and he wanted to slide his hand around her chin and push his fingers into her hair, but his hand was wet, and it was Ruby, and nothing could come of this, but he could enjoy being friends with her. He didn’t want to make the friendship awkward because he reached for more than he knew he could have.

      “Ethan?” she breathed.

      “Hmm?” he said, barely daring to move. Not wanting the moment, whatever it was, to end, as the water flowed around them in a world that had shrunk to just Ruby and him. His fingers on her face, her hand clasped in his.

      “No one else has ever measured up to you,” she said on a soft breath.

      So quiet, he almost didn’t hear her over the water, and part of him wished he hadn’t.

      Because her words shot straight to his heart, and it started to race while his mind flew through scenarios…how could it work out?

      Was she saying what he thought she was? Could she be serious? What exactly did she mean?

      He didn’t know what to say. He’d never been great with words, although Ruby had always been easy for him to talk to. Easier to listen to, and easiest to look at. He’d found out in the last few minutes it was not difficult to touch her, either.

      “I feel the same way about you,” he finally said, deciding to match truth with truth.

      Her eyes fluttered open, a little dreamy, but they held an edge of reality. “I have a quarter of a million dollars in medical school loans. I’ve run over and over in my head how I could move back here, and work at the little hospital in town, and be where I want to be, and be with who I want to be with.” The water moved around them as her head moved back and forth. “It’s impossible. I wouldn’t make enough, even if the hospital would hire me. I just couldn’t.”

      Her lips turned down, and her eyes seemed to beg him to understand.

      “You’re not meant for a small-town hospital.”

      Still, he might be able to help her out, to give her more choices for what she wanted.

      Another day.

      “That’s not true.”

      He watched the water as it swirled between them, not wanting to make assumptions but feeling like she might be thinking the same thing he was. He had to remind himself that she was getting married last weekend.

      “Wesley?” he asked softly.

      “He’s like me. We wanted the same things. I always thought it was silly to go by my feelings.” She brought a hand up and put it over his, pressing it against her cheek. “Feelings can be strong, almost overwhelming, and it’s hard to fight them, because you’re a far better man than he ever was.”

      “There’s no future.”

      She nodded. “I know.”

      She pressed her hand tighter and slid her fingers between his, closing her eyes again.

      The water flowed continuously around them, and they sat there for a long time.

      Not long enough. Not nearly long enough.
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      Monday morning, Ruby looked at the chickens in front of her. Whole birds. Five of them.

      Natalie had brought them Sunday evening and informed her that her youngest child, which Ruby couldn’t remember the name of, had a doctor’s appointment Monday morning, and Natalie wouldn’t be there.

      She’d apologized profusely, because Penny wasn’t going to be there either, since she and Race had some kind of meeting for the church that they had to go to.

      Ruby had told her not to worry about it, that she would take care of cooking the chicken. How hard could it be? To cut a chicken up and fry the pieces?

      It would give her something new to occupy her brain with, rather than having it be stuck on Ethan.

      They’d eventually climbed out of the river, dried off, sat in the sun on the edge of the riverbank, and laughed about silly things.

      They’d driven home with the top up and the heater on as the sun went down, their clasped hands sitting on the seat between them.

      They hadn’t held hands in church on Sunday, almost by agreement, but they had yesterday afternoon as they walked together around the farm.

      It didn’t mean anything. She kept telling herself that. It couldn’t mean anything.

      But she wanted it to.

      She had the feeling he did too.

      When Natalie had dropped the chicken off, Ruby had been tempted to press her for more details about why she’d said that Ethan was in love with her.

      But that was just torturing herself. So she didn’t. And now, the girls had been dropped off, and they were all in the kitchen, staring at the five whole chickens sitting on the counter.

      Ruby had watched a couple YouTube videos about how to cook chicken, and she had an idea of what she should do, but it seemed a little daunting to have the chickens actually sitting in front of her, and five sets of big eyes staring at her, as she wondered exactly how to start this, how to finish it, and how to have a meal ready for dinnertime.

      She wouldn’t be overwhelmed, she wouldn’t be, and she would have a meal ready.

      She could do this.

      “What’s that?” Jasmine poked her finger at the leg of one of the chickens.

      “A muscle,” Ruby said automatically.

      “A muscle?” Jasmine asked.

      “Sure. That’s the part that you eat—the muscle. It’s made up of protein, which your body needs to build muscles of your own, along with your hair, nails, hormones, cartilage, skin, and blood.”

      She’d probably meant for Ruby to say leg, or drumstick, or whatever, but it was just so ingrained to call it what it was that Ruby had said muscle automatically.

      “What’s cartilage?” Haley asked.

      “Well, funny you should ask.” Ruby grabbed her ear. “You have cartilage here.” She pointed to her nose. “And here.” Dropping her hand, her eye fell on the chicken. “Let me show you what cartilage looks like.”

      She grabbed the chicken, thankful she’d already made everyone wash their hands.

      “This is the skin, which is slightly different than the skin of a person, but the idea is the same. The skin is the largest organ in the body, and it protects you, is your first layer of defense against disease. It also keeps you warm and is where your hair grows out of, which also provides protection and warmth.”

      She used her knife to cut the chicken’s skin off.

      “Chickens have feathers, but obviously, we’re slightly different than chickens.”

      The girls laughed, but they were listening too, and so Ruby went on, getting to cartilage, and before she knew it, she was explaining about muscles, then pretty soon each girl had a knife, and she’d shown them the long muscle layers, explaining they were skeletal muscles and showing how they were connected to the bone. She also showed them tendons like they’d made with their straws and strings, and eventually, as she watched carefully, each girl had taken a chicken and time had flown by.

      Several hours later, she was barely aware that all five chickens were flayed open on the counter, pieces and parts everywhere, with bones and ligaments, joints and muscles, and she’d been able to show them the chest cavities and how the ribs protected the internal organs and had been launching into an explanation of blood vessels when one of the boys came running into the kitchen.

      “Miss Ruby, Miss Ruby! Mr. Ethan told me to come in and get you. You need to come quick!”

      This was language that Ruby understood.

      How many times had she been woken up in the middle of the night for an emergency, and she went from zero to wide awake, racing down the hall, wondering what she was going to face in the ER?

      Immediately adrenaline had started pumping through her body, and she’d taken two steps toward Gavin before she thought to ask, “What’s the problem?”

      “Jack ran over one of the barn cats with a lawnmower, and it’s hurt bad. But somehow Mr. Ethan thinks you can fix it.”

      Her mind raced. Thankfully, she thought to turn to the girls.

      “Girls. Put your knives down and wash your hands.” Speaking of which, she needed to wash her own hands.

      “Gavin. Run upstairs. There’s a purple bag in my room. It’s the second door on the right. Go up and get it and bring it down. Hurry.”

      She was running through her head, trying to remember what all she had in her bag and wondering if there would be anything she could do. Ethan must think there was no time to take it to a vet, or maybe there wasn’t one close enough. Growing up, there hadn’t been a clinic in town, that she could recall, but she hadn’t spent a full year there before she’d gone off to college, so she could be wrong.

      Still, it was at least thirty minutes into town. If there was a vet there. If not, it would be longer.

      She finished washing her hands and met Gavin as he came down the stairs with her purple bag that contained the medical supplies she took with her everywhere.

      “Come on, girls,” she called as she started jogging, reaching the door and flying through it, taking the porch steps in one jump, and following Gavin as he led her behind the barn.

      Ethan looked up as she approached, his eyes steady and not panicked, but there was a tightness there. Mr. Rogers was a special favorite.

      She wasn’t used to operating on things quite so small, although she had done pediatric surgery during residency and her internship, too.

      “I didn’t know if you could help or not. I know he’s not going to make it to the clinic.” Ethan’s voice was calm, but his words were clipped, and she didn’t hesitate to drop to her knees beside the prone cat. “Blood was spurting here. I have my finger on it to keep him from bleeding out. I wasn’t sure if you could do anything about that or not.”

      She assessed the cat’s condition. One hind leg would need to be amputated no doubt.

      The artery Ethan was holding, she could tie off easily. If there were no internal injuries, the cat might make it.

      What medicines did she have in her bag? What could she give a cat? Assuming the cat would be about half the size of a baby, dosages would be half of what she had memorized for a newborn.

      But she didn’t have everything she’d need, like the ability to start an IV, a ventilator, and more medications than any doctor would have in their emergency bag.

      But she had enough to give it a shot.

      Opening a bag, she grabbed gloves and put them on.

      “I’m not sure if I can do this or not, but I’m going to give it my best,” she said as she snapped her second glove on.

      “I knew you would,” Ethan said, his voice soft, some kind of low note in it that caused her eyes to shoot to his. Maybe it was admiration she saw there. Maybe it was just affection, or maybe something a little deeper. She probably looked at him the same way.

      Whatever it was, she knew he had the confidence that she would be able to do whatever was necessary, and if it were possible to save the cat, he trusted her to do it.

      “Keep your fingers there for just a bit until I spread the tools that I have out, but first I want to put something down, so they’re not touching the ground. It’s not going to be sterile, but I’d like to keep it as clean as possible.”

      The children, unusually quiet, had formed a circle around them. She supposed this was probably more educational for them than cutting up the chicken.

      Not entirely used to talking while she did surgery but having done it a time or two before with first-year residents, she started, “Mr. Ethan has his fingers pinching off the end of an artery. Girls, that’s what you and I were just looking at in the chickens that we were doing.”

      “I thought you were cooking the chicken?” Ethan interrupted her.

      She gave him a baleful gaze. “We got sidetracked.”

      “Did you just say there’s no lunch?”

      “Maybe.”

      Her focus dropped back down to the cat, wishing she had an electric razor to shave the fur. That would have been step number one in the OR, after putting the cat out and hooking it up to an IV. Okay, it would’ve been about step five.

      “We can’t have everything. Do you want me to save this cat’s life? Or would you rather we stop here and go cook lunch?”

      “I thought you had lunch cooking,” Ethan said, his finger never lifting from the artery.

      “Sorry. We had an anatomy lesson instead.” She finished setting the tools out. “Once I finish up here, we’ll go back in and cook the chicken, now that we’ve dissected it.”

      He snorted. “If you save Mr. Rogers’s life, I’ll cook the chicken.”

      “Fair trade,” she said shortly, her mind going into surgery mode, picturing the steps that she needed to take. They clicked together in her brain, coming into sharp focus as she picked up a bottle and a needle and said a small prayer.

      It’d be really nice if Mr. Rogers didn’t die in front of all these children.
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      Ethan leaned a shoulder against the side of the barn, his arms crossed over his chest and his eyes glued on Ruby.

      It had been fascinating to watch her.

      Two of the girls hadn’t wanted to see, and they’d gone for a walk down by the creek. There were three boys who probably wouldn’t admit they were grossed out by the mangled mess of the cat’s leg, and they were over chopping wood they’d scrounged up from what the loggers had left.

      The rest of the kids were gathered around. Ethan had made some of them stand back to give Ruby room and keep from blocking the light, but she’d knelt down on the ground beside the cat, and she’d been amazing.

      He had no idea what all she was pulling out of the bag, giving to the cat, and he knew that whatever she was doing was rudimentary at best, but her hands had worked with such surety and confidence, and she’d even given a running commentary the whole time to the children of what she was doing.

      She hadn’t flinched in taking the rest of the leg bone off, and now Mr. Rogers had a neatly sutured stub where his leg used to be.

      Ruby explained to the children what they were going to need to watch for with the cat and what they were going to do with him, which included hot water bottles to keep him from going into shock, and a comfortable bed, and other things that went in one ear and out the other, and he kind of paid attention to it all, but he was far more fascinated and enraptured watching Ruby.

      He’d known she was going to medical school, of course. He’d been there at times, helping her. But he hadn’t realized how…good…she was.

      He hadn’t expected this feeling that ballooned inside of him, warming his chest, working its way up his throat to the back of his neck, and he could only term it as pride.

      He was proud of his girl.

      His brain stumbled.

      She wasn’t “his” girl.

      Maybe part of the feeling that welled up inside of him, that thumped hard with every beat of his heart, that felt like it blossomed and grew…admiration didn’t seem strong enough, but he didn’t want to use love. He didn’t want to love her.

      Didn’t want to admit to loving her.

      Because she was leaving.

      And it would hurt.

      Her fingers, graceful and sure, gathered up the tools and equipment that she’d used while she gave instructions to the children, getting them to get a comfortable bed ready for Mr. Rogers and a box to put him in, so she could keep him in the kitchen where she could keep an eye on him.

      The children scattered to do what she’d asked, and she leaned back on her heels, looking up at him.

      She lifted her brows but didn’t say anything. He noticed the tightness of her face and the way her eyes were kind of pinched.

      He assumed she was tired but maybe also worried that the cat wasn’t going to make it. He didn’t want to lose Mr. Rogers. He was a favorite.

      More than that, he wanted to protect Ruby.

      He could read the question in her eyes.

      How could he find the words? Even if he wanted to tell her how he felt, he didn’t know the words.

      “I’m impressed.” They sounded so inadequate. He was so far beyond impressed. “I’ve never seen anything like that.”

      She smiled a little. “Most people haven’t. Maybe it’d be a good thing for everyone to see.” She bit her lip and looked away. “Don’t be impressed. Mr. Rogers still might not make it.”

      She didn’t need to say that she figured he probably wouldn’t. He could read it on her face. He also knew the worry that he saw wasn’t necessarily for the cat. It was more for the children and how they would feel.

      “Watching you sew Mr. Rogers up was a really good lesson and experience for them.” Her lips flattened, and he pushed off from the wall, taking one step and kneeling in front of her. “But if he doesn’t make it…” He had to put his hand on her leg, had to touch her.

      Her eyes looked at his hand like she’d never seen one before.

      He put his other hand on top of hers, knowing that her main concern was not about her skill as a surgeon and personal failure but about the children and how the loss would affect them.

      He lowered his voice. “If Mr. Rogers doesn’t make it, there’s a lesson in that too. It’s a hard one, and maybe not one that we want to learn, but still a lesson. And maybe…maybe it would be better for them to go through it while you’re here, and I’m here, and we can talk to them about it and help them to see how they can handle it so that if they have to go through the valley of the shadow when we’re not there, maybe they’ll remember some of the things we say. Not that it makes it easier—death is never easy—we just make it so that they cope better.”

      She swallowed, loud and harsh. “You’re right. I know you’re right. But there’s a part of me that just can’t stand to not have the outcome I want.” Her hand slid over top of his, and she lifted her eyes. “Mostly, though, I want the children to see and remember that studying hard and working hard and learning the skills that I just used can save lives. I don’t want them to have to face death. Not here. Not when they’re supposed to be having fun.”

      Her eyes begged him to understand, and he thought he did.

      “You’re saying, beyond the sting of death, that the gardening, the pie making, and the other things that you weren’t as good at are important, but you wanted them to see that there are other things that someone can be good at?”

      She nodded.

      “And maybe, there’s a part of you that wants them to see that maybe you do have an area or two that you’re competent in.” His lips tugged up a little, because he was kind of teasing her, but he also figured he was right.

      Her nod confirmed it. That’s what he thought.

      “Maybe for the children, that’s important. But for me, of course I want Mr. Rogers to live. But I don’t need him to to know with certainty that you have a gift. It was beautiful and amazing to watch you, and it just confirmed everything I already knew. You were born to do this. It’s what God made you for. And there’s something unspeakably breathtaking about watching someone do God’s plan for their lives.”

      It was also incredibly sad, because he knew as he was watching her, beyond any shadow of doubt, that there was no way she could move back and give anything up.

      She belonged in a hospital operating room, saving lives, working magic, and working hand in hand with God. “And I didn’t mean that to take away any of the work that you put into it. Because you couldn’t live your purpose if you hadn’t worked hard and studied and pushed yourself to become what you are.”

      For some reason, his words made her eyes fill with tears, and he leaned forward toward her, his hand on her cheek. “Don’t cry.”

      She blinked and swallowed, taking a few seconds before she spoke. “Your words just remind me of something my mother said to me a long time ago, before she died. I’d always wanted to be a doctor. Not necessarily a trauma surgeon, that came later, but I knew the doctor part. And my mom had said that if I was meant to be a doctor, God would equip me with what I needed, but I still had to put the work in and live the struggle.” She sighed. “What you just said reminded me of that.”

      “I guess that sums up life. Work and struggle, interspersed with moments of breathtaking beauty. Like I just saw today.” Like he was going through now. Touching her, talking to her, feeling closer to her than he’d ever felt to another human in his life before. It was a moment of incredible beauty that he’d never forget.

      “Miss Ruby! Miss Ruby!” Jasmine and Haley came running with the box they’d prepared for Mr. Rogers between them. “We did it just like you said.”

      “Thank you.” She carefully lifted the cat and laid him gently in the box.

      “I can carry him in.”

      “Thank you. I’ll gather my things up.”

      He picked the box up and waited for her while she gathered her stuff and slung her bag over her shoulder.

      The two girls who had taken a walk by the creek had heard the commotion and come up. They were already in the house as Ethan walked in the door and set the box down beside it, peering carefully over his shoulder.

      Giving them a chance to look, Ethan moved aside as Ruby walked in.

      She had put a smile on her face for the girls, the seriousness of the last hour or so gone.

      He smiled with her and said to the girls, “He’s gonna make it. He’ll be the famous cat of camp for the next twenty years.”

      “Twenty years might be a little optimistic,” Ruby said.

      He didn’t know how long cats lived, but it got a smile out of her. He wished he’d said a hundred years.

      She grinned and walked in front of him into the kitchen, going to the sink to wash her hands. He followed her in…and stopped short as he entered.

      “Looks like the great chicken massacre happened in my kitchen this morning.”

      Confusion clouded her gaze as she grabbed a towel to dry her hands, her eyes going from him to the counters as understanding dawned. “It wasn’t a massacre. We were dissecting. Did you forget I told you?”

      “No. I just didn’t believe you.”

      “Well, there’s the evidence.”

      “I see it. I’m just not sure how I feel about eating it now.”

      “Why?”

      He supposed it didn’t matter. She was right. Why would he go all squeamish and not want to eat chicken just because it’d been dissected before he cooked it?

      How did he cook it?

      “I think stewing it would probably be the best thing to do, but…” He could probably bread the pieces and still fry it. Why not try?

      That’s what he did, making a breading and explaining to the girls what he was doing, allowing them to dip pieces in the egg mixture and then in the breading and back in the egg and breading before they fried it to a deep golden brown.

      It ended up being not half bad. Although he did make a mental note to not give Ruby whole chickens to handle again.
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      Unlike the last weekend, they spent that weekend gathering things up to decorate for the Christmas week.

      The third week of camp, Ethan had explained, was always spent using every spare minute decorating, and the fourth week was spent enjoying it.

      They were in the attic, dragging out huge boxes of stuff labeled “Christmas,” when Ruby finally got up the courage to ask, “You must really love Christmas. Since you’re going through all of this work to turn your farm into a Christmas wonderland in June, of all months.”

      Seemed like a lot of work and a lot of heat—the thermometer had been well above eighty all last week—and she wasn’t sure how his “Christmas” was going to turn out, because what was Christmas without snow? He’d mentioned something about a snowmaker, but she had trouble believing it could be anything close to the real thing.

      Ethan, a ball cap rather than a cowboy hat on his head, wearing a dusty T-shirt and even dustier jeans, with his ever-present work boots on, looked up from the box that he was sliding out of the corner.

      In addition to being dirty, the attic was not insulated, and since it was afternoon on Sunday, it was also quite warm.

      He hadn’t broken a sweat yet though, and she assumed that was because he was used to working outside.

      She, on the other hand, could feel her wet armpits and the dribble trickling down her temple.

      She was ready to quit, grab a glass of iced tea, and take a shower.

      She wouldn’t leave him. If he was up here in the heat and the dirt, that’s where she’d be too.

      Although, she did probably wish maybe once or twice that she could have talked him into going to Italy and Switzerland. The temps there were probably pretty nice right now.

      “No. I don’t really like all the pomp and circumstance surrounding it. I’m pretty happy just sitting on the porch, spending Christmas Day thinking about where I’d be without it.”

      Her eyes widened, and she straightened, putting an unconscious hand on the small of her back where her muscles ached.

      In surgery, she could move the table up or down and get it in a perfectly comfortable position. She could also adjust the climate control in the operating room so that she was comfortable at all times.

      It had a tendency to spoil one.

      She waved an arm around, trying to keep the incredulousness out of her voice. “Then what are we doing this for? Surely the kids would rather go swimming, and they love following you around in the woods and cleaning up after the loggers. Do they really want to go through all the work of decorating?”

      With the dim lighting, she couldn’t be entirely sure of what his face looked like, but he seemed to be thoughtful, maybe remembering something, maybe thinking of the kids.

      He shoved a hand in his pocket and leaned an elbow on the big box that sat in front of him.

      “You’re probably right. About some of them anyway. But I can’t do camp in December because of school. A few years ago I did do a camp while they were off on Christmas break. For two weeks.” He shifted, and his finger ran along the tape that held the top of the box down. “I think…I think you may be surprised at how many of these kids… They have a Christmas, but there’s no meaning behind it. Sometime, there’s no family there. I think they all get gifts. I’ve never heard any of them say they didn’t. It’s not that. It’s not the material things, it’s the spirit behind it that they miss.” He kinda lifted a big shoulder, not really shrugging but almost like he was giving up trying to explain. But she’d had a light bulb moment while he was talking.

      “That’s how your Christmas was?”

      He hesitated before nodding slowly. “I think most kids are all about the gifts. And that’s normal. But what’s a little abnormal, maybe, is it’s all gifts and no family. No reason, no insight, it’s just an empty, shallow, ‘me first’ mentality. Maybe decorating, and bringing that spirit out, doesn’t help anyone, but I like to think it gives them something to think about. Something a little deeper than themselves. Not that they shouldn’t be thinking about themselves, because for most of them, if they didn’t think about themselves, no one would. But even at that, it’s a dangerous thing to start thinking ‘I deserve…’ Because none of us really ‘deserve’ anything.”

      She thought she kind of understood what he was saying. Even though these children were poor and had terrible families, if they were careful, they could still learn, or maybe the only thing they would learn, was “it’s all about me. Life is all about me.”

      “And you think Christmas is the best way to teach them that there’s more to life than just themselves?”

      His face scrunched up, like she had missed his point. “It’s not really that. I guess on one hand, some of them really don’t get a Christmas. Not like the happiness and the fun and the family feeling, along with the gifts, because gifts are fun. But yeah, it’s a good time to think about others…giving away, getting your mind off yourself, using it to think about other people.”

      She didn’t consider that, but he was absolutely right. What better way to teach kids that it wasn’t about themselves than to have them give to others?

      “But how do you do that? What are all these decorations for?”

      He adjusted his ball cap and looked at the ceiling for a minute.

      “Partly for the spirit of things and partly because we invite the church people to come on Friday, and the kids feel like they’re giving them something by giving them a special Christmas service in June and by giving them beautiful decorations. The people from church always make a big deal of it, and it’s something that both sides look forward to. So it gives the kids a chance to give, and the congregation has been giving the children gifts each year, and often pretty neat things, like a couple families take one kid on vacation with them, and another person takes them to a water park for a day, and a lot of the gifts are just about spending time and doing things with them rather than actual gift gifts, if that makes sense. Taking them on their boat on the lake. Having them over on their farm for a day. Teaching them to make bread. Driving lessons.”

      She got it now. “The decorations are what the kids do to give. You’re teaching them that giving isn’t just about money and material things, it’s about time, about using what you have to benefit others, and make them smile, and encourage them.”

      “Exactly. And we do it around a Christmas theme, because that’s what God did for us. He gives a gift, but it’s not a material thing, it’s eternal. And part of giving a gift was his sacrifice. I don’t always tie the cross in, but it’s there. Because it’s necessary. As part of the gift.”

      She got that. And her eyes were opened a little more to the depth of what Ethan was doing. She thought it was just kind of a fun thing for the kids, and on the surface, it was. But he had so much more he was trying to teach them without coming right out and hitting them over the head with it.

      She liked it.

      A lot of times, kids learned from example so much better than they learned from any lecture. All they needed to do was look at what Ethan was doing and do what he did.

      He’d gone back to moving the box over to the steps where they’d eventually slide it down, along with the other five or six boxes they’d already done, with at least that many more that were still in the back corner of the attic.

      She carried the smaller boxes over too. But she hadn’t gone back to work and just watched as Ethan, dusty and hot, with so many other things he could be doing, moved boxes of Christmas decorations around so he could teach fifteen kids the true meaning of the Christmas season.

      It seemed like a lot of work to go through, but it also showed his heart. As he lived what he was teaching.

      Even what she did, her intentions to help people and change their lives through the surgery that she performed, paled in comparison, because she got paid for it.

      No one was paying him. The kids didn’t pay to come to camp, and no one paid him to put up decorations and spend all this time doing it.

      It was a personal sense of satisfaction that he was working for. Or maybe just because it’s what he felt the Lord would have him do.

      She knew lots of people who had spent years, even more than a decade, learning to do what they planned to spend the rest of their lives doing, but she didn’t know any of them who had done it thinking they would never earn a dime.

      Not that she looked down on those people—she was one of them—but it made her look at Ethan in a whole new way.

      Both of them had things that shaped them in their childhood.

      For her, the death of her parents had made her determined to be a trauma surgeon. But she’d never gone into that thinking she wasn’t going to make money too.

      He, on the other hand, had used the childhood that he’d had—which probably included no Christmas—to do this for the kids, with no thought of payment in return.

      He was a true man of character. No wonder she’d dreamed of him from the first.

      That wasn’t possible; it never had been. But she was honored to call him a friend.
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      The next week sped by.

      The weeks of camp always did. June would go by so quickly, and he’d wonder where the month went. Race still came out every evening to do devotions with the kids, and they still had a bonfire every night, and the kids still had plenty of time to spend in the river while some of them chose to work during their “time off.”

      When his hog had a litter of piglets and the runt died, Ruby ended up doing another dissection. Only they didn’t have this one for supper.

      Being with Ruby would not be a boring life. She’d certainly kept him on his toes during camp.

      He’d enjoyed watching her dissection though. The children had had fun as well.

      Even the girls who had taken a walk while she was sewing up the cat had watched from the back as she dissected the piglet.

      Saturday morning, Ethan held Mr. Rogers as he sat out on the deck porch and watched the sunrise, a cup of coffee in his other hand.

      Mr. Rogers had pulled through, surprising Ruby, he was sure.

      He wanted to ask her if she wanted to go on another drive that weekend, but all the decorating that hadn’t gotten finished during the week needed to be done today, and he didn’t have time.

      There wasn’t a ton, just odds and ends, making sure all the lights worked and that type of thing.

      Still, he didn’t have an afternoon to give up.

      “Deep thoughts?” Ruby asked, coming around the side of the house and startling him.

      Mr. Rogers jumped down and landed on the wooden floor with two thumps—front paws hitting together, one back paw hitting.

      Ethan watched the feline hop-walk over to Ruby. “I’m impressed with what you did with him.”

      “I think it was all the praying that I did during surgery, because I don’t really know how he survived. I didn’t have any of the proper medications.”

      “Maybe you don’t need all that stuff.”

      She lifted her brows and gave him a look, and he kinda smirked at her. He was teasing. She must’ve known it, because she grinned back.

      Mr. Rogers rubbed against her leg, and she bent down and picked him up.

      “We’ll be taking those sutures out soon, and he’ll be as good as he’ll ever be. Definitely not as good as new. Three paws are nowhere near as comfortable looking as four.”

      “Thankfully he doesn’t have to hunt for his dinner. That does kind of take away the stealth mode that he used to have.”

      Ruby looked at Mr. Rogers, stroking his head. “Can you believe how he’s making fun of you? I’m pretty sure it’s unkind to make fun of the physically disabled.” She shot him a look, which he was tempted to stick his tongue out at, but he didn’t.

      She was a surgeon after all; she probably did expect some type of decorum out of him.

      She walked over to the second chair and sat down. “So, what’s on the agenda for today? What are you going to do with your slave labor?” she asked with a heavy dose of humor.

      “I’ll have her digging ditches and hauling rocks. Of course. And if you’re lucky, I might let you take a break and tar the barn roof.”

      “Think today’s a good day to go on strike.”

      “What? You want me to double your wages? Okay.”

      She snorted. “My college accounting class was a long time ago, but I’m pretty sure that you could multiply what you’re paying me by a thousand, and it would still be zero.”

      “All I can afford. Now, if I were a big-name surgeon on the other hand…”

      “You’d be a quarter of a million dollars in debt and currently jobless. Which is not a good place to be for your mental health and financial security.”

      She didn’t look too worried about it. Maybe she was putting on a good show, but he somehow doubted it. She wasn’t the kind of person who pretended.

      She’d mentioned it before, but his stomach revolted at owing that kind of money. Even his farm hadn’t cost that much.

      “It’s not cheap to be a doctor. I mean, there’s a potential to make a lot of money, but it comes later in your career. People expect, though, that you’re rich from the beginning. It’s like doctor and rich are synonyms.”

      “Well, yeah. I agree. Most people do assume that. I did. Aren’t there grants or loans or something for that?”

      “You know…as hard as I fought for my siblings and me to be together. As badly as I wanted Race and Penny to adopt us. It never even occurred to me that it would screw up my chances to get scholarships and grants. Their income was what I had to put down on any applications, and that pretty much threw me out of consideration for any scholarships and grants. So it was no money all the way, baby.”

      She lifted a hand and shrugged her shoulder, and he got that. If she wanted to become a surgeon, that was all she could do. He seemed to recall she had a job in college, but the classes she had to take, and the crazy hours that she had in medical school and residency, made any job other than doctoring almost impossible.

      “I kinda wanted to go for a ride this afternoon, but we’ve got too much work to do. We need to make sure all the lights work and all the decorations are up and everything’s ready to go, along with a few surprises so the kids have something that will awe them a little bit when they come Monday.”

      She shook her head. “I can’t believe how much work you go through for these kids.”

      He wanted to brush it off. He didn’t want to talk about that. “We have time for a short walk. You want?” His breath caught in his throat as it closed and tightened.

      Facing rejection was never easy. Even the rejection of a “no” for a walk.

      With a friend. Just a friend.

      “I’d love to.”

      He actually thought she meant that too.

      She stood, and he stood beside her. “Nothing fancy. Just on the driveway?”

      “Sounds great.”

      He hesitated for a quarter of a second before he decided that he could take a walk holding his friend’s hand.

      So, he took her hand, watching her face, questions in his eyes, making sure it was okay with her.

      Maybe she wasn’t thinking of their time in the water, but he was. Maybe he was thinking that he wished he had kissed her when he had the chance.

      They would never end up together, but he really wanted to know what it was like. Even as the intellectual part of his brain insisted that he was better off not knowing. Better off without the memories to haunt him. Or torture him. Still, that didn’t change the wanting.

      He almost thought he saw the same thing in her eyes, but he was very aware it was exactly what he wanted to see, and a lot of times a person saw what they wanted to.

      Maybe their looks said it all, because neither one of them felt the need for words, and they stepped off the porch together, hand in hand, and started up the driveway.

      The sun was up, and dew glistened on the grass and on the trees that grew on either side, which were welcome shade in the summer. They’d leafed out and hung down in green profusion.

      “You know, the last three weeks here have been some of the best of my life. I love the peace and the relaxation and also the fact there’s always something to do.”

      Ethan wasn’t sure whether she was just making conversation or hinting at something more. But he didn’t doubt her words were true.

      “You’ve done nothing but work your butt off since you graduated from high school.”

      “I think that’s true for you, too.”

      “But it’s a different kind of work. Like you said, there’s no pressure here. Sure, there’s work, plenty of it, every day, but it’s not life and death.” He thought of Mr. Rogers. “Not usually anyway.”

      “It’s too late for me to change my mind about what I’m going to do with my life. And someone needs to do the job that I’m doing. But I love it here.”

      “You know you’re always welcome to come back any time you want. For as long as you want.” He wanted to say more. He wanted to ask her what it would take to get her to stay. But he didn’t think that was what she was hinting at. She was just complimenting him and maybe saying a little bit of what if.

      “I’m sure you would never consider leaving it.”

      That question did feel open-ended. Like she was fishing. His head jerked around to her. But she walked casually, with no hidden agenda that he could see on her face.

      “I never have.” That was honest. Would he? He wasn’t sure.

      They came to the top of the hill, with the driveway stretched out in front of them, maybe for a mile they could see down it and could look over the hill at the sun climbing in the sky.

      Neither of them said anything, but they both stopped on the rise.

      Her question ran through his head, and he wanted it to mean what he thought it meant, but that skeptical part of him, the part that knew he wasn’t good enough for her, told him clearly that she was just making polite conversation. She wasn’t asking him to consider leaving nor trying to figure out if he would go with her.

      He didn’t really mean to, but he turned toward her, and as though her body mirrored his, she did the same until their joined hands linked them and they faced each other on the top of the drive.

      He took his free hand and cupped her cheek. She put her hand over top of his, similar to what she’d done in the river, and pressed it closer.

      “You remember when you took me to the homecoming dance?”

      “Yeah.” How could he forget? There hadn’t been another girl anywhere that had compared to her that night. “I had the most beautiful girl in the whole school on my arm that night. Not necessarily outward beauty, but the strength of character from inside. I was so proud of you for what you’d done for your siblings. I wanted everyone to know how amazing you were.”

      His words, sincere as they were, made her lips turn up. “That’s funny. Because my thoughts were not nearly so noble. I just wanted you to kiss me.”

      He choked on his spit and coughed, remembering at the last second to turn his head.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “I didn’t realize I was going to upset you so badly.”

      “I just had no idea.”

      “Then you probably have no idea that I dreamed about your kiss for years. Wishing that I’d had the nerve that night to say something. Then I wouldn’t have wondered.”

      “Isn’t it better to wonder than to regret?” He knew it was, had convinced himself it was.

      “I don’t think so.”

      “I think it’s dangerous. Because we both know this could never work. It’s just one of those things that won’t.”

      “I can’t argue with you. Because I know that I could never move here. And I wouldn’t want you to leave the farm you love and move to me. But as much as I have the head knowledge, I can’t convince my heart that you’re not the best thing for me. I’ve never been able to do that.”

      “Three weeks ago, you were going to marry another man.”

      “And we had agreed that while we respected each other, we weren’t madly in love with each other. I thought at the time I was being smart by using my intellect to choose a husband rather than my emotions.” Her fingers ran lightly over his. “And I wouldn’t say that it’s a good idea to use your emotions solely. Because they’re often wrong. Some people love jerks. Maybe, it’s best if the two are combined. Regardless, maybe the reason that I had agreed to something like that was because I knew, subconsciously, that unless I had you, that’s all I would ever have.”

      He’d wanted to hear that. Needed to, really. Although it gave him a hope that he knew to be false. Still, she’d shaken his heart and stirred his soul.

      Maybe that was just so she could really shock him. Because she said, “Maybe, since I spent so much time regretting the lost opportunity back in high school, we could take advantage of the opportunity we have now.”

      His eyes searched her face. She was suggesting what he thought she was, he was pretty sure.

      It wasn’t a good idea. He knew it wasn’t a good idea. He was almost positive he was better off not knowing what he was missing. Plus, he’d always had a firm belief that he didn’t want to kiss a girl he wasn’t serious about. Wasn’t fair to her.

      But he’d lived long enough to know he probably wouldn’t be kissing too many other girls.

      If any.

      Ruby was always the only one he’d wanted. Any other attempts at any other girls had been half-hearted at best.

      Men weren’t supposed to be insecure. Confidence was a trait that women admired. He wasn’t totally naïve, but he figured he ought to be honest.

      “I’m not sure I want to if I’m only getting one chance. I might not be any good at it the first time.” His hand slid down her cheek, along the firm edge of her jaw, and back until his fingers wrapped around her neck.

      “We’ve got a week. It doesn’t have to be a one-time thing. If the first one isn’t any good, we could practice.”

      His lip lifted, but his heart was so heavy.

      He looked away. Back down the driveway at the house where he lived and where, if he were honest with himself, his deepest dream was to have Ruby with him.

      “I want to. I want to more than I can tell you. So bad my hands are trembling.” He closed his eyes for a moment, like that would make the refusal come easier to his lips. “But what’s the point in getting good at it? What’s the point of practicing? We both know it doesn’t matter how good we get, it doesn’t matter how much we practice, it’s not like we’re married and we have the rest of our lives to practice.”

      “I’ve practiced plenty of surgeries I have never had any intention of ever performing again. It was part of my education.”

      He snorted. Then huffed out a laugh. “Kissing me is part of your education?”

      “And yours.”

      Was she right? He was pretty sure not, but he wanted her to be, wanted it to be okay to kiss the girl of his dreams, even if he knew his intentions toward her could never end where kissing was meant to go.

      “I guess I can’t turn down the opportunity to further my education, especially when the celebrated trauma surgeon is doing the offering.”

      He hated the words as they came out of his mouth.

      That’s not what he wanted their kiss reduced to. Education? That wasn’t what he felt. He shook his head. “Forget that. I don’t give a flip about education. If I kiss you, that’s not why. It’s because of…your strength of character, the beauty in your soul, your willingness to fight for the people you love, how you give yourself wholeheartedly, how you take the knocks that life throws you, and you keep getting back up and jumping back in, fighting with everything you have.”

      His eyes ran over her face as his fingers traced her eyebrow and trailed down her cheekbone. “You’re beautiful. I love looking at you. But that’s the very least of what I love about you. And it’s most definitely not why I want to kiss you. But because of this crazy attraction that has to do with everything I just mentioned and the fact that if you are anywhere around, you pull my body like a magnet. Staying away from you, not touching you, not standing beside you, not having an arm around you is almost more than I can stand. That’s why I want to kiss you.”

      Her eyes had filled with tears, but he couldn’t regret anything he’d said. Even if it made her sad, or brought back bad memories, or whatever it was, as much as he hated to see her cry, he couldn’t not say the things in his heart. And he couldn’t, under any circumstances, let her think he was just kissing her for educational purposes.

      “I’ve never felt this before…the way I feel right now. No one has ever made me feel this way. Thank you. Thank you for being honest with me, for not taking the superficial experience I was offering.”

      “I wanted to be fair. You have to know that kissing you means everything to me. It’s so far from nothing that I can’t pretend it is.”

      “I’m sorry I tried to. Because I feel the same.”

      He shouldn’t kiss her. Even as his head lowered, he knew he shouldn’t kiss her when he couldn’t offer her any more than a one-week commitment. But telling her how he felt, and knowing she felt the same, made everything different.

      How he felt about her, because of what he knew about her, had been the same for years, and it wasn’t going to change. He might not be able to have a long-term relationship with her, but he would always want to.

      Always.

      Their lips met, and she reached up, putting her hand around his neck, pulling him closer. Pressing into her, he caught her sigh, tasted her sadness, and felt the longing for what might have been. Maybe could still be if he could give up his farm and follow her. Maybe he’d do that.

      He pulled her closer and ran his hands down her back, his knees shaking, his heart thundering, never wanting their kiss to end.

      They both heard the gravel crunching at the same time and pulled back far enough to turn their heads.

      He felt the shock go through her and felt the same one in his own body. Seeing the car made him want to jump back, guilty.

      “Did you know Mom and Dad were coming today?”

      “I had no idea. They’ve never come to help finish the decorating before, and Race didn’t say anything about it last night when he was here for devotions.”

      “I guess this might be a little awkward to explain to them.” She scrunched up her face and eyed him.

      “I think I’m gonna be the one taking the hit.”

      “That’s not fair. This was all my idea. You didn’t want to.” But she didn’t deny that their parents would hold him accountable. It’s just the way they were.

      “I don’t regret it. I hope you don’t,” he murmured. Kissing Ruby in the flesh had been more amazing than any dream he’d ever dreamed.

      “Never.”

      “I kind of was getting into the idea of practicing, maybe later.”

      She smiled. “I like that. I’ll look forward to it.”

      They turned and, hand in hand, walked toward their parents’ car.
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      Race and Penny had always been hands-on parents. Even though technically, they didn’t adopt Ethan, and Ruby was almost an adult when they adopted her and her siblings, they had taken their parental responsibilities very seriously.

      That hadn’t changed in the decade and a half that she’d been out of the house.

      Ethan had gone to the driver’s side where Race was sitting, and Ruby had reluctantly slipped her hand out of his and gone to Penny’s side.

      Ruby’s eyes met Ethan’s over the car before Penny’s door opened, and Penny gave her a big smile.

      “If you don’t mind, I’d like to walk with you down to the house, and your dad will drive with Ethan.”

      Penny had stood and stepped away from the door, wrapping her arms around Ruby and squeezing tight.

      Penny’s hugs never failed to remind her of her mother’s; they felt exactly the same. Delivered with so much love and no judgment.

      They stepped back as Ethan stepped around.

      Ruby was pretty sure it wasn’t an accident that his arm brushed hers before he gave his mother a hug and Penny said they’d talk more once they got to the house.

      After the car drew away, Penny linked her arm with Ruby’s and started to walk slowly down the drive.

      “The first time I came here, before Ethan bought it, he wanted to show it to us to see what we thought. I fell in love with it before we even saw the house. This driveway is so gorgeous, just the most beautiful place ever. I didn’t even care what the house looked like. It could have been a falling down, crumbling mass, or a Gothic castle, or nothing.” She laughed, the sound sweet and happy in the air.

      Ruby’s mother had always been in a perpetual good mood. Ruby admired that and Penny, too, and wished she could be like her.

      She supposed she’d given herself a pass over the years, when she’d worked thirty-six-hour shifts with barely any sleep. Anybody would be grumpy after that.

      Except, she kinda thought Penny wouldn’t. Penny had been up for longer, as she sat with mothers in labor and delivered babies, and she’d always come home with a smile. Maybe she was tired, maybe her back hurt, maybe her feet hurt and she was tired of telling some woman she barely knew to just push one more time, but she always, always, always had a smile.

      How could Ethan have grown up with that, been around someone like that, and still wanted her? She’d never live up to Penny.

      “You’re right. The drive is beautiful. But the house is pretty nice too.”

      “Some people might think it’s too old.”

      “I think it’s charming. Sometimes new and improved is good. But I think when it comes to houses, there’s definitely character in the old ones.”

      “I have to agree. Ethan definitely got himself a good one.”

      Penny was quiet beside her for a few minutes, their footsteps the only sound, before she cleared her throat, rather delicately, and said, “Ethan’s been in love with you forever. I was so happy, so very happy, when you came here after finding Wesley. Not,” Penny patted her arm with her free hand, meeting Ruby’s eyes with a direct gaze, “not that I was happy about what happened on your wedding day. My heart hurt for you, so bad.” She laughed kind of humorlessly. “Race found me in the bathroom that night, crying. I was happy that you had gone with Ethan but so torn up about how badly that must have hurt.”

      “You didn’t need to cry, Mom,” Ruby said, the word coming to her lips easily. She had two mothers. One that had been killed in a car accident, and one that had adopted her and her siblings when no one else had wanted to take on that much responsibility. “I didn’t shed a tear over it. Not one.”

      Penny sighed. “I’m so happy to hear that. You know, I prayed for years that God would work things out for you…just give you something wonderful, because I knew you deserved it. I didn’t think Wesley was that thing, but I didn’t want to discourage you, and you hadn’t asked me for my opinion.”

      “I should have.” Why hadn’t she? Probably because she was egotistical and overconfident and thought she knew what she wanted and didn’t want anyone else to tell her differently, except she knew that Penny would always have her best interest at heart.

      “Anyway, I’m so glad things have worked out for you two. I’ve always thought that you two would be perfect together, but Ethan didn’t want to get in the way of your education and keep you from being everything you dreamed of.”

      Ruby didn’t say anything. She wasn’t sure how to tell her mom that nothing had worked out.

      “Some people might look at Ethan and see someone who has no ambition and no drive. By the world’s standards, a loser.” That made Ruby bristle, but Penny went on. “But there’s so much character in him. So much determination to do right. So much upright morality.” She nodded absently, a sweet smile on her face. “I’m so glad you could see that. So many people overlook that and underestimate him, when he’s chosen that good thing. That thing that’s better than anything. Better than success, better than money, better than fame and fortune. I’m so glad you see it.”

      “I definitely see it. I don’t deserve him.”

      “Oh, Ruby. No! That’s not the slightest bit true. You do. And he deserves you. He sees you for what you are. More than the skilled surgeon and the doctor. He sees the character underneath that really matters.”

      Penny went on for a couple of minutes, and it was interesting, because she said everything that Ethan had just said to her only a few minutes ago. She didn’t think anyone else knew that about her, and she probably wouldn’t have said it about herself, because she didn’t think she was that good. But Ethan had seen it, and Penny had too.

      “I’m not expecting to hear wedding bells anytime soon though,” Penny said. “Not after what you’ve just been through.”

      “I don’t think you’re ever going to hear wedding bells for Ethan and me. There’s just no way.”

      Penny gasped. “I can’t believe that Ethan would be kissing a girl he didn’t intend to marry. I know that that’s not unheard of anywhere else, but it is kind of unheard of for Ethan. I’m shocked.”

      “I practically begged him to kiss me, so please don’t put that at his feet. But there’s just no way we can work it out. He doesn’t belong anywhere but on this farm. I can’t come here and work in this small-town hospital, even if they did have a place for me, because I have school loans to pay.”

      The house had come into sight, and Penny slowed down even more. “I know your loans are high. But did you ever think that maybe the Lord’s working this out? Maybe you want to be doing what He wants you to do, and let God take care of your med school loans.”

      “Doesn’t that seem a little irresponsible? Shouldn’t I worry about paying my bills first?”

      “I would never recommend that you not pay your bills. I’m just saying don’t be with Ethan unless you’re sure that’s what God wants for you. And if you are, then don’t worry about your med school bills. Bills take care of themselves.”

      Wow. She couldn’t just not pay her bills. She couldn’t not worry about them. She couldn’t be irresponsible that way.

      Was it irresponsible? Or was it faith? She wasn’t sure. She hadn’t lived by faith. Not much anyway. Sure, she was convinced that being a doctor was what God wanted for her life, and she had faith that everything would work out. Anytime her faith had wavered, Ethan had been there to bolster it.

      “Do you think it’s God’s will for Ethan and I to be together?” she asked hesitantly, because the idea was so foreign. The idea of…trusting God with her love life. With her bills. It felt crazy.

      “I think you’re the only one that will know that. Other than Ethan. Although, I don’t think he’d be with you, if he didn’t feel like you were the one that God had for him.” Penny took her hand and spread it out, gesturing to emphasize her words. “That’s what faith is. It’s hard. You can’t see the end. That’s why it’s faith. If it weren’t hard, if you didn’t have to walk into the unknown, just holding tight to God’s hand and having no clue how things were going to turn out, anybody could do it. That’s why having faith is such a big deal.”

      “But God might not work things out the way I want him to.” She hated giving up that control. Especially of her life.

      Penny laughed. “That’s exactly right. It’s giving up what you want and just telling God you trust him. That’s faith. You trust him, no matter where He takes you, or what He does, or how He works it out. Always assuming that what He does is the right thing and what you wanted wasn’t the best for you.”

      Everything that Penny was saying made sense. Ruby knew it all. She’d been brought up with those thoughts and ideas, but actually putting them into practice?

      So much harder.

      “God doesn’t expect you to have mountain-moving faith today. And you don’t need it. All you need is just enough to get you through right now. In the next moment, you’ll need faith for that moment. But God doesn’t expect you to have enough faith for the rest of your life right now.”

      “I might be able to have faith for this moment, but in the next moment, I feel like I’m going to chicken out.”

      Penny laughed again. “I think God’s used to that. Lots of people chicken out. But you’ve always been different. Out of the billions of people in the world, very few have become trauma surgeons. So you’re already doing something that most people can’t or haven’t. What about this hard thing too?”

      Ruby bit her lip and looked at the old farmhouse, the barn, and the newer pole building where most of the Christmas decorations were going up. The trees were up and decorated, there were lights and greenery and tables with toy trains, a giant gingerbread house, and all the other things the kids had put together this week.

      All the brainchild of Ethan.

      He hadn’t mentioned the future. Hadn’t mentioned spending their lives together, but she knew Penny was right. He wouldn’t have kissed her if he had any intentions of ever being with anyone else.

      He probably felt the same way she did—he couldn’t ask her to give up her life as a trauma surgeon and live here.

      “Just pray about it, honey. I know God will work it out. Just close your eyes and hold on.”
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      As soon as Ethan got in the car, he felt like he needed to explain to Race what was going on. But the words just wouldn’t come.

      How was he going to tell the only man who’d ever been a father to him that his intentions toward his daughter were not honorable?

      He wanted them to be. But he just didn’t see any way that they could.

      So he didn’t say anything.

      They pulled into the house, and Race shut the motor off in the car, but neither one of them moved to get out.

      It was probably three full minutes before Race started to talk.

      “I was in Ruby’s shoes once. After fifteen years of hard work and school and constant learning with sleep deprivation and working my butt off, I’d finally gotten to the point where people were asking me to come and work with them on their team. It’s a heady thing. People think you’re skilled enough to be an asset to them. People that you love and admire and have admired for years accepting you as one of their own. Such a big deal.”

      Ethan wouldn’t know anything about that. He knew Ruby had worked hard. And he also knew that Race had been a world-famous surgeon. But all he knew about the education and work it took to get there was what he’d seen the times he’d gone to see her.

      “I was so focused on my career, so determined to make a name for myself, that I lost my marriage over it.” Race had never taken his hands off the steering wheel, and he tapped it now, just slow taps, like the movement of his hand helped his brain to work. “It’s an understandable thing. All that work, all that time, all that effort, all that suffering, you wanted it to pay off and you wanted it to pay off big time. There’s a lot of competition too. And no one ever encourages you to slow down. It’s always looking for that next hill to climb, the accolades of your peers, their respect and their honor. You don’t become a surgeon because you don’t want that, crave it.”

      Ethan didn’t really understand that either. For him, his life had never been about himself. Making himself look good. Maybe it was because of his crummy childhood, but he’d never had any problems seeing himself as God saw him, unholy and unclean. Eventually he knew God loved him as a son, but the gratitude from going from the former to the latter had steered his life. There’s no way he could live it for himself, not when God had done so much for him.

      Although today, he’d definitely been living for himself.

      He looked down at his lap and his twisting hands.

      “You know Ruby’s the same way. She’s focused, she’s driven—”

      “Dad,” he interrupted, maybe for the first time in his life. “I’m not pulling her away from her job. Not pulling her away from being a surgeon. I would never do that.”

      The car was silent.

      Ethan felt like his breath echoed in the interior along with his heartbeat.

      “I assumed you hadn’t. I assumed you couldn’t. I was trying to make you feel better.”

      Ethan turned his head and studied his dad. “You assumed that Ruby and I were just a fling?”

      His dad nodded, unsmiling, his eyes studying Ethan. “I did. Am I wrong?”

      Ethan dropped his eyes. “No.”

      “That’s my thought. I was just trying to make you feel better. I think, when she gets a little older, she’s going to look back at her life and regret what she missed. I know I sure did. Thankfully, your mom and I were able to have a second chance. Maybe you and Ruby will get the same.”

      Ethan wanted to open the car door and just start to run. Just run until he couldn’t run anymore, run until he dropped. Run until he passed out. Just get away and burn up the frustration that writhed inside of him. Race had judged the whole situation with such accuracy it was embarrassing.

      “Maybe I could go with her,” he said, even though he knew it wouldn’t happen. He didn’t belong in Ruby’s world. He’d be far more out of place than Ruby had been the last three weeks at camp. She’d found a niche for herself and made do with the rest.

      He wouldn’t be able to do that in the city.

      “Penny tried to be with me for a while too. I was too busy for her. Too driven. I neglected her. And you can’t neglect your marriage. It will die.”

      “I don’t plan on neglecting anything. In fact, the opposite.”

      “I didn’t say you.”

      “Ruby would never—”

      Race put his hand up. “I’m not insulting Ruby. Please. Believe me. I’m just telling you I’ve been there. I’m telling you how I felt. I didn’t see it. I was too young, too driven, too cognizant of the time and effort that I’d put into my education, of the need to make money to pay my bills, to pay back my med school loans, of the need to show the world that I had earned that title of doctor. That I was the best surgeon that I could be. Driven to save lives, not to lose a single one, and every time I did, it just pushed me to be better, to work harder, to study more, to practice more, to know more, so that it would never happen again.”

      Ethan nodded. He understood. He didn’t want to believe it, didn’t want to think that was how Ruby felt, but Race would know. And everything that he’d said so far had been right.

      “I guess that was a warning then?” Ethan asked, his eyes still on his hands that were folded and clasped tightly in his lap.

      “I guess it was. I guess I didn’t want to see her hurt you. Not the way I hurt Penny.” His breath blew out impatiently. “And I’m not saying anything bad about Ruby. She wants to make a positive difference in the world. Her intentions are honorable. She doesn’t even know what will end up happening.”

      “Then what? What do I do?”

      Race pressed his lips together and shook his head. “There’s nothing you can do. You’re human. The only way I see it working out would be if the Lord does it. I’m sure you’ve been praying about it. And you just have to trust him to do what’s best for you. But you already knew that.”

      Ethan looked out the window at the barn and the pole building, Slipper and Crimson running around, and thought of the life he’d built here.

      It was perfect.

      Except he was lonely. Not all the time, and not really something he thought about, just in his heart, he wanted someone beside him. Someone to walk along with him, holding his hand and sharing their lives together. Someone to laugh with and cry with and grow old with.

      But not just anyone.

      He wanted Ruby.
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      The last day of camp was always bittersweet.

      On the one hand, at this point in time, Ethan felt like he could sleep for a year and only wake up for coffee.

      On the other, it was so hard to watch the kids leave. This year, along with the ten boys and his teen helpers, who had been there off and on, there were five little girls who’d stolen his heart as well.

      And a doctor, a surgeon who’d carved it out and taken it for her own.

      His eyes landed on Ruby across the hall, standing with the girls and chatting with members of her father’s congregation.

      The place was crowded, packed really, as it always was. People from the church volunteered to paint faces and bring hot chocolate and make pumpkin pies, although the girls had made pies this year as well.

      One lady had brought real whipped cream, and they had a nativity set up, although one chicken had escaped and ran around loose. Any one of the boys could have caught it, probably, but Ethan figured everyone was probably like him and kinda thought it was funny to see the chicken hanging out under the Christmas tree. He’d heard the boys wondering if it was going to lay an egg.

      It provided entertainment.

      His buddy—a stuntman in Hollywood—who had access to fake snow and a snowmaker, always brought it in, and so little pieces of biodegradable white stuff were floating in the air. It had some kind of crystal type thing in it because it sparkled in the lights.

      Christmas music played softly in the background, and the whole place smelled of pine and hot chocolate and cinnamon and spices.

      Stepping into the pole building and closing the door, one could easily imagine that it was December, a very warm December, and just about Christmas time.

      It was about an hour until Race gave out the gifts.

      It was always a drawing. This year, they were separated into gifts that were specifically for boys and ones that were specifically for girls and ones that were for either. That would be new.

      It was also new, this hot, tearing sensation in his chest, knowing that Ruby had no more reason to stay.

      He’d never gotten those other practice kisses. He hadn’t exactly been avoiding her, and they worked well together, but seeing her leave would be harder the more they practiced.

      Surely, he was doing her a favor. He didn’t want to make things more difficult for her.

      This was a summer he would never forget. It was the best camp he’d ever had.

      It felt magical tonight, like anything was possible.

      Too bad it wasn’t.

      With God, all things are possible.

      He almost laughed at the verse that popped in his head. He believed it. Truly. But some things just weren’t meant to be.

      He didn’t think even God could work out Ruby and him.

      You could go with her.

      He’d thought of that. He had. But he didn’t really think she wanted him.

      Why don’t you ask her?

      They’d kind of talked about it. She’d told him he belonged on the farm. But she hadn’t told him that she wouldn’t allow him to go with her.

      But then he thought about what Race had said. That she would be too consumed with her job and she’d neglect her marriage and family. That, maybe when she was older, she would appreciate it.

      He would wait.

      He should have asked Race how long. How long it would take until she was mature enough, or old enough, or satisfied enough in her career to want him.

      In the back of his head, he assumed he’d be a father someday. He wanted the opportunity to be a better dad than what his own had been. A much better dad.

      Maybe that wasn’t something the Lord had planned for him either.

      Have faith.

      Have faith that he would get what he wanted?

      Do what you can, and trust the Lord for the rest.

      Did that mean that he should do everything he could to get Ruby?

      Did he think she was the one that God had for him?

      He was almost positive of it. It had been his feeling—what he wanted since he first laid eyes on her.

      “Every year, this just gets better and better.” Mrs. Weaver, who’d been a member of his father’s church for as long as he could remember, put her hand on his arm and tapped it. “What you do for these kids is just amazing. It’s so nice of you to let us be a part of it.”

      “I haven’t had a chance to get a piece of your pumpkin pie yet. I hope there’s some left for me.”

      She chuckled. “I have a whole pie set back for you, Ethan. Don’t worry about it. Race’s oldest daughter, the surgeon, took it to the kitchen when I first got here.”

      “Her name is Ruby.”

      “Yeah. I don’t know why I can never remember that.” Mrs. Weaver’s eyes searched the crowd. “Oh, there she is.”

      Ethan’s eyes followed hers, although he knew exactly where Ruby was and what she was doing. She’d moved away from the crowd to the tables that were set up for the gingerbread decorating, and she had the girls from camp, plus a bunch more, all settling down around her.

      Ruby had the steadiest hands of anybody he’d ever seen. If anyone could get their gingerbread house to look beautiful, it would be her.

      Although, she had a little girl in pigtails who was sitting on her lap and another one with tight curly hair on the other knee. It looked like her gingerbread house was going to be put together by two three-year-olds.

      “Looks like she takes after her mother and is good with children,” Mrs. Weaver said. “Sometimes those doctor types never marry. So driven with their career, they’re just not interested in giving it all up for family. Because you can’t have both.” Mrs. Weaver shook her head, her expression sad but wise. “You can try, but then you’re really burning the candle at both ends. Burnout.” Mrs. Weaver twisted her lips. “I didn’t spend nearly enough time with my children when they were little. And I didn’t spend nearly enough time at my job either.”

      Ethan listened to her, wondering if this was the Lord’s answer for him.

      Ruby couldn’t do both, and for him to ask her to try was just asking for her to feel like a failure as a wife and as a surgeon.

      “Well, Ethan, you make your parents proud, boy.” Mrs. Weaver tapped his arm again and walked off.

      His phone buzzed in his pocket. Pulling it out, he saw it was Joe, who was parked at his house, wanting him to come out so he could give him a check.

      Bad timing, but they’d been trying to get together for a while. And Joe was here. He didn’t want to put him off.

      He stepped out, took care of Joe and was back in in less than fifteen minutes.

      The rest of the evening went by in a blur.

      The gifts were handed out, children’s names were drawn—his mom always took care of it, and somehow she always made sure there was enough for everyone.

      His dad gave a brief but pointed message, always able to relate it to the children.

      It wasn’t quite midnight when things broke up.

      It was a shock though to step outside and see that it was still summer and not Christmas outside the building.

      Ethan watched and hugged and talked to the few parents who had come to pick up their children. Then he saw the rest of them off as his dad loaded up the van to take them home.

      The last of the kids had gotten into the car when he felt someone touch his arm.

      Turning, expecting Ruby, he stopped short when he saw Natalie.

      Now that he thought about it, he hadn’t really seen her much all evening. Although he was sure she was there. He had seen her children. The ones that could walk anyway.

      “Have a good night?” he asked.

      He looked around for her kids, and like she knew what he was searching for, she said, “They’re gathering their stuff up inside. I’m leaving. I just want to congratulate you on a great camp, and I also want to let you know…they found termites in my house and my landlord said they’d most likely be bulldozing it.” She twisted her hands together. “I have a month to leave.”

      His body froze in shock. “You’re kidding. Why would he do that?”

      Her house wasn’t in great shape, but, “Can’t they call an exterminator?”

      Her face was pinched, but like she was trying to be calm, her voice came out smooth and almost without a tremor. “I don’t know. I don’t know. All I know is the landlord said there were termites, it was being bulldozed and I’d have to leave.” She shrugged, her forehead wrinkled. “Maybe the damage is too bad to save it?”

      “What are you going to do?” He was truly concerned. Natalie had been a great neighbor and a huge help with camp, worth far more than the generous amount of money he’d paid her.

      Not to mention, he could really relate to her situation. Maybe if his mother had left his father, the things that had happened to him wouldn’t have.

      Even if they’d lived in worse poverty than what they already did. Probably.

      “I don’t know. I guess I’ll just pray about it. I have thirty days.”

      They were standing in the doorway, and both of them seemed to have their eyes drawn together to the big old farmhouse sitting across the driveway in the dark. All those bedrooms. Empty.

      There were enough for each of her children to have one to themselves, and Natalie, although she was a lot younger than him, could…

      No.

      Lord, that’s not what I want. I’m not going to marry Natalie. I’m not going to take her kids as my own. I don’t want that.

      He looked down at the dark curls beside him. Her usual bubbly personality and happy smile were missing tonight.

      He had the power right now to change that, or at least ease her mind about the future, and offer her peace.

      But he couldn’t offer to let her live in his house without…marrying her. Could he?

      She seemed to gather herself, forcing a smile onto her face and looking up at him. If it didn’t reach her eyes, he pretended not to notice.

      “Thanks again. Camp is always so much fun. My children look forward to it, and little Jason can’t wait for his turn. Next year, he’ll be old enough. And don’t you think for one second that he’s allowed me to forget it all week long.” She grinned, the tightness around her eyes and the faint lines on her forehead the only sign that she was about to lose her home and that she had no idea what she was going to do.

      She walked in to get her children, but Ethan didn’t follow her.

      He stood in the doorway, Christmas on one side of him, real life on the other.

      He felt there was some symbolism there, but he wasn’t sure what it was.

      “You know, you could solve her problems.”

      His head jerked around. Ruby leaned against the building, her eyes on him.

      “I wasn’t eavesdropping…didn’t mean to anyway. I just saw you come out, and I snuck out the back way because I want to tell you what an amazing experience tonight was. It felt so real. After being in there, stepping out into the summer air felt surreal, like summer was the wrong time of year, and Christmas was actually happening.”

      He stepped away from the door, allowing it to close, and walked to her.

      He had every intention of putting his arms around her, pulling her close, but there was something in her stance, maybe the way her arms were a little in front of her, like she was blocking off her space, and he didn’t feel welcome.

      “Anyway, I think Natalie needs you. You have the power to help her.” Ruby’s eyes went to his house and looked at it as he had been doing just a few minutes ago. “Can you imagine how happy her children would be to grow up here?”

      He didn’t say anything.

      He’d already been arguing with the Lord. He didn’t want Natalie.

      “You know, it seems like the Lord plans these things out. And sometimes, it’s hard to accept, but you can see how reasonable everything is. How good. How perfectly things fit.” She paused, then turned and faced him full-on. “I wasn’t planning on having children. Ever. It was something that I figured I would have to give up in order to be a surgeon. I never thought, even for a second, that I could be a good surgeon and a good mother. Maybe some people can. Maybe some people can balance it. But I just knew I couldn’t. And look, I don’t have to.”

      “I don’t want Natalie.”

      “I don’t want you to have Natalie.”

      “Then why are you pawning me off on her like I’m a gift basket to be given away?”

      “That’s not what this is. This is me seeing clearly that that’s the way things are meant to work out. I’d wanted a sign. I’d wanted to know for sure. And now I do. Why else would I have come upon you and Natalie and that conversation? You could have had it anywhere, and I would have missed it. But God allowed me to walk in on it and know what needed to be done. I have to walk away. And you and Natalie can make a home here together. It’s perfect.”

      Frustration, panic, fear…they all fought together in his chest, weakening his knees, making his hands shake. He tried to get a handle on his breath.

      “Perfect except for one thing. I want to be with you.”

      “Sometimes what God gives us isn’t what we want. It’s what we need.”

      “So this is what you’re going to do? You’re just gonna leave me for Natalie, just walk away? Just like that?”

      Anger had started to win the battle in his chest, and maybe his words came out a little harsher than what he intended.

      “Does this look easy to you? Do you think this is what I want? Do you think I stood on your driveway just a couple of days ago and kissed you with my whole heart and soul, and more than that, knowing that you’re everything that I want? Everything I love? And every night when I lie down, all I dream about is you? Your kiss. Do you think I want to walk away from that?”

      “Then don’t.”

      “I think it’s what God wants me to do.”

      Ethan reached into his pocket and pulled out the check that Rick had given him earlier. “The logger was here this evening. He didn’t realize we were having our Christmas festival.” He fingered the check. “I talked to him some. And he gave me this.”

      Her mouth opened and her brows shot up at his abrupt subject change, but she allowed it and went with it. “That’s great. I know this whole month you’ve been expecting a check, and I’m glad you got it. I was a little worried that he wasn’t going to pay you. That’s great.” Her words sounded sincere if not emotional.

      “He told me that right now white oak is like gold in the timber industry. I guess they use it to make whiskey barrels, and maybe with the state of the world’s economy, or I don’t know, but they can’t get enough white oak to keep up with the demand for the whiskey barrels. If you have a forest of white oak, it’s like you’re sitting on a gold mine.” He leaned in just a little bit. “That whole two hundred acres they logged off was nothing but white oak.”

      “That’s great. Congratulations.”

      “Two hundred acres of white oak. I wonder what it’s worth?” He fingered the check, his faith growing by the minute.

      She shrugged her shoulders. “I’m sorry, I don’t know anything about the lumber industry.”

      “Neither do I. Let’s find out together.” He unfolded the check and held it so the moon’s light shone down, illuminating the writing.

      They stared at the number. Ruby gasped just a little bit, but Ethan had a feeling. A faith feeling.

      And God hadn’t let him down. Not that anything that God did could be a letdown, but he had been sure. He’d been sure since he first laid eyes on Ruby, when she was a seventeen-year-old orphan, he’d been sure that she was the one for him.

      He’d never doubted, never strayed, and knew that now God was not changing his mind somehow and all of the sudden wanted him to marry Natalie and fill his house up with her children.

      Not that he wouldn’t do everything in his power to help Natalie, but he wasn’t meant to marry her.

      Ruby was the one for him.

      “How much are your med school loans?” he asked softly.

      “The same as what two hundred acres of white oak is worth. Almost to the penny,” she said, looking up into his eyes.

      “The first time I laid eyes on you, I knew you were the one for me. There’s never been anybody else. Never. The other day, when Race and Penny saw us, and Race talked to me, he explained to me that when he was your age, he wasn’t ready for a family, wasn’t ready for a wife, he neglected them, neglected Penny the first time they were married because of his career, and he explained how important it was to him. I heard everything he was saying, and all I could think was I’ve waited for fifteen years, I’ll wait fifteen more. I’ll wait however long it takes. I’ll wait.”

      She bit her lips and looked away, like she couldn’t stand the intensity, or maybe she was just overwhelmed.

      “I don’t want you to feel pressure. I don’t want you to feel like you have to choose me right now. You don’t. You don’t ever have to choose me. But I know, I know as sure as I’m standing here, as sure as there’s a God in heaven, I know he created me for you. And I’ll wait until you want me. Because there will never be anyone for me except you.”

      His palms were sweating, and he had that skin floating sensation that a person gets before they do something really crazy, and he said, “I love you. I have since the first day I met you. And I’ll love you until the day I die.”

      “What about Natalie?” she asked faintly, like her breath had gone out of her and she couldn’t get it back.

      “It would hardly be fair to marry her when I love you. Would it?”

      “I don’t know what to say.”

      “Well, I thought it was obvious, but let me be clear. The check I’m holding in my hand was sent from the Lord to pay for your medical school loans. Regardless of where you decide to go, what you decide to do, I want you to know they’re paid off.”

      “Taxes?”

      He shook his head. “Don’t worry about them. I’ll deal with it. This,” he held out the check, “is for you. For your loans.”

      He thought her chin was trembling, but in the dark, he couldn’t be sure. There was no question she took a step closer, then she put her arms around him, and he let her, wrapping his around her, pulling her tight, burying his face in the side of her neck, and breathing deeply. Whatever she decided, he didn’t want to forget her scent, her touch, her kiss. He wanted to remember it all.

      “Dad’s on the board at the hospital in town. I’ll talk to him tomorrow and see if there’s a position there for me to fill. You…didn’t say, exactly, but I was hoping that me being the woman for you and all that means that you’ll marry me if I stay.”

      “Was that a proposal? Did you just ask me to marry you?”

      “Maybe. What would be your answer if I did?”

      “It’s a yes tonight, and a let’s do it tomorrow. That’s my answer.”

      She laughed. “I’m good with that.”
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      In church on Sunday, Natalie sat with her children in the back row. She never sat up front with them. Not because they were bad, necessarily, because they really weren’t. But because they were kids, and even the best behaved child could be a distraction.

      She didn’t want to keep anyone from hearing the preaching of God’s man.

      Not that she was listening.

      How could she?

      God had given her a place to run to – a place she could afford. One that gave her children a little bit of freedom to play outside, a really great neighbor, and safety from her ex.

      Then He ripped it away from her.

      She wasn’t angry, exactly. A holy God, one who couldn’t stand sin, had already given her far more than she ever deserved, paying the penalty for her sin and adopting her as His own.

      She couldn’t think about that long, because thinking about the depths of that love and the unfathomable scope of that sacrifice would make her cry. Which would worry her children and cause heads to turn in her direction.

      They might misunderstand and think she was crying because she was losing her home.

      Maybe they’d be half right.

      She hadn’t come up with any solutions.

      Ethan and Ruby sat two rows back from the front – not touching and Ethan’s arm wasn’t around her, but she bet it would be. If not this week, then soon. Maybe they wanted to wait another week or two, giving the dust from her cancelled wedding time to settle before they announced what Natalie knew to be a soul-mate match.

      If it weren’t for that, Natalie might be making a desperate offer to her neighbor. Ethan was a good man, and, while she didn’t love him, if he weren’t in love with Ruby, he probably would have given Natalie a home and possibly a ring, if she’d asked.

      She didn’t want to have to do that. Didn’t want to depend on a man to save her, or for anything, really. She’d been down that road and hated every second of it.

      But Ethan wasn’t like her ex, and she was fond of him, as she thought he was of her.

      Regardless, that was a no-go. She would never do anything to dim the happiness of Ruby and him.

      But that left her…out of options.

      What could she do that would enable her to keep her kids?

      That was all she cared about right now, and she’d do just about anything.

      But what?

      She thought about the email that she’d sent earlier.

      She’d gotten a reply. It wasn’t what she’d thought it would be. Wasn’t what she was expecting. It probably wasn’t a solution, but it might be a distraction. She didn’t need that. But, one never knew.

      She’d reply to it this afternoon. Who knew what could come of it? It wouldn’t hurt to try. She would stop at nothing to keep her children with her and cared for. Nothing.
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        * * *

      

      Thanks so much for reading! If you’d like to read the next book in the Cowboy Mountain Christmas series, Dreaming of His Convenient Kiss, it’s available now!
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      Listen to the unabridged audio performed by Jay Dyess HERE on the Say with Jay channel on YouTube. Hear most of Jessie’s other books performed by Jay for FREE on Say with Jay.
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      Click HERE if you’d like to subscribe to my newsletter and find out why people say, “Jessie’s is the only newsletter I open and read” and “You make my day brighter.  Love, love, love reading your newsletters.  I don't know where you find time to write books.  You are so busy living life. A true blessing.”  and “I know from now on that I can’t be drinking my morning coffee while reading your newsletter – I laughed so hard I sprayed it out all over the table!”
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      The jingle of bells and the sound of Christmas carols came from a nearby shop as the door opened and closed. Frankie wasn’t feeling festive. In fact, she felt as green as the Grinch. She’d told herself not to let the situation get her down. But she was not feeling the comfort and joy the song playing professed.

      Frankie locked the door to Mangia Bella for the last time. The restaurant had been her baby, her pride and joy, and a culinary hub. She’d lost it to a bad building owner who’d written a loophole into her lease. She wasn’t able to find a new suitable space—and she’d looked. Her patrons, employees, her family—everyone had tried to help her land a new spot, but property in New York City was at a premium and location meant everything.

      She still gripped the doorknob as though unwilling to let go of her dream. Not just her dream, but her livelihood, along with everyone else who’d relied on her for employment.

      Her phone chimed with an incoming call. Her heart leaped. Maybe it was good news.

      “Hey, Frankie,” a male voice with a strong New York accent said after she answered. It was Mauricio, another restaurant owner. “I’m sorry, kid. I tried, but, well, you know how it is.”

      “Thank you. I owe you dinner. You’ll be among the first I serve when I get back on my feet.”

      “I know you will.”

      They chatted another moment and hung up. Frankie had pulled favors with every other restauranteur and chef in the five boroughs—Isabella and Matteo from Il Bacio were especially generous, knowing a thing or two about loss. Frankie managed to get her former waitstaff, cooks, and bussers interviews, but she still felt like she’d let everyone down. She’d let herself down. If anything, Frankie was tenacious. But as her fingers stiffened around the cold knob on the chilly December morning, her shoulders dropped. Her drive and her passion were inside those four walls, and she had to return the key.

      A guy with a breakfast sandwich in one hand elbowed her aside and rattled the doorknob. “I’m here with Ace Construction. You the manager of the new restaurant movin’ in?” he asked around a mouthful.

      Frankie shook her head. She was the old owner and shuffled away, feeling the weight of disappointment pressing against her.

      Crossing the busy street, she climbed the stairs to the property management company. The landlord hadn’t managed the eviction himself but had hired a third party to do his dirty work.

      Her parents were back in Italy and she’d begged her brothers not to tell them—not yet. They’d worked hard their entire lives and finally had some peace. She didn’t want to disappoint or, as was more likely the case, worry them. She was their bambina—their little girl and the youngest of seven. If they caught wind, they’d be on a flight back to Manhattan, fretting and threatening to break someone’s knees. Not really. They were both originally from Italy but had moved to the United States before they had children. After settling in New York, they quickly became aware of the stereotypes surrounding the Italian mafia. Her father was as gentle as they came—at least after getting to know him. Her mother was fiery—probably where Frankie got her passionate personality.

      On the other hand, her brothers weren’t joking when they offered to take care of things. As if channeling her thoughts, her phone rang with the sound of a starting bell for a boxing match. She checked the message. It was one of her brothers who was a trainer at a boxing gym uptown.

      Need me to throw knuckles?

      Probably not the best solution, but thanks, she wrote back. She hardly had the energy to lift a finger and didn’t want to have to break up any brawls.

      There were six Costa brothers, and that intimidation factor alone could make the landlord rethink his decision if he’d ever show his face.

      Frankie had a lawyer look at the lease—something she should’ve done before she signed it. Unfortunately, it was valid. The landlord’s sneaky plan became clear as day to lease the space, wait until the business was successful, and then go in and replace it with a restaurant that he backed, hoping to edge in on her customer base.

      When Frankie reached the top of the stairs in the building, she glared out the window. The new sign filled the spot that had previously said, Mangia Bella. He was so slimy, he’d even named his new restaurant Mangia Mama. Frankie couldn’t bring herself to fight. She just wanted to go somewhere quiet and lick her wounds.

      Frankie entered the office and presented the key to the property management assistant, a young man wearing a bowtie—in a hipster, ironic way. He had neatly trimmed hair and deliberate movements.

      “That look on your face,” he said, alarmed.

      Frankie arched an eyebrow, taken aback.

      The man held his hands up in surrender. “Don’t shoot the messenger. You look like you might start sending laser beams out of your eyes.”

      She glanced back toward the window, to the building across the street, and the sign. The place where she’d poured in blood, sweat, and tears for years. She snorted. If only she had superpowers.

      The assistant peered left and then right before leaning close. “Listen, I don’t like this any better than you do. Your lunch specials—” He bunched up his fingers, kissed them, and then spread them wide. “Welk marched in here, demanded we handle his property, and have the premises vacated. When I found out it was Mangia Bella, I begged my boss to reconsider. My life will not be the same without your lasagna.”

      Frankie smiled thinly, flattered and surprised at his candor.

      “Okay, I didn’t beg because that’s beneath me, but I did tell my boss that it was a bad idea. All my boss sees are dollar signs and Welk is a tycoon so...” He lowered his voice another octave. “But you better be sure I’ll patronize Mangia Mama and then make a call to the health department. A place like that is sure to attract rats.” The assistant’s lips curled into a sly smile. “Now that is not beneath me.”

      Frankie could hardly believe her ears. He certainly wasn’t the first to offer revenge. “That’s very, um, thoughtful of you, but—”

      “But?” He got to his feet. “Girl, you just walked in here with murder-face. Don’t tell me that doesn’t sound like the perfect plan.”

      In a way, it did, but the whole thing left her feeling helpless and hopeless and like maybe having her own restaurant wasn’t meant to be. She straightened her shoulders. “Thank you,—”

      The assistant held out his hand. “Markus. It’s nice to meet the talented and fabulous chef at Mangia Bella. I wish it were under different circumstances.”

      She shook his hand and introduced herself. “Likewise.”

      “Could you do me a favor?” he asked. “Will you let me know when you reopen and where? I’m addicted to the lunch toast you make—those crostinis with the burrata.” He closed his eyes in reverie.

      “I could just give you the recipe.”

      “Oh, I don’t cook and I know that you’ll make a comeback, Frankie.”

      She snorted. Not likely. She felt deflated, as laden as the gray sky outside.

      Once back on the sidewalk, Frankie said a final goodbye to Mangia Bella. It was so named because that was what her dad always said, encouraging her to eat. Eat, beautiful. As the only daughter of seven, he always called her Bella. Her brothers did too—never letting her forget that she was pretty, inside and out. But right then she felt something else.

      Empty. Alone. Sad.

      When she got to her studio apartment, only three blocks away, she sunk onto the sofa. She still wore her hat, scarf, and gloves. Her head tipped back and she stared at the ceiling.

      “What am I going to do?” she asked out loud.

      Frankie had given her all to Mangia Bella—even staying in the tiny apartment with the low rent so she’d have more to invest back into the restaurant. It also helped that it was so close to the location because she was at work most of the time. In fact, not one member of her family had ever been to the apartment. They’d find her at the restaurant, day and night. And it showed. The small studio wasn’t dirty, but it wasn’t tidy either. She had a plant by the window that was past the point of resuscitation. She hadn’t put up one Christmas decoration—not in the four years that she’d lived there. A stack of unread magazines sat on the table and on top of it, a large manila envelope her father had given her before he and her mother left for Italy at the end of the summer.

      He’d said, “Your mama and I are getting old. It’s time we got our affairs in order.” She hadn’t liked the sound of that, so she’d ignored the envelope, assuming it contained their will—not something she wanted to think about then or ever.

      The whole idea made her feel like she couldn’t breathe. She tossed her gloves on the table and frantically tore at the scarf wrapped around her neck. As she did so, the large envelope fell on the floor with a thud and a plink. She frowned, hoping nothing broke, and retrieved the envelope.

      Inside, sure enough, was a will. But there were also numerous black and white photographs that had yellowed slightly—her grandparents and great grandparents. She studied each one, dropping into the distraction, feeling a sudden connection to her ancestors who’d overcome greater hardships than losing a restaurant—they’d survived wars, illnesses, and losses. There was one image of her grandfather standing in front of a sign that said Costa Christmas Tree Farm.

      Her mother had attached a note that said You’re now entrusted to be the keeper of the family tree and carry on our lineage.

      She unfolded a thick piece of paper that spread to cover the entire coffee table and scanned a family tree, written in an old script that was much different than handwriting nowadays. Her finger traced the Costa line from her great-great-great-great Nonno, to her great grandfather, to her grandfather, Francesco, to her father and then to her. The family tree limbs spread in every direction with aunts and uncles and cousins. So many cousins.

      Her mother and father had never said it, but she sensed they were disappointed there weren’t any grandkids yet.

      Frankie hadn’t found love. No, that wasn’t true. She had, and it was called Mangia Bella. Her brothers had joked that she was married to the place. Now she’d suffered a bitter divorce. But she hadn’t wanted to break up. Begging to get back together wasn’t beneath her, but she kept telling herself that it wasn’t meant to be.

      She had to let it go.

      She went to put the items back in the envelope, but there was something else inside keeping the papers from sliding in smoothly. She pulled out a key taped to a postcard. Majestic mountains capped with snow and the words Hawk Ridge Hollow were on one side and the key was taped to the other.

      In her father’s handwriting was the message A great place to escape if you ever need to get away along with an address. Then at the bottom, the words stay away from the Hawkins family were scrawled as though added as an afterthought.

      Frankie slouched back on the couch. Her stomach dipped. They knew. Her parents knew she’d lost the restaurant. The eviction had been set in motion before they’d left for Italy, when she still held onto hope that she could save Mangia Bella. If she hadn’t told them then which one of her brothers did? She dug into her bag to pull out her phone when the name of the place on the postcard, surrounded in happy little pine trees, caught her eye and an idea bloomed.

      “Hawk Ridge Hollow,” she whispered.

      A memory flooded back. Headlights beaming along a winding road through the woods. A cabin. An escape. Peace. Quiet.

      She scanned the family tree, finding her grandfather’s limb. There was family lore that Francesco had disappeared for a few years. Her dad had said those were the lost years—it was before he’d been born and had married her grandmother. Francesco must’ve found himself because he’d returned to Italy, got married, and lived out the rest of his life there.

      Memories of the cabin slowly returned. The Costas had gone there once. It was winter and she and her brothers played in the snow until they were practically frozen. When they went inside, their mother had made hot chocolate. Each mug was filled to the brim with marshmallows. The house was so warm and cozy. With all nine of them there, extremely cozy, but she remembered it fondly. They’d played cards around a big wooden table. A fire burned in the hearth.

      A tiny smile, the first in weeks, tickled Frankie’s lips.

      Her father won every round of cards and her brothers accused him of cheating. He’d said, “Nope, nope. It’s a Costa thing. We never lose.”

      Frankie felt like a loser, that was for sure—and lost. A lost loser. What would she do without her restaurant? Figuring out what to do next felt like an impossible mountain to climb. But maybe she needed an escape. A trip to the old family cabin. She was surprised they still owned it. Maybe, like her grandfather, she’d find herself there.
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        * * *

      

      The next day, the airplane made a smooth descent in the far north, surrounded by mountains and a gray sky. The captain announced the temperature and that snow was expected. It looked like it had already snowed plenty.

      Frankie had hardly left New York City in over a year—the last time at her parents’ insistence because they said she’d been working too hard. They’d gone to Italy, as usual, but she couldn’t deny it had replenished her. The food, as always, gave her renewed inspiration. She wasn’t sure what waited in Hawk Ridge Hollow, but she didn’t expect to find culinary greatness.

      After getting a rental car at the airport, Frankie drove a half-hour along mountain roads in a winter wonderland. Snow iced the evergreen trees and the fields were blank white canvases. She even saw a few deer grazing by the woods.

      A sign welcomed her to Hawk Ridge Hollow. She had no recollection of it, but her family visit had been over twenty years ago. It was no wonder she didn’t remember much.

      As she pulled into town, wreaths tied with red bows hung from wrought iron lanterns, Christmas lights were strung up everywhere, and while the main street was closed to traffic because of a Winter Festival, the shops and restaurants on the outskirts were festive with decorations.

      She passed the Hawk Ridge Ski Resort and Hotel. She’d heard it was a world-renowned destination for outdoor sports enthusiasts and a premier location for the rich and famous because of its amenities. In fact, the Hawkins were something of celebrities—one of them even proposing to the pop star Cece Sparrow live on Facebook after one of her concerts on Thanksgiving. It was so romantic. Blake Hawkins had said, “Out of everything in the world, he was most thankful for her.” Then he got down on one knee and popped the question. Rumor had it they eloped immediately after.

      A sign for a spa caught Frankie’s eye as she waited at a stop sign. She sighed, feeling the tension she’d been carrying for months begging for release.

      Not knowing what she’d find at the cabin, she picked up some basic supplies at the market. The cashier was talking in hushed tones to a woman purchasing at least two dozen cans of cat food. “I told you that I called dibs.”

      “We’ve been friends since we were in diapers and you knew I had a crush on him.”

      “That was in fifth grade.” Her voice got louder in defense.

      “The same year that you accidentally walked into the boys’ bathroom. You thought that was going to win him over?”

      “He didn’t notice.”

      “The whole class did.” She laughed.

      The woman with the groceries huffed. “We’re really going to let that mountain man come between our friendship?”

      Frankie tried not to listen, but their voices had risen so everyone in the market could hear.

      “I told you, he came in here and smiled at me. Next time, I’m going to ask him—”

      Frankie coughed, drawing the women out of their quarrel.

      The cashier glared at her friend and then turned to Frankie. “Have you ever experienced love at first sight?”

      Frankie shook her head.

      “Well, I have and you’ll know because you’ll get the goosies. You know the kind?” she asked. “Every time he comes in here, I get all—” She rubbed her arms as though chilly with goosebumps and blinked dazedly a few times.

      “Well, I have a thing for mountain men. The rough and rugged kind,” the other woman said. “He’s my dream guy.”

      Frankie had no idea who he was, but hoped he was quite the catch, given that he had the potential to come between friends.

      Finally, the cashier rang up her order and she toted everything to the car.

      Across the street from where Frankie had parked, a candy store tempted her. Mom & Lollipops. Everything about the town was cute, quaint, and she couldn’t resist the lure of chocolate wafting in the air.

      Bells on the door jingled, announcing her arrival. An older woman with white hair appeared from the back. She wore a red and green apron and a bright smile. “Welcome to Mom and Lollipops.”

      Frankie surveyed the cases filled with truffles, chocolate-covered caramels topped with sea salt along with a tray of white chocolate-cranberry almond bark. Raspberry dusted brownie bites, cashew clusters, and a display of fruit-shaped marzipan reminded her of when she was a little girl. All of it begged to be sampled. Her eyes must’ve been just as wide as they got when she was younger because when she straightened the woman was surveying her with a look of amusement.

      “I take it you’re not from around here?”

      Frankie spoke fluent Italian but didn’t have an accent since she was born in the US. Although all her friends said she had a certain foreign elegance about her that made her seem at home wherever she was. She liked to think it was because she felt at home with her self. One of her brothers called it the Costa confidence. However, overheating in her winter jacket and with her mouth-watering, she felt very out of place. “Just visiting.”

      “That’s what everyone says. Then they fall in love and never leave.”

      Frankie laughed lightly.

      “In fact, there’s one remaining bachelor in town that has all the single ladies clamoring, hoping they’ll be the one who’ll tame him. It’s something about those mountain men.” She clicked her tongue.

      That got a real laugh out of Frankie, recalling the women in the market. “Is that what brought you here?”

      “No, that’s what kept me here.”

      “I take it your mountain man is the Pop part of this place.” Frankie twirled her finger, indicating the candy shop.

      The woman folded her hands. “He was. He passed a few years ago.”

      “I’m so sorry,” Frankie said softly.

      “Thank you. We had many good years and, in many ways, he’s still with me. Always will be.”

      Frankie thought of her parents. Sure, they had their moments over the years, but she was sure they were still in love—whether they were in Manhattan or Italy, they took a walk every evening together, hand in hand.

      She’d never been in love—she’d had her share of crushes, but her brothers had done a decent job scaring off every guy who so much as looked in her direction. Not to mention she didn’t have time for that kind of thing.

      “That’s sweet,” she said at last.

      “I’ll tell you what else is sweet—” The woman smiled and gestured at the case with her hand. “What would you like to try? My treat.”

      “Oh, I intend to try one of each,” Frankie said in a low tone.

      “Uh oh, do I sense you came here to escape a breakup?”

      “Something like that.” Frankie hadn’t talked much about losing the restaurant—everyone seemed to know and she definitely hadn’t talked to anyone about how the whole thing made her feel—distraught, lost, depressed.

      The shop owner started filling a white box stamped with the Mom & Lollipops logo.

      A sigh escaped along with an abbreviated version of the story. “I’m a chef and owned a restaurant. I lost the lease and, well, I feel like I lost everything. My identity, my passion, and what my brothers used to call the Frankie fight. I’m the youngest of seven, all boys except me. They didn’t always give me a hard time, but I did learn to stick up for myself. I just feel like it was drained out of me after I had to close up.”

      The woman looked thoughtfully at her for a moment.

      Frankie took a deep breath, the first one in weeks—the scent of chocolate in the air probably helped.

      “In that case, you definitely came to the right place.” The older woman passed her the box sealed with a Mom & Lollipops sticker.

      Frankie nodded. “One of my best friends says, ‘What duct tape doesn’t fix, chocolate will.’”

      That time, the woman laughed. “Practical and true. The locals call me Mom, but my name is Carol.”

      After introducing herself, paying, and saying thanks, Frankie was about to leave but turned back. She held up the postcard. “Do you know where this is?” She showed her the address.

      Frankie couldn’t quite discern Carol’s expression, but when their eyes met, the older woman’s sparkled.

      Carol gave her directions and then, wearing a smirk, she said, “If you know what’s good for you, you’ll stay away from the Hawkins boy up there, but seeing as you just bought a big box of chocolates, I’m not sure you stand a chance.” She winked. “Good luck.”

      Frankie left, feeling a bit lighter, stronger, and gladly accepting the good luck wish, especially as the rental car struggled up the winding mountain road toward the cabin.

      The boughs of the trees hung low over the road, narrow enough for only one car at a time even though it had been plowed and maintained.

      At last, she reached a fork in the road and idled a moment. Carol hadn’t mentioned whether she should go right or left.

      Frankie closed her eyes, recalling the trip when she was little. It was no use, she couldn’t remember. She blinked her eyes open. Fresh tire tracks lined the driveway on the left, so she put the vehicle in gear and slowly made her way up the hill, hoping that was the right way.

      At the top, a small cabin sat nestled in the snow. That was it. She recalled the cabin from her childhood. It was just the kind of peace and quiet she sought.

      She imagined her father had arranged for the road to be cleared, anticipating her visiting. Her parents were always there for her, even when they couldn’t be physically present. Then why hadn’t she told them about the restaurant? Because facing them made it real. Too real.

      A pair of tears slipped from Frankie’s eyes, the first she’d cried since she’d gotten the terrible news. Her vision blurred as she got out of the car, gathered up her things, including the box of chocolates, and started making her way up the path toward the log cabin.

      A porch wrapped around the front, but the snow hadn’t been removed. Instead, the driveway continued to a side entrance that she hadn’t noticed at first. She started toward it and would move the car later.

      Still several yards from the door, she heard a growl-grunt. Startled, she looked up.

      A large brown bear stood on the front porch. Her emotions shifted from sadness to terror. A scream escaped. Frankie dropped everything and raced back to the car. Had the bear wanted to follow, it had to walk along the side of the porch, down a ramp, and around to the lower part of the driveway where she’d parked. Her moment of tearful distraction gave her a head start. Thank goodness.

      After locking herself in the vehicle, she realized that her cell phone was in her bag along with the car keys. Outside. In the snow.

      Panic seized her. Carol was the only person who knew where she was. Frankie started to say a prayer when a thundering sound came from the woods on the right side of the property.

      A bearded man wearing a green jacket appeared, mounted atop a four-wheeler. When leaving Mom & Lollipops, she hadn’t paid attention to what Carol had said about the Hawkins boy, but if that was who she’d meant, there was nothing boyish about him. He was all man.

      Bumps pebbled across her skin and she shivered.
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      Rocky had been outside chopping wood when a shriek echoed from the neighboring property. Dave Wilson had been by the last few weeks clearing the snow and the path up to the cabin. It had sat empty since the youngest Hawkins brother had retreated to the mountains and the cabin that his great-grandfather had built when he’d settled Hawk Ridge Hollow. Later, his father created the empire as it was known today. The very thought turned him sour. No way was he going to take handouts from his family. Not after everything that happened. But he needed to go somewhere and like the house next door, the cabin he lived in had been all but abandoned and forgotten, like him.

      As Rocky gunned the four-wheeler, crushing the snow along the trail that he’d often take the dogs on, he shook his head. Likely, a bunch of city people were visiting and didn’t know how to handle themselves in the country.

      Sure enough, a shiny car sat in the driveway. Locals had salt on their vehicles and if they were smart, they’d leave it there through the winter months because it would only get dirty again after the next snowfall anyway.

      A grizzly bear paused halfway on the ramp that led up the side of the house. It seemed as though it was deliberating if it was going to investigate the source of the scream or run away at the sound of the four-wheeler cranking. Rocky had bear spray on his belt and was ready to use it if necessary. He’d taken precautions against bears on his property, especially for the dogs, but he’d become so attuned with life on the mountain, he rarely encountered bears.

      City folks would leave out the trash and do all kinds of things to attract the animals without realizing it. He scowled. Didn’t need any visitors disrupting the peace.

      Apparently having made its decision, the big brown bear lumbered toward the woods behind the cabin.

      Rocky pulled up next to the car. A woman was inside, visibly shaking.

      He tapped on the window. She shook her head, terror in her eyes. Probably better for her to go back to wherever she came from.

      He cut the four-wheeler and got off, gathering up the items strewn on the path. A couple of bags and a box of chocolates from Mom & Lollipops. Definitely from out of town.

      When he returned to the car, the woman had gotten out. She had shiny black hair and light eyes. “Thank you for—” She gestured toward the cabin and then back at him, swallowing thickly. “Thank you for coming to my rescue.”

      His eyebrows lifted and he passed her the bags and box.

      “How rude of me. I’m Francesca Costa. My friends call me Frankie. Do you want a chocolate?” she asked, holding out the box.

      He couldn’t tell where she was from, but she had a worldliness about her—not at all like the self-important, entitled city slickers that visited Hawk Ridge Hollow and the resort and acted like they owned the place.

      The box remained in the space between them and her eyes fixed on him as she blinked slowly. “Some of them might have gotten mushed.”

      He grunted. “I’m Rocky—John Hawkins.” He stopped himself abruptly. He’d left Rocky behind when he’d escaped to the mountains. If he still had friends, which he didn’t since he’d stopped returning their calls, they’d just call him Rocky. He’d left his brothers and the team for the mountain cabin and didn’t look back.

      She cocked her head. “Hawkins?” Then as though realizing something, her lip curled. “In equal measure, I’ve gathered that you’re a bunch of in-demand local and international celebrities, and I’ve been warned to stay away from you.”

      “You’d be right about that last part.”

      Her mouth opened slightly as though surprised that he didn’t defend his family’s honor.

      “Well, we should exchange numbers in case of an emergency.”

      “What, like a bear stopping by?”

      Her face fell as though she weren’t ready to joke about the close encounter with the grizzly. The thought intruded into his mind that he’d like to see her smile or laugh or...before he let that thought go anywhere else, he turned his gaze to the woods.

      “What’s your mobile number? I promise I won’t sell it to a telemarketer,” she said.

      Her voice drew his attention back. “I don’t have a cell phone.”

      “But you have bear spray?” She pointed at the can on his belt loop.

      Anytime he went outside, he had it on him. There wasn’t anyone nearby that would hear him or come charging through the woods to his aid. Days, sometimes weeks during the winter, passed without him seeing other people.

      “Do you have a landline? That’s what they’re called, right? I hardly remember the primitive technology of yesteryear.” The hint of laughter entered her voice.

      “Yesteryear?” he asked.

      “Surely you know the word considering you live in the dark ages.” Her cheeks, pink from the cold, lifted slightly.

      His lips quirked. She was messing with him. He forced a straight face. “Yes, I have a house phone.”

      He turned back to the four-wheeler. He’d had women in town asking for his number for months. After his brothers slowly paired up and married off, and then Blake with the live spectacle asking the pop star to marry him, word had gotten out that he was still single. The last man standing. The man on the mountain. And he wanted to keep it that way.

      Anytime he went to town he was bombarded with women flirting, asking for his number, and one even snuck her purse in his shopping cart and followed him out of the store like they were already together. Five years ago, he wouldn’t have minded. Not one bit. But things had changed. He couldn’t trust himself. The last thing he wanted was to date, to engage in fake small talk, and to risk losing control.

      The woman stood in the driveway, all traces of fear gone. Instead, stubborn determination filled her eyes. She didn’t really seem like the kind of person who’d scream and run from a bear. No, she seemed like the mama bear type who’d protect her own with ferocity. “Can I have your number?” she repeated.

      Her wavy, shiny black hair was half up and half down, spilling over her shoulders. Loose bits framed her face. Her skin was smooth, dewy, somehow still tan from summer. The eyes that gazed at him were sultry. Eyes that saw everything and betrayed little.

      A little hum buzzed beneath his skin. He tried to take a deep breath.

      She’d produced a piece of paper and pen from her bag and scribbled down her number. “Francesca. Frankie Costa.”

      With the reminder of her last name, his objections slammed into his mind like a hockey puck into a net. “Costas and Hawkins don’t trade numbers.”

      “Not even with a pretty one like me?” She batted her eyelashes as though aware he’d been checking her out. However, the subtle twist of her lips suggested she didn’t take any nonsense from anyone.

      “Who said you’re pretty?” He’d forced the harsh words out. He hadn’t said she was pretty. He’d thought she was beautiful with every red-blooded cell in his body. But she could never, ever know that. He couldn’t risk it. Not with anyone, especially not her. He’d made his life as simple as possible: the woods, the dogs, and work. No women and no margin for drama or anything else.

      “Ouch,” she said, but didn’t flinch as though she knew his comment was a lie. She opened the box of chocolates and plucked one out before taking a bite. Her eyes shuttered and her lips formed a bow.

      He may as well have been the one eating the chocolate too because the way she looked brought a smile of his own to his lips. One he could do nothing to resist. The sight of her lips lifted like that rendered him helpless. At that moment, had she asked him to stand guard outside her cabin day and night, warding off bears, he’d have said yes.

      “You have no idea what you’re missing,” she said, popping the other half of the chocolate candy in her mouth.

      She was right. He had no idea, but the moment her eyes fluttered open, he told himself no.

      No, to Francesca Costa.

      No, to the stirring in his chest.

      No, to all of it.

      “What’s your problem with Costas anyway?” She brushed off her fingers.

      He grunted.

      Her eyes bore into him as though she were the bear and they were having the standoff.

      “Your grandfather was Francesco.”

      She nodded and leaned in, indicating she was waiting to hear more.

      “Let’s just say that Charles, my grandfather, and yours didn’t see eye to eye.”

      She slapped the top of the box of chocolates shut as though his declaration flipped a switch in her. “Okay. Fine, the Costas and Hawkins don’t trade numbers, but for your information, it is the modern-day. I’m not my grandfather so whatever happened between Charles and Francesco, I certainly don’t care. As far as I’m concerned, you’re my grouchy neighbor. Or should I call you a Grinch? Christmas isn’t long off and your jacket is green.” She turned to march up the path that led to the ramp on the side of the cabin.

      “Well, I’m not my grandfather and I’m not grouchy either,” he hollered after her before he could stop himself.

      “Clearly, I disagree.”

      “By the way, next time you see a bear, don’t scream and run. The only thing that kept you from being lunch for that guy was the ramp, the snow, and the path.” Rocky gestured to the fact that the bear had to cross the rest of the porch, go down the ramp, around the side of the house to the path and then down the driveway. She was lucky she didn’t park closer to the ramp. It may have been the only thing that saved her life.

      “And for a moment I thought it was you that saved me.”

      He grunted. He didn’t want any glory. No, he wanted to be left alone. Life was easier that way.

      “Be sure to tell Dave Wilson, the guy who shoveled, not to leave doughnut crumbs in his path. They attract bears.”

      She squished up her nose like she didn’t fully understand.

      Dave had a reputation for going through a half dozen doughnuts a day. Said they helped keep up his energy when clearing snow.

      “I can take care of it myself, thank you very much.”

      Another grunt escaped Rocky’s lips. He’d gotten so used to it being just the dogs and him that he wondered if he’d forgotten how to talk. What was it about her that made him suddenly care? He marched over to the four-wheeler, eager to gun it through the woods and back to the peace of his property.

      She lifted her chin defiantly. In that gesture, he caught the glimpse of a little girl and had the vague memory of the Costas visiting one winter long ago when his grandfather was still alive. There were so many of them outside—all boys—playing in the snow. His grandfather made him and his brothers stay away from the city kids, but they spied on the neighbors all the same. Among them was one little girl who’d declared herself queen of the mountain. She’d shouted it from atop a snowbank.

      He almost smiled at the memory, but wouldn’t give himself the satisfaction.

      There was no doubt Francesca was queen-like, but she’d never rule his mountain or him. He revved the four-wheeler and sped off, telling himself not to give her arrival another thought.

      Back at the cabin, Rocky checked on the dogs. The lower level of the cabin was nestled into the side of the mountain and built like a walkout basement. He let the dogs upstairs often enough, but down below was their den.

      He greeted each of them and calm washed over him. Rocky let out a long breath as he sat down on a wooden bench that he’d built. Scooter looked at him with his big curious dog eyes. Dakota licked his hand. They were all so well attuned they could sense even the most subtle shift in Rocky’s mood.

      “Guys, I told myself to forget it, but I can’t stop thinking about her sweet as sugar smile.”

      One dog barked as if in understanding.

      Kuma whined.

      “I know. I’d better get back to work.”

      For the next hours, Rocky was supposed to be chopping wood. He was supposed to be working. He was supposed to be tending to the dogs.

      Not thinking of Francesca’s laugh, or the tilt of her head when she called baloney on the family feud—his father did not tolerate what he’d called “language,” not even on the rink, so Rocky had trained himself to use other words even in the privacy of his mind to avoid a curse ever slipping out.

      His father. The will. The argument with his brothers. It all came skating back.

      Hawk Ridge Hollow was a small town. Even though Rocky had sequestered himself in the mountains, word had spread. All of his brothers had ultimately honored their father’s wishes even though their disagreement over the matter was what had torn the five of them apart.

      He turned back to his chores. It was easy enough not to think about that because there was no way he’d be getting hitched, ever.

      But that didn’t stop him from imagining what it would be like to sit with Frankie Costa in front of the fire on a cold winter night.
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      It was true that Frankie could take care of herself. After all, she’d grown up in New York City and had six brothers. It came with the territory. But the woods and bears and the man next door were another matter.

      When she’d walked into the cabin upon arriving the day before, it was obvious that no one had been there in years. She’d spotted more than one mouse. While the rodents where she lived in the city were decidedly bigger, she wasn’t a fan.

      She spent the afternoon cleaning. Well, what she could reach. The cabin was packed to the rafters with old junk—boxes and boxes, heaps and piles. Someone had either used the space as storage or her grandfather was a packrat. Er, mouse.

      She cleared a path for herself and cleared the many paths the mice had left and decided to tackle the rest the next day. Frankie hadn’t gone there to clean or go through old stuff, but there wasn’t much else to do. Plus, she found that sometimes cleaning provided her with a good distraction.

      Lately, it was from her restaurant woes, but after the bearded giant came to her rescue, she couldn’t stop thinking about him.

      When she laid in bed that night (after washing the sheets twice, just to be sure), the sight of John—or was it Rocky?—riding in on his mechanized stead came back in full focus.

      At the time, she’d been so terrified of the bear on the front porch she hadn’t really appreciated the full spectrum of attraction she felt at her new neighbor’s brawny muscles, chiseled features, and beard.

      How was that possible? All the guys she’d ever dated were clean-cut—and there were only a few of them with no thanks to her brothers. Maybe that was because she figured the Costa crew would be less likely to object if the guy she dated looked like the picture of a perfect gentleman.

      When Frankie closed her eyes, she visualized the interaction in the driveway, going over his answers and the way the gray light punctuated his caveman-like attitude. There was confidence too. She had a healthy respect for mother nature but there was no way that bear was going to mess with him.

      Although, she didn’t mind messing with Rocky—or John. He’d given both names, and she sensed there was a story there. Not that it was any of her business, but she was curious about him. She opted to go with Rocky, on account of his stony demeanor, until he corrected her.

      The expression on his face after she’d eaten the chocolate was priceless. She’d offered him some, but go figure. Who could possibly resist chocolate? He was stubborn, and she knew stubborn. With six brothers, one would think that the siblings would’ve learned the art of compromise, but no way. The Costa children were like a pack of mules if they wanted to be.

      As Frankie finally drifted to sleep, she thought of the family feud, what had come between their grandfathers—Charles and Francesco? Maybe the boxes of junk would reveal the story.
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      The next morning, the dim light sliced through the drapes hanging over the windows. Frankie sat up, thankful she didn’t have any overnight visitors—bears or mice. She shivered as her feet touched the wood floor. When she parted the curtains, snow drifted from the sky. A couple of inches already formed a layer on the porch rail.

      New York City hadn’t yet seen the first snowfall that season and there was always something magical about it. She watched in wonder as the flakes danced from the sky.

      When Frankie turned to face the room, she drew a deep breath. “Doesn’t look like I’ll be going anywhere today. I’d better get to work.”

      Her cell phone reception was terrible—probably why Rocky next door didn’t have one, but she had a playlist on her phone and cranked up the music.

      The log cabin layout was open and simple. The front door opened to the living room. To the right was the dining table and behind that, the kitchen with a side door leading to the ramp that Rocky had mentioned was what had saved her life. Dave Wilson, apparently the guy who’d been hired to clear the snow, didn’t shovel it from the front steps that led to the wrap-around porch. He probably figured entering through the kitchen made more sense or had seen inside with all the boxes and figured it would be futile for anyone to enter through the front anyway. Nonetheless, it was nice of him to clear the porch though that probably had more to do with him not wanting to be held responsible if it collapsed under the weight of all the snow.

      To the left, in the cabin, were the hearth, a bathroom, and bedroom. There was a loft space above spanning the kitchen and bedroom, and that was where Frankie remembered she and her brothers had spread out sleeping bags and had slept when they’d visited.

      Just before Rocky had sped off the day before, he’d given her a look, as though of recognition. Like he remembered the Costas’ stay at the cabin. Maybe his grandfather or father had warned him to keep away from the Costa kids. They seemed to be about the same age, though with his beard it was hard to be sure.

      That was the last time she thought about Rocky for the next few hours as she opened boxes, shuffled things around, and quickly realized that her parents had been using the cabin as a storage unit, containing the last forty-something years of their family’s lives.

      She pulled out a bowl that looked like a watermelon sliced in half. Then some tiki decorations and a grass skirt. Her parents had thrown a Hawaiian-themed party for their thirtieth wedding anniversary since they couldn’t actually go to Hawaii—they saved their pennies for trips back to Italy.

      Another box held high school graduation tassels and other mementos from the seven seniors they’d watched walk across the stage and receive their diplomas. Yet another contained the old set of dishware her mother retired when all the kids had finally moved out and she got a new set even though she’d tried to foist the old set off on each of her six kids, but her brothers weren’t the type to cook.

      It seemed that her parents had saved everything. When did they travel to Hawk Ridge Hollow to deposit it all? The only place they ever went was home to Italy. Then she recalled three trips, each spaced five years apart. The first was when her Aunt Elena came from Italy and stayed with the kids—her older brothers had tried to get away with things their parents forbid, but she’d kept them in line. Frankie must’ve been around ten or eleven—roughly five years after the original family visit to the cottage.

      She wondered why her parents didn’t just donate all the stuff. Why travel all that distance just to fill a house with junk?

      As she continued poking around, she realized that there wasn’t anything from recent years. She didn’t think they’d been back for roughly five years, at least. Were they due for another visit or had her dad left her the key to check up on the cabin? Why keep the place if no one was going to enjoy it? Even if there wasn’t a mortgage, there were probably property taxes and insurance, which made for a rather expensive and distant storage unit. More importantly, what was she going to do with it all if she was going to try to enjoy her visit for a few more days? She couldn’t even get to the fireplace and it was cold inside.

      Frankie’s stomach grumbled and she went to the kitchen and spun around. “No, no, this won’t do. I’m working with a space at least six times as big as my studio apartment in New York and have less than half the room to move around.” She started clearing the kitchen. “And now I’m talking to myself, which means I must be hungry.”

      When she finally moved everything out of the way, the scene outside the back window wasn’t of woods per se. No, it was row after row of perfectly spaced pine trees—Christmas trees, actually. Another memory came back of young Frankie and her brothers playing hide and seek back there. But she remembered the trees being much smaller and she’d been much smaller. A smile budded on her lips at the thought of her and her brothers scampering around. She’d been so committed to everything at the restaurant, she could hardly recall the last time she had that kind of carefree fun.

      She rummaged through the fridge, seeking inspiration for what to make for lunch then she stopped suddenly and leaned against the counter. She realized she hadn’t properly cooked a single meal, nothing more than eating take out or heating up leftovers since the restaurant had closed. It had been weeks.

      With the help of her former employees, they dismantled the kitchen—no way was she leaving Welk all of her appliances—clear the dining room, and put everything back the way it was before she’d had it renovated to look exactly like her grandmother’s kitchen in Italy. The kitchen where she’d first expressed an interest in cooking. The kitchen where she’d learned to cook. The kitchen where she’d been trusted to make a meal. The kitchen with a framed newspaper clipping on the wall in her grandmother’s home in Italy was of the scene out the kitchen window. Her breath halted.

      The article had been written in English with the headline Costa’s Christmas Trees. She’d never paid attention to it. Never thought it was odd there was an English newspaper clipping on the wall. She was too interested in whatever her Nonna was doing by the stove, the delicious scents, and tastes.

      Her grandfather had spent his lost years operating a Christmas tree farm? As soon as she had cell service, she had to talk to her parents.

      First, she set to work making a Christmas-inspired risotto dish that filled the musty cabin with the delicious smells of butternut squash, fresh sage, and roasted pecans. As she slowly stirred the arborio rice, she gazed through the window on the side of the house, the one that faced the woods Rocky had thundered through on his four-wheeler.

      Once she’d dished up a portion of the risotto and cleared a corner of the table, she sat, staring the boxes while she ate. She could almost see the room lit up with a Christmas tree, the hearth strung with evergreen swag, stockings hanging, and flickering candles making the room glow.

      Christmas was still weeks away and she didn’t plan on staying, but what was there back in New York City?

      Heartbreak.

      Dashed dreams.

      Goals that got away.

      She let out a long breath.

      What if she cleaned up the cabin and spent Christmas there, figuring out her next steps? She had a bit of money to live on for a few months. And the flip side of the stubbornness that she shared with her brothers was determination. She’d figure out what to do in the next weeks and return to the City in time for the New Year when she’d roll out her new plan—whatever that was.

      After washing the pots and pans, she found a container and put some of the risotto in it to bring to Rocky—it was the neighborly thing to do especially after the bear-scare.

      It was still snowing, but she could see the path he’d used and started singing to herself. A couple of her brothers went on a hike for a bachelor party one year and were told to be noisy to ward off bears. One Costa alone could make some noise but put at least two together and it was a party, a festa—at least that was what her mother had always said, but when her mother said it, it sounded like it gave her a headache rather than a joyful celebration.

      After a few quick minutes, she reached a clearing with a house nestled at the back of the lot and an enormous truck parked askew in the driveway. Several dogs started barking. She stopped short. Maybe they were what kept the bears off his property.

      “Hello,” she called. When only the dogs answered, she repeated it. “Rocky?”

      Like her family’s cabin, his was built into the mountainside, but he had a set of doors on the lower floor, where the sound of the barking was coming from. A deck hung above much like her wrap-around front porch.

      Frankie passed his plow truck and was going to try the main door to the house when she spotted a wooden outbuilding on the edge of the woods. A thin ribbon of woodsmoke rose up from the chimney. As she followed a shoveled path, her boots crunched in the snow.

      Frankie knocked lightly on the door. No one answered. The whirring of a machine came from inside. Was he ignoring her? Maybe he didn’t want company? Too bad. He was the only other person for miles, and they were neighbors—family feud or not. Although her risotto was delicious, there was no way she’d eat it all before it spoiled.

      She dug in her heels, knocked louder, and just as she was about to barge in, the door flung open.

      He loomed over her, his eyes sharp, his expression peeved. “What?”

      God hadn’t given her six brothers for nothing. She’d faced bad-mannered boys (at least when their parents weren’t around) and worse. Never had she backed down. She’d carved her place in the Costa family by sheer will and she’d do the same on that mountain.

      “Not what,” she said in a firm tone. “Instead, try, ‘Hello.’ ‘Ciao,’ will do as well. Or ‘Nice to see you,’ or ‘What brings you here?’”

      “Okay, okay, I get it.” He held up his hands. Sawdust sprinkled down.

      She looked up and up some more. Rocky was tall. So tall. Strong everywhere. Broad shoulders. Gray eyes. Masculine features that reminded her of carved marble, only he had a healthy hue even though she doubted the sun shined much in Hawk Ridge Hollow.

      His lips were a bit hidden in his beard, but they were full, and a bit pouty like he didn’t smile much. But she did. He had a piece of sawdust, about the size of a piece of rice, in his beard.

      “What?” he asked. A line formed between his eyebrows.

      She held out the container of risotto. “I made lunch. Had extra.” She tried to hold back laughter. Anytime her brothers and she were in an argument and any one of them showed the faintest smirk, it was game over. They’d all start laughing, soon forgetting the problem.

      “Uh, what’s risotto?” he asked, eyeing the container.

      “Try it, you’ll love it.” She cupped her hand over her mouth still trying to keep her laughter at bay.

      “It’s dusty,” he said, clapping off his green Henley as though he thought she was covering her mouth because of the sawdust.

      “That’s not helping,” she replied and then burst into a belly laugh.

      “Hey, are you coughing or—?”

      She reached up and plucked the piece of sawdust from his beard. “You probably don’t want to eat this.”

      He flinched at her proximity. “Oh, ha ha. Very funny. Occupational hazard.”

      “And what occupation is that? A professional grouch? The Grinch on the mountain?”

      He scowled.

      “You know I’m right.”

      “Wrong. I carve—” He gestured vaguely behind himself as though suddenly slightly self-conscious if such a thing were possible from such a large and commanding man. When he’d moved his arms, the muscles flexed strongly, bulging under his shirt.

      Frankie absentmindedly waved her hand in front of her face to cool off. Heat poured out of the workshop. He sure had the wood stove cranking. She fought the urge to plunge her head into the nearby snowdrifts. She went to the mountain to get away from confusing feelings and drama. Adding a man to the mix was not the plan. Getting back on her feet and figuring out her future was.

      A moment passed and their eyes drifted together. He staggered back as though he too felt the heat enveloping them. “I have to keep it warm in there to dry out the wood.”

      “Oh,” she said though it came out more like she was parched, hadn’t had anything to drink for ages. She pushed past him and entered the small space. Maybe he could slake her thirst.

      Shelves held all manner of wood and figurines along with tools and a large work table.

      “You probably don’t want to let all the heat out then,” she added, finally finding her voice.

      He closed the door. “Welcome to my workshop.” He took off his knit cap and ran his hand through an unruly mop of hair.

      “Oh, so the grouch does have manners.” She didn’t look away from the intricately carved dogs to glimpse his expression—which she hoped was one of mirth. Instead, photos of dogs and their wooden counterparts in various stages of completion drew her.

      “This is impressive.” She picked up a carving of a Spaniel and admired the fine detail.

      “Uh, thanks.”

      “Do you sell them somewhere?”

      “Mostly, the owners of the dogs commission them, but I also work closely with animal shelters throughout the country to raise funds.” He brushed his hands together. “And I have an online shop.”

      She faced him squarely and met his gray eyes glinted with the faintest flecks of green when they caught the light. She swallowed hard. “You earned back some of my respect.”

      “I’d lost it?”

      “Well, you were up about twenty points when you came to my rescue and then you lost a few notches from everything that’s happened since.” She moved the container of risotto toward him.

      The corners of his eyes crinkled. “Now, thank you for being all neighborly or whatever, but no thank you. I have plenty to eat.”

      “And plenty of dogs from the sounds of it.” She peered over his shoulder. “Are you a big dog person?” Without letting him answer, she added, “You seem more like a dog person than a people person.”

      A loud sigh came from by the woodstove. Frankie hadn’t noticed an old German Shepard curled up on a dog bed in the corner.

      “Yup. You’re a dog daddy through and through.”

      “I take in rescues and retired K9s. Police dogs.”

      “Were you a police officer?”

      “I’d have to have retired already. How old do you think I am?” His brow wrinkled.

      “Old enough to become a grouch.”

      He smoothed his beard as though fighting a laugh or a retort, she wasn’t sure. “My brother Owen is a cop.”

      She set down the container of risotto on his work desk and then sat on the stool, examining his latest work in progress. It was exquisite. Each individual piece of fur was visible and the wooden dog looked exactly like the photo, except made of maple. She recognized the wood because she’d commissioned the tables in Mangia Bella to be made of the stuff.

      Given his talent and helping out dogs, perhaps he wasn’t as rough and rugged around the edges as he seemed.

      “I thought you were supposed to stay away from me,” he said, standing against the shelves across the small room with his arms crossed. A sharp look of warning hardened on his face.

      She spun on the stool. “You’ve piqued my curiosity. I came up here to get away and wasn’t expecting a neighbor.”

      “How long are you going to be here?”

      “Long enough.” It thrilled her slightly to see how the words made him uncomfortable like she was interfering with his quiet life.

      After six boys, her mother and father had always said she’d been born to shake things up.

      “Long enough to what?” he asked.

      “To find out if you’re really the grouchy Grinch under that beard or if there’s someone else hiding in there.” She’d made the decision on the spot. Yes, she’d figure out her future, but she’d also figure out Rocky’s past and what had happened between their families.

      He grunted, tightened his arms across his chest, and lengthened his spine to reach his full height. He was massive and the way his biceps filled in his shirt made the small room much hotter than necessary.

      Maybe her impromptu idea wasn’t such a good one. But her stubborn and determined nature won. “I’m going to church tomorrow morning. Would you like to come with me?”

      His gaze remained fixed on the scene outside the window. “Do you mean would you like me to take you seeing as your car is about to get snowed in?”

      She crossed the room and stood next to him, mimicking his posture. He shifted away from her slightly.

      “Did it not occur to you to call a plow?” he asked.

      She flicked her fingers in the direction of his truck, fitted with a snowplow on the front.

      He gave another one of his caveman grunts as though he preferred having the bear for a neighbor.
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      No one except Rocky and the dogs had ever crossed the threshold into his workshop. He’d never let anyone see his works in progress except for customers and the people he worked with at the shelters. Those transactions were done online. What made him let Frankie in?

      He scrapped that thought. She’d barged in. That was what had happened. She’d barged in with her shiny hair and big eyes, her sultry lips and demanding attitude. She was the kind of woman who was used to getting what she wanted. He refused to give it to her. He wasn’t interested in having neighbors or friends or anything more. It didn’t matter that she’d made him laugh. Or that she’d admired his work with a kind of...what was it? Awe? Respect? Like it mattered. It didn’t. She was just visiting...long enough to see if he was really a grouch or Grinch or what? A decent person? A civilized human being? Someone who could manage their anger—on and off the rink?

      Kuma, one of the dogs, stood by the window in the cabin waiting, watching. Rocky sighed. She came over and rested her head on his bent knee. He scrubbed his hands down his face. Kuma had come a long way since she’d retired and moved to the mountain. She’d been alternately aggressive and depressed, which sometimes happened with former police dogs. Rocky worked closely with the animals, hiring specialists when necessary and helping to re-socialize them and give them the best life he could, the life they deserved after all their hard work.

      Kuma’s ears pricked.

      Rocky made a soothing noise, low in his throat to let her know it was okay. He couldn’t keep her from being on alert, but as the pack leader, the alpha, he needed to let her know that she was safe.

      Probably a bird or maybe another deer had found its way into the yard. The property was surrounded by electric wire to ward off bears and other animals. It had been his first project when he moved up to his grandfather’s old place. It was intensive and something he needed to keep up, especially with the winter weather. Too bad it didn’t keep out women, well, a woman.

      A gate on the trail divided his property and the cabin next door, leftover from when the Costas and Hawkins didn’t hate each other. The story was Frankie Costa and Charlie Hawkins were once good friends.

      Rocky had seen a few old photos from before he was born and the woods between the cabins had once been thinner. Rocky didn’t need friends. He preferred it when the cabin had been empty and the woods had filled in.

      Kuma made a whining sound.

      Rocky stroked her head and then clicked his tongue, signaling that she could go to the door.

      He’d had to install special locks because most of the dogs could operate regular handles, which had caused a few to escape on more than one occasion—especially during thunderstorms. They did better when they had order, routine, and predictability. Rocky did too.

      The woman, Francesca, sauntered up the path wearing a cream-colored jacket and plaid scarf. He remembered he agreed to take her to church. Her hair was styled and her cheeks had already grown rosy from the cold.

      However, he wasn’t cold. Even the sight of her heated him up in a way that he had to fight against. Kuma swiveled to look at him in question. He nodded and gave her a command to indicate that the visitor was a friend, not a foe. Although, in reality, that was yet to be seen. But he didn’t want his dogs to freak out on her. The bear had probably scared her enough.

      Her boots crunched along the thin layer of packed snow on the porch as she approached.

      He had a sudden moment of boyish uncertainty. Did he open the door before she knocked since he and Kuma were standing right there? Living up on the mountain and getting accustomed to the quiet, he could hear someone coming from far away—the dogs did too. Oddly, he didn’t see Frankie blowing into his life, barging into his workshop, bringing him the most delicious meal he’d had in ages. He hadn’t planned on eating the rice pasta or whatever it was, but he made the mistake of opening the container’s lid the night before and caught the scent. Fresh herbs, cheese. He couldn’t resist.

      His moment of hesitation was long enough for her to knock on the door, sparing him from seeming like a weirdo and opening it first or hovering there like a ghoul. Was he overthinking things? Definitely.

      “Buon Giorno.” She had a bakery-style box in one hand.

      He stood there, stunned a moment. There was something about her slightly smoky voice, curling around those words that curled around something inside of him.

      “Good morning,” she repeated in English. “Not a morning person?” she asked when he still didn’t answer.

      Kuma came to his rescue and gave a bark of greeting and proceeded to sniff Frankie.

      “Yeah. No. I’m up at sunrise. I, uh—” What was going on? He’d lost his ability to speak.

      She folded forward slightly when Kuma nudged her head under Frankie’s hand for a pet—something she never did with anyone except him. Not that they had too many people around, but she’d never even been as inviting of affection and trust with the other trainers he worked with.

      “And who’s this love bug?” Frankie asked, looking up from Kuma and meeting his eyes.

      They sparkled. She sparkled. What was happening to him?

      Kuma turned her head in his direction and barked once as though reminding him to introduce her.

      “Oh, sorry. This is Kuma. She likes you.” The words were out before he could stop them. Before he understood what they meant. But it was true. The dog with the most difficult past, the one who’d taken ages to come around and trust him, liked the woman who’d just breezed into his life on an air of savory risotto, the subtle scent of perfume, and a sultry smile.

      “She’s beautiful. Such a special girl,” Frankie said, scratching Kuma’s neck with both hands and somehow finding the special spot that got the dog’s back leg kicking with delight.

      After a moment, Kuma trotted off and got a sip of water. Rocky needed one too.

      Frankie peered over his shoulder and into the kitchen. “Ah, I see you polished off the risotto.”

      “I gave it to the dogs,” he said without thinking. He didn’t want to give her the wrong idea. Better not to let her think he was friend material.

      “It seems like they have good taste then.” She didn’t seem even slightly ruffled by his comment. She sucked in her cheeks. “Have you trained them to use utensils as well? If so, I’m doubly impressed.”

      He followed her gaze to the container she’d brought by, still sitting on the counter, with a fork inside. He grunted. She’d caught him.

      The Costas and Hawkins weren’t the kinds of neighbors who brought over dinner, hung out, or exchanged polite words.

      As though reading his mind, she looked him up and down. “Are you ready for church?”

      He was wearing a green button-down shirt. He smoothed his beard with his hand. “Sure am.”

      They went to the truck, and he opened the door for her, offering her a hand to get up since she held the box and the truck was lifted. It was the polite thing to do. He may have been a mountain man, but his mother did teach him manners.

      Rocky ignored the way her hand fit in his and how it softened at the warmth of his touch. He definitely didn’t allow himself to think about how his pulse quickened.

      “I brought cookies for after the worship service,” she said, setting the container on her lap.

      He got in the driver’s seat and flicked on the heat before starting down the long driveway. He wasn’t used to talking. His thoughts frosted over, and he didn’t know what to say. The silence was usually more comfortable for him than chatter, except with her.

      Thankfully, she filled it. “What do you know about Costa’s Christmas tree farm?” she asked.

      He shrugged. “Not much. Your grandfather ran it for about three years.”

      “Here’s what I don’t understand. Christmas trees take a long time to grow. He wasn’t selling saplings to people to put up in their living rooms. So where did he get the mature trees? Were they already here and growing and if so, who’d planted them?”

      Rocky cleared his throat. “From what I’ve gathered, it was my grandfather who planted them along with building the cabins.”

      “So does that mean that they were once friends?” she hinted. “Neighbors? Business associates?”

      He grunted.

      “I don’t speak caveman. I mean, I’m willing to learn if that will help me understand you better, but you need to give me a little more than—” She imitated his grunting sounds.

      He tried not to laugh. Tried to ignore the sensation in his gut. His hands tightened around the steering wheel. What was it about that woman that made her think she could just say whatever she wanted? And why did he let her get under his skin?

      “I suppose they were friends once,” he answered as they pulled into town.

      “So they weren’t always enemies?”

      It became clear what she was getting at. “Are you suggesting that we try not to be enemies?”

      She grunted in response.

      Frankie Costa was infuriating, tossing his habit of grunting back at him. Suggesting they be friends. Being unabashedly upfront and unapologetically herself.

      He wanted nothing to do with it.

      They pulled into the parking lot of the old stone church. He chewed his lip a moment before getting out of the truck.

      “Haven’t been here in a while?” she asked when he came around to open the door for her. It didn’t mean anything. He was just being polite.

      “Why do you say that?” he asked.

      “Just a guess.”

      “My brothers and I get together every Sunday without fail and go to church and then out to brunch. Our parents too, when they’re in town.”

      He did not want to talk about or think about brothers. He hoped they’d gone to church at different times. But it wasn’t only that. An emptiness had come over him several years previous. Or maybe it was that he’d divested himself of faith when he’d done something that he couldn’t forgive himself for. No one could. He wasn’t worth it.
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        * * *

      

      After the service, Frankie approached a spindly, artificial Christmas tree in the entry room of the church. Numbered cards hung from the branches. “Adopt a family in need this Christmas season,” a woman called out to passersby.

      “I’d like to adopt one,” Frankie said to the woman. “What do the families need?”

      “Everything. Well, we have thirty families this year—the most ever—so we’ll take what we can get. A lot of these families recently relocated to our area after natural disasters destroyed their homes. They wanted a fresh start, but you can imagine how tough that is. We’re looking for gently used household items, clothing, gifts for the kids—that’s what these cards are, wish list items—, and I don’t think anyone would turn down a Christmas tree.”

      Frankie’s eyes lit up and she smiled wide at Rocky.

      “Will you help me?” she asked him.

      “Help you what?”

      She quickly explained that the cabin was full of boxes—the exact items needed. The woman passed her a card indicating where they were staging the collection.

      “I just need a truck and happen to know someone...”

      “You want to make me your plow guy, your chauffeur, and delivery man?”

      Frankie took several cards from the tree, turned on her heel, and started for the door. He hurried after her as someone called his name. He’d almost made it out of there unnoticed—a hard thing for a Hawkins to do in that town. The beard helped him keep a low profile. However, his stature made him stick out like a sore thumb.

      “Rocky? Is that you?” an older woman with white hair asked. “My, my. You’ve gotten so,” she swallowed, “wild-looking, but I suppose these mountains can do that to a man. You were always such a handsome boy.” She winked. “I can say this now, but you were always the best looking out of the bunch.”

      He smoothed his beard. It took him a moment, but he realized it was Mrs. Niddler. She was his fifth-grade teacher. When he was a kid, she seemed like she was a hundred years old, which meant she was two hundred at least.

      As his recognition dawned, she went on and on, talking fervently about the school district deficit and how Brynn Powell was single-handedly raising tons of money. The name sounded vaguely familiar.

      A second woman joined them. She had a distinct nose and was also advanced in age. He realized she was Ms. Mayweather, his third-grade teacher. She said something about the resort, but he stopped listening because Frankie stood next to him, practically bouncing on her toes. She’d clasped his bicep in her hand. What had her so energized? And why had she tethered herself to him?

      Mrs. Niddler interrupted herself. “Rocky, please introduce me to your companion.”

      “Oh, this is Francesca,” he said, itching to get out of there.

      “My friends call me Frankie. Frankie Costa. Nice to make your acquaintance.” She let go of his arm to extend her hand in greeting.

      It was as though he’d been warming himself in front of a fire and the lingering heat from her hand remained there.

      Mrs. Niddler’s brow furrowed and she looked from him to Frankie and back again. “Oh, you’re not friends? She said her friends call her Frankie. But you introduced her as Francesca. I thought she was the future Mrs. Hawkins. You’re the last one standing, you know.” Mrs. Niddler eyed him.

      His insides tightened. Yeah. He knew.

      Ms. Mayweather said, “Costa. I remember that name.” She held her finger aloft as though channeling the answer. “The Christmas tree farm.”

      The wrinkle across Mrs. Niddler’s brow deepened. “But aren’t the Costas and the Hawkins families bitter enemies?

      Frankie glanced up at him. He had to look away from those eyes of hers. Ones he could lose himself to. He was in a church for goodness sakes. He didn’t need to think about her as more than friends, as just friends, or as anything for that matter.

      Yes, the Costas and Hawkins were enemies.

      “Oh, I don’t know about bitter. I prefer sweet.” Frankie pointed at the table in the church hall. “I baked some cookies. When I was growing up, everyone would always gather after church and I’d always eat the cookies. This time, I brought some and I noticed there are only a few left, which tells me people like them.”

      “Are you a baker?” Ms. Mayweather asked. “Brynn Powell could use some help.”

      “I do enjoy baking. Actually, I’m a chef. Well—”

      “Wait. You look familiar. Were you on TV once?” Mrs. Niddler asked.

      If it were anyone else, they would’ve been bashful, but Frankie Costa was the queen of the mountain and she knew it.

      “Yes, you were demonstrating Italian cooking on the morning show.”

      “That was me.” Frankie beamed, but behind her megawatt smile, he sensed something else.

      “We’ll have to swap recipes.”

      The three of them started talking about cooking. Rocky had been there long enough. He started toward the door.

      “John,” Ms. Mayweather called. “Hang on. We’ve got Frankie here signed up to help bake for the school. The district cut funding for athletics. We were wondering if you could coach or in the very least play in the charity tournament coming up at the end of the Winter Festival. Proceeds go to the school.”

      “Brynn has been so supportive. Your brother too,” Mrs. Niddler added. “They’re all about the kids.”

      That was where he’d heard the name. Brynn was the woman Owen had proposed to at the Turkey Trot after Thanksgiving.

      Whether it was the memories that had been rushing at him since he’d set foot in the church, the reminder that he wasn’t married, or the mention of hockey, he felt himself boiling over. He had to get outside, back to the hill, to the woods.

      Mustering up as much politeness as he could, he nodded at them and hurried to the truck.
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            FRANKIE

          

        

      

    

    
      When Rocky had pulled up to the church, he’d looked handsome and a bit shy, reverent. As he hastened out of the lot after the service, his face was shadowed and his eyes dark with anger.

      She knew better than to ask him if he wanted to talk about it. The guys she knew, namely her brothers, weren’t always forthcoming with their emotions. But she knew that talking always helped no matter if you were a macho Italian-American or a rugged mountain man.

      She’d sensed a shift in Rocky when the two women mentioned his brother and then hockey.

      “It was strange, having those two sweet ladies recognize me. I’m sure you get it all the time, but there are so many people in Manhattan who orbit in the celebrity circle that a little ‘ole chef like me is no big deal.”

      The sun shone overhead, inspiring her to go on because maybe like the glowing orb in the sky, she could get him to melt his frosty exterior.

      “I really appreciate you sharing the risotto with your dogs. It was the first thing I’d cooked since I lost my restaurant. That’s what brought me up here. I needed to get away. Figure out what to do after everything I’d worked so hard for, my dream since I was a little girl, fell apart.”

      Again, Rocky was quiet as the truck started climbing the mountain road back to the cabins. Still, it felt good to get all that out. If not to help him open up by sharing her story, she did it for herself.

      After a time, he said, “There’s a poem about a man whose dog runs away. He’s distraught. Tries to find it. Then, one day, he’s walking down the street, and he sees a little boy, standing proudly with the dog on a leash, waiting on the corner. It’s obvious they’ve become best friends, and the man is no longer upset.”

      “Does that mean that you think something good will come out of what I just told you about losing everything that I’d worked for?” The words caught in her throat.

      Rocky nodded.

      She also wondered if he was saying that they could be friends. She wasn’t sure why she was so intent on making it so, but the Costas were a well-liked family. It didn’t sit well with her that there was a longstanding feud between them and the Hawkins. Not that it really mattered. Her father had never spoken of it aside from what he’d written on the postcard.

      “When you were a little kid, what did you want to be when you grew up?” she asked.

      He was quiet a moment. A long moment. Then he cleared his throat. “I wanted to be like my father.” His eyes didn’t waver from the road. “I hadn’t been to church since my father’s funeral.”

      Rocky pulled to a stop in the driveway and got out, but his comment hung in the air; thick, filled with regret, remorse, and something else.

      She had her hand on the door when he pulled it open to help her down. As she dropped to her feet, they were standing so close that she was looking at the buttons on his coat. His gray eyes drew hers up like a pair of magnets.

      “Thanks for bringing me down there. And I was just thinking, maybe the message in the poem is true for both of us.” Her voice was soft, as gentle as falling snow.

      At that, she followed the trail through the woods, being sure to sing the worship songs from church, sending them high to the heavens and hoping that Rocky’s dad was listening because the guy needed something, she just wasn’t sure what.
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        * * *

      

      Frankie spent the next few days going through all of the boxes in the cabin, organizing the donations for the church.

      She saw Rocky once when he helped her bring them into town the day before. Other than that, she’d been busy cleaning the cabin, scrubbing it from top to bottom. A few more boxes remained in the living room, but old papers filled them, drawings from when the Costa kids were little, and other family mementos. She was going to make a memory box of sorts for each of her brothers and parents. But she’d get to that. First, she needed a Christmas tree and knew just the guy for the job.

      On her way out the door, she almost tripped over a thick envelope on the steps. It was addressed to John Hawkins. She picked it up and started singing as she made her way toward the scent of woodsmoke—not wanting to risk another encounter with a bear.

      As Frankie came to the clearing surrounding his cabin, she heard the loud thwack of splitting wood. She followed the sound behind the house to find Rocky’s thickly muscled arms lowering an ax into a log. One piece dropped to the side, and he realigned the one remaining on the block.

      She watched him closely, unable to resist admiring his rippling muscles through the green plaid shirt he wore as he lifted the ax and then let it swing downward with gravity. He made it almost look effortless.

      He glanced up as she approached, hardly acknowledging her, and then returned to his task.

      “Hey, neighbor,” she called.

      “I thought I told you to stay away.” He wiped sweat from his forehead.

      She was impervious to his attempt at scaring her off. “I’m being courteous. A piece of mail for John Hawkins was delivered to my house. It looks important.”

      He snapped it up, glanced at it, and tore it in half.

      Her eyes widened.

      He tossed it in the pile with split wood. “The only thing that’s good for is burning.”

      She wasn’t being nosy, but couldn’t help notice that the return address was from a law firm.

      “I have to get back to work,” he said, returning to his splitting wood stance.

      If glistening with sweat in the fading light of day was what he called work, she did not want to interrupt. The man was a beast, but also devastatingly handsome in his own way. While at church, she’d overheard Mrs. Niddler mention that she thought he was the most handsome of the bunch, probably meaning out of his brothers.

      She wondered what had happened...and what he looked like under all that scruff.

      The sound of splitting wood didn’t pierce the quiet. Instead, Rocky’s gray eyes held hers.

      “What are you still doing here? I thought I said scat.”

      He meant for the words to be harsh, to scare her off. They didn’t have the intended effect, but they did shake her from her stupor. She’d been staring at him. “Oh, it’s a lot harder to get rid of me, Hawkins,” she said. “Plus, I need your ax.”

      His throat bobbed and then he held up the tool in his hand as though realizing what she meant. “It’s a maul,” he said. “An ax is sharper and lighter. Better to chop down a small tree. You don’t use it to split wood unless you want to work harder. A maul is heavy and dull for splitting wood.”

      She waved her hand dismissively. “Whatever. I need a Christmas tree.”

      He shook his head. “For that, you need a bow saw.”

      “And you, ya Yeti. Come on. I can’t carry the thing myself.”

      “Yeti?” he asked.

      “Yeah, you’re like the snow beast of the wooded north,” she said, starting toward the trail dividing their cabins.

      He wasn’t following her but called, “I thought you said I was the Grinch. Get it straight.”

      She pressed her lips together to keep from smiling. Was he flirting? Nah.

      He stood, obstinate. Unmoving.

      Finally, she said, “Please?”

      He looked torn, but set his maul down and then walked toward a shed. A moment later, he appeared with a saw shaped kind of like a bow from a bow and arrow set.

      “I’ve always wanted to cut down my own Christmas tree. My mother had an artificial one when we were growing up.”

      The cabin no longer smelled musty after she’d cleaned it so thoroughly and she anticipated the fresh scent filling the space.

      “Do you have decorations?” he asked.

      “I found every single one that my brothers and I ever made when we were kids. They’re hideous in an adorable way. Kind of like you.” She let the words float into the air behind them, wondering how they landed.

      All she heard was the crunching of Rocky’s boots through the snow as he followed at her heels.

      To fill the silence, she started to sing.

      After a moment he said, “You’ll do a good job scaring off the bears.”

      “Is that a comment on my singing ability to get back at me for saying you’re hideous?” she asked.

      “Just a little.” There was an edge of laughter in his voice.

      They trekked to the fields behind the cabin to where rows of Christmas trees stood tall in neatly organized lines. She found the perfect one and Rocky set to work, slicing into the trunk.

      Frankie turned in a small circle, breathing in the fresh pine scent. It was peaceful up there, that was for sure, but what had split the peace between the neighbors—their respective grandfathers?

      Something sent Francesco back to Italy and inspired a hatred between the men. But what?

      Rocky brought the tree into the house and set it in the stand.

      “If only you’d seen the place a week ago, you’d hardly believe the transformation,” Frankie said, taking off her coat. In fact, she was starting to feel a bit transformed herself—or at least not quite so heavy with the burden of losing her restaurant. “Thank you for your help. It already feels more festive in here. Can I get you something to drink? Do you want to stay and help decorate?”

      “No. I’d better head back and finish up. Another storm is coming in overnight.”

      Before he turned to leave, he rubbed his hand over the mantle—a knotty piece of wood polished to a shine. “My grandfather built this place. Never been inside though.” He looked up. “Structurally, it’s a spitting image of my cabin.”

      “And he sold it to my grandfather,” she speculated, still curious about the history of that place and their families. “But I think there’s more to the story. My grandfather just up and left, but never sold the place. Maybe the guys were friends. Perhaps they’d fallen in love with the same woman. Ooh, I think there’s a love story hidden here.”

      “You’re Italian, of course, you think that.”

      “What do you know about Italians?” But what she really wanted to ask was what he knew about love. He seemed like he needed some of it in his life. Either that or he’d let some kind of tragedy defeat him and blocked it out.

      “You like pasta,” he said weakly.

      “That’s a stereotype.”

      He shrugged. “If you haven’t noticed, I’m not particularly concerned about what people think of me.”

      “As evidenced by the thing growing on your face,” she muttered.

      “What do you care?” he snapped.

      “I didn’t say I care.” Her arms flew in front of her chest defiantly, feeling riled up. Why was he so difficult?

      He smirked like he was looking at an adorable kitten. Either that or he sensed the truth.

      Whether it was because she was an impassioned Italian or not, she rarely held back her emotions. “Fine. I do care. I came up here to figure out my life and maybe this is part of it, of my story, or at least will help me write a new chapter.”

      “Or you’re just trying to avoid facing something.”

      Frankie took several steps toward him so they were standing toe to toe. It didn’t matter that she had to lift her chin to meet his eyes. “If you haven’t noticed, I’m not particularly afraid of anything, Rocky,” she said, echoing his words. Especially not him. Although, the way she felt when she was around him, was another matter altogether.

      He grunted and moved toward the door.

      It was then that she knew. He was afraid of her. Not in the sense of fear like a bear attack, but there was something he was afraid to face, and it had something to do with her—maybe not directly, but in some way.

      “I’ll get to the bottom of it,” she said out loud.

      “You could go to the town hall and find out about the deed,” he said as though interpreting her statement to mean she was pledging to find out about the family feud. He looked around again as though admiring the woodwork, the smooth beams supporting the ceiling, and overall craftsmanship. “Ask your father. Or who knows, maybe the answers are in here somewhere.” His eyes sparked with knowing, at least she thought so.

      She stalked back over to him. “You know more than you’re letting on and won’t tell me because it’s easier for you to pretend to hate me.”

      “I’m not pretending to hate you.”

      She wouldn’t let him land that blow. Stepping close, she lifted onto her toes and whispered, “Love and hate are not opposites, John Hawkins.”

      “Who said anything about love?” he asked and then whisked out the door.

      The comment hit her as the door slammed shut. She was a good person. She worked hard. Losing the restaurant was painful. She wasn’t able to talk to anyone about it. Having the opportunity to get away, to go somewhere and not have to explain what had happened, how she felt about it, and what she was going to do next—because that was what everyone wanted to know—was a relief. But that didn’t mean she wanted to live in complete isolation like Rocky. No, she just wanted to be friends. Apparently, that was too much to ask.
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        * * *

      

      Oh, Rocky had rattled her good. She put off decorating the tree until later when she was in a better frame of mind. Plus, she needed more chocolate. Her mother always made hot cocoa when they decorated the tree. Her infuriating neighbor also mentioned another storm was on the way so it would be smart to stock up on supplies so she headed down the hill and into town.

      Unable to get the exchange she and Rocky had in the cabin out of her mind, she plowed up and down the aisles of the market, tossing things mindlessly into the cart. Bread, olives, greens, figs. She didn’t know what she was going to make but trusted that it would come together.

      She pushed the cart forward, but it rammed into something. She looked up into a pair of gray eyes. “If you drive a cart like this, I’d hate to see you behind the wheel of a car.”

      At the word hate, anger flared inside. She may have been emotional in general, but the bevy of emotions that cycled through her on a regular basis also included anger. Right then, she was furious at Rocky.

      “In that case, since we share a road, I suggest you look after that truck of yours. I’d hate to accidentally go up the wrong driveway and ram into it.” She shoved her cart into his for good measure.

      “Hey, is this about what happened?” he asked.

      “Oh, and what was that?” She cocked her hip.

      He shifted from foot to foot. “In your living room.”

      “Whatever. I don’t care.” She started walking away.

      “You do. You said so.” He gripped her wrist.

      She swallowed hard, unable to deny that his touch affected her. “Obviously, you don’t so what does it matter?”

      “Don’t be like this,” he said, lowering his voice.

      “Be like what?” she huffed. But she hated how she was acting. Not at all like the strong woman who’d led over forty employees, rolled out nightly dinners to five times that number, and was a top chef in the culinary epicenter of the world...and the girl who’d survived childhood and adolescence with six brothers.

      A woman with long blond hair strutted by, looking Rocky up and down like he was as delicious as the cream tarts on display. The woman paused by them as though listening.

      “Can we not do this here?” he asked, eyeing the women with irritation.

      “Do what?” Frankie sniped.

      Another woman appeared, studying the label on a bottle of orange juice.

      Then another.

      Rocky stared at her cart. “Are you cooking for an army?”

      “No, just myself.” She leveled him with a glare. “But it looks like you have an army of admirers.” She stormed off, leaving him to deal with his growing fan club.

      While she was in town, she should’ve contacted her parents, but it was getting late oversees and she needed to prepare herself before talking to them about Mangia Bella. She was also too rattled after her encounter with Rocky.

      When Frankie returned to the cabin, she went directly to the kitchen. The wind howled outside and the snow fell in thick, heavy flakes while she made a pasta dish with a creamy basil sauce, freshly grated parmesan, a sprinkling of peas, a bit of lemon zest, and freshly ground black pepper. It warmed the kitchen—and her.

      The first bite was divine. The tension in her shoulders melted. She savored the melding of the flavors just as her grandmother had taught her to. She’d said, “When you scarf down your food you miss the details. Instead, enjoy each bite and you will see that life itself becomes more delicious.”

      It was true, Frankie relished every flavor, every sunrise, every moment of the day. Well, at least until earlier. Very little got her down, but Rocky was unnecessarily mean. Or maybe it was compounded by losing Mangia Bella and what Welk had done.

      She shook her head, trying to shake it off and gathered another bit of pasta onto her fork. “This one is for you, Nonna.” She lifted her fork, saluting her grandmother, and took a bite.

      Just as she was about to close her eyes and enjoy the richness of the sauce, the power blinked out.

      She tried several switches and had no idea where the breaker box was. Her phone with the poor reception wasn’t good for much more than a flashlight and as she blinked it on, a flash of light shone through the woods from the direction of Rocky’s cabin, indicating his power was running.

      Going over there was the last thing she wanted to do, but she needed his help to get the power back on. She loaded wood into the woodstove and then trudged through the woods, singing at the top of her lungs. Fine, she was afraid of one thing. Bears.

      But not Rocky Hawkins. Nope. Not at all.
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            ROCKY

          

        

      

    

    
      Kuma, Dude, Zeus, and Kinga sat at alert. They’d probably heard her singing before he did, but the queen was coming, announcing herself like a herald. He was surprised the dogs didn’t start howling along with her.

      He didn’t mean to hurt Frankie’s feelings, but pushing her away was for the best. He wasn’t expecting her to push back—least of all with the shopping cart. His shin still hurt.

      There was something about her he couldn’t resist apart from the fact that she was gorgeous. Any guy would be nuts not to see that. There was more to her though. She was feisty, bold, interesting. She lived from her heart. And what was so wrong with that? The question had floated around in his mind all night like the snowflakes swirling in the sky as the storm drove in.

      There were people in the world who’d do the opposite of what they were told. It was a kind of stubbornness. Frankie was one of those kinds of people. How’d he know? He was too.

      It was no surprise that the power went out. He had a generator and if he weren’t so stubborn, he would’ve gone to check on her. He should’ve. She was singing to keep the bears away along with anything else prowling around at night. Then again, no man nor beast would be out in that mess. But she could’ve gotten lost in the squall.

      He leaped to his feet and threw the door open, shining a light in the darkness, rushing to locate her. A flashlight bobbed, moving in his direction. They were like two beacons in search of each other.

      She trudged to his deck and shook off the snow. “My power went out. Why didn’t yours?”

      “Would you have liked my power to have gone out?” he asked, ushering her inside.

      She frowned. “Yes, but that’s silly because then I couldn’t have come over here to warm up.”

      “I don’t think that cabin is outfitted with a generator, meaning it could be a while before the town fixes the lines.”

      “You have a generator?” She glanced around at the lights and fixtures running.

      “I’m completely off the grid if I want to be.” He’d worked hard to be self-sustaining. To keep himself away from people.

      “Clearly.” She brushed past him and took off her hat and gloves.

      “Did you let the woodstove die out? You don’t want your pipes to freeze.”

      “No, it’s loaded full of wood. I’m not dumb,” she fired back.

      “I didn’t say you were.”

      “But you didn’t say that you didn’t hate me.” She leveled him with that gaze of hers. Long lashes. Dark eyes. Tempting. Alluring. Despite her anger.

      He scrubbed his hand down his face. So that was what had earned him her ire. He helped her out of her coat and Kuma trotted over. The other dogs waited and then took their turns sniffing her in greeting. They really liked her, which was rare.

      “I don’t hate you, Francesca.” His voice was soft. He just didn’t want to do the opposite of hate her. It was too big. Too all-consuming. He didn’t trust himself. But she didn’t say that love was the opposite of hate, did she? What was it then?

      “If you don’t hate me, would you like some pasta?” She held up a container.

      “Thanks, but I already ate.”

      “Well, I didn’t get to finish my meal, so do you mind?”

      He got her a plate and fork.

      They settled on opposite ends of the couch. Her hair was in a knot on top of her head and she wore a soccer team hoodie along with a pair of leggings that hugged her skin tight. She took a bite of the pasta and closed her eyes as though it was the best thing she’d ever eaten.

      When she blinked her eyes open, their gazes met.

      “You want a bite?” she asked.

      The desire inside of him was building. He wanted more. But he couldn’t let himself have that.

      The dogs settled around them on the floor except for Kuma who stood next to Frankie.

      “Does she want a bite?”

      “Nah, I make her meals. She has a special diet. Happens to a lot of German shepherds, but she’s not begging. She’s watching over you.” He smiled. “If any of the others tried to get ahold of your meal, they’d have to get through her and none of them have ever bested Kuma.”

      “So does that mean I’m part of the pack?”

      Rocky scratched his beard. “As the alpha, it’s up to me, but, uh, well, Kuma knows that I respect her wishes. She’s my girl.” The words fell from his mouth and he tried to avoid Frankie’s intense gaze but couldn’t because of what he really meant. What he could never say, what couldn’t be between them ever.

      “What do I have to do in order to earn my way into your pack?” she asked.

      There she went again, pushing boundaries. Why did she want to be friends so badly? “There’s an official entry form, some tests you’d have to pass, and I’d have to conduct a vote.”

      Frankie put down her fork. Her face went from neutral to squished up with laughter. “Rocky, I think you just cracked a joke.”

      He lifted and lowered a shoulder. He felt more comfortable on his turf and he hadn’t meant to upset her earlier. He didn’t hate her. Not at all. And whatever the opposite of love was, he reckoned he didn’t feel that either.

      “Is the official Hawkins wolf pack color green? I noticed you wear a lot of green.”

      He pinched the neckline of his green sweatshirt. “I guess I just like it?” He’d never really thought of clothing or colors.

      “It’s almost like you want to camouflage with the trees or disappear into the background.”

      What she was sure to call a caveman grunt escaped his throat.

      Silence passed between them.

      Rocky tossed another log on the fire.

      Between bites of her pasta, she offered commentary on food, including some of her favorite chefs like Louis Picard, Neil Wilbargerton, and Trisha Santos. Then she went on to tell him all about Tuscany along with the food in Italy, claiming that it was better than anything she’d ever eaten—and she’d traveled a lot.

      He enjoyed listening to her because she infused every word with passion, intent, and richness, bringing the recipes that she described to life. But she wasn’t done. She also told him all about how she backpacked across Europe and beyond after high school, visiting new places, trying the local food, and seeing the sites.

      “But mostly, I just ate and walked around.” She gazed toward the window as though recalling the time with a kind of fondness she couldn’t find in the present. Then she turned abruptly toward him.

      Dude lifted his head and then dropped it again when Rocky clicked his tongue, signifying everything was okay. The dogs had been trained to be at the top of their game, but as they aged the wiring sometimes got crossed and they startled at the littlest things, ready for action.

      “You don’t talk much do you?” she asked.

      “You talk enough for both of us.” It wasn’t an insult. The truth was, he really enjoyed listening. as she’d told stories, he’d stretched out on the couch, kicked out his legs on the coffee table, and rested his head in the hammock of his hands. He wondered what it would be like with her in Italy. He’d traveled all over the world with the team, but the way she described her visits abroad added extra dimension and depth to places he’d simply passed through.

      She lifted off the couch and stepped toward him, her face hovering over his. He wasn’t lying on the couch, but he’d relaxed. The dogs had relaxed. Like it or not, she was part of the pack. Maybe even the beta. He let out a sigh.

      Her eyes narrowed and she peered around his beard as though looking for something. She was so close, chips of onyx shone in her dark eyes, glinting in the firelight. A few freckles dotted her nose. Her lips were so full, so perfect.

      His pulse quickened.

      She smiled. “I thought maybe it was getting in the way. But I see it.”

      “What?” He sat up, suddenly too hot.

      “I thought your beard was getting in the way of your smile. It’s there. I saw it. I just had to get close enough.”

      That was the problem. Letting people get close.

      He cleared his throat and got to his feet. “I should go feed your woodstove.”

      “I’ll come.”

      “No, stay here. The dogs seem to like your company.”

      And he needed to cool off and get his head on straight. He brought a few of the dogs with him—Dakota, Zeus, and Kinga. They needed some roam time. They had special footwear to protect their paws but didn’t seem to mind. Not too much anyway as they played in the snow, snapping at the falling flakes.

      As Rocky stomped along the path, his mind went to war. It said to keep up his guard. To distance himself from Frankie. To keep things simple.

      But the other part urged him to soften. To let her in. To trust things to unfold. To trust himself.

      Inside her cabin, the Christmas tree stood dark by the window. He let the dogs in to warm up a moment and then stoked the fire before adding some logs. He stood in the silent house, sensing she’d left her mark there and on him. It was subtle, a smile tossed his way, a hand on his arm, a quirk of his lips. He realized he preferred her presence to being alone. She brought light and energy and...something he was hesitant to define.

      Upon returning to his cabin, he found Frankie seated on the floor with the dogs curled up around her. This was bad. No, good. He couldn’t decide. Actually, his heart had, but his mind was warning him. She looked like she was writing a letter.

      He warmed up a moment by the fire.

      “Sending Santa a letter with your Christmas list?”

      “No, I’m writing a love letter.”

      He didn’t even offer a grunt in reply.

      Her hand glided across the page as she continued to write.

      He sunk into the couch. His heart was too soft. He’d given into his mind and it won.

      Without looking up, she said, “Aren’t you wondering who I’m writing a love letter to?”

      “Not really,” he grumbled. Not if it was some dude who was actually nice to her, who treated her like a queen like she deserved.

      “I don’t believe you. I think you’re curious.” She tapped the pen cap against her lip.

      He looked away, no longer able to avoid thinking about her perfect lips as more than the part of her body that she used to form words.

      “Is there a Mr. Costa?” he asked.

      “Do you mean my father? Yes. Did I keep my maiden name? Am I married? No.”

      He grumbled. That was a relief, but she probably had a sweetheart.

      Kuma lifted her head and stared at him. She could read him from across the room.

      “Rocky, you are such a grouch. It’s no wonder you’re alone up here.” Frankie said absently.

      “Maybe I like it that way.” He settled back on the couch.

      She glanced up. “What, you don’t enjoy my sparkling company?” There was laughter in her voice. Laughter he wanted to hear. But he shut the notion down, crushed it.

      Kuma sighed a long doggy sigh.

      “No, I prefer the companionship of the dogs, the woods, the quiet.”

      “Maybe so, but I also think you’re pleased to have a neighbor. I think you like me.” Her lip curled into a smirk.

      “I do not.”

      “Your dogs disagree.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “They like me. They trust me.”

      In a flash, she launched herself across the couch and clobbered him with a throw pillow. He reached around for another pillow and gently whacked her back. Frankie giggled and knocked him in the arm with her pillow again. The dogs yapped playfully and wanted to play. They all were romping and bumping into each other. Kuma started licking Frankie’s face—something he’d never seen her do.

      She gave Kuma a belly rub and then climbed back on the couch, pillow in hand, bonking Rocky on the head. He tossed his head back and laughed and then started tickling her. She gasped for breath, laughing and writhing. “Okay, okay. I give in.”

      He stopped. But she grabbed a pillow and hit him again, knocking him back on the couch. She lost her footing and fell on top of him. He gripped her upper arms, holding her far enough away that he could see her clearly. Her eyes, shining in the low light. Her smile that lit up the room.

      “See? You like me. I made you laugh,” she said.

      It was true, she was crumbling his walls, one pillow, one bite, one smile at a time. But the last bits of his resistance reared up.

      He shook his head. “I’ll prove that I don’t like you. Your last name is Costa.”

      “So?”

      “It would never work between us.” The words froze like ice between them. At least he wanted them to, but the room was warm. She was too and she’d stoked the fires inside of him.

      She bit her lip.

      He was sure she was suppressing a smile. She knew she’d worked her way inside his head, his heart. Those vestiges of protection warned him like an alarm. Danger. Danger. Don’t let her any closer.

      “What wouldn’t work?” she asked as though baiting him.

      “Anything,” he answered.

      “Anything? That’s broad. Like what? Like watching a movie?” She rocked back to her spot on the other end of the couch, taking the warmth with her.

      He cleared his throat. “It would be an utter failure. Plus, I imagine you like sappy romances with happily ever afters.”

      “Why’s that? Afraid that a rom-com with two people falling in love would give you cooties?”

      “Cooties?” he said as though he’d never been afraid of them, not even in Mrs. Niddler’s class.

      “How about dinner together?”

      “I’d lose my appetite.”

      “You’ve never eaten something that I’ve prepared fresh.”

      “Wrong. There was the risotto.”

      “Those were leftovers.”

      “Hardly.”

      She shrugged. “How about a date?” she asked, upping the bid instead of lowering it and giving up. “Or are you afraid to be seen with me?” She bobbled her shoulders and shifted closer.

      “Francesca, it would be an utter disaster.” His pulse quickened again.

      “Okay. What about a kiss?” She planted herself in front of him. She went from movie to a date to a kiss instead of backing off. She was persistent.

      He shook his head and swallowed hard. He knew it was a losing battle. Still, he gave one last attempt at salvaging what he’d worked hard to build. Autonomy. Anonymity. Separation. “I’d never kiss a Costa.”

      She didn’t move. She was undeterred. He didn’t understand it. But then he did. As much as he was resisting letting her in, she was pushing as forcefully in the other direction, moving closer with every step he took back. It made a strange kind of sense.

      “No, you wouldn’t kiss a Costa? Not even one like me wearing this oh-so-flattering sweatshirt, with my hair a frizzy mess, and these socks.” She wiggled her feet. “I mean, who wouldn’t find a woman wearing these huge wool socks attractive?”

      Oh, fudge. He did. He found everything about her attractive. From her hair to her eyes to her socks. To everything in between. Her gentle curves, the healthy fullness to her figure that a lot of women might try to hide under baggy clothes. Except for her sweatshirt, she wore clothing that flattered rather than hid her gorgeous shape. In a word, she was a bombshell. And her heart. So big. Her talent. So delicious. Her voice. Her stories.

      “Prove to me it won’t work,” she whispered.

      He was going to demonstrate how awful it would be to kiss him with his scratchy beard. The fact that it had been years—he was probably out of practice and it would be terrible. Without another thought, he closed the space between them.

      Their lips met.

      Hers pressed against his.

      His gave back.

      Her hands laced behind his neck.

      His cupped her jaw.

      It was a bit tender. A bit fierce. A bit sweet. A bit spicy. It was them, coming together in their own unique way and it sent Rocky’s pulse into overdrive. Something buzzed inside in his mind, his chest, his blood, his bones.

      The kiss deepened, widened, exploded. And they didn’t stop. They were failing wonderfully at proving that anything between them wouldn’t work.
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            FRANKIE

          

        

      

    

    
      Frankie had never met anyone as irritable or irritating as Rocky. Nor as attractive. She was drawn to him despite his grouchiness. His rock-hard muscular build didn’t hurt either. She didn’t even mind the beard. In fact, she kind of liked it but was curious about what was underneath. It didn’t matter though because the kiss they had shared lit her up like the Christmas tree in the living room of the cabin. Since she’d never met anyone like him, it made sense she’d never been kissed that way before. The moment they’d shared was sparks, pure fire. It was a rainbow of light, like the strand of bulbs glowing on the tree, streaking through the dark. Like the flames in the hearth, flickering and dancing. The heat of it had consumed her and she was hardly able to think straight the following day...or in the days since.

      They’d spent plenty of time together but hadn’t kissed again. Not because she didn’t want to, but he seemed finally to be letting her in—or at least not hating her. She was patient and open to letting things develop like the flavor in a good tomato sauce that needed to simmer and was always worth the wait.

      She saw more in Rocky than a reclusive mountain man. He had a past that colored his present, but she’d find out in time. Not only that, but he had a good heart and took amazing care of the dogs. He was also extremely talented with his woodworking.

      Maybe it was because she didn’t have her usual work to keep her busy in the kitchen at the restaurant, but she was determined to make Christmas special for both of them. Like it or not, they were neighbors. No one should be alone for Christmas and she assumed he’d hole up in the cabin.

      After spending the morning brainstorming ideas with a notebook and some old recipe cards she’d found in the cabin, someone knocked on the door. The rumble of a truck came from the driveway.

      She opened the door to a clear sky and gray eyes.

      “Hey,” Rocky said slowly. His lips quirked as though he was thinking about the kiss.

      So was she.

      “Hi,” she said, feeling as though she’d stepped into a fog, pulled toward him like vapor over water.

      Another man appeared from the path around the side of the house. “Where would you like me to put the delivery?”

      Frankie’s eyebrows lifted in surprise.

      “I noticed you were running low on wood when I came by the other night. Called in Fred to drop by a few cords. I’d share mine, but I’ll be needing it.”

      “Does this mean that you aren’t going to kick me off the mountain?” The comment reminded her of how she’d been evicted from her restaurant space, but it didn’t tear her up inside the way it had for the last few months. It wasn’t that she no longer cared, but hope had appeared in her heart. Whereas before she saw no way forward, no future, and had doubted her ability to figure things out. Now, she trusted that she would. She didn’t know how or when, but was certain that things would be okay. At least she hoped so.

      Rocky gave her a long look. “Even if I did, you wouldn’t budge.”

      “You got that right.”

      He smiled and brushed his hand along his beard. “Well, I better get to stacking that wood.” He turned toward the back of the house.

      “Wait, come over for dinner tonight. I also want to thank you for letting me sleep on your couch and saving me from the storm...and for the wood.”

      “No need. Thanks for, uh, well, for—” He blinked a couple of times as though not sure what to say or how to say it. “Thanks for being you.” Without waiting for her reply he turned and called to Fred, “I’ll catch you later, man.”

      Fred honked once.

      Frankie was going to help stack the wood but halted. His comment, thanking her for being herself must’ve been tough for him to admit, to say out loud. She figured it would be better to let it settle for a moment and not crowd him. And she wanted him to earn his dinner as well as work up an appetite because it would nearly be a feast.

      She went to the market then planned to spend the afternoon decorating, cooking, and baking.

      The cabin was cozy and clean after she’d donated so much to the families in need. Earlier in the week, she and Rocky had even brought ten freshly cut trees for the families the church had adopted for the holidays.

      Hawk Ridge Hollow was a winter wonderland, but in the last week, they had transformed it into Christmas central, which made a certain kind of sense since it was cold enough to be the North Pole. But Frankie enjoyed the carolers in the streets, the trimmings on the trees, the scent of chocolate wafting in the air—most likely coming from Mom & Lollipops. She stopped in to pick up the finishing touches for the evening with Rocky.

      “Hello, there,” Carol said in greeting. She wore a red and white apron. With her poufy white hair, rosy cheeks, and glasses, she resembled Mrs. Claus.

      “It smells divine in here.”

      “Smells like Christmas. My busiest time of year, but also my favorite. What can I help you with, dear?”

      “I’m making gingerbread houses. Actually, gingerbread log cabins.”

      Carol’s eyes sparkled. “Oh, that’s a first.” Her face brightened as though inspired and then said, “Hold on, have you become acquainted with a certain mountain man?”

      Frankie’s mouth slowly fell open as she recalled the conversation the two women had when she’d first arrived in town.

      “That smile on your lips is answer enough for me,” Carol said.

      Frankie’s shock must’ve unwittingly transformed into a grin. There was no denying it, she liked the mountain man. A lot. It was unexpected, unlikely, and wrong if they were to follow the rules of the family feud, but she wanted to watch him carve wood, hang out with him and the dogs, take walks in the woods, and spend Christmas together. Christmases, plural.

      “In that case, I happen to know he likes marzipan and ribbon candy, but his favorite are spice drops. Those little red-hot candies.” Carol led Frankie over to the old-fashioned candy display.

      “Spice Drops? Makes sense.”

      “He’s a fiery one, that’s for sure.” Carol guffawed.

      “When we first met, it was like he had a chip on his shoulder, but he’s softened,” Frankie said.

      “It was more like a puck, but that’s good to hear.”

      “What do you mean?” Frankie asked.

      Carol wasn’t able to answer because a flurry of customers came in and she had to tend to them.

      After returning to the cabin, Frankie cooked and baked up a storm. The scent of pesto polenta with thyme roasted garbanzo beans scented the air along with the swirled garlic herb bread she’d just pulled from the oven. It was a beautiful knot streaked with fresh herbs she’d picked up in town. She was also finishing off a lemon butter piccata recipe she’d never before tried.

      She expected Rocky any moment and didn’t have the warning the dogs gave him when she approached—or, as he’d commented, heard her melodious singing thundering through the woods.

      After quickly freshening up, she turned on Christmas carols, tossed a log on the fire, and set the table. Just as she pulled the piccata from the stove, a knock came from the front door.

      Once again, Rocky stood, filling the doorway with his massive frame. Instead of a scowl, he had the boyish look of a guy picking up his date for the first time. In his hands, he had a bundle of something green. He extended it to her.

      “Not flowers?” she said slowly, examining the thin green leaves. Little white berries were buried in the bunch that he’d tied with a red ribbon. A smile grew on her face. “It’s mistletoe,” she breathed.

      She knew what that meant. She had an idea of what they could be doing at the end of the night when he stood in that very doorway, just before leaving. They’d seal the perfect evening with a kiss and she looked forward to every second of it.

      As Rocky took off his coat and settled in, he went on to tell her about the plant species. He got a bit nerdy about how it was actually invasive in some areas, twining itself around a host tree. “However, it’s becoming rarer. I spotted this bunch earlier when I was out hiking with the dogs.” He paused as though trying to come up with the words for what he wanted to say.

      She helped him along. “And you thought of me?”

      He nodded and took a sip of the warm cider she’d offered.

      “There’s also folklore about mistletoe,” he added.

      “That you kiss your sweetheart underneath it,” she said.

      “Yeah and according to some folklore it’s a symbol of...” It was like the words were right there on the tip of his tongue, but he couldn’t bring himself to say them.

      “...It’s a symbol of love for anyone who kisses beneath it.”

      He nodded. The moment stretched, wrapping itself around them, drawing them closer. One step, two. Frankie lifted her chin to meet his gaze.

      A timer dinged, and she jumped. “Oh, the string beans should be done.” She put everything on the table and hung the mistletoe above the door.

      The apple cider seemed to warm Rocky up because conversation flowed easily at dinner. With him, it was like once the ice was broken, he wasn’t a man of few words at all. Mostly, it seemed like he enjoyed listening to her stories and asked her lots of questions in all of the right places—especially about cooking.

      “The other night, when you were writing a letter...”

      “Yeah, to Santa Claus,” Frankie answered around a laugh. “I promise, I’ve been a very good girl. Although my brothers would probably disagree.”

      “Were you writing them?”

      She shook her head. “No. There are six of them so that would take a while. We text a lot, but not lately since my service up here stinks.” She paused a beat. “How about you? Have you seen much of your brothers lately?”

      He stiffened and then shook his head.

      She remembered her strategy of dealing with guys and difficult to talk about subjects. “As you can imagine, growing up as the only girl, and the baby at that, was sometimes tough. What’s the order in your family?”

      “I’m the youngest too,” he said after a moment.

      “Remember your comment that first day we met? Something like who said I’m pretty? All six of my brothers and my dad. They tell me I’m beautiful all the time. They won’t let me forget.”

      A log popped in the fireplace. After a thoughtful moment, Rocky said, “You, your confidence. It’s rare. I don’t expect to hold a candle to your brothers or your family, but you are more than pretty, Francesca.” He took a breath. “You are exquisite. Everything about you, everything you touch. It’s beautiful. Delicious. Amazing. I’ve never met anyone like you. I wish I had the right words to express it.”

      Warmth enveloped her like a hug.

      She thought he was done. He’d already said so much, but he went on. “When I’m around you, life feels fun.” A smile split his face. “You’ve challenged me. Helped me open up. Fed more than my appetite.” He reached for her hands, hesitated, and then threaded his big fingers around hers.

      Their eyes met. The table separated them, but nothing else...except for whatever he wasn’t saying about his past. Whatever had kept him on the mountain and had made it necessary for her to come along and draw him out of it.

      “Remember I mentioned my restaurant? It was called Mangia Bella. Eat, beautiful. My father always said that to me. Anyway, there was a loophole in the lease. I lost everything. At least I thought I did. I came here and found...”

      That time, he finished her sentence. “You found me.”

      “Did I?” she asked, hopeful.

      A shadow crossed his eyes as though he knew that she wanted him to say more, but he wasn’t ready to open up and tell her what had caused him to become a hermit.

      For Frankie, it felt good to talk about her situation. She still didn’t know what her future held, but she hoped he could be a part of it.

      “My brothers knew what happened to the restaurant, but I didn’t tell my parents.” Liquid sprung to her eyes and her lip quivered. “I thought I had something to prove since I’m the youngest and the only girl. I feel strangely ashamed like I failed.”

      He got up from the table and lifted her to her feet, tenderly taking her in his arms. “You didn’t fail, Frankie. If I know you at all, I’d say you’re just getting started.” His chin fit on top of her head as he pulled her against his chest in a hug.

      It was a bit of relief finally to say that out loud. To hear his response. He believed in her. She knew her parents did. She just had to find the spark to light her inner fire again. In the meantime, she found comfort. Immense comfort listening to the steady drum of Rocky’s heart.

      When they pulled apart, he said. “I’m not exactly the star player in the family.”

      “But you were. Hockey, right?” she asked.

      “Yeah, then I quit.”

      “Why?” she asked softly as though approaching a scared dog. She didn’t want to frighten him off.

      He stepped away and toward the fire then let out a long sigh. “Anger management problems. Under control now. Dealt with the past by staying in the woods where it’s peaceful. On the other hand, my brothers are the ones who’re heroes.” His eyes lost focus like he was somewhere else and didn’t want to talk about either subject.

      “Tell me they’re not as crazy as my brothers.”

      His expression softened. “There’s a firefighter, cop, bodyguard, and a cowboy. I’ll let you decide. How do I even compete with that?”

      “When you put it that way, I’d say you don’t compete. They’re your brothers, but if you ask me, I think you’re alright.” She met him where he stood, intending her smile to tell him that she thought he was more than alright.

      “Well, you’re the only one,” he mumbled.

      “Sometimes that’s enough.”

      He tucked her long hair behind her shoulders. Taking her jaw in his hands, he kissed her lightly on the lips before drawing back. “You are more than enough.”

      Even though the kiss didn’t lengthen, the feel of it lingered on her lips.

      She didn’t want to press him about his family and hockey. He’d said so much already. She trusted she’d find out the story eventually.

      They cleaned up the dinner and he did the dishes, insisting she kick back and relax.

      As he stood at the sink, he called, “That was the best meal I think I’ve ever eaten. I’m happy to earn my keep around here.”

      “Well, you’re going to have to work for your dessert too.”

      After he finished cleaning the dishes, they settled in the living room where she’d set out all the gingerbread house supplies.

      “This is what you meant by working for my dessert? I have to build a house? Unfortunately, my woodworking capabilities don’t extend much beyond carving and joinery.”

      “And the furniture you’ve made and the repairs around the cabin, making this little project perfect. This isn’t a gingerbread house. It’s a gingerbread cabin.” Frankie had drawn lines of royal icing to make the walls of the house look like they were made of logs.

      They worked together assembling the pieces and then started decorating it.

      Rocky snuck a few of the fiery red-hot candies.

      “Hey, I saw that,” she said.

      Rocky’s expression turned sheepish.

      “But I suppose I can let it slide this time. We do make good neighbors after all. Plus, I did more than borrow a cup of sugar. I invaded your home, warmed by the fire, fell asleep. Messed up your couch pillows...”

      He ate a few more of the candies.

      She playfully swatted at him.

      They both laughed.

      To her list, he added, “You’ve also driven me nuts. Made me bring you to church, rammed into me with your shopping cart, and turned my dogs against me. They prefer you...”

      “Correction. I drive you wild.” She winked. “And you got to bring me to church, and as for the dogs, they adore me, but you will always be their pack leader. I’d never try to take their place.”

      “No, but you are the queen of this mountain.” His expression softened for a split second.

      She leaned back, surprised to hear him pay her a compliment, but just as quickly he scowled as though over the course of the night, he’d already said too much. He abruptly got to his feet. “I should go.”

      “Oh no, you don’t, mountain man. We’re finishing this log cabin. No rest until every piece of candy is adhered or eaten.”

      “I really should check on the dogs.”

      “The dogs can manage for a few hours. They’re warm inside, have food, water...” He treated them like kings and queens.

      He tipped back and forth in his boots like he was torn between staying or going.

      “Come on, it’s the holiday season. Be cheerful. Finish building this gingerbread cabin with me,” she coaxed.

      He shook his head and started toward the door. Just like that, it seemed like a switch had flipped. His switch flipped her switch. The fiery red-hot candies burned in her mouth. As she spoke, she wanted the words to scorch. “Don’t you have feelings, Rocky?” It was like he’d been hibernating up on the mountain and just when he’d started to come back to life, he’d suddenly shut down.

      He turned from the door and his temple twitched. “If I had feelings at all, feelings for anyone, they’d be for you. But I don’t.”

      She found her way between the harshness in his words. “You’re lying. I know you have feelings. I’m not afraid to say that I have them. I have feelings for you, Rocky Hawkins.” She strode over to him. “Oh, and look. I didn’t explode. The world didn’t end. Nothing bad happened when I told the truth.”

      “The truth?” He shook his head. “Not yet,” he said in a warning tone. “Nothing bad has happened yet.”

      “You just won’t let yourself get close. There is no denying the spark between us.” She held his gaze, not backing down.

      He was the picture of conflict. Soft eyes, a wrinkled forehead, his lips on the edge of a scowl. But the part of him that sided with Frankie must’ve won because he leaned in and planted his lips on her mouth, silencing her.

      The kiss blazed straight to her heart. She was exploding. The world was ending. The world as she knew it. Because it was bigger, better, brighter with Rocky in it. Even though he was trying to push her out. To keep himself from enjoying what they were becoming.

      Her fingers dug into his beard, finding his face, trying to find him.

      His arms banded around her, pulling her close, closer.

      Her heart pressed against his and they both raced.

      His trying to run away from what was happening.

      Hers, keeping up with him.

      She paused and said, “I think this could work. You and me.”

      “Why’s that?” he asked, planting a kiss on her lips before and after each word. His hands tangled in her hair, drawing her head closer, but she answered anyway.

      “Because we’re under the mistletoe.”

      There was part of the folklore that Rocky didn’t mention. But they both knew it. Accidentally kissing under the mistletoe, instead of purposely standing under it to nab a kiss, meant only one thing. True love.

      The way the kiss made her feel confirmed that she was right: safe, sure, and full in a way no meal could ever satisfy. If only he’d admit he felt the same way.
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      Gravy and biscuits. Rocky had done it. He’d gotten too close. But Frankie wasn’t wrong. He did have feelings. Big ones. Ones he didn’t know what to do with. It was like her laughter was still echoing off the mountains. It had worked its way into his ears. Into his heart. He didn’t know what to do.

      He was on a hike with the dogs in the woods and strode along the trail. He’d gone deep into hiding for years. But she’d drawn him out. Her laughter, her voice, her insistence. Her beauty—inside and out.

      A vista of Hawk Ridge and the valley spread in every direction—the tiny town below and a bird circling high above. Snow wreathed the tops of the mountains, but below, the evergreens persisted beneath the tree line. They were still alive. And so was he. Thanks to Frankie. She’d brought him back to life. Reminded him that he wasn’t terrible. She saw the goodness in him. She had a way of making him feel comfortable in her presence. For once, he felt like talking.

      And listening. He felt called just then. Called by the Lord to drop to his knees, say a prayer of repentance, and see that he was worth being saved. He hadn’t believed that for too long. So he dropped into the snow and closed his eyes.

      The dogs paused. Waited.

      A sense of calm, true peace, washed over him. Not the self-imposed kind from retreating to the mountain for all those years, but the kind that only came from faith. When he blinked his eyes open the vista of the mountain and six peaks filled his vision as though reminding him that they were there, they’d always been there even when he sometimes felt alone. Just like his Heavenly Father had always been there even if Rocky didn’t acknowledge it at the time.

      Tears sprung to his eyes and then laughter spilled from his lips. Happy tears. Deep, belly laughter of relief. God was good.

      When Rocky got back to the cabin, he tended to the dogs and then went into the bathroom. The reflection of a man he hardly recognized stood in the mirror. Shaggy hair. A big beard. Who had he become? He didn’t blame himself for holing up in the mountains with the dogs. At the time it had been necessary. But was it still?

      He looked deep into his gray eyes—something he hadn’t been able to do for years. He wasn’t sure who he was becoming, but it would be the best version of himself, for Frankie.

      He took out the scissors and started trimming. The click of claws on the wood floor pricked his ears. Kuma was watching. And whining.

      “What is it, girl?”

      She let out one sharp bark and then someone knocked on the door.

      He glanced in the mirror and laughed. With his lower face covered in shaving cream, he looked like Santa Claus. He grabbed a hand towel and wiped it off.

      When he opened the door, Frankie slid into his arms like she’d been doing so all along like she belonged there. What would it mean if she did?

      She pecked him on the lips and then pulled back, sniffing the air. “You smell like...like shaving cream?”

      When she looked at him, really looked at him in his T-shirt and likely with some of the white foam in spots he’d missed, her eyes widened.

      He shifted from foot to foot. “I was just finishing up.” He thumbed the direction of the bathroom.

      “Well, don’t let me stop you.” Her lips twitched like she was looking forward to seeing what he looked like under all that scruff.

      They went to the bathroom, and she hoisted herself up on the counter while he squirted out another handful of shaving cream. He slowly dragged the razor across his skin. In a way, he was curious to see what he looked like without the beard. It had been five years since he’d started growing it.

      “I was in town earlier and there is a rumor that women are placing bets over who can tame the mountain man.”

      He’d heard. In fact, when he went to get supplies, women flirted, gave him their numbers, and asked him on dates. Did they see what he looked like? When Frankie had called him a Yeti, she wasn’t kidding.

      “How did that happen?” she asked.

      “What? The beard or the bets?”

      “Both. A woman told me, and I quote, ‘Rocky Hawkins is handsome, wealthy, and lonely. He has everything he needs except love.’” Her words had a smile tucked in them.

      He rinsed off the razor, having just finished shaving, wiped his face, and turned to her. He didn’t want to see his reflection first. He wanted to see her reaction.

      She had hearts in her eyes and her cheeks tinted a pretty rose color. It was not what he expected. Not with the evidence of his wrongdoing on his skin. She batted her eyelashes and then tried to keep her smile from her lips. Either that or it was building.

      “Wow. You. Are. Hot.” Her grin broke through and she kissed him passionately.

      “And what do you say, queen of the mountain?” he asked when they pulled apart.

      “About what the mountain man needs or what he looks like?” Her throat moved up and down as she swallowed.

      “Both.”

      Her smile was both wicked and beautiful. Her arms circled his neck and she pulled him close, still seated on the counter. “I say, you’re all mine.”

      At that, they melted together in another kiss. Her face was so smooth next to his. Her lips warm. Their pulses quickened together and then fell into the same rhythm as though they’d finally found what they wanted, needed and were no longer afraid, weren’t going to run away.

      She tucked her head back and then between kisses on every inch of his face even the scar, she said, “I like the beard. It gave you a certain kind of wildness, but I like this too. You are very, very handsome, Rocky Hawkins.”

      “And you are more beautiful than I deserve, but if you’re truly willing to give me a chance, I’ll be less of a grouch.”

      “Less of a grouch?”

      He tipped his head from side to side. “I’ll prove that I’m not the Grinch.”

      “Oh fine, I’ll take what I can get.”

      He nuzzled his head into the side of her neck, kissing her there and breathing deep. He inhaled as though his lungs finally let him breathe. She smelled like rosemary and lemon, fresh and clean and delicious. When he pulled back, he said, “You’re glowing.”

      “That could be because I treated myself to the spa down at the resort. It was a little Christmas gift for me. I had a Scandinavian hot bath and then a Nordic shower. Then I had a scrub and massage. It was amazing.” She paused and wiped a bit of shaving cream that he missed from his neck. “While I was there, I saw Cece Sparrow and her fiancé...”

      His stomach dropped. The air left the room.

      “Your brother, Blake.” She stopped and it seemed like there was something she wasn’t saying.

      Did she know about the will? The stipulation? She was always so forthcoming. Surely, she’d just say it.

      “I had a total fangirl moment. She is such an amazing singer and performer. And—”

      He interrupted. He had to just say it. “The reason there’s a bet over who’ll tame the mountain man or whatever... It’s because of my father’s will. He mandated his sons marry before receiving their inheritance and taking over the family business.”

      “Oh,” she said slowly. “But you don’t want to get married?”

      After everything that had happened the answer had always been no. There was no question about it. That answer was on his lips before he had a chance to rethink it. “It’s probably not a good idea. Things happened... I’m not the kind of person anyone would want to be with.”

      Her expression dimmed.

      There were things about his past she didn’t know. She wouldn’t want to be with him if she knew the full story. As it was, he was playing with fire. Getting too close. He didn’t want to burn her. That was why he’d wanted to leave when they were making gingerbread houses. He felt it becoming too much and if she found out the truth, she’d leave him. She’d never want to talk to him again. Yet he couldn’t stay away.

      But she was leaving soon anyway—she’d only be at the cabin through Christmas. She’d said so herself. She’d done what she’d set out to do—find out if he was actually a grump. He may as well indulge the fantasy bubble that they’d created while he could.

      One of the dogs barked, and he led Frankie from the bathroom. He needed some space. The fire was dying, so he tossed on a couple of logs.

      She glanced at his old ice skates still sitting in the corner where he’d dropped them five years ago. The streak of blood was hidden from view, but every time he looked at them, he knew the truth of who he was.

      “Want to teach me how to ice skate?” she asked.

      Again, the answer was on his lips. No. Absolutely not. She didn’t wait for him to answer.

      “I’ve tried once. I can’t stay upright.”

      “I somehow doubt that. You’re the kind of woman who can do anything. Include taming the mountain man.”

      She picked up the skates.

      He stiffened, his entire body going rigid.

      She twirled them in her hand, the blades flashing. “I somehow doubt I tamed you. Wouldn’t want to anyway. I like you the way you are.”

      She wouldn’t if she really knew him. The dark thought threatened to consume Rocky.

      But her hand was in his, leading him to the door. “I’m not letting you out of this one. You teach me how to skate and I’ll treat you to dinner.”

      He couldn’t really say no. And he was thankful the intense moment of truth had passed. She hadn’t pressed him about the will or his brothers. There was so much he didn’t want to talk about, no less think about and teaching her how to ice skate would make a good distraction.
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      Rocky pulled into one of the distant lots attached to the resort. In years past, they decorated the entrance and surrounding fences in Christmas lights, wreaths, and ribbons. His father was fastidious about making sure every inch of the resort had a touch of magic, both during the holidays and regular times. He knew that without upholding his end of the will and getting married.

      By not going along with his father’s wishes, he held his brothers in a sort of hostage situation. They weren’t able to move forward with taking the leadership roles their father had assigned them, meaning the board and trustees maintained control over everything from décor to finances to spa treatments. But it shouldn’t have been a problem because Charles Hawkins the Second had given explicit instructions for how the resort was to be run in his absence by the new manager of the board—Welk, the guy whose lawyer sent him monthly mailings offering him a sum of money if he married and then sold Welk his share. For many reasons, it was a no, but he’d never marry because he didn’t trust himself.

      The main rink on the resort property and the public skating area as part of the Winter Festival were likely to be packed. After spending most of his childhood and a good part of his adulthood there, he knew his way around.

      With Frankie’s hand in his, they walked down a lantern-lit path to an area with an arrangement of wooden benches. He expected someone to be tending to it, for the hot chocolate shack to be operating, and at least a few people taking off their skates or setting out. Maybe the popularity of the rink in town had rendered this section a financial loss. Ordinarily, it was bustling.

      He pulled out his keyring. Thankfully, he still had the master and hoped it worked. Sure enough, he was able to open up the ice skate locker and found a pair that would fit Frankie. He also turned on the lights that lined the trails. The sky was gray and dusk descended. It would snow again soon. Hardly a day passed in the winter up north when it didn’t.

      They laced up and the moment he stood, a blaze of excitement flooded him as it always had since the moment he’d started skating. It was like electricity in his veins.

      Before he could hide his smile, Frankie’s eyebrow arched. “I’ve never seen you wearing a smile like that.” She wobbled closer, getting used to balancing on the blades. He didn’t want to explain, but kissed her on the lips and then rushed onto the ice. He pumped his legs, moving in a circle. That part of the pond wasn’t big, but it was merely the entry point to the ice-covered trails that threaded the woods.

      He missed flying across the ice with the wind in his lungs and his heart thundering. But she was mistaken, he had smiled that big before. Maybe just on the inside, but every time he was with her, he felt lit up. Alive. He didn’t want to think about it ending or her finding out the truth. He’d better enjoy her company while he could.

      He looped back to where she waited, taking her hands in his.

      She said, “I want to do that.”

      He tipped his head back with laughter. “Of course you do. First, let’s see if you can stand on the ice.”

      She gripped his arm as she crossed from the wooden platform onto the pond. Then, as if she were a natural or had fibbed about not knowing how to skate, she glided forward.

      He caught up to her and circled his arms around her from behind and kissed her cheek. “You sure you don’t know how to ice skate?”

      She giggled in response.

      They moved forward, onto the ice trails. The frozen surface below them sparkled and the surrounding lights twinkled.

      “This is amazing,” she said as they skated hand in hand. “It’s enchanted.” Wonder filled her eyes as she looked from the canopy of trees above to the lights to him.

      “My father encouraged me to play hockey. He was so supportive, but he didn’t only want it to be about competition. This trail leads to the skating pond for the guests, but originally, he made this for me. For us. We’d come here and skate together. While we were out here, I wasn’t allowed to talk about the sport. I think he wanted me to remember why I love skating so much.”

      “That’s amazing. He sounds like a really special guy and a great dad.”

      Rocky nodded, feeling a scratch in his throat. “He was.”

      “Do you miss it?” The tenderness in her eyes said what she didn’t—did he miss his dad? All the time.

      He cleared his throat. “Do I miss playing hockey? Yeah. Every day.”

      “What made you stop skating and playing hockey? You mentioned that you quit. Did it have something to do with your father’s will?”

      He skated away and then came back to her. He trusted her. She’d thawed him out, helped the bricks of ice he’d erected around himself to melt. But the question felt like a gust of cold air drafting down the mountain.

      He wasn’t sure where to start. Everything from the past had flowed together in one confusing lump of ice and rock that pushed against his chest.

      “I had a sister and she passed. After that, our mother took off.”

      Frankie nodded and it was almost like she knew or wasn’t at all surprised. Maybe she was just listening, giving him space to go on.

      “Everything changed after that. Dad did the best he could and believe me, his best was lightyears ahead of what most men could pull off. He was a giant, a legend. My hero.”

      The cold air made Rocky’s eyes water as they slid forward, moving through the timeline of his past. “Then he was in a skiing accident. He passed away. It felt like my world ended. He was everything to me. To all of us.”

      She gripped his hand tighter as though letting him know she was with him as he weathered the storm of emotions he kept so tightly inside. “I threw myself into hockey...” What happened next, he didn’t want to tell her. But maybe he could tell her part of it.

      “As for my father’s will, if I got married and then took over my share of Hawkins Enterprises, I’d be tied to the company. I didn’t want to stop playing hockey,”

      “Was there someone you wanted to marry?” Her voice wasn’t particularly small, but curious.

      He shrugged. “Not really. I dated and all that, but no one like—” He squeezed her hand. He couldn’t finish the statement because of what it could mean. Her finding out the full story and leaving him.

      “Anyway, according to the will, if I marry I’d get a huge inheritance. Like so much money I’d never need to play hockey again. At the time, it was the only thing keeping me going. There’s a saying that’s like, with wealth comes responsibility. Not freedom. I was young and that’s all I cared about. I—”

      “What’s wrong with responsibility?”

      “At the time, I wanted to do things on my terms. Not have to meet with the stodgy board, have to fake my way through meetings, and pretend to care about fiscal data.”

      “What do you care about?”

      They paused, and he took both of her hands in his. He angled his skates, so they were facing each other. “The dogs. The earth. Home. You. I care about you.”

      It was too late. He’d said it. There was no going back. He couldn’t imagine the pain of inevitably losing her, but he knew what he’d do. Return to the mountain, let his beard grow again, and be with the dogs.

      She lifted onto her toes and kissed him on the lips. Her nose was cold, but she was warm. Her mouth against his erased his thoughts. Melted him. It could very well be the last kiss that they shared. Any of them could. All she’d need to do was an internet search with his name and the word hockey. The evidence was even on his cheek, having been hidden by the beard, but she didn’t seem to care. That was because she didn’t know the truth.

      After the kiss, they continued skating.

      “What about you and your brothers?” she asked after a beat. “How do they feel about the will and everything?”

      “We had a falling out. Family had always been the most important, but I guess we don’t give each other second chances.”

      “What if you did?”

      He didn’t want to linger in his emotions, but couldn’t help but think about Tripp, his oldest brother and how he’d missed his wedding to his high school sweetheart, Sadie. She’d given him a second chance.

      Dallen and Blake were twins. Dallen had found love and was living on the ranch with his new wife Kayla. He’d heard she had grown a beautiful flower garden. Blake, of course, had publicly proclaimed his desire to marry Cece Sparrow, the world-famous singer.

      Then there was Owen. He’d been married once and originally didn’t want to marry again. He had a daughter with his previous wife. But even he had found love upon returning to town not too long ago.

      The others wanted to obey his father’s wishes but then it had all gone to...to shellfish.

      “I was caught in between Owen and Blake who wanted to figure out a way out of the will and Dallen and Tripp who didn’t want to disobey our father’s wishes. Then we were all fighting.”

      “I trust that you’ll figure it out,” Frankie said.

      He didn’t. He knew they wouldn’t. He didn’t trust himself. But she did, and that was dangerous.

      They circled back to the entrance to the skating trails. She didn’t say more about his past and he didn’t say a word either.

      As they took off their skates, she said, “I’ve been brainstorming a lot lately. Having some great ideas... Then it kind of all came to me when I was at the spa.”

      She bit her lip and then shook her head slightly.

      She was being cagey, but he was curious.

      “Actually, I decided what to do next.” As they walked to the truck, she told him all about how she was going to write a cookbook. “For a couple of years now, I’ve had people reaching out to me and editors at publishing houses, asking me to write one, but I was always too busy with the restaurant. I’m going to start with Christmas recipes. Then work up to a full showcase of everything from antipasti to entrees.” Excitement filled her voice as she described some of the recipes.

      “All this talk about food is making me hungry. And you said you’d treat me to dinner if I taught you how to skate. But I’m starting to think you knew how to already.” He nudged her playfully with his elbow.

      “I just thought maybe we needed to get out. I was starting to think you were afraid to be seen in public with me. I don’t want to put a damper on any of the bets in town or make anyone think that a Hawkins would cavort with a Costa,” she joked. “Or we could extend an olive branch. Ooh. I want pizza. I love olives and broccoli on my pizza. What if we call a truce over a slice or two?” She was babbling.

      “I think we already did the moment we—” They were at a traffic light and he leaned over the center console of the truck. His lips met hers. In his heart, it was like there was a green light blinking, urging him to go. To tell her everything, even that he loved her. But his mind had a blinking red, cautioning him, stopping him.

      The actual light turned green, and she pointed through the windshield. “I’ve heard Fratelli’s has the best pizza in town.”

      That was the last place he wanted to go. It was where he’d last seen his brothers. Where they’d had an argument and then went their separate ways. But he’d do it for her.

      After parking, they walked toward the glowing entrance. The scent of garlic and warm dough baking filled the frosty air.

      “Are we going to church together tomorrow?” she asked.

      “Of course,” he answered, holding the door open for her.

      The place was the same as it had been since he was a boy: checkered table cloths, the video game machine in the corner, the counter with the stacked pizza boxes...and near the table in the back stood four men he hadn’t seen in five years. It was like they’d never left.

      He froze.

      Frankie squeezed his hand and the red light in his mind was no longer blinking. It blew up.
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      Frankie sensed she’d overstepped a line, but was certain Rocky wasn’t going to cross it on his own. She had to push him over.

      He’d said it himself, family was the most important, but he’d been without his for five years. If arranging for them to meet caused her to lose him because he was upset with her, so be it. He’d gain back four people he loved. And she loved him; she knew it with every ounce of her being. But she also loved her family and couldn’t imagine not speaking to her brothers for five years. The thought of it hurt her heart.

      Earlier when she’d arrived at the spa, she’d had a major fangirl moment when Cece Sparrow was also getting a treatment, but then she had a flash of brilliance. She introduced herself and then said she was Rocky’s friend. The moment she said his name, Cece lit up. She’d called him the lost brother. She knew the entire story and had filled Frankie in—she also explained what she knew as well.

      Cece said that Blake had helped her come back to life during a period when she’d felt like she was drowning. She knew how much family meant to him and wanted to see them reunite too.

      The two women concocted a plan to get all the other brothers to the pizza place, saying Rocky had called the meeting. Frankie was in charge of getting the youngest brother in the door.

      When she left him at Fratelli's, she sensed that might be the last time she’d see him. His expression, filled with fury. If an actual olive branch had been extended, he would’ve broken it with his glare alone. If the feud between the Costas and Hawkins had dissipated, it was likely back in full effect. She imagined that he felt betrayed, but like his poem about the man, the dog, and the boy, perhaps some good would come out of Rocky and his brothers reuniting.

      When she pulled up to the cabin, two vehicles were in the driveway. The house was lit up and she approached cautiously, bear spray in hand. She knew a bear hadn’t entered her home and turned on the Christmas tree lights, but if there was an intruder, she’d spray the heck out of them.

      The lilt of familiar voices sounded through the door.

      Her brothers.

      She opened the door, and they stopped talking. “There she is,” Tommy said.

      She hugged him, Bruno—who insisted on being called Bryan now—, Luca, Giovanni, Paulo, and Nico.

      Happiness at seeing them all pushed out her concern about Rocky.

      “We’ve been worried about you,” Tommy, the oldest, said.

      “After everything that happened with the restaurant, I needed to get away.”

      “And not tell us where you were going?” Tommy scolded.

      “How’d you know I was here?”

      “Mom and dad,” Bruno said.

      Gio stalked over, looking her up and down. “Wait. This isn’t just about the restaurant. I know what this is about. She’s in love or hurt.”

      “I’ll explain, but first, I need food. I was supposed to get a slice of pizza, but...” She hung her head.

      Luca and Nico went to the kitchen and soon, they set several platters on the table—take out from town. The siblings sat, said a blessing, and then Paulo forced her to speak. By the time she was done with the story, Tommy, Luca, and Bruno wanted to break Rocky’s knees.

      “You guys don’t understand. Imagine if it were us. Not talking for years and then someone surprised you with a reunion. You’d be upset too,” Gio said wisely.

      “We’d never have a feud like that,” Nico said around a mouthful.

      The brothers started to bicker because they’d had many arguments over the years and were having one at that moment. Arguing over arguments.

      Frankie and Gio cleaned up the food.

      “Wait. But there is a feud. A very real feud between the Hawkins family and the Costas. Do any of you know anything about it?” she asked.

      Tommy nodded and leaned in. “Before Nonno passed away, I heard bits and pieces about his lost years up here on the mountain.”

      They had a side conversation reminiscing about the family trip then Frankie got them back on track. “So what do you know about it?”

      Instead of telling them the story, Tommy got up and rummaged through drawers.

      “What are you doing? You have no idea how much time it took me to get this place looking halfway decent.” She told them about how their parents had been using it as a storage unit.

      “Did you find my baseball card collection?” Bruno asked.

      “I found a lot of things and if you’re a good boy, you might just have a special present waiting for you under the Christmas tree,” she teased.

      “Ah-ha,” Tommy said. He returned to the table with a deck of playing cards, shuffled, and then dealt them out.

      When they each had their hand, Frankie asked, “Is this going to answer my question?”

      “Only if you win.” Tommy smirked.

      She threw her head back and groaned in frustration. Leave it to him to make it difficult. She lost the first game and the second, but on the third, she threw down her cards and did a victory dance.

      “Okay, out with it,” Frankie said.

      “Yeah, I’m curious now too,” Nico said.

      They all leaned in, waiting to hear the family lore.

      “Nonno’s parents wanted him to marry a woman in Italy. She was from a good family and a lovely girl. He liked her but didn’t want to be hemmed in. He was young. Not ready to settle down.”

      From the corner of her eye, a couple of her brothers nodded in understanding.

      Tommy continued, “So he told his parents that he was going to travel for a month. That turned into a year, which turned into more. But he grew up during that time and decided he knew what he wanted.”

      “How does that factor into this cabin?”

      “Early on in his travels, he found himself in Hawk Ridge Hollow. The coldest place on earth, according to him. He was playing cards,” Tommy said, dealing them again. “And won a cabin with a Christmas tree farm in a bet with Charles Hawkins.”

      “Wow.” Frankie looked around, imagining the scene and how her grandfather must’ve felt.

      “Francesco, our grandfather, and Charlie became good friends. After all, they were neighbors.” Tommy nodded in the direction of the woods. “Then Zia Elena showed up. Their parents had sent Nonno’s sister to bring him home.”

      Everyone leaned in, as intent as if they were listening to a story around a campfire.

      “But she ended up staying...and won the heart of Charlie, next door.”

      Frankie’s mouth formed a perfect O. Her aunt and Rocky’s grandfather fell in love? That was why Zia Elena never married.

      “And if I know anything about the way a brother feels about any old fella liking his sister...” Gio started.

      “Exactly. Francesco forbid the romance. No one was good enough for his sister. The friendship between him and Charlie fell apart. That started the feud.”

      “So what happened?”

      “Zia Elana really liked Charlie, but she agreed to let him go if Francesco would return to Italy with her.”

      “And he did. He married Nonna.”

      “That’s right.”

      “And I take it Zia Elena never got over Charlie because she remained single for the rest of her life. So tragic.”

      They were all silent for a moment. Then Frankie started talking, stream of conscious, like she did when she was cooking and started adding a pinch of this, a dash of that. “Nonno won the house and tree farm in a game of cards. If you think about it, it was a stroke of luck for Charlie because he ended up expanding the resort, which ultimately led to his empire. As for Nonno, had he not gone back to Italy, he wouldn’t have married Nonna, who taught me how to cook.”

      “Actually, you wouldn’t have been born. None of us would have,” Bruno said.

      Like the poem Rocky had told her, good things came from the unexpected.

      She heard her brother’s voices vaguely in the background, saying she shouldn’t have meddled with the Hawkins family. Another said, “Frankie not meddling? She’s not afraid to get her hands dirty.”

      But all the while, an idea was developing in her mind.

      In the next days, she didn’t see Rocky. He didn’t answer his door. He didn’t meet her to go to church.

      She didn’t hear from him at all. The light from his cabin didn’t shine through the woods. She knew he needed time and space. Nonetheless, she worried she was doing the wrong thing.

      She reached out to Cece and no one had heard from Rocky. According to Blake, her fiancé, he and his brothers talked for a couple of hours and then Rocky took off.

      It was time to put her plan into action. She waited for Rocky to leave the cabin. Having employed her brothers’ help, they all trudged over to his place. The dogs were happy to see her but wary of the others. Nonetheless, the Costa guys helped her set up a Christmas tree in Rocky’s cabin. They trimmed the inside and outside with lights, garlands, and loads of decorations.

      Darkness descended. A truck rumbled in the distance. Rocky was on his way back, which was lucky since it had taken all afternoon and they only just finished. She sent her brothers back to the cabin and waited with Kuma by her side.

      The moment the truck door slammed, Frankie pushed the plug into the socket. The inside and outside of the house lit up. A giant Santa inflated in the yard along with a blow-up Grinch. It was time for him to choose. Jolly or grouchy.

      When Rocky came in, she jumped up, spread her arms, and wiggled her fingers. “Surprise,” she called.

      His expression flashed from surprise to jagged with anger. “It wasn’t your place to do this. Any of it,” he said, waving his arm around. His beard had filled back in, hiding the scar that sliced his jawline. The one she’d figured he’d tell her about when he was ready. “Why won’t you just leave me alone?”

      She was coming from a place of her heart, trying to help, but in the face of his harsh question, her anger rose up to meet his. She was determined, unapologetic and as her brothers said, meddlesome. But it was a for a cause, a good one. Frankie believed in him.

      “No? Someone had to, Rocky. You need some joy in your life.”

      “Why?”

      She threw her arms up. “Otherwise you’d just wallow away here, wither up, alone.”

      “I don’t mind being alone.” His tone, raw with emotion, betrayed him.

      “I did this because you needed some tough love.”

      At the word love, he stiffened. “Whoever said anything about love?” He ground out. “If you remember, my word of choice was hate.”

      She felt him pushing her away, trying to get rid of her. She was nothing if not persistent. “You shut yourself out of the family. You shut yourself off from emotions. I didn’t want the same thing to happen to us.” She passed him an envelope. “It’s the letter I was writing that night during the storm. I was writing a love letter to you.”
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      Frankie was writing the letter to him? Rocky took it from her and turned it over in his hands. Sure enough, the heading said Dear Rocky.

      Before he read more, she continued. “I knew I loved you back then. Well, it was sort of like hate at first sight, but that’s because I was being stubborn. But there was no way those strong emotions were nothing. I was patient. Waiting to see what would happen. There is only one truth that matters. I love you, Rocky Hawkins.”

      “You love me? Why?” His body was frozen and molten at the same time. He didn’t know how to feel.

      She nodded and shrugged. “Sometimes you just love someone. I didn’t feel the goosies all over my skin. I felt something else. Something deeper. I won’t deny it. I will not give up.”

      There was another truth and it would ruin everything. Anger, anger at himself and the past won within him, at least at that moment. He felt attacked as he looked around at all the cheerful Christmas decorations. “The cabin is my refuge. You had no right to come in here and do this.”

      “Refuge from what? What are you fighting against? What do you need refuge from?”

      He scrubbed his hand down his face and paced. “From everything.”

      She crossed the room to him. “This is life. Love, conflict, the mess. The joy. All of it. Do you think my six brothers and I don’t have disagreements? But in the end, we’re family. It’s not perfect. But love isn’t. Life isn’t. But that doesn’t mean we should run from it.”

      “Easy for you to say. You just run right into things. You’re fearless.”

      “Yeah, and look at me. I survive.”

      He stood by the window, feeling like wounds covered him. At Fratelli’s he’d listened to his brothers and what they’d had to say after they figured out that Cece and Frankie had been in cahoots. They talked about the will and the resort. Apparently, one of the board members, Ken Welk, was covertly threatening the business. Owen had uncovered a scandal at Hawkins Enterprises. The board was divided. Some wanted to restructure and cut costs. Others want to preserve their father’s vision. But money was being reallocated, stolen. Turned out, funds were being filtered through the town and school, then directed away from those places and into hidden pockets.

      It turned out a new chain resort was being proposed to move in and Ken Welk and his cronies were investors. As members of the board at Hawkins Enterprises, it was a conflict of interest.

      Tripp was gearing up to make them pay. Dallen wanted to make them go away—drive ‘em out of town. Blake was all fists and Owen was ready to make arrests and read rights.

      It was different than the brothers’ quarrel, but the same. The board was divided. But during the time in Fratelli’s they tried to come up with a resolution to protect their father’s legacy. They talked for hours.

      Still, Rocky was upset at what Frankie had done. Or maybe with himself because when she found out about what he had done all those years ago, she’d leave him anyway. Easier to run her out first.

      Not only that, but after he’d left Fratelli’s he went to her cabin to talk, but she was framed in the window beside the Christmas tree with a man. Anger had enveloped him and he soon realized it was combined with jealousy. At the first hint of him ditching her, he thought that she’d found someone else. Probably met him at the resort. But he had no right because he wasn’t good enough for her. Who could resist a woman like her? Of course, she had men in her life or an old flame.

      Just like with his brothers, what he needed to say to her right then was on the tip of his tongue. What he needed to say to them had been there for five years. But he was always the little brother. Maybe the biggest and toughest, but also the youngest so what he said and did, didn’t matter as much.

      When their mother left and Dad died, everyone was wrapped up in their own experience. Meanwhile, he was still young, lost, angry. No one held out a hand to help him up. No one asked if he was okay. That was because none of them were. He couldn’t risk telling Frankie the truth. That he still wasn’t okay. Never would be. He wasn’t worth loving. He was dangerous. Terrible.

      “Rocky?” As though from afar, her voice filtered into his thoughts. A hand landed on his arm. “Rocky? Hey, where’d you go?” she asked softly. Concern brushed her brows together.

      He met her dark eyes. When she looked at him, they were filled with light. Love. Love that he didn’t deserve. “Hey, are you okay?” she asked.

      He was quiet a long moment.

      She waited patiently but persistently, not letting him avoid her gaze.

      “Those three words. Those are words I never heard until it was too late.” The room spun. He sat down on the sofa. Kuma and Dakota came over to him, taking up position nearby.

      Frankie sat beside him. Her leg pressed up against his. The warmth reminded him that he was still living, breathing. He rested his elbows on his knees and held his head in his hands.

      He’d tell her. She’d leave. But it would be better for her to know the truth.

      When he finally spoke, his voice was low, almost a whisper. “When I was younger, I felt invisible. No one ever asked me if I was okay after Mom left. After Dad died. I felt alone. Over time, that feeling of helplessness turned inward and into anger. I took it out on my unfortunate opponents on the other hockey teams. Sometimes my own team. When I was angry people paid attention. But the wrong kind.” His throat was raw.

      Rocky took a long, steadying, breath. “Then, after a game one night, some of the rival team’s guys were taunting me. They were picking a fight. I gave in. Met them outside. One of them was hassling a girl. Wouldn’t leave her alone. I lost control. Beat the guy within an inch of his life. It was like all the rage just dumped out of me and onto him. It was ugly. He could have died. Don’t get me wrong, he fought back, along with three of the other guys on his team—them against me. The scar on my face came from a broken glass bottle. I sat in my truck for hours, bled all over my skates. Didn’t put them on again until...”

      “Until the other day,” she said, filling in for him as though she appreciated what that meant.

      He waited for her reaction, but she remained impassive. Quietly listening without judgment.

      “It wasn’t until the guys on my team realized that I was gone that they came outside and found us in the brawl. Two of the guys had been knocked out. One was under me as I punched the sense out of him. The other had a broken collarbone. They didn’t press charges because of my last name. I guess they were afraid my family’s money would back me and I’d be favored in court. I visited them all in the hospital. Made my apologies. My sincerest apologies. Frankie, I know what you’re thinking—”

      “You don’t. If you’re afraid that I hate you or that I’m leaving? No. You made your apologies. You have to reconcile with God and God alone.”

      He knew that, but how could he be forgiven? “I haven’t trusted myself since that night. I realized it was better, easier to be invisible, so I retreated to the mountain.”

      “When you return to the truth of faith, you will find forgiveness and trust,” she spoke slowly, reverently. “There are six men at my house right now who would do the same thing in that situation if they witnessed a girl being threatened. Especially if that girl was me.”

      Six men? He realized she meant her brothers. One of them must’ve been in the window with her the other night.

      “But that wasn’t the only reason I left. I lost control. All my anger came out right then. It scared me.”

      “Have you learned of a better way to deal with your emotions since? To not let them get bottled up?”

      “Being up here on the mountain.”

      “What about prayer? What about acts of service? Reconnecting with people? Your brothers?”

      He grunted.

      Telling her everything sucked the wind out of him. He tried to catch his breath. She laced her hand through his. Held him tight, but she didn’t say anything else. Just sat there with him until the storm inside passed.

      “Will you pray with me, Rocky?” she asked after a while.

      She lowered to her knees, took his hands in hers and asked for forgiveness, for peace, for the fullness of his faith to be restored.

      Afterward, what he wanted to say to her was still on the tip of his tongue. It had been there since he’d watched her all those weeks ago in the firelight. She had a certain calm, a serenity that shone through her eyes, her skin, and made her beautiful inside and out.

      Then she said, “I see you. I want to see more of you. You’re not invisible.”

      He pulled her from the floor and into his arms, holding her, kissing her, promising never to doubt again. They held each other, but he knew it was really God holding them.

      “I felt like I was sleeping for years and you woke me up. Thank you,” he whispered as the darkness inside was illuminated. With love in his life, he had nothing to fear. Then, like when he was up on the mountain, the light came, bright, full, forgiving, followed by the words. “I love you, Francesca Costa.”

      “You love me?” She shifted her gaze away like a spooked dog, gazing through the window. “I don’t know. I—” she started. It was like she was at a loss for words.

      “What’s the matter?” Worry flooded him.

      She shook her head. “I have to think...” She let go of his hand and hurried toward the door.

      Kuma whined in question.

      Pausing, she said, “I just lost so much. I don’t know what’s next for me. You’re here and my life is back in New York.”

      “What do you mean?” Confusion smothered his mind.

      “I don’t want to risk...” Then she was gone.

      He was going to follow, but the letter caught his attention. Maybe it would explain what just happened. How was telling her that he loved her the wrong thing?

      He read her love letter. She saw the best in him. Potential for them.

      But her last words, “I don’t want to risk...” stuck in his mind the most. They came after he professed that their feelings for each other were mutual. Why did she run away just when things were getting good? Was she afraid of something coming between them so she didn’t even want to let them develop further into a relationship? If so, she was quitting before they even started. If he’d learned anything from hockey, he knew the old saying was true, “You miss one-hundred percent of the shots you don’t take.”

      And Rocky was going to take a shot on them.
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        * * *

      

      Rocky had once believed he was damaged. He’d saved it all for the rink. Everything that was pent up flew out of him on the ice. He’d become wild. Uncontrolled. He had to learn to trust himself again, but he’d lost more than trust. He’d lost his best friends, his brothers, and his identity. Frankie helped him put himself back together. And whatever had scared her off, he knew it wasn’t him.

      It was something else.

      In the next days, Rocky met each of Frankie’s brothers. He’d rarely found himself intimidated, but he had a lot of love to live up to. Those guys adored their little sister. And they were all pretty tough in their own ways—not guys to mess with.

      Tommy challenged him to a game of cards and then told him the story of the family feud. He’d heard bits of a similar tale from his family, but now it all made more sense.

      After several hikes with the dogs, splitting enough wood for the following winter, and catching up on his carvings through the new year, Rocky knew what he had to do. He had to beat Frankie at her own game.

      One afternoon, when he knew she’d gone to town to get some food, he went over to the cabin and asked the six brothers an important question—one he worried he might get walloped for even suggesting. They conferred with one another in rapid Italian. By the sharpness of some of the words, he was sure they were the equivalent to baloney, biscuits and gravy, and shellfish—well, at least his father’s version of those select words. However, he walked away with all of his limbs intact and with the Costa brothers’ blessing.

      Next, he had to find his own brothers and talk with them. The fact that Hawkins Enterprises was being threatened from within had brought them together, but he wanted to reunite with them because they were brothers, family.

      He missed Tripp, Dallen, Blake, and Owen. He told them as much. Made his apologies, and asked for their help.
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      Gio bombed down the driveway, headed for town. Frankie gripped the door handle. She’d hardly left the cabin in days, despite her brothers urging her to get out of bed, trying and failing to cook—though Gio and Luca weren’t half bad in the kitchen.

      She’d been able to listen to Rocky and his difficulties. She’d known what to say. But when it came to her own failings, her career in shambles and losing her restaurant, she was afraid that if things carried on between her and Rocky, she’d lose him too eventually. It would be easier not to let the relationship continue.

      “This isn’t a Vespa and we’re not in Florence,” Frankie said, pressing her right foot into the floorboard as if that would put on the brakes.

      She was tired, maybe even depressed. She missed Rocky but knew leaving Hawk Ridge Hollow as soon as possible would be for the best. However, she wasn’t sure where to go. She didn’t want to return to New York and all the reminders of what she’d lost. Maybe she’d go to Italy and see her parents, but they’d be disappointed in her—and if not that, it would just serve to highlight the disappointment she had in herself.

      “I don’t want to be late,” Gio said.

      “Late for what? We’re just getting food for dinner. I don’t understand why I needed to come.”

      “I’m hungry.”

      “Nico got plenty of food last time he was in town.”

      “It’s not what you need.” Gio narrowly missed a branch that stretched into the road.

      “I don’t feel like cooking.” She was feeling particularly argumentative even though it was Christmas Eve. “I doubt anything will even be open. It’s a small town.”

      “Shh. I have to concentrate.”

      “I don’t understand why Bruno couldn’t pick everything up either. He’s already there.” She wanted to pick a fight, to let everything out. She thought of Rocky’s grouchiness, which sunk her deeper into despair.

      “Bryan,” Gio corrected as he turned off the small, one-lane mountain road and onto the main route into town.

      “I can’t get used to calling our brother Bryan. He’s Bruno.”

      “With his new job on Wall Street, he prefers Bryan. Whatever. You go by Frankie and we don’t complain. Except about everything for the last few days after your loving brothers show up to grace you with our presence.” He used a mock-insulted tone.

      “You guys gave me the nickname.”

      Giovanni hushed her again, and they were quiet for the rest of the ride.

      When they reached the town, the Winter Festival was hosting a special event and some of the cobblestone streets were blocked like they’d been when she’d first arrived in town.

      “I guess we have to park here,” Gio said.

      Frankie tried to give him directions to take a side street to get to the market easier, but he just got out of the car and hastened into the crowd.

      The town was bustling, considering it was Christmas Eve.

      “What is going on? You don’t even know where the market is,” she called as she elbowed past bystanders. They’d wandered into a charity event called Santas on Skates.

      Finally, she found Giovanni chatting up a pretty blond wearing a ski jacket.

      There were loads of people dressed in Santa costumes and others like elves with bells on their hats. They gathered around the public skating area. It was nice to see so many people involved in the charity.

      Gio tucked his phone in his pocket, presumably after getting the blonde’s number—her brothers were heartbreakers, every one of them. He grabbed Frankie’s arm and tugged her through the crowd.

      They climbed the bleachers surrounding the rink.

      “Gio, what about the sauce?” she whined. She didn’t necessarily trust Tommy to watch the pot on the stove.

      “I want to see this. I heard it’s cool.”

      Loads of people wore brown and green. A banner for the elementary school indicated those were the mascot colors—along with a cuddly-looking bear. The high school also had a banner, but it was black and gold, matching the spectators wearing the same colors.

      Frankie huffed and crossed her arms in front of her chest, but he pulled her to sit.

      A group of women in front of them were talking about the charity—she recognized two of them from the market.

      “Did you hear about the Turkey Trot? They raised a ton of money and one of the Hawkins brothers proposed at the end.”

      Another one of the women sighed loudly. “I suppose that only leaves Rocky.”

      “I saw him in town the other day. He was inside Carmichaels.”

      The other woman gasped. “Are you serious?”

      Frankie knew about the Turkey Trot proposal after meeting with Cece but had no idea what Carmichaels was.

      A Christmas carol suddenly boomed through a set of speakers and the crowd cheered. Hockey players wearing Santa and elf costumes appeared on the ice. The game began.

      As the game went on, Frankie tried not to think about skating with Rocky.

      After the Santa team scored, the two women continued chatting. “It doesn’t matter who wins. All the funds go to the schools anyway.”

      “Yeah, but the winning team comes back out and—” she cut herself short. The game was over. “What’s that? It looks like the Santas are writing something.”

      It was true. All of the people dressed in red held up signs against the white ice.

      I love you, Frankie.

      Her hand flew to her chest and she gawked at Gio.

      Then four of the Santas emerged carrying a banner. It said I’m sorry for being a Grinch. Then they flipped it over and it said Will you take a shot on us?

      One of the men on skates broke loose wearing a green Santa costume.

      It was Rocky. She’d recognize him anywhere—with his regular beard or a fake white one. “Wait a minute. How’d he know I’d be here?” she asked her brother.

      Gio grinned. “You can be so difficult, stubborn,” he said.

      “You were involved in this. I don’t understand. I thought you hated him.”

      “He may be a mountain man, but he has our respect. He did the right thing and asked for our blessing.”

      “What do you mean your blessing?”

      The Santa in the green suit was swiftly approaching. She didn’t want him to try to walk up the steps in skates so she climbed down and met him where the plank floor met the ice.

      The other four Hawkins brothers appeared, having dispensed with the banner. Their wives and fiancés met them too. They all made introductions: Costas and Hawkins.

      “Santas on Skates is an old tradition our grandfather started. It was just him, a friend with a Christmas tree farm, and gifts for the children,” Tripp said.

      “Over the years, other people joined and now it’s a charity fundraiser,” Dallen added.

      “But for the last few years, none of us participated.” Blake shook his head.

      “Thank you for bringing us back together,” Owen said. He held a little girl’s hand—his daughter Harper. Cece had mentioned the sweet little family.

      “You’re the cutest elf here,” Frankie said to her.

      She giggled.

      Sadie rubbed her belly. “And this time next year, we’ll have a new elf of our own.”

      Brynn and Kayla wrapped her in a group hug.

      Frankie was used to a big family, but as her brothers appeared from the bleachers, it was almost overwhelming. Then a woman wearing a shiny red coat with a fluffy white hat appeared. Frankie met Judith, Rocky’s mother.

      The Santa in green took Frankie’s hands in his. “I may be grinchy and grouchy sometimes, but being with you makes me happy. It makes me want to celebrate Christmas and be with family. You make me want to come out of hiding. To live life again.” He spoke softly so only she could hear as they others talked loudly.

      Emotions overwhelmed Frankie. She didn’t know what to say, think or where to look.

      He drew her from the crowd. “Look at me.” He tipped her chin up.

      Their eyes met. Ice and fire. Invitation and warning.

      “There is no going back. Falling for you is something I don’t think I can return from. So I’m asking you, are you sure you want to take this risk? Are you willing to be mine? Because I’ll make you my star. You will own my heart from dawn to dusk to dawn again.”

      Only Rocky said it all in Italian. She spotted her brothers in the surrounding group. They all smiled in approval.
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      Rocky leaned in, “Your brothers also taught me a few words my father would have my neck for, but that’s beside the point. I will learn to communicate better. Starting with my emotions. Starting now.”

      She could hardly believe her ears.

      “What changed?” she asked.

      “You. You changed me.” He shook his head as though he could hardly believe it himself. In part, it was the love letter she’d written—spoken from the heart. It was also that she accepted him—scars and all. It was also just her. She was perfect and yet embraced her flaws—not that he thought she had any, but she was comfortable in her skin and unapologetically herself. “I want to be with you. Escape to the cabin but also explore the world. Let’s go to Italy. India. Indonesia. Let’s travel everywhere. Let’s eat good food. Let’s adopt more dogs. You’ll write your cookbook...” She wanted to shout yes! What had she been thinking? What was she scared of?

      He lowered his voice. “Let’s kiss.”

      They were inches apart.

      She shivered and said, “If we do that, we won’t be able to stop.”

      “I don’t want to.”

      “If we see where this goes... Where being together takes us... There’s one thing you need to know.”

      He inclined his head for her to go on.

      “I’m scared.”

      He balked. “I don’t believe it. Francesca Costa isn’t afraid of anything.”

      She shook her head as if that wasn’t true. “I’m scared of everything good slipping right through my fingers. Like with my restaurant. I was on top of the world and then, poof. It all fell apart. That’s why I left after you said you loved me.”

      He shook his head that time. “In that case, you have nothing to worry about. It won’t happen.” He lowered onto one knee. His heart hammered in his chest, but it was the beat of truth. Of love. True love. “I was going to wait until tonight, but everyone is here. Will you marry me, Francesca Costa?” He produced a velvet box with the name Carmichaels printed across the top.

      She didn’t wait to hear more and tugged him to his feet. Her eyes grew wide. “Yes, yes. Yes, I’ll marry you.”

      The cheers were deafening. The congratulations were a whirlwind as she spun away from Rocky and from person to person. Some were family, others were familiar faces from around town, including the girls from the market.

      One whispered to the other, “I guess the bet is off.”

      He cupped his hands around his mouth to make it extra official, and said, “Frankie Costa tamed the mountain man.”

      When at last he found his way out of the crowd, he took off the green Santa suit and rushed over to where Frankie stood with her brothers—he still didn’t quite know who was who.

      Rocky lifted her in his arms. He never wanted to let her go but trusted that they’d have a lifetime together to enjoy each other’s company. As expected, the moment alone didn’t last long. The rest of their families descended.

      Judith, his mother, was talking about the Hawkins hop—a dance they did around the holidays. It was all happening so fast—first the reunion with his brothers and then his mother. It would take a while for them to get to know each other again, but he was already formulating a plan for how to get them all together in one place for a while.

      Amusement played on his lips—he’d been the guy who wanted to be alone and now all he could think about was Frankie and his family.

      “I cannot wait to see you dance,” Frankie said to him.

      “Oh, you’d be surprised given his big frame, but John is the best dancer of the bunch,” Judith said, beaming at her son.

      He shrugged, feeling his cheeks heat. He always thought skating helped with his agility and rhythm.

      Then Tommy said, “The Costas have a Christmas tradition too.”

      “What’s that?” Judith asked.

      “We eat.”

      Everyone laughed.

      Plans were made. Numbers were exchanged. They were preparing for a Christmas-engagement party combo. He wasn’t entirely sure about all of the attention, but after feeling invisible for so long, it wasn’t so bad. It was what he’d wanted, right? One thing was for sure, he did want Frankie.

      He walked over to her and caught her chatting with Cece Sparrow who congratulated her on the engagement.

      “Boy, they don’t waste time,” Frankie said to Cece as she held her left hand out, showing the pop star the ring sparkling on her finger.

      She leaned in. “No, I’ve quickly learned that the Hawkins boys like to go big.”

      “So do my brothers. At least when it comes to me,” Frankie responded.

      Cece spotted Rocky and said loud enough for him to hear, “I think we’ve created a monster.”

      “A monster with,” she paused, counting the Costas, Hawkins brothers, and their wives, “A monster with fourteen heads.”

      Both women laughed and Rocky joined in.

      “Thank you both for pushing me a bit. I’ll admit, I was upset to see them all waiting for me at Fratelli’s, but I wouldn’t trade anything for this.” He spread his arms wide and smiled with zero traces of grinchiness.
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        * * *

      

      Tripp invited everyone up to the lodge house with plenty of space for the two big families.

      “What will we eat?” Sadie asked.

      “Everything,” Nico said.

      Judith insisted they make the meal.

      “But we’ll bring dessert.” Luca eyed Frankie.

      Rocky’s mouth was already watering.

      “We’ll have pizzelles, biscotti, amaretti, bacis, oh and don’t forget panettone,” she said, naming some of the traditional Italian holiday treats.

      “I’ll have one of each.”

      “You only get dessert if you eat your dinner,” Judith said to Rocky, shaking her finger.

      He wrapped his hand around it and then pulled her into a hug. “I missed you, Mom.”

      “I missed you too, son.”

      “If you ask me, this is a Christmas Eve miracle,” Brynn said.

      “We really have Frankie to thank for bringing you boys back together, but Brynn here broke the ice with your brothers and me. I’m just glad they convinced you to give me the time of day, Rocky.”

      He couldn’t help but think about the poem with the man, the dog, and the little boy. Things were working out, even better than he could’ve imagined.

      Judith gave him a side hug.

      Right then, Frankie’s smile was thin, suggesting that she missed her own parents. It wouldn’t be long before she saw them. The spectacle on the ice and the proposal was but one of the many surprises he had in store. After all, she was his queen.

      The next few minutes were a matter of great debate over appetizers, entrees, and sides. Ordinarily, he knew Frankie would’ve jumped in with a ton of ideas, but she stepped back, letting the family take care of the meal. She took his hand in hers, drawing them to the side of the crowd as though sensing he might be overwhelmed after his many years isolated on the mountain. He appreciated the gesture, but for once, he felt okay surrounded by everyone. He’d turned back to God and found his faith restored. Though, he didn’t mind a moment alone with her. Not at all.

      Snow started falling softly.

      Rocky had on his usual uniform of heavy work pants and a green jacket. His beard had filled into a nice layer of stubble and he rubbed his cheek. The scar was a reminder of where he’d come from and that even the worst kinds of things could heal.

      “I want you to know that I’m sorry I rushed off after you told me everything about your past. I got scared, but not of you,” she said as snow dusted her hair, her lashes, and her cheeks.

      “I know.”

      He stroked her wrist with his thumb.

      “I was afraid of working hard at something, at us, and then have it taken from me.”

      “But there’s a difference. No one has the lease on my heart except you. It’s all yours. No one can take it from you.”

      Her smile filled in as she laced her hands around his neck. “Do you know why I gave you such a hard time about being so grouchy at the beginning? Because I was afraid. I feared I was turning into the Grinch myself. I was barely keeping my head above the snow.” Her smile faltered. “But in a backward kind of way you gave me hope. Something to latch onto. A project. But it became so much more.”

      “I’m glad you took a chance on me,” he said.

      “I’m glad you didn’t give up on me.”

      “I’d never.”

      She beamed and lifted onto her toes, kissing him on the lips. “I’d marry you tomorrow without all of this if you’d prefer,” she said.

      “I think letting our families be involved makes them happy. It makes you happy.”

      She shrugged. “True, but you do too.”

      “That’s not something I ever thought I’d hear.” He let out a low chuckle.

      “Neither was, ‘Will you marry me?’” She cocked an eyebrow.

      “Those are the best words I’ve ever spoken.”

      They talked about marriage and the wedding for a few minutes as they wandered away from the group, hand in hand.

      “Ti amo, Francesca.”

      “You love me, in Italian.”

      “I asked your brother how to say it—all of that. But I love you in English too. And every other language.” He was taking an online crash course in the language because he figured he’d soon be spending time in the country.

      “I love you too.”

      Hearing her say those words filled his heart. “Thank you for reaching out to my brothers.”

      “I’m not sorry that I meddled.”

      The falling snow wrapped them in a cocoon. “I like that you’re stubborn,” he said.

      “I prefer to think of it as determined,” she corrected.

      “I realized how very important family is. And we both have big ones.”

      “The more the merrier.”

      “Merry Christmas,” he said.

      “Buon Natale,” she repeated in Italian.
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      It had been nearly thirty days since Frankie arrived in the quaint mountain town of Hawk Ridge Hollow, seeking an escape.

      Less than a week had passed since Rocky, her reclusive neighbor, decades-old family feud enemy, and love of her life proposed marriage.

      Only thirty minutes elapsed since she’d received a cryptic message from Rocky telling her to pack for warm and cold weather, including a bathing suit and ice skates. He’d also added that he’d like her to clear her schedule for the next few days, including New Year’s.

      The fact that he had a cell phone was a very new thing. In fact, he’d only given her his number a couple of days before when he’d had to take a sudden trip out of town. She assumed it had to do with Hawkins Enterprises now that the brothers were fulfilling the stipulations of their father’s will. Owen had investigated and confirmed that Ken Welk had been embezzling money—the same Ken Welk who’d swindled her out of her restaurant space.

      She no longer regretted what had happened with Mangia Bella because it led to Rocky, but she wouldn’t object to seeing the slimeball pay for his questionable and illegal business practices.

      Frankie wasn’t sure what prompted the change from a guy who swore off technology to one who’d just texted—not to mention the guy she’d hated to the one she’d loved—, but questioning the mysteries wouldn’t change that she and Rocky had fallen in love, he’d proposed on Christmas Eve, and he’d hinted about a New Year’s trip. More than anything, she wanted to be with him so if that meant traveling, so be it.

      Where are we going? she texted.

      That’s a surprise, he replied.

      How long are we going? she asked.

      Also a surprise, Rocky answered.

      What are we doing? Joyful jitters worked their way under her skin. Just what was he up to?

      No reply.

      She’d sort of orchestrated the big Christmas party, reuniting his estranged family which had seemed like a brilliant idea at the time, had been a major fail, but then somehow morphed into the best thing that had ever happened to either of them. With New Year’s Eve around the corner, he had something up his sleeve.

      The text dots blinked, indicating he was replying. She almost laughed, imagining his large fingers pressing the wrong letters and coming up with some ridiculous autocorrects.

      Frankie had numerous screenshots of messages between her and her brothers that never failed to make her laugh, especially the one when Gio tried to write that he was finishing up his exercise then the autocorrect changed to his text saying he was finishing up his exorcism. Then the time Paulo asked her how to make a recipe for minestrone soup and it changed to money soup.

      Finally, her phone beeped with another message from Rocky. Want to get married?

      A smile spread wide on Frankie’s lips, reaching her eyes. I already said yes.

      Want to get married the day after tomorrow?

      Hopefully, that wasn’t an autocorrect.

      A jolt of excitement and disbelief surged through Frankie as she replied. She wanted to throw her arms around Rocky, to kiss him, to show him how much she meant yes.

      Growing up with six brothers made her an even split between being a tomboy and being a girlie girl. A tomboy because she had to work to keep up with them and a girlie girl because being surrounded by all that testosterone sometimes made her want to rebel and dive into a vat of pink paint.

      Of course, she’d imagined getting married someday and having a family, but because of that split in her personality, she hadn’t planned it in her mind, envisioned her dress, or even picked a dream honeymoon location. Being in such a big family forced her to learn to go with the flow. But just then her feet wouldn’t move.

      Good. See you then. Rocky wrote.

      She stood dumbfounded in the bedroom of the cabin, suddenly unsure what to do as her thoughts rushed with questions.

      Escaping New York to the distant family property up north, she hadn’t packed any warm weather clothing. The temperatures in the ski resort town were frigid, and she’d barely survived the storm when the power went out. Thankfully, Rocky hadn’t turned her away—even though at the time he was easier to hate than to love.

      No, that wasn’t true, if there was such a thing as love at first sight, she’d been struck the moment he’d crashed through the woods on his four-wheeler and scared off the bear who’d made itself at home on her dearly departed grandfather’s porch. However, she was slow to realize it was love because he was resistant and tried to turn her away at every opportunity. The guy was stubborn as all get out, but apparently also romantic.

      Somehow, she found her way to his heart through his stomach, breaking down his walls, and helping to bring his family back together. It was like a challenging recipe, she wasn’t the kind of woman to give up until she achieved the perfect balance of flavors, textures, and depth.

      They’d found their way to each other and more. She still couldn’t believe the glittering ring on her finger. It was a white and rose gold petal filigree double halo setting. The rock was huge. No way would she be able to wear it while working, but she couldn’t imagine taking it off. Rocky had gotten her brothers’ approval to ask for her hand—all six of them since her parents were back in Italy for the holiday season.

      A light bulb went off in her mind. Italy. She was packing for Italy. Considering it was New Year’s Eve-Eve, meaning New Year’s Day was in three days’ time, she imagined Italy was the cool weather destination. During the month of January, not even the southern part of the country would welcome a bathing suit. Anyway, her parents were in the northern region.

      Like the Hawkins family, Frankie’s mother was from a mountainous alpine area. Frankie traveled a lot with her family when she was growing up—not an easy feat considering she was the youngest of seven, which meant her parents somehow wrangled the six boys and her. They’d spent summers there when she was young, visiting the old country.

      She’d also spent a year traveling all over Europe and beyond after she graduated high school, eating her way across Italia to start and perfecting her recipes to open her own restaurant. Her heart still sank at the thought of it, but not as much. She had a new relationship and was working on the cookbook.

      Nonetheless, Frankie was at a crossroads in her life. Engaged and jobless. About to get on a plane for an unknown destination. The prospect filled her with equal amounts of excitement and trepidation.

      A sleek, black SUV crunched through the snowy driveway outside, presumably waiting to take her to the airport.

      She hadn’t brought much to the cabin since she wasn’t expecting to stay so long and made quick work of tossing everything she could into her suitcases.

      Just as she was about to step out the door, her phone beeped with another message. It was from her father. Be sure to lock up the cabin and leave the heat on until I can send Dave Wilson over there to close up for the season.

      Her father was originally from Naples and had the exact fiery disposition you’d expect from a guy who grew up in a tough neighborhood and had made and eaten pizzas since the day he’d learned how to walk. He must’ve been in on whatever plan Rocky concocted if he knew she was leaving. She wondered if they’d get along. Her dad and Rocky were the exact same amount of gruff on the outside but were lovable softies on the inside.

      She did as told, checking to make sure everything was locked up before she stepped into the cold winter morning.

      The driver opened the door to the SUV, helped her in, and then stowed her luggage. Before she had a chance to make small talk, her phone beeped with another message.

      That time it was from her mother. Don’t forget to bring plenty of snacks for the flight. In a second bubble, she’d typed the words and hydrate. I hope you’ve been taking care of your skin. In a third bubble, she added, Be sure to get plenty of rest too. You’re going to need it.

      Frankie wasn’t sure what to make of that. Whatever Rocky was planning, her parents were definitely involved. As far as she knew they were in Italy for the holidays, suggesting her hunch that’s where she was headed was correct. But it was three days before New Year’s Eve and from where she was, any location in Italy was at least a thirteen-hour flight. Yes, she’d get all the rest she could.

      Just as the airport came into view, her phone beeped again. It was her oldest brother, Tommy, with the flight information.

      Huh. He was in on it too?

      She was excited to see her family but longed to be with Rocky. They’d practically been inseparable during the weeks she’d been in Hawk Ridge Hollow. Being apart after they’d professed their love was almost unbearable.

      The international terminal was bustling with activity and Frankie stood there, reading the message and then following the signs for the airline departures. After checking her bags, another message came through. Be sure to keep your phone charged. See you on the other side ;-) That one was from her second oldest brother, Bruno. He’d added a winky face. Who was this person Bryan and what had he done with her brother? The sign next to her flight number indicated she was headed for New York City. She scratched her chin, wondering if it was a connecting flight or her final destination.

      After settling on the cushiony first-class seat on the plane, she checked her phone one more time to make sure she didn’t miss any instructions.

      It felt strange yet exhilarating to be boarding a plane and not knowing where she was going to end up. But it was much like her future itself: an unknown thing. The one-piece of certainty was that she and Rocky were going to be together and that was like an anchor. She had faith that the rest would unfold favorably, guided by God’s hand. Her faith had grown stronger in recent times.

      In her personal life, she was a go with the flow kind of girl. When she had her restaurant, she’d micromanaged every little detail. Perhaps the lesson for the next chapter in her life was to explore, experiment, and see what new flavors and taste combinations, she’d discover—not to mention locations. Still, her stomach was all butterflies and that was not due to the turbulence. It was one thing to tell herself to live with the unknown and another to practice it.

      After the six-hour flight to the east coast, the plane captain indicated passengers could turn on their phones. Her third oldest brother, Luca, had recently left a message and his name lit up her screen. Hey, sis. Your man has got you traveling in style. Buon Viaggio! Or as they say in the AirFrance terminal, Bon Voyage.

      Just then a man wearing a dark blue suit with a little red pin on the lapel signaled her. “Mademoiselle Costa?”

      She nodded, tucking her hair behind her ear. “That’s me.”

      “Right this way s’il vous plait.” He gestured she join him and led her through the terminal.

      It wasn’t far to the AirFrance airport lounge where she was greeted by a woman wearing a dark blue suit with a red scarf tied around her neck. “Bienvenue.” A sign behind her indicated it was the airline’s premier lounge.

      After settling on one of the red sofas, being brought a warm towel to freshen up, and learning she had an assortment of devices and entertainment options available, her phone beeped again.

      It was Rocky. I can’t wait to see you.

      She imagined his smile hiding under his beard, the sparkle in his eyes, and the tenderness in his touch. A shiver worked through her that had nothing to do with the cold outdoor temperature.

      I can’t wait to see you either, but exactly where will that be? France? she wrote back.

      My lips are sealed.

      His lips were what had done her in. The kiss that was supposed to prove they weren’t compatible had the opposite effect.

      Why the secrecy? she typed back.

      I’m thinking of it as more of a surprise. She imagined his smile turning into a smirk.

      The proposal was pretty unexpected...

      I think you might like this even more..., he answered.

      The woman in the blue uniform indicated it was time for her to board.

      I just found out it’s time to depart. If I’m kidnapped or my plane goes missing over the Bermuda triangle, I was last seen in a very luxurious airport lounge in New York courtesy of my very romantic and mysterious fiancé. She was joking but wasn’t sure why they weren’t traveling together. Where did he have to go ahead of time? He certainly still could’ve surprised her if they’d left together. I love you she added.

      I’d never let anything happen to you. Neither would your brothers so you have nothing to worry about and everything to look forward to. I love you too. Oh, and I hope you’re hungry.

      In the short time they’d been together, she and Rocky had gotten close and he’d opened up—conceivably more than he ever had before, after isolating himself on the mountain. However, he wasn’t a touchy-feely emotional kind of guy. Nonetheless, his comment sent a flurry of warmth through her even as she passed through the chilly jetway to board the seven-seventy-seven airplane.

      Again she was greeted, and her every need was accounted for as she settled into the plush chair that converted to a bed in the private cabin on the luxurious airplane. An assortment of beauty and comfort items were available if she wanted to freshen up before going to sleep or upon waking. There were pillows, blankets, and soft lighting to make her comfortable.

      Although she would never turn her nose up at luxury, she’d worked so hard for so many years, she hardly had time for it. She’d spent a few hours at the spa at the Hawk Ridge Resort the week before, but other than that, living in the cabin was more like roughing it and Rocky certainly wasn’t the kind of guy who indulged in pampering. When they’d met, it had hardly looked like he groomed. And yet, he’d treated her to this experience. Though he had mentioned his family inheritance. Maybe it inspired him to spend.

      Frankie took a deep breath, nearly forgetting she was on a plane until they were well into the flight and the attendant asked if she would like dinner service. A menu was presented, and she ordered the specialty of a French chef that she admired. Shortly after, her food arrived. She savored every bite of the tender greens, the perfectly seared halibut, and the fluffy potatoes. Frankie couldn’t help but moan with delight over how delicious the meal was.

      She made it a habit of savoring her food, of savoring life, loudly, grandly, and unapologetically. Perhaps it was the Italian in her or the fact that she knew how fleeting and precious life was. If she didn’t enjoy each moment, then what was there? Rushing to the next moment? Missing the richness of the colors, flavors, and textures? She believed the present was a gift and she was grateful. She was the kind of person who wanted to look back and know that she used every last drop, every ounce of energy, and left it all out there, not squandering a second.

      “You’re enjoying the meal?” an older man with a bald head asked, appearing from another luxury cabin.

      She blinked, startled.

      It was Louis Picard, the renowned chef whose name was on the inflight menu and had designed the meal she was finishing. He wore plain clothes and showed no signs of being behind the cooktop so she guessed that he hadn’t cooked it himself.

      “Yes. It is magnificent.”

      “For airplane food,” he said in accented English. He wore a pleasant smile. “I like people who appreciate good food and don’t just gobble down their meal. You should come to my restaurant in Paris sometime.”

      “I’d love to. I admire your work greatly. I’m a cook too.”

      “You, cherie, are a chef. I’ve been to Mangia Bella.”

      If her mouth had been full, she would have choked.

      “In New York City?”

      The older man nodded. “The vongole was, as you said, magnificent.”

      “Really? I wasn’t sure if I had the ratio of garlic to red pepper right. And the basil was a last-minute, nontraditional addition.”

      “It was perfect. Freshest clams I’d ever had. The flavors were robust, the pasta al dente.”

      The pair went on to talk about all things food for the next hour, trading recipes, tips, and stories about life in the kitchen. She even told him about the sad fate of Mangia Bella.

      “So, what’s next for you?” he asked.

      She shrugged. “I’m working on a cookbook, but otherwise I’m not sure.”

      “Oh, in that case, the world is your oyster—or clam as it were,” he said, referring to the vongole, one of Mangia Bella’s signature dishes.

      Frankie smiled, fangirling on the inside, but holding it together. Barely.

      Sometime later, the captain announced that they would soon land in Milan, Italy.

      At the same time, her phone beeped with an alert. It was her fourth brother, Gio. You can thank me for helping your man out with dinner arrangements. Rocky said he wanted to lavish you with gifts before the big show as he’s calling it so I hope you enjoyed it. I figured you’d like to pick old Picard’s brain.

      Gio sometimes reverted to being twelve and had a way of making everything sound gross, which was no help when he’d worked in her kitchen a while back. He’d handled her social media and proved he was a better photographer than cook, leading him out of the kitchen and into a new career. Clearly, he remembered their many conversations about famous chefs.

      I’m highly suspicious if Rocky used the word “lavish.” She chuckled as she prepared to disembark.

      Okay, fine, that was a paraphrase, but that guy sure loves you. You’re a lucky woman.

      The fact that he’d gotten her family, especially her brothers, in on “the big show” was a testament to that fact. And luck? Maybe it was finally turning around. She’d lost the restaurant, was almost attacked by a bear, snowed in, lost power... She realized though, that she’d kept her chin up through it all. Maybe that attitude was what brought her through it and to where she was.

      Before she could think more about it, another attendant whisked her through the terminal to an awaiting car.

      Despite traveling on AirFrance, she was in fact in Italy and the scents, the sounds, and the hum of the motherland immediately buzzed in her bones.

      Frankie took a deep breath of the exhaust-filled air outside the airport before getting in yet another sleek SUV.

      Glancing out the window at the familiar sights, she was split evenly between feeling like Italy was her home as well as New York and maybe even Hawk Ridge Hollow.

      The car brought her to the shopping district where she recognized the stores labeled with famous Italian designers. Gucci, Armani, Prada, and Valentino just to name a few.

      Paulo, the third youngest in the family, sent a message. I was told to text you to let the driver know where you’d like to stop. You need a few dresses. Specifically one for today, tomorrow, and the next day. Plus anything else you want.

      Anything? she asked, joking.

      That’s what he said.

      “He” being Rocky? she wrote.

      I’m just following orders. She imagined her brother rolling his eyes, put out by the task.

      Is this tedious for you? She asked, sensing Paulo wasn’t interested in texting her attire instructions.

      Very.

      So you’d say no if I asked you to come shopping with me.

      Even if I could, it would be a big, fat no.

      She knew that would be the answer, but asked anyway because her curiosity was killing her. Was the whole family in Italy? Was Rocky? If she could make anyone give her details, it would be Paulo, not because he was a pushover, but because he couldn’t be bothered with anything other than his job.

      Where are you? she typed.

      I cannot say. Just hurry up, pick out a few dresses, and let’s get on with this. His cavalier boredom practically oozed through the phone.

      She swiped to the short text thread with Rocky. In case you didn’t know, I’m in Italy and was told, by my very unforthcoming brother, that I need some dresses. For what occasion?

      Yes, you’re on Corso Vittorio Emanuele II if I’m not mistaken.

      Are you tracking my every move?

      Consider this the appetizer to what will be a wonderful meal.

      I did have a wonderful lunch on the plane. Thank you.

      My pleasure. Depending on what shop you pick, an employee will be able to help you select appropriate attire.

      Frankie bit the side of her lip as the car stopped on a corner. She hadn’t seen this side of her mountain man before. She kind of liked it.

      “Where would you like to stop, signorina?” the driver asked.

      “There,” she pointed to a shop across the street.

      Frankie’s mind was racing. The Rocky she knew was a rugged hockey player, a gruff mountain man, but as it turned out he was also rich. After they’d roughed it in the cabins for the last few weeks, it seemed he wanted to spoil her. She wouldn’t say no to that. As she neared the gilded entryway to Oscar de la Renta, she didn’t mind one bit.

      As Frankie swept through the doors to the store, several eyes landed on her. She suddenly felt like she looked out of place. Her clothing was disheveled after all the travel and her hair needed to be washed. But she didn’t feel out of place. Despite growing up under modest circumstances, she was an Italian woman through and through, giving her a kind of confidence and grace that didn’t have a price tag despite the garments of extremely high value surrounding her.

      She smoothed her shirt, shook out her hair, and pressed her shoulders back.

      All at once, three women approached her as though recognizing a celebrity. They chattered at her in Italian, asking about her travels and if she would like anything to drink.

      They seemed to be prepared for her arrival and ushered her to a private dressing room where four racks of clothing awaited.

      She was informed by a lady with a slim nose that she was to select something from the first rack for that evening, New Year’s Eve, Eve. The styles were casual but definitely dressier than anything she had in her suitcase. The theme seemed to be dinner attire, and she settled on a dress with a black lace bodice consisting of understated floral cutouts over a beige sheath. The skirt was white with red ribbons threaded through the fabric. It was festive and fun. She selected red heels to complete the outfit.

      Then the employees had her try on dresses for New Year’s Eve itself, which were entirely over the top fancy. Confections. Outrageous. Runway styles. They were all wedding dresses. She could hardly believe what was happening.

      After making her way through ten, Frankie felt like a princess, although an increasingly tired one.

      Just as she was about to ask one of the ladies for an espresso, a round of chatter came from the front of the shop and grew louder. They spoke in English and made apologies as they neared.

      Four women burst through the door and the apologies continued as they greeted and hugged and kissed left cheek-right cheek in the European style.

      “We are so sorry we’re late,” Sadie said. If Frankie remembered correctly, she was Rocky’s oldest brother’s wife.

      “I wasn’t expecting you to be early or even on time,” Frankie said. Her eyebrows furrowed.

      Everyone went silent. Frankie’s phone beeping from inside she bag broke it.

      There were two texts from her brother Nico. The first was telling her to expect company. The second was informing her they were stuck in traffic.

      “Oh, this is part of the—”

      “The hashtag Frankie and Rocky get hitched show,” chimed Cece.

      “Wait? There’s a hashtag?” Frankie asked. “Rocky only got a phone a few days ago.”

      “And only so he could communicate with you while he sent you on this adventure,” Kayla said.

      Cece smiled. “Among those of us in the family, it’s a hashtag. We need some photos now.” She snapped her camera.

      “None with the wedding dresses,” Brynn said hastily. “It has to be a surprise.”

      At that, they commenced dress shopping. Frankie was in awe of the gowns, but also the fact that Rocky, who was happy to hide out in his cabin, had planned such an elaborate lead up to what was obviously a surprise wedding. It was delightfully unexpected.

      Frankie slid on a white silk dress with a tulle skirt and studded with what the saleswoman said were embroidered jasmine flowers but looked like stars. Her breath caught. In fact, everyone in the room seemed to stop breathing. Faint silver threads made the gown sparkle along with a selection of crystals on the bodice as she brought her hands to her mouth. It was stunning. When she moved, the skirt rippled like it had dimension, like the depth of the night sky on the mountain. She paired it with silk heels and spun in a circle.

      A moan escaped and then a squeal from among the women.

      The dress felt right against her skin, fit like a glove, and made her light up from within.

      “That’s the one. That’s the dress,” Sadie said, arranging the edges of the skirt.

      Frankie caught a glimpse of her smile in the enormous mirror as the other women stepped aside so she could get a full view. Frankie let out a gasp-sigh-moan. She was going to savor every moment of it.

      “Yes, this is the dress,” she confirmed.

      The next rack contained outfits for New Year’s Day. The girls suggested she dress comfortably as though they knew something that she didn’t so she selected slim black pants that reached her ankles along with a gold blouse and light sweater.

      Several hours after arriving, Frankie walked out of the store wearing the first dress and with numerous bags in hand. The store employees assured her the gown would be waiting for her at her hotel. The others followed her into the SUV, which was still waiting by the curb.

      Everyone piled in and the driver merged into the traffic. “Where to now?” Frankie asked.

      As if on cue, her phone beeped. Rocky’s name splashed across the screen.

      “He really has this timed down to the minute,” Frankie said, opening the message.

      The girls smirked.

      “Let’s just say everyone is surprised by...” Kayla said.

      “By the big show,” Cece filled in for her, using the hockey term.

      Frankie read the message from Rocky. One more leg of the trip before we get to see each other.

      A fizzy feeling rushed through her. She couldn’t wait to be in his arms again. Despite the uncertainty in her professional life, he provided her certainty. Like the mountains where he lived, he was a rock. She chuckled inwardly. Like his name.

      I can’t wait she wrote back. Is it a long ride or a short ride? she typed after a beat.

      I’m not telling. But what is it that they say? Absence makes the heart grow fonder.

      I’ll get the girls to spill.

      Good luck, he answered and added a winking face.

      For the next hour, Frankie peppered Sadie, Kayla, Cece, and Brynn with questions about where they were going, but no one uttered a word as though they were sworn to secrecy. As the day faded to evening, the buildings crowding the edge of the motorway opened up to scenic countryside. Little stucco buildings with orange tiled roofs clustered in villages dotted the rolling hills. That could only mean one thing. They were in Tuscany.

      A thrill worked through Frankie. She’d been there plenty of times and it held a special place in her heart—Tuscany had a slower pace and didn’t take any energy from Frankie, much like Hawk Ridge Hollow, but unlike New York. In fact, the region in Italy gave back by leaving her with a feeling of being refreshed and renewed.

      The girls chattered about how beautiful the scenery was. Only Cece had ever visited but was equally excited.

      Clearly, Rocky had been paying attention during their many long conversations—where she’d done most of the talking. Apparently, he was a good listener.

      “So he brought my brothers into this and presumably his brothers along with you girls,” Frankie said as they pulled up in front of a stately villa. Numerous cars were parked in a lot to one side as they wound up the long driveway. Apparently, the place was busy at that time of year.

      They were greeted and welcomed inside, but immediately swept through to the back terrace with a spectacular view of the setting sun.

      A tall figure with a beard was silhouetted against the backdrop. Countless other people gathered, but she only had eyes for him after he made her wait so long for their reunion. Absence made the heart grow hotter. He turned slowly and set down a glass before striding toward her as though single-minded. Her breath caught in her throat as their eyes met.
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      Rocky took Frankie in and the set of her sultry lips made him think that his eyes flashed dark with longing. Then he gripped her hand and whispered, “You look gorgeous.” The hug he gave her quickly turned into a kiss.

      She sunk into his arms, lost in his lips like a little boat that had traveled a long distance. He buoyed her and the kiss was like sunshine sparkling on water, glistening and warm. He’d missed her so much.

      The chattering surrounding them grew louder as though everyone realized she’d finally arrived. She stayed close, cocooned in Rocky’s arms a moment longer.

      “I have to ask, why didn’t we just travel together?” she asked after pulling back.

      “Even though I asked your brothers if I could ask you to marry me, I only felt it right to meet your parents and receive their blessing before saying I do.”

      “My parents,” she said, realizing they must’ve been somewhere in the surrounding crowd.

      He cocked a grin. “I also sent you on an adventure so we could have this moment. I wanted to meet you all over again and feel what I did that first time. What I’d denied myself. And because we’re going to be together for the rest of our lives, in a way, I wanted you to enjoy the last hours as a single woman. In case you had second thoughts, I didn’t want you to feel like you had to go through with it.

      She stiffened as though chilled. “Are you having second thoughts?” she asked suddenly nervous.

      “You’re my first thought every day since the day I saw you pull up outside the cabin. You’re my last thought before I fall asleep every night. You’re my every thought in between. Before I was living for myself. Hardly living, actually. Now I want to live for us. For our future together, whatever it brings. Hopefully, some really good meals.”

      “Ah,” she wagged her finger at him and joked. “I knew you were just in this for the food.”

      “I also like to hear you laugh.”

      She giggled.

      “Your hair is something else. You’re like a lioness. There’s just so much of it.”

      She squeezed his firm biceps. “There’s so much of you.”

      But before they could indulge another kiss, a round of laughter and chatter grew closer and a woman immediately started talking in rapid Italian, fussing over Frankie.

      “Mom,” she said, opening her arms for a hug.

      Maria gripped her daughter’s arms and in perfect English said, “You’re getting too thin. Come, come.” She gestured toward a spread of food on a couple of tables.

      “Mangia, bella,” said a gravelly voice infused with as much warmth as the older man could muster.

      “Papa!” Frankie also gave her father a big hug.

      Before going to the food, she made introductions between her parents and Rocky even though it was clear that they’d already met. It made him happy to see their reunion and made him wish his father was there.

      “Yes, yes, bella. We’re acquainted. He arranged this whole thing, after receiving our blessing. I always worried about you marrying an American man, but I like this kid.”

      Rocky smirked under his beard at being called kid.

      Tommy came over and gripped Frankie in a side hug before ruffling her hair. “No, Pop, you were worried about her marrying anyone. American, Italian, whatever.”

      “Tomaso, when you have children you’ll understand.”

      Tommy snorted.

      “I didn’t think my little girl would be the first in the family to marry. I’d like to see you boys get it together.” Marco—Mr. Costa—nudged his chin toward his son.

      “Pop, we’re not kids anymore.”

      “No, you’re not men like Rocky either. A man gets married, settles down, has a family.”

      That time, Rocky didn’t hide his grin because, for the first time in his life, that was exactly what he wanted.

      The group moved over to the food where the Hawkins brothers and the women who’d met Frankie at the Oscar de la Renta store already filled their plates.

      Before long, the conversation had split off, but Frankie and Rocky remained glued together.

      “You brought me halfway across the world so we could be with family.”

      “I figured you’d like it here. And I had to find out if the olive oil was as good as you’d claimed.”

      “And the bread, the tomatoes, don’t get me started on the lemons... Have you had a fresh lemon yet? It tastes like sunshine.” She dipped a chunk of crusty bread in a nearby dish of olive oil and popped it in Rocky’s mouth.

      “This is going to be a delicious problem. But I don’t have wood to split, how am I going to keep fit?”

      “Oh, we walk. A lot. And sleep. Then eat some more.”

      “I don’t see how that helps.”

      She shrugged. “Maybe it’s something in the water.”

      He laughed at her logic.

      “Speaking of fit, I tried on a lot of dresses today.”

      “And...”

      “And what’s the plan? Are we really getting married because most girls have months if not years to plan and prepare. I just think I should know these things.” She smiled and tickled him slightly. He was ready the week before. He’d have eloped as Blake and Cece had done but wanted to do something extra special for Frankie.

      “We could take months or years if you prefer.”

      She bit her lip and then playfully tugged on his beard. “Nope. I’m ready to do this.”

      “Are you?” He turned to face her.

      The small, round lights strung around the outdoor terrace flickered to life, casting everyone in a soft glow.

      “I am.” Frankie’s eyes dipped closed and their lips met.

      Someone clinking their glass with a fork soon interrupted their smooch.

      Marco, Frankie’s father, got to his feet and thanked everyone for traveling. “I have to say, it was quite a surprise. I mean, my boys gave me a warning. They said, ‘A mountain man is coming and he has an ax, a beard, and wants to marry our sister.’”

      Everyone laughed heartily.

      “I said over my dead body.” Marco paused. “But even seeing them together for this short time, it’s clear how much they care for each other. And most importantly, Rocky understands the importance of family. I’m thankful for that and tomorrow will be proud to call him my son in law. Also, tomorrow, we’ll officially induct you into the family.” His voice dipped even lower like a mafia boss as he nodded at Rocky.

      Rocky overheard one of Frankie’s brothers say, “More like initiate.” Then he laughed darkly but hoped they were joking.

      At that, everyone continued to visit and eat and drink well into the night.
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      The next morning was sunny and the birds chirped pleasantly outside. Ordinarily, Frankie would’ve had a serious case of jet lag, but she was too excited to sleep and bounded to her feet. She had a private suite, but on the other side of the door, voices rose and fell.

      “Did you hear the bed creak?”

      “I think she’s up.”

      “Let’s go see.”

      “No, wait for her to come out.”

      She pulled open the door to find Sadie, Kayla, Cece, and Brynn hovering in a circle. It was what she imagined having sisters would’ve been like and she loved it.

      “Good morning,” Sadie said brightly.

      “Are you ready for a day full of pampering?” Cece asked. Her hair reached her shoulders and swished as she crossed the room and pulled out a robe.

      “Pampering?” Frankie asked.

      “Oh, we are going to have the head to toe treatment.” Kayla wiggled her toes.

      “This is instead of a bachelorette party.” Sadie shook her shoulders and waggled her eyebrows.

      “Well, I’m ready.”

      “Ready to get hitched?” Cece asked with a lifted eyebrow.

      Frankie nodded. “Absolutely.” There had been many times in her life when she wasn’t sure of something, but of the fact that Rocky was the one, her rock and her soul mate, she was certain.

      “Okay, well, let’s get this party started.” Kayla cheered.

      They ventured to another part of the villa where there was a spa. Over the next hours, they had massages, facials, pedicures, manicures, and then had their hair professionally styled. There was much chatter about how Frankie should wear her hair, given the style of her gown. Eventually, they settled on leaving it down with loose waves since Rocky had commented on how much he loved her hair.

      “What are the guys doing?” Frankie asked as a makeup artist dusted her face with blush.

      “Oh, um, well the guys, meaning the Hawkins brothers and the Costas are, um, taking Rocky out on the town.”

      “What does that mean?” Frankie flashed to the night before when she heard her brothers talking about an initiation.

      “Just showing him around. Making sure he’s up to you know, being your husband.”

      “Only the best for their sister.”

      “Are they testing him or something?”

      Sadie shrugged. “It’s ten against one, I imagine he’ll do whatever they make him do.”

      Frankie flinched and the makeup artist had to touch up her lipstick.

      “He’s in good hands,” Brynn said. “Remember, Owen is a police officer. They won’t do anything illegal.”

      “I imagine the laws here are different,” Kayla said.

      Despite her makeup, Frankie paled in the mirror. “That’s not helping.”

      “Okay, okay. Change of subject,” Cece said.

      Everyone went silent. Frankie couldn’t stop thinking about what the guys were up to.

      “I think they went go-karting,” Brynn finally said.

      “Knowing my brothers they’re using actual race cars,” Frankie said.

      “Knowing the Hawkins men, you might be right.”

      “Where do you think you’ll go on a honeymoon?” Kayla asked.

      “Ooooh. That’s a good question.” Frankie let out a long breath.

      “Before we start speculating, can I just recognize that the Hawkins brother who was voted least likely to get married is the most romantic,” Sadie said.

      “Did they really vote?” Frankie asked.

      “Well, I don’t think it was anything official, but he’d sequestered himself up on the mountain for long enough.”

      “But for the right woman, anything is possible...” Cece said as though she too knew this to be true.

      Frankie sighed because above all, she knew that Rocky and she were right for each other. A smile lifted her lips.

      “How’s it feel to be getting married?” Brynn asked.

      “I’m happy.” Frankie leaned back in the chair, feeling grateful. “...And thankful. When Rocky and I met, everything went wrong. We kind of hated each other. We got it all out of our systems and I feel sure everything will go right. If it doesn’t, we already know we can survive problems and challenges that we might face.”

      “I like that,” Kayla said. “It reminds me of something Dallen would say.”

      “I’m glad you girls are here. I never had sisters and I don’t think any of my friends would’ve flown here on short notice. But like my dad said, family means everything.”

      Cece reached her arms around the two women closest to her and the others circled in for a hug. “It is nice having sisters.”

      The women smiled.

      Someone’s watched beeped. “Oh, it’s time for us to get moving. We have to get you in that dress and down to the chapel in town.”

      They went about getting ready and in just over an hour, everyone was gathered outside an old stone church.

      A long line of cars wrapped around the block as they pulled up. Frankie saw many familiar faces and others she only faintly remembered from when she was a little girl. It dawned on her that her father’s comment, about her being the first in the family to get married, was a big deal. Distant relatives must’ve come out of the woodwork for the event even though it was New Year’s Eve. Everyone filtered inside before she and the rest of the bridal party got out of the vehicle.

      “How did Rocky plan this on such short notice? There must be one hundred people here, at least.”

      Brynn winked.

      “It was a team effort,” Sadie added.

      “Thank you all for your help. Whatever you did.”

      As she got out of the car, Kayla passed her a bouquet filled with peonies, ranunculus, orange Asiatic lilies, and sprigs of periwinkle blooms. “They’re so beautiful.”

      “We were each tasked with something,” Kayla said. “I got to do the flowers.

      “You guys didn’t have to, but again, thank you.”

      “It’s what families do.” Brynn smiled.

      They started up the wide steps and stood on the threshold of the church. People filled the room. Frankie’s estimate was off by at least double.

      She saw people from her childhood, people from various kitchens where she’d worked over the years, from her travels, and even her best friends from New York City and further afield. Tears pierced her eyes, not because she was sad, but what it meant for Rocky to bring the best people together to celebrate their nuptials.

      It must’ve cost a fortune, but then again, according to the dictates of his father’s will, there was money coming to him. Lots of it.

      As the wedding song started, the others filed down the aisle, opening up her view to the altar.

      Rocky stood tall, wearing a dark suit with a periwinkle tie. He looked dashing, handsome, and exactly like the man she wanted to spend the rest of her life with.

      Anticipation bubbled in her belly as she walked down the aisle. Her arms looped through both her mother’s and father’s. They each gave her a kiss on the cheek and then left her at the altar.

      Time seemed to slow down as she ascended the two steps to meet Rocky.

      His eyes sparkled and didn’t leave hers. A small smile played on his lips and after several readings, they said their vows, repeating the words dictated to them. Then, before the priest went on, Rocky said, “Everything for you, Frankie. Everything forever.”

      She wanted to embrace him right then, wrap her arms around him, hold on tight, and never let go. Instead, she took his words into the deepest part of her heart where the truth lived. They did have forever as soon as they spoke the words, “I do,” then swapped rings.

      Rocky let out a long breath and all too soon they kissed, sealing their marriage.

      The next minutes sped up as they left the chapel in a flurry of congratulations, hugs, kisses, handshakes, and well wishes. All the while, Frankie and Rocky stayed by each other’s side. Now that they were married, there’d be no more escaping to mountain hideaways or doing life solo. They were bonded and would forever remain together.

      The reception dinner was a long and luxurious affair, but while visiting with old friends who’d traveled overseas and family she hadn’t seen in ages, she’d hardly had a bite to eat.

      Cornered on the terrace behind the villa by a couple of aunties, Zia Rosa and Zia Anna, Rocky appeared with a plate of food. “Mangia, bella,” he said, passing it to her.

      She practically swooned at the sound of her second language coming out of his mouth.

      “I like the sound of that. Grazie. Are you going to learn Italian?”

      He shook his phone. “I already have an app downloaded and I’m on lesson three.”

      The aunties started chattering in Italian. Rocky wore a blank expression. He probably hadn’t reached the section on doting and gossiping. The aunties meant well but had a lot to say about love and marriage.

      Thanks to the plate of food, Frankie was able to move off to find a place to sit. Rocky joined her. It was the first time they’d sat down all evening. After she ate the delicious kinds of pasta, salads, and breads, she said, “Wait. What time is it?”

      Rocky checked his watch. “Almost midnight, Italian time.”

      “But not in Hawk Ridge Hollow since they’re in an earlier time zone. Which New Year’s Eve are we celebrating?”

      “How about both,” Rocky said.

      The conversations and laughter softened as someone started to count down. Others joined in.

      “We should all gather round,” Frankie said, indicating they move toward the crowd.

      “Let’s welcome the New Year in family style.”

      Everyone counted down the seconds and at the stroke of midnight the crowd erupted into cheers. Fireworks blasted into the sky, sending a shower of sparkling, glittering stars across the dark backdrop.

      Rocky scooped Frankie up and planted a kiss on her lips while spinning her around. “New Year, a new beginning, new life together.”

      When her feet touched the ground, she kept her arms slung around his neck. “What you did was tremendous. Thank you for making this so special. For bringing everyone together. For being amazing.”

      Their gazes held.

      “I like the sound of that last part. Do go on,” he said, joking.

      “Well, there is one thing I’ve been wondering about. You said we’d be starting our future together. Where are we going on our honeymoon?”

      Rocky winked then pointed to the sky. Instead of more fireworks, the lights of a helicopter lowered into the nearby field. “We have a lot of adventures ahead, but this time you’ll have more than a backpack.”

      “Do you mean we’re going to the places I visited when I went backpacking?”

      “That and more. So much more. I love you, Frankie.”

      “You’re my more. I love you too.”

      “Andiamo,” he said. “Let’s go.”
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      If you want to meet Frankie’s brothers, they have their own series!

      
        
        Meet the Costa family. A bit loud. A little crazy. A whole lotta lovable! 

      

      

      These six brothers go all in, opening a pizza parlor in a small town to help out their retired parents. They anticipate success, but they’re not expecting to find love. This clean, feel-good, romantic comedy series brings laughs, friends to love, enemies to love, second chances, grumpy guys, cinnamon rolls, and a lot of sunshine despite the backdrop of winter! Visit elliehallauthor.com for more!
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        If you missed the first book in the Hawkins Brothers series, have a sneak peek at how Sadie gave Tripp a second chance in Second Chance in Hawk Ridge Hollow:

      

      

      



  




CHAPTER 1: SADIE

      They say Valentine’s Day is for sweethearts but Sadie Collins was feeling rather anti-love as she strode through the lobby of the Hawk Ridge Hollow Hotel and Resort.

      It wasn’t that she didn’t like love; she wasn’t a monster. Nor did she particularly want to be single. It was just that the bouquets of red, pink, and white flowers reminded her that roses had thorns. The strawberries arrayed beneath the fountain overflowing with melted deliciousness for guests reminded her that chocolate could be bitter. And the garlands strung around the lobby along with twinkly lights set against the backdrop of the ski and winter recreation town reminded her of how dim her life had become.

      Sadie didn’t want to see blatant reminders of what she didn’t have, what she’d lost.

      Even though it was still days until the holiday, she was already planning on hiding under the covers with a book or movie about anything that didn’t have to do with romance: conventions of cheesemaking during the nineteenth century, gardening in zone 7a, or perhaps a sports documentary. She was definitely a hockey fan.

      The clock, audible indoors and ringing from the town’s square, prompted her to quicken her pace because she was already late returning from her lunch break. Her boss’s assistant, Danielle, wouldn’t cover her. If anything, she’d be sure to let Morgan know that Sadie was late—again.

      Leaving the house wasn’t easy and not because she was busy scrolling her social feed (with everyone crowing about their Valentine’s Day plans—she was on a phone detox). She didn’t hate her job (it wasn’t her dream job, but the benefits were necessary), and she wasn’t irresponsible. Quite the opposite, all things considered.

      A little girl skipped alongside her mother, holding a heart-shaped balloon. It started to float away. Sadie raced after it, anticipating the little girl being upset if she lost it. Even though Sadie was short, she managed to grab the end before it was out of reach. She held it out to the little girl who thanked her with a big smile and a hug.

      She smiled and continued on her way. She hadn’t gotten far when someone called her name.

      “Sadie.” Michael, her coworker, flagged her down in a polite, hushed way so as to not draw the attention of guests in the lobby.

      The hotel was five stars and known for providing the perfect vacation experience. Above and beyond their regular duties, employees were expected to ensure guests felt comfortable, at ease, and relaxed. Shouting across a room would’ve been frowned upon.

      “Sadie,” he repeated.

      She slowed her stride. Even though Michael was in her department (guest experience development and promotion), this would make her even later. Morgan, her boss, didn’t make exceptions for extenuating circumstances or sob stories—not that Sadie thought of her situation that way nor did she tell anyone at work about her personal life. No, she’d made that mistake three years ago at her old job, about a different situation involving a shiny ring she’d hoped to find on her finger. Now, she knew better than to hope or dream. What happened outside the workplace, stayed outside the workplace.

      Michael took a deep breath and his eyes pinched at the sides. “I need you to review the specs on the Valentine’s Day couples’ package. It seems there’s a computer glitch and an error of some sort. We’ve been getting calls all morning from guests trying to book and something isn’t right. I tried texting and calling you—” It was obvious he knew but was too polite to say.

      She’d put her phone on airplane mode so it didn’t interfere with things while she was on her lunch break. Her stomach dropped. If there was a problem on the website, it was entirely on her. She couldn’t afford to screw it up. Morgan had given her exclusive control over the project as a challenge—a chance to prove she was the right person for the job and not the flighty and flakey employee she’d been pinned as. Danielle had wanted it but Sadie had more experience. Despite the past and the fact that she’d been given Valentine’s Day to work with, Sadie cared deeply about making people happy, providing them with opportunities to have great memories, and about the resort itself. She’d practically grown up there. Plus, there were matters in her life far more important than couples massage deals, romance room packages, and rose-petal strewn pathways during candlelit walks under the stars. Ones reliant on her salary.

      She sighed. “I’ll see that it gets fixed right away.”

      “It’s bad.” Michael brushed his hand across his blond brow.

      “I’m sure it is.” She swallowed hard as she pressed the button for the elevator.

      The Hawk Ridge Hollow Resort, owned by the famed Hawkins family, was a top destination in the world for skiing, snowboarding, and other outdoor activities. The village was quaint, friendly, and had a chalet-style vibe that visitors and residents alike loved. The mountain itself was world-class and also owned by the Hawkins family. They didn’t tolerate mistakes, and she knew this one, whatever it was, risked her job.

      “No, it’s, like, bad,” Michael hissed.

      The elevator dinged, and she got inside. “You know me. I’ll fix it.” She plastered on a reassuring smile. It seemed like her entire life revolved around putting bandages on broken things: her family, her love life, her car, and now her job. Sometimes literally. Gone were the days of living a free-spirited lifestyle.

      Michael continued to fret and warn her but the elevator doors sealed her inside and whatever else he said was lost.

      Sadie flipped her phone out of airplane mode and waited for it to find a signal before clicking to the resort website. She figured she’d better be prepared for whatever fires she had to put out. When it came to Morgan, preparation and pacification were key because that woman sure knew how to make things blaze.

      The phone loaded slowly despite the wi-fi. She huffed at the same time the elevator suddenly jerked to a halt. Her hand caught the polished rail on the wall and she knocked into the mirror with her shoulder. The lights flickered.

      She rubbed her arm. “Are you kidding me?” Sadie groaned. She pounded the buttons. “Come on.” The carriage didn’t move. She tried the door open button repeatedly. Nothing.

      “Hello,” she called.

      The higher-ups and owners emphasized a smooth and pleasant experience for their guests, anticipating potential problems and preventing them, and maintaining their top-notch reviews as the perfect getaway locale. Surely, that meant routinely servicing their elevators. Then again, she wasn’t a guest.

      A guest package problem and now the elevator stopping was not going to go over well, particularly because it seemed they were both related to her. She knew it wasn’t her fault the elevator stopped, but it was just her luck to have a delay in getting the website problem fixed…if she still had a job when she got to the office.

      Minutes passed, and she tried the buttons again. Still, no movement.

      Sadie suddenly wished she’d taken the glass elevators closer to the reception area that overlooked the mountain—but she hadn’t wanted to draw attention to her tardiness. At least then she’d be able to bang on the window and someone would go for help. Although, management wouldn’t be pleased if she caused a fuss. It was a no-win situation. Her chest tightened.

      The four walls started to close in on her and her pulse began to race. She didn’t realize she suffered from claustrophobia. Then again, she’d never been stuck in a small space like an elevator. Panicked thoughts drove in like a storm.

      What if she was stuck in there forever? She wasn’t sure how many flights she was up. But there were twenty in that building since it housed the resort's operations on the upper floors but what if she fell? What if she was fired? What if she was needed at home and no one could alert her?

      Sweat pierced her hairline and she rushed to the bank of buttons and pressed the one with the flames on it. This was an emergency. She couldn’t bear to be stuck there for a moment longer. Bells rang sharply and if no one had noticed the elevator had stopped, they would then. It also meant the reception desk would get dozens of calls and visits of concern, wondering if there was a fire, if they were safe, and some people might even demand a refund because their stay was interrupted by a disturbance bell in the remote elevator lobby.

      She pounded the button again. Panic set in. Her breathing became shallow. She had to get out of there.

      She didn’t hear anything other than her ragged breath. The carriage didn’t budge, siphoning away her hope that she’d soon be out of there.

      She flipped on her phone and texted Michael. Can’t fix web problem because I’m stuck in the elevator. SOS.

      Morgan wouldn’t buy the story so maybe he could back her up. She’d used every excuse she could come up with when she was a few minutes late—most of them were real: her car wouldn’t start, she had a flat tire, things took longer at home than she’d expected, she was caught in a parade, and she’d dropped her phone in the toilet one time. Morgan didn’t care. She held onto her job by a thin string. Getting the couples’ package had been the chance to fix things. Now precious minutes were ticking by and she was trapped, helpless.

      “Deep breaths, Sadie,” she said to herself. She knew freaking out didn’t help matters, but that was easier said than done.

      Without many other choices than to wait it out, Sadie tapped on her phone and clicked the couples’ package icon on the resort website. As the page loaded, she heard something from above and listened.

      “Hello,” she called.

      Voices floated to her through the elevator shaft.

      She cupped her hands around her mouth and shouted, “Help.”

      A clanking echoed and she backed into the corner and gripped the rails. Terrified the cables were going to give like in the movies and she’d plunge to her death made her pulse quicken once more. She was needed at home. What would happen if she died? They hadn’t planned for that circumstance.

      She squeezed her eyes shut and shouted. “Help. I’m stuck. Please, help.”

      A tile in the ceiling slid aside, showering her with dust and she winced. If the technicians couldn’t get the elevator operating and had to stage a rescue, it had to be bad. At least if the doors had opened, she could’ve stepped onto solid ground and to safety. Whatever was next was just as frightening as being stuck in the carriage.

      “I’m stuck. Help me.” Her voice was merely a whimper and a tear trailed down her cheek. She didn’t want to die like that.

      A figure wearing boots and pants with thick fabric lowered through the opening in the ceiling. She closed her eyes as more dust showered down.

      “Miss, it’s going to be okay,” the voice said.

      It was deep, manly, and comforting but oddly familiar. Wearing a harness, the firefighter faced away from her as he rappelled down and onto the floor of the elevator. The carriage shuttered as he dropped to his feet.

      She squeezed her eyes shut again, now terrified for two reasons.

      “Sadie?” the man asked.

      She opened her eyes. Her fears came true. It was Tripp Hawkins: firefighter and part-owner of the resort—unless he hadn’t gotten married yet. She’d purposely stopped keeping track of him after he’d left town. Also, he was Sadie’s ex. She’d spent more hours than she'd like to admit rehearsing what she'd say when they came face to face again and it was not, “Help. I’m stuck.”
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      Graham Whittaker gazed at the Tetons, wishing just the tops of the mountains were snow-covered. Unfortunately, it hadn’t stopped snowing for a few days, and the white stuff covered everything from the mountaintops to the grass outside the lodge he’d just bought and moved into over Christmas.

      He liked to think heaven was weeping for the loss of his father, the same way the Whittaker family had been for the past nine days. With the funeral and burial two days past now, everyone had gone back to their normal lives—except Graham.

      “This is your normal life now,” he told himself as he turned away from what some probably considered a picturesque view of the country, the snow, the mountains.

      Whiskey Mountain Lodge was a beautiful spot, nestled right up against the mountains on the west and the Teton National park on the north. It had a dozen guest rooms and boasted all the amenities needed to keep them fed, entertained, and happy for days on end.

      Not that it mattered. Graham wasn’t planning on running the lodge as the quaint bed and breakfast in the mountains that it had previously been.

      No, Whiskey Mountain Lodge was his new home.

      His father had left behind an entire business that needed running, and Graham had nothing left for him in Seattle anyway. So he’d come to help his mother after the sudden death of her husband, and he’d had enough time to find somewhere to live and operate Springside Energy Operations as the CEO.

      It was a step up, really. He’d only been the lead developer at Qualetics Robotics in Seattle, but the itch to develop technology and robotics to make people’s lives easier had died when his father had.

      Graham hoped it would come back; Springside could definitely benefit from having the first fracking robot to identify the natural gases under the surface of the Earth before they drilled. But they were years away from that.

      Just like Graham felt years away from anyone else out here.

      A dog barked, reminding him that he’d inherited his father’s dog as well as his company, and he went over to the back door to let Bear back in. The big black lab seemed to move quite slowly, though he still wore his usual smile on his face.

      “Hey, Bear.” He scrubbed the dog to wipe off the snowflakes that had settled on his back. “Guess I better go check on the horses.”

      Whiskey Mountain had come with a riding stable, something tourists apparently liked to do in the summer months in Wyoming. Graham had grown up in Coral Canyon, Wyoming, but his parents lived in town, in a normal house, without any horses.

      Of course, every man in Wyoming learned to ride, and Graham and his three brothers were no exception. But it had been a very, very long time since he’d saddled up in any sense of the word.

      But today, though the lodge was a huge building, with dozens of places to which he could escape, he felt trapped. So he plucked his hat from the peg by the door and positioned it on his head. He didn’t get many opportunities to wear a cowboy hat in Seattle, but here, he’d worn it every day. And he liked it.

      The brim kept the snow off his face as he trudged down the path he’d shoveled every day since moving in and headed toward the stables.

      The stables were named DJ Riders, and Graham had no idea where it had come from. There were only three horses that had come with the property, and thankfully, the loft held enough hay to keep them fed for a while.

      Graham went through the motions of feeding them, cleaning out their stalls, and making sure they had fresh water that hadn’t frozen over. January in Wyoming wasn’t for the weak-hearted, that was for sure, horse or human.

      The chores done, Graham closed up the stables but turned away from the lodge up the lane. He had plenty of unpacking to do and no inclination to do it. Besides, it would keep, as he’d been living in the lodge for three days without the family pictures, all the dishes, or more than one towel. He’d survived so far, thanks to a four-wheel-drive vehicle and a pocketful of cash.

      He wandered away from the stables, the barn, the rest of the outbuildings of the lodge. He passed a gazebo he hadn’t even known existed until that very moment, and he wondered what else he’d find on this parcel of land he’d put his name on. And who knew what spring would bring?

      Probably pollen and allergies, he thought, still not entirely happy to be back in Coral Canyon though he’d made the decision to leave his job in Seattle and settle back in his hometown.

      The snow muted his footsteps and made it difficult to go very far very fast. Didn’t matter. He had the whole day to do whatever he wanted. Tomorrow too. It wasn’t until Monday that he’d have to put on a suit and start figuring out how to manage an energy company with over two hundred employees.

      He approached another building, this one a bit different than the ones he’d seen before. He wasn’t sure what it was, though it looked like a small cabin, with a stovepipe sticking out of the shingles on the roof. Did the lodge have a smaller place to live? Was this another guest area he could rent out?

      He stepped closer and peered in the window, not seeing a door anywhere. The place was simply furnished and appeared to be one room with a door leading out of it on his right and into what he assumed was a bedroom.

      A woman came out of the bedroom, buttoning her coat.

      Graham yelped and backed up at the same time a dog put his front paws on the windowsill inside the house and started barking. And barking. And barking.

      With his heart pounding and his adrenaline spiking out of control, Graham’s brain didn’t seem to be working properly. Therefore, he couldn’t move. Didn’t even think to move.

      So he was still standing there like a peeping Tom when the woman lifted the window and said, “What are you doing here?” in a tone of voice that could’ve frozen the water into snow if the temperature hadn’t already done it.

      “I—I—” Graham stammered. “Who are you?”

      She cocked her hip, and Graham noticed the long, honey-blonde hair as she threw it over her shoulder before folding her arms. She possessed a pretty face, with a sprinkling of freckles across her cheeks and nose. Her eyes could’ve been any color, as he was looking from the outside in and the light wasn’t the same.

      If he’d had to, he’d categorize them as dangerous, especially when they flashed lightning at him.

      “I am the owner of this property,” she said. “And you’re trespassing.”

      Graham frowned, but at least his brain had started operating normally again. It was his pulse that was galloping now, wondering what he had to do to get invited in to find out what color those eyes were.

      “Oh,” he said. “I’m sorry. I thought this was my place. I just bought Whiskey Mountain Lodge.” He waved in the general direction of the lodge, hoping it was the right way.

      “The border is back there about a hundred yards,” she said, still positioned like he might come at her through the window screen. “There’s a fence.”

      “Maybe it’s buried in all the snow.” Because he had definitely not crossed a fence line. He might have become a city slicker but he still knew what a fence meant. “I’m Graham Whittaker.”

      A noise halfway between a squeak and a meow came from her mouth. Those eyes rounded, but he still couldn’t tell what color they were. “Graham Whittaker?”

      He tilted his head now, studying her. Because she knew him. No one spoke with that much surprise in their voice if they didn’t know a person.

      “Yes,” he said slowly. “I’m….” He didn’t know how to finish. Everyone in Coral Canyon knew his father had died. Everyone knew the Whittakers had come to mourn. He supposed everyone thought they’d all left again, except for his mother and his youngest brother, Beau, who lived in town and worked as a lawyer.

      But he didn’t know what he was still doing in Coral Canyon, or why he felt the urge to explain it to this woman.

      “Just a second.” She slammed the window shut and moved away. Feeling stupid, Graham stood there in the snow, wondering what she was going to do. Half a minute later, the dog that had tried to rip his face off through the glass came bounding through the snow from the front of the house.

      “Clearwater,” the woman called after him, but the dog was either disobedient or didn’t care. The blue heeler came right up to Graham and started sniffing him.

      Graham chuckled and scratched the dog behind his ears. “Yeah, I’ve got a lab. You can probably smell ‘im. Bear? His name’s Bear.”

      The blonde woman came around the corner of the cabin, and she stopped much further away than her dog had. “Graham Whittaker.” This time she didn’t phrase it as a question, and a hint of a smile touched her lips. “You don’t remember me, do you?”

      Graham abandoned his administrations to the dog and took a step toward her, trying to place her. He thought he’d definitely remember someone as shapely as her, what with those long legs that curved into hips and narrowed to a waist, even in the black jacket she’d buttoned around herself.

      He was about to apologize when the answer hit him full in the chest. “Laney Boyd?” He tore his eyes from hers to glance around the land, not that he could tell anything with the piles and piles of snow.

      “Is this Echo Ridge Ranch?” he asked. He hadn’t realized the lodge property butted up against the ranch where he’d spent time as a teenager. And without looking back at Laney, he knew he’d find a pair of light green eyes. Eyes that came to life when she was atop a horse. Eyes that had always called to him. Eyes that saw more than he’d ever wanted her to. Beautiful, light green eyes he wanted to get to experience again.

      When he looked at her again, her grin had filled her whole face. “It’s Laney McAllister now,” she said, dashing every hope he had of rekindling an old friendship—and maybe making it into something more.

      Which is stupid, he told himself as he chuckled and walked through the snow to give her a hug hello. You just got your heart broken. No need to do it again.
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      Laney McAllister shook her head as she laughed, the sound more incredulous than happy. She couldn’t believe Graham Whittaker had returned to Coral Canyon. Could not believe it. The man was twice as broad as he’d been as an eighteen-year-old, his voice twice as deep, his charisma twice as strong.

      Her heart leapt and flopped and bounced around as he drew her against his chest and said, “It’s so good to see you again.” He released her quickly, and she put an extra step of distance between them, the moment suddenly awkward.

      “You runnin’ the ranch?” he asked.

      “Ever since Dad died.” And of course, that was why he’d come home too. His father had just passed away, and someone needed to manage the fracking operation that had made the Whittakers one of the wealthiest families in Wyoming.

      Pain pinched between his eyes, and Laney wished she could take back her words. She understood the pain of losing a parent so young, and she reached out and put her hand on Graham’s forearm. Even through the layers of his coat, a charge passed between them.

      It wasn’t the first time she’d felt this pulse between them, but it had always been one-sided. Graham had dated the same girl all through high school, and then he’d left for college. Left Emma Darrow here to marry someone else. Left his family to pursue some sort of computer science in the technology hub of the country a few states away. Left Laney, his best friend who’d always encouraged him to do what made him happy.

      Now, looking at the strong lines of his face, that cowboy hat that made him rugged and sexy, and those beautiful brown eyes, she could tell he was not happy. Maybe two decades had gone by since they’d truly been in touch—social media and a quick card of condolences when her father had died didn’t count—but Laney had known Graham as well as she’d known herself. They’d been best friends for twelve years before they’d graduated and he’d gone to MIT and she’d gone to a university in Cheyenne.

      Their lives had taken divergent paths since then, and yet, there he stood. Right in front of her. Looking every bit as vulnerable and handsome and powerful as she remembered.

      “I’m sorry about your father.” Her voice lifted into the air, barely loud enough for her to hear among the silencing snow and whispering wind.

      Graham nodded, his bearded jaw tightening. The beard’s new, Laney thought. It wasn’t very long and the gray that dotted it only reminded her of how many years had passed since she’d seen him last.

      “Do you want to come in?” she asked, indicating the cabin. “It’s freezing out here.” She’d been about to head over to the stables to take care of her horses, but they could wait a few more minutes for their breakfast. And Bailey—

      The thought of her daughter hit her like a punch to the chest. Then she remembered that Bailey had spent the night at her mother’s and wouldn’t be home until late afternoon.

      “I think I’ll pass.” Graham tipped his hat at her. “I don’t want your husband to get the wrong idea about us.” His dark eyes bored into hers, and the truth bubbled to the back of her throat.

      “My husband lives somewhere in the South,” she said. “And he’s an ex.” She cinched her arms across her chest, the emotions that went with her divorce still so close to the surface.

      Shock crossed his face. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know.” A smile touched his lips and as she dropped her hand from his arm, he caught it in his. A squeeze. A nod. That smile.

      Oh, boy. That smile did dangerous things to her stomach.

      He released her hand half a second before she was going to shake his away. Not that she didn’t want to hold his hand. She did. But she didn’t need his sympathy. Not over Mike.

      “It’s been three years. We’re managing okay.” She took a deep breath—a big mistake what with the sub-arctic temperatures that froze the inside of her nose.

      “We?” Though he looked away, back toward his lodge, the curiosity in his voice filled the sky surrounding them.

      He’d find out anyway. Coral Canyon was a small town, even if her and Bailey living up at Echo Ridge wasn’t new gossip. And Laney wasn’t embarrassed about anything anymore.

      “Me and my daughter,” she said. “Bailey’s six.”

      “Oh.” He brought his eyes back to hers. “Where is she now?”

      “At my mother’s. That’s why I was….” She trailed off, the thought of sharing something personal with Graham a little too much to expect at the moment. She’d heard he was back for the funeral, of course. She had no idea he’d been planning to stay.

      And while they’d known each other well in high school, that was well, high school. He was thirty-nine now, and she’d be thirty-nine in March.

      “Do you come out here a lot when Bailey’s gone?” he asked.

      “Sometimes,” she said. “It’s nice to get away.” And she rarely had the opportunity to do so. Bailey had a lot of chores, and she did most of them without complaint. But she was still only six and needed constant looking after, as did their four dogs, two cats, and thirteen horses.

      “I know what you mean.” Graham gazed up through the bare branches of the trees beside the cabin and then flashed her a smile that seemed too tight around the edges. “Want me to walk you back to your place?”

      “Oh, I’m fine.” She waved away his offer, regretting it as soon as her hand fell back to her side.

      “Can I get your number?” he asked.

      Their gazes locked, and Laney’s heart did a weird pittering pattering pulsing in her chest.

      “I’ve been living in the city for a while,” he said with a chuckle. “I’m glad to know you’re so close. Would you mind if I called you from time to time if I need help?”

      She couldn't imagine a single thing the tall, dark, handsome, and rich Graham couldn’t figure out on his own, but she pulled out her phone and said, “What’s your number?”

      He dictated it to her and she sent him three smiley face emoticons. “Now you have my number.” She grinned as his phone chimed and he pulled it from his back pocket. Just watching him tap and swipe with that little smirk on his face got her blood heating.

      “Well, I have to get to work,” she said. “My horses can’t feed themselves.”

      “It would be nice if they could, wouldn’t it?” He laughed, the sound delicious to all of her senses.

      “How many horses do you have?” she asked, stepping toward the road that led back to the epicenter of the ranch.

      “Just the three,” he said. “You?”

      “Thirteen.” They reached the road in front of the cabin, Clearwater at their heels. She pointed south. “Your place is just up there and around the curve.” She faced northeast. “I’m down this way.”

      He let his gaze linger down the road toward Echo Ridge and then said, “Good to see you again, Laney,” before turning south and walking down the road. She watched him for too long, but his long, jean-clad legs with those broad shoulders clothed in black leather…he had grown into positively the most beautiful man she’d ever known.

      And he’d been gorgeous as a teenager. It almost didn’t seem fair.

      Sighing, she turned away and reminded herself that she already had enough to do, dozens of tasks to keep her busy. She didn’t need to add a man to the list. Oh, no siree. She did not.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Exactly thirty hours had passed before Graham’s name brightened her phone screen. She flipped the two hamburgers she was frying for lunch before swiping open the call. She eyed Bailey, sitting at the kitchen counter with a coloring book in front of her as she said, “Hey.”

      “Hey.” Graham sounded like he had a smile on his face. “I’m wondering what you know about dermatitis in horses.”

      Laney laid a slice of cheese on each hamburger patty. “What makes you think your horses have dermatitis?”

      “I looked it up on my phone.”

      “What does it say to do?”

      “I have no idea. There’s no treatment. I also don’t know how it happened. Can you come take a look at the horses?” He spoke in a tone that didn’t really allow her to say no. She wondered if anyone ever told him no, and what he’d do if they did.

      As if Laney didn’t have enough to do. But she said, “Sure,” anyway, and said, “I have to go.” She hung up before she could give away too many of her irrational and confusing feelings. They’d kept her awake much too long last night as it was, and she couldn’t give them more stage time in her mind during the day too.

      “Here you go, Bay,” she said, scooping the hamburgers out of the pan. “Time for lunch. Put those away.”

      The strawberry-blonde child began putting her crayons back in the box. “Is there avocados?”

      “Not today.” Laney smiled at her daughter and added, “But I have tomatoes and lettuce, and the burgers have cheese on them.” She put a bun on Bailey’s plate. “Make it how you like it.”

      Laney pulled out a bag of chips they’d partially eaten last week and set them on the counter too. They’d gone into town for church that morning, but she hadn’t seen Graham. His mother was there, as was Beau, but Graham didn’t sit with them. She hadn’t seen any tire tracks leading from the lodge either, and she wondered if he’d stay holed up at Whiskey Mountain Lodge to work, or if he’d take over his father’s office in the small building Springside Energy operated out of.

      Why Graham Whittaker took up so much of her brainpower was a mystery to her. Frustrating, too. So she banished him as she put mustard, mayo, and ketchup on her bun, added lettuce and tomato and bit into her burger.

      “You’re coming out to the barn with me,” she reminded Bailey as they finished their lunch. “You’ve got to check on the cats, remember? And the outdoor dogs. And make sure all the chickens have enough feed and water.”

      “Okay.” Bailey only ate a few bites of her burger but plenty of chips. Laney probably should’ve argued with her about it, but she didn’t have the energy today.

      She thought of Mike, of where he might be and what he might be doing. No matter what it was, it wasn’t dealing with the bills of a ranch that made marginally more than it needed to run, or his daughter’s dietary needs.

      “School on Monday,” she added, as if Bailey had forgotten from the last time Laney had told her. “Back to real life.”

      “I like Christmas break,” Bailey said, a frown pulling at her eyebrows.

      “Me too.” She ruffled Bailey’s hair and put her plate in the sink. “Get suited up. It’s cold out there.” She stepped over to the back door and pulled on her own boots, then her coat, hat, and scarf. “I’m going to be checking on the cattle today. Stay in the barn when you’re done with your chores, okay?”

      Bailey agreed, and Laney helped her with her coat and scarf, making sure her daughter wouldn’t get frostbite when they went outside.

      She pulled her gloves on last and they stepped into the winter weather. The snow had stopped, and the sky was blue and clear. But the sun shining on the landscape only made things bright, not warm. In fact, it was even colder now that the cloud cover had moved on.

      Their breath steamed in front of them as they made the trek across the back lawn and into the barns and stables.

      “Cats,” Laney reminded Bailey. “Dogs. Chickens.”

      “Cats, dogs, chickens,” Bailey recited back, and she got to work with the two cats she’d named herself. Laney watched her feed KC, short for Kitty Cat, and Meow, the two stray cats Bailey had kept in her bedroom until Laney had smelled them.

      With everything else they’d lost, she couldn’t make Bailey get rid of them, so they’d compromised. They could be barn cats, catching mice and running around the ranch. But they simply couldn’t stay in the house.

      Laney only let two of the dogs in as it was, and she glanced over to the outdoor mutts—Georgia and Savannah—on her way toward the back of the barn. She loved her ranching life, she really did. But some days, especially in the dead of winter, she wondered what it would be like to have a husband who went out in the cold and took care of the chores while she stayed inside and sipped tea and baked cookies.

      Not that she was the tea-drinking cookie-baking type of woman. But she knew some women who were, and she never felt like she fit in with them. That, combined with living so far out of town, meant most of her conversations happened with Bailey or a bovine. Her gaze wandered to the south as soon as she stepped outside, but she couldn’t see even an inkling of the lodge from her property.

      It sat up the hill, but then down in a swell, and the only time she even knew it was there was when she drove by to go to town. Still, now that she knew Graham lived there, she could somehow feel his presence.

      She worked through feeding the horses, even when her hands felt like they might fall off and they were bright red. By the time she checked all the cattle feeding troughs and took care of the ice, the salt licks, and the thrush that had popped up on a few of her cows, the daylight had begun to fade.

      Every bone in Laney’s body wanted to go back to the house and snuggle into a blanket with Bailey, hot chocolate warming her from the inside out as a movie played at low volume in front of them.

      She found Bailey in the barn, cuddled up with the two dogs and the tablet Laney let her use after she did her chores. “Come on, Bay. I’m finally done.”

      The girl looked up at her and slowly got to her feet. “Did you know that orangutans’ arms stretch out longer than their bodies?” She held her arms out as if she were an airplane. “Humans don’t do that.”

      “I didn’t know that,” Laney said, smiling at the ground as they picked their way back to the homestead. Once inside, she slipped a pizza in the oven and changed out of her cold and wet clothes.

      “Hot chocolate?” she asked her daughter, who had also changed and was now feeding the indoor dogs.

      “Yeah, sure.” Bailey wandered over to the couch and sat down while Laney zipped around the kitchen to get the mugs, milk, and powder out. With the first mug rotating in the microwave, she remembered Graham and his request to come help with his horses.

      A groan pulled through her throat. She could easily text him and say she couldn’t come. But part of her wanted to help him. The part that found it funny that he thought he could just show up in backcountry Wyoming and run a lodge and stables when he hadn’t come back to Coral Canyon for much more than holiday dinners over the past two decades.

      In the end, she finished the hot chocolate and pulled the pizza out of the oven when the timer went off. Bailey had switched on the TV, and Laney swept a kiss across her daughter’s forehead. “I have to go help someone for a few minutes,” she said. “Will you be okay here?”

      Bailey took a sip of her hot chocolate while guilt pulled strongly through Laney. Although Bailey was only six years old, she could be alone for a half an hour.

      “I’ll lock the doors, and you’ve got Clearwater and Barry here,” she said. “And the phone Grandma gave you. Call me if you need me. I’ll just be up the road a bit.”

      Bailey nodded and went back to watching TV. Laney pulled her boots back on though her feet protested at the indication that they’d be returning to work.

      It’s for Graham Whittaker, she thought, hoping her old feet would get the message and just get the job done.
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      Graham woke before dawn, as usual. He lay in bed for a few minutes, because those moments were likely all he’d get in the way of peace and quiet that day. Most days, actually. Running Springside Energy was a seven-day-a-week job that he tried to cram into six so he could attend church.

      Running Whiskey Mountain Lodge was easily as busy, what with the horses and the land and everything. So he’d hired three women on as staff around the lodge. Annie only came to clean a few times a week, because seventy percent of the house was still unused. Bree had seen to his lawn, gardens, pool, and trees over the summer and into the fall. Now that winter was breathing down their necks again, she’d asked about doing some interior decorating on the house.

      Graham had looked around the foyer, finally noticing that while everything was dust-free thanks to Annie’s efforts, there wasn’t anything personal in the room. No pictures. No flower arrangements. No personal items of his travels, his likes, nothing.

      Every room in the house felt like that, like it had no personality. Like the ghost of a man lived here.

      Graham had nodded, which had brought a bright smile to Bree’s face. So, for the past three weeks, she’d been bringing in holiday décor. For Thanksgiving, the whole place had been ripe with turkeys, welcome signs, a fall leaf wreath, and much more.

      She’d just asked him about art, what he liked, what her budget was, and if each room should have a theme. He’d given her whatever money she needed and asked her to simply make the house look like someone cared about it.

      Graham did care about the lodge; he really did. He lived in a large bedroom down the hall from the kitchen, with a huge office between the two. Those three rooms felt lived-in at least, and they took up almost the entire main floor. He used the washroom, where Bear slept, but it had been a while since he’d been up the spiral staircase to the rooms up there, or down to the basement, where more rooms, a game room, and a theater sat.

      He swung his legs over the side of the bed and stretched, the scent of baking bread meeting his nose. His last addition to Whiskey Mountain Lodge had obviously arrived and had been busy in the kitchen.

      Celia Armstrong was brilliant with flavors, and she could make anything Graham requested. He didn’t make a lot of demands on her, other than “something I can’t get from a place in town.”

      After all, Coral Canyon was a small place, and he’d eaten through every restaurant twice before May had arrived. That was when he hired Celia, then Bree, and finally Annie as the workload at Springside threatened to crush him.

      He took a moment to miss his life in Seattle. He’d lived there for fourteen years and hadn’t eaten at all the restaurants he’d wanted to, let alone every one in the city. After being gone for eleven months, he could think about that life without anger.

      Thank you for that, he prayed, glad that time did seem to heal some wounds. He could even think about Erica and all she’d done without his pulse pounding in his neck, and that had taken much longer to achieve.

      He ran his hands through his hair and got up to shower. After all, he had chores to do out in the stables before he got to work on energy business. Over the months, he’d learned a lot about horses, farming, and ranching.

      Whenever there was something he didn’t know, he called Laney. She’d come to help him, sometimes bringing her daughter and sometimes coming alone. And in a world where Graham had given up his corporate job, his friends, and his entire life, it was nice to have someone come when he called.

      In fact, Laney McAllister was definitely one of his only friends in Wyoming. His brother and mother lived in town, but Graham honestly found it hard to get down to see them more than once a month.

      He enjoyed being busy, because it prevented him from having too much time to think, like he was now. So he put his lonely existence from his mind and got ready for the day.

      When he arrived in the kitchen, he grinned at the spread of hot bread and homemade strawberry jam. “Celia.” He chuckled as she turned from the stove. “You’re a godsend.”

      She smiled at him, the wrinkles around her eyes a welcome sight. Her laughter like a balm to his weary soul. The older woman reminded him so much of his mother, and hiring her was the best move he’d made since coming to Coral Canyon.

      “It’s just bread, Graham.”

      “And eggs.” He pointed to the pan behind her. She turned back to her scrambling, and Graham sliced the end off a loaf of bread and smeared it with butter and jam. A moan leaked from his throat at the warmth, the yeasty taste of the bread, the sugary jam.

      “A godsend,” he repeated around the mouthful of food, and Celia shook her head. A few moments later, she slid the eggs from the pan to a plate and presented them to him.

      “I’m making those sweet and sour meatballs you love,” she said. “So they’ll last until I come back. And I’ve put three of those rising crust pizzas you love in the freezer. And Bree’s coming to do the Christmas decorations this weekend, and since I’m visiting my sister.” She lifted her eyebrows as if to ask if Graham remembered that she’d be gone.

      He hadn’t remembered, but he nodded anyway.

      “Since I’ll be visiting my sister, Bree’s agreed to bring up the next batch of food.”

      “I can go to town,” Graham said. “I think I can stand to go back to Towers again.”

      Celia laughed and swatted his arm. “You’ll do no such thing. No one should eat a dozen onion rings the size of their head.”

      Graham smiled, took a couple bites of scrambled eggs just to appease her, and said, “I have to get out to the stable. Thanks for breakfast, Celia.”

      She grinned at him like he was her son, and said, “You work too hard.”

      “When there’s work to be done,” he said, his standard answer. And there was always work to be done. He stepped outside, the temperature about ten degrees colder than the day before. Now that December had arrived, Graham had been warned to expect snow every day until Christmas.

      The scent of snow hung in the air, the tops of the Tetons already dusted with the white stuff. Gray clouds loitered ominously, and Graham stuffed his hat lower on his head and bent into the wind on the way down to the stable.

      Frost covered everything, and the sight of it made anger slip through Graham’s bloodstream. But he’d chosen this, and he couldn’t be mad about it. Not anymore.

      He still had the three horses that had come with the lodge—Bolt, Clover, and Goldie. Out of the three of them, he liked the gelding the best, and Bolt was the first to greet him, as usual. The other two horses were slowly warming up to him, and Graham had read that horses could be very loyal animals. They’d obviously loved their previous owner, and no matter how many apples he brought out to them, Clover and Goldie still gave him disdainful looks before coming over to eat.

      At least he’d kept them all alive for almost a year. That right there was a major life accomplishment Graham had never aspired to. His phone rang, and Sam Buttars’s name popped up on the screen.

      His only other friend, and a grin tugged at the corners of Graham’s mouth. “Hey, Sam,” he said after opening the call.

      “Graham, how are you?”

      “Doin’ fine,” he said, feeling very cowboy-ish. He’d met up with Sam after discovering they had a mutual friend in Tucker Jenkins. Tucker actually bought the horse farm in Vermont where Sam and his brothers had worked for a few years. Ben, the youngest, was still there, but the other three brothers had moved on.

      Sam lived on his father’s farm with his wife Bonnie and their two kids. They’d had Graham over a few times over the past year, and he’d always enjoyed himself.

      “Bonnie wanted you to come to dinner this weekend. Doable?”

      Graham didn’t have his schedule in front of him, but it didn’t matter. He could spend eighty hours a week CEO-ing, and another twenty with the horses and buildings. Now the weather was turning bad, there wouldn’t be nearly as much to do around the ranch besides keeping the horses alive.

      “Definitely,” he said. Bonnie was an excellent cook, and his mouth started watering at the thought of her bacon and potato soup.

      “Want to bring someone?” Sam asked, his voice a bit too high.

      “What?” The word exploded out of Graham’s mouth.

      “Bonnie made me ask,” Sam hissed into the phone. “She says it’s not good for you to be holed up in that lodge all by yourself all the time.”

      “I’m not by myself,” he said, reaching for the pitchfork. “Celia’s here twice a week. Annie too. And Bree’s coming this weekend to get the place ready for the holidays.” And his entire family had committed to coming to Whiskey Mountain for Christmas as well. Though it was still three weeks off, a giddiness pranced through Graham’s chest at the thought of having all of his brothers and his mom together for a few days.

      They hadn’t been able to gather that last Christmas, and his dad had died only five days later. So when he’d offered the lodge this year, everyone had said yes, and Graham had already talked to Annie, Celia, and Bree about helping him get everything ready for the celebration.

      Sam sighed. “I know,” he said. “Bonnie worries about you.”

      “Tell Bonnie I’m just fine.”

      “Bring someone if you want!” Her voice came through the line as though she was standing in the kitchen Sam had remodeled for her while he sat at the table. Sam chuckled, but Graham didn’t.

      He didn’t need to be thinking about dating. Not right now. He had no time to give to someone, number one. And number two, he’d left most of his heart in Seattle. How was it fair to give a slice of himself to someone and expect it to be enough?

      “Tomorrow night,” Sam said. “Six o’clock.”

      Graham confirmed, hung up, and shook his head. “They want me to bring someone,” he said to Bolt with a scoff. “That’s ridiculous, right?”

      The horse didn’t answer, but lifted his head over the fence and nudged Graham’s shoulder. At first, the large animals had scared him a little. But now he found them gentle and attentive.

      “You’re lucky,” he said to Bolt. “You’ve got two ladies right here, penned in with you so they can’t escape.” He rubbed one palm down the horse’s mane. “And you always know where they are, so they can’t cheat on you.”

      His throat cinched, and he swallowed back the bitter memories. He wasn’t even sure he could trust another woman, and he thought he was doing just fine as a cowboy bachelor.

      Wasn’t he?
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      The following evening, he showed up at Sam’s farmhouse ten minutes early. It was a Saturday after all, and he couldn’t be expected to work twelve hours on the weekend. But he had, and still had time to shower and drive down the winding roads from the lodge to the town.

      Sam and Bonnie lived on the east side, and Graham enjoyed a trip down memory lane as he drove from one side of the town to the other. Sam and his brothers had grown up here too, but Sam sat between Eli and Beau, Graham’s two youngest brothers. Graham had been gone from Coral Canyon before Sam entered high school.

      Bonnie opened the front door and waved at him to come on in. Graham ducked his head and got out of the huge, hulking SUV he drove. “Hey, Bonnie,” he called.

      “Use the side door.” She hurried to close the door, and Graham didn’t blame her. It was freezing tonight, and he couldn’t see a single star as he walked toward the stairs leading to the entrance on the side of the house.

      So it would definitely snow tonight, and Graham felt a little piece of him die. He never thought he’d miss Seattle and all the rain, but snow was definitely worse.

      Inside the house, the atmosphere held cheer, bright yellow light, and the scent of roasted meat mixed with baby powder.

      Sam had a child in each arm. His daughter, Jackie, had just turned three, and she squealed when she saw Graham. He took her from Sam and produced the bag of chocolate that made him so popular with the little girl.

      “There are only fifteen of them,” he said to Bonnie when she tsk’ed. Jackie already had the first candy-coated chocolate in her hand, a blue one.

      “Blue,” she said before popping it into her mouth.

      Graham smiled at her and set her on her feet.

      “Not in the living room, Jackie,” Bonnie said as she stirred something on the stove. “Eat them at the table.”

      Sam smiled and shook Graham’s hand, the six-month-old baby boy on his hip bouncing with the movement. CJ babbled and slobbered on his fingers, and Graham gave him a cursory smile. He’d never thought of himself as cut out for fatherhood, so seeing Sam in the role so easily was a bit of a mystery to him.

      “Something smells good,” he said to Bonnie as he removed his cowboy hat and set it out of the way on the back counter.

      “Beef tacos,” she said. “We bought a cow from your neighbor.”

      “Laney?”

      “Yes, Laney.” Bonnie turned off the stove and declared them ready to eat. A flurry of activity started then, from saying grace to loading up plates for small hands. By the time everyone sat at the table with flour tortillas, long strips of marinated beef, and all the taco toppings, several minutes had passed.

      Yet Bonnie said, “She’s single, you know,” as if no time had passed.

      “Who?” Graham asked.

      “Laney.” Bonnie rolled her eyes. “About your age too.”

      Graham took a big bite of his taco, not sure where Bonnie was going with the conversation. He exchanged a glance with Sam, who was absolutely no help.

      “I know Laney,” Graham said after he swallowed. “We grew up together. We’re good friends.”

      Bonnie’s eyebrows went up. “You mean you have other friends besides us?” Her hazel eyes danced with merriment.

      Graham smiled and shook his head. “I’ve needed help with the stable chores from time to time. Laney comes when I call her.”

      “Like a servant?” Bonnie’s hand paused with a taco halfway to her mouth.

      “No,” he said quickly, though Laney did come whenever he called. Maybe not right away, but she always had. Sometimes she looked absolutely exhausted, but she was still there. He had the sudden thought to invite her for Christmas. Her and her mother, who still lived in town. But he kept the idea to himself, sure Bonnie would have them engaged and their wedding planned if he said anything at all.

      “Well, she’s beautiful,” Bonnie said. “And she hasn’t gone out with anyone in years.” She was less than subtle with the hints, and Graham nodded and smiled like he agreed that he’d go straight home and ask Laney to dinner.

      Sam, thankfully, moved the topic to something else, but Graham couldn’t let go of the idea of not only asking Laney to come to the lodge for Christmas but to go out with him.
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      Laney wasn’t sure she could make it through another winter alone. Last year had almost killed her, and the snow hadn’t melted until well into May.

      I need help, she prayed. And someone cheap. The ranch made enough to function, plus a little bit more. Barely enough to keep her and Bailey in new clothes, keep the homestead heated, and put gas in the truck and other ranch vehicles.

      I don’t want to sell a horse, she continued her prayer. Please, help me find a solution to this problem.

      The work around the ranch in the snow slowed her down, and she didn’t have time to lose. But she knew she couldn’t keep going at the rate she was. She’d turned forty last March, and her body was starting to make her feel it every day of her life.

      Still, she bundled up and left Bailey on the couch with the heelers to go out and get the morning feeding done.

      Graham’s invitation to Christmas at the lodge sat on her voicemail, and she dialed it just to hear his voice again. True, the man had annoyed her these last eleven months, always calling and demanding she come help him with some problem on his property.

      Or maybe she’d just viewed his requests as demands. A time or two, he’d acted completely beastly when she’d shown up, but she’d helped him, vowed to ignore him next time, and then responded to his calls anyway.

      The cycle made no sense. Neither did her perpetual attraction to him. She reasoned that anyone with two X-chromosomes would be attracted to Graham Whittaker. In fact, she’d heard his name tossed around the rumor mill in town more than once.

      But, to her knowledge, he’d never been out with anyone. Hardly ever left the lodge, in fact. He’d hired a staff to help him, and while Springside Energy sometimes found itself in the headlines, he’d kept them off the Internet’s front page for almost a year.

      “Hey, Laney,” her voicemail recited back to her. “It’s Graham.” A chuckle, which sounded kind of nervous. “Of course it’s Graham. Your phone will tell you that.” He cleared his throat, another tell of anxiety. “I’m just wondering what your holiday plans are. My brothers are all coming to town, and we’re having a big celebration at the lodge. Would love to have you and Bailey there with us. Your mother too.”

      Her heart warmed every time she listened to the message, and she wouldn’t allow herself to admit how often that was.

      “Let me know.” The message ended, and Laney ended the call to voicemail, tucked the phone in her back pocket, and got to work. She hadn’t answered Graham yet, and it had been almost a week. Would he still have her? Wouldn’t he need to plan food, activities?

      “Probably not,” she said to Acorn, the horse in the first stall. “He has people bring his groceries and cook his meals. What’s two more? Or three?” she added, thinking of her mother. They hadn’t discussed any plans for Christmas, though Laney knew she could show up at her mom’s unannounced and an hour later, there would be a feast on the table.

      She went down the west wall of the stable, feeding the horses, checking their blankets to make sure they fit properly and didn’t have sores, and cleaning any stalls that hadn’t been done recently.

      At the end of the row, she pulled out her phone and called her mom.

      “Laney.” Her mother always infused a measure of surprise into her voice when she answered the phone.

      “Hey, Mom.” Laney took a moment to lean against the wall, giving some relief to her legs. Her wrist ached from the sprain she’d gotten over the summer, trying to lift a hay bale that was simply too heavy for her. “I’m wondering what you want to do for Christmas. Graham Whittaker has invited us to come to the lodge and spend it with his family.”

      “Oh, that sounds lovely,” her mom said. She sounded tired, and the fact that she’d agreed so readily testified of it.

      “I’ll tell him yes, then?” She wasn’t sure why she’d made the statement a question, only that she needed extra support to accept the invitation.

      “I think it sounds nice to just be guests for a year,” her mother said. “Don’t you?”

      The thought of not having to decorate, cook, clean, anything did sound like heaven. Maybe it was a heavenly intervention. Maybe the help she’d been praying for. And she wasn’t one to tell the Lord how He should do things.

      “All right,” she said. “I’ll let him know we’ll be there.” After a few more pleasantries, Laney hung up and drew her shoulders up straight. She had a phone call to make, and it wasn’t going to be easy.
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      The weather worsened as the days passed, and with only a week until Christmas a healthy three feet of snow sat on the ground at the ranch. No other solution to Laney’s problems presented itself, and she carried on each day the best she could.

      That was all God could ask of her, wasn’t it? Just do your best.

      Pastor Landy hadn’t said exactly that, but that was the message she’d taken from his last sermon. She had seen Graham at church occasionally, but he never acknowledged her or sat by her.

      She wasn’t sure why the slight bothered her. Only that it did.

      The party at the lodge was in only three days, and she was looking forward to seeing the interior now that it had been remodeled. She wasn’t sure if he knew that a fire had destroyed most of the main floor and half the rooms on the second level, but she knew. The construction vehicles in and out of that place had disturbed her favorite horse, Starlight, for months while they renovated it.

      When she stepped out of the shower, the hot spray had not done much for the ache in her shoulder. “Definitely going to snow today.” She moaned as she rotated her arm, trying to further loosen the stiffness there.

      The more she worked, the harder it snowed, until it finally drove her back into the house about mid-afternoon. The sky was as dark as though it was night, and she shook the heavy flakes from her hat and coat before ducking into the house.

      “Phew.” She blew her breath out, glad the heat in the homestead still worked so well. She’d been told years ago that the furnace would need to be replaced in the next three to five years, but it had been almost eight now, and the appliance was still kicking.

      A blessing, she thought as she called, “Bay? Where are you?” The little girl had finished school for the holidays two days before and usually had no problem entertaining herself. She spent most of her free time on the couch with the dogs, a movie on, or music playing while she colored.

      But as Laney bent to untie her boots, she couldn’t see any living thing, canine or human. Still no answer. Laney hurried through the rest of her undressing, finally getting all the heavy, sopping clothes off. She’d normally hang them all to dry but she left them in a heap as she went to search for Bailey.

      She found her daughter asleep on the bed, both dogs curled around her, one on each side. Clearwater, the oldest of the blue heelers, looked up with a sleepy expression on his face. Barry just glanced at her without moving his head, making his face look baleful, like we had to jump onto the bed. The girl human was in here and we didn’t want her to be alone.

      “Come on.” She snapped her fingers and both dogs came over to her. Bailey didn’t move, and Laney decided to let her sleep. With the dogs out in the hall, she gently closed the door and went to find something to put in the oven for dinner.

      With a sheet pan of corndogs and frozen French fries in a piping hot oven, she’d collapsed onto the couch and taken two breaths when the power went out.

      “No,” she groaned and heaved herself back off the couch. This couldn’t be happening. Without electricity, they couldn’t heat the house. And it would get awfully cold in here, as she hadn’t had the money to replace the drafty windows as she’d been advised.

      She checked the breaker box in the basement, but all the connections seemed fine. Her stomach grumbled for want of food, and Laney remembered that she’d skipped lunch in an effort to get the ranch chores done amidst the swirling storm.

      And now that wind and snow had knocked out her power.

      She hurried back upstairs, because it was way too cold in the basement already. Pulling on a coat, she opened Bailey’s door. She hated to wake the girl, but they couldn’t stay here. If they could get to town, they could sleep at her mother’s and come do the minimal feeding chores when they could.

      “Bailey.” She nudged the angelic child and her daughter’s eyes fluttered open. “Sweetheart, the power’s out, and we have to go.” The light was gray, but Laney could see enough to pack a bag with the essentials for a couple of nights at her mother’s. With a backpack on Bailey’s shoulders with her pajamas and clothes in it, and a bag in her hand, Laney started collecting the boots, hats, coats, scarves, and gloves they needed. She’d lived on the ranch long enough to know a couple of things. One, in a storm, always overfeed. She’d done that today, so her animals would be all right if she couldn’t make it out tomorrow. Two, never leave the house without as much gear as possible.

      Even though they’d be in the car, she wasn’t going to take any chances. There were plenty of opportunities to slide off the road, and the snowplows wouldn’t make it out this far for days. Her ranch and the lodge were the only sources of shelter.

      Worry ate at her stomach, and she wondered if they’d even be able to get to town. “Come on,” she said to Bailey and the dogs in a falsely cheery voice. “Get in the truck.” She hit the auto-opener on the garage and stared as it sat there.

      Of course. There was no power. She got out and bent to lift the door with her hands.

      At least three feet of snow had fallen that day. How had she not noticed? Probably because she kept her head down as she worked, the wind so violent it whipped the snow into her eyes if she didn’t.

      Bailey got in the truck like the sun shone and they were going to the beach while both dogs jumped in the back, ready for the adventure. Laney couldn’t get herself to move. She wasn’t even sure she could get out of her own driveway.

      Can’t stay here, she thought. Can’t get out.

      Desperation clawed at her now, scattering her thoughts. In moments like these, she hated being the only one capable of making a decision. She needed help. A partner to talk to, to bounce ideas off of, to rely on when she simply had nothing left to give. And Laney was operating on empty right now, and had been for weeks.

      “Can’t stay here,” she muttered to herself, though she wondered if bundling up in a single room was the lesser of two evils. She honestly had no idea what she should do, but she knew she couldn’t stay here.

      She returned to the truck, where the heater blew. Her phone rang before she could put the vehicle in reverse.

      “Graham,” she breathed into the phone, relief soaring through her. He’d help. He drove a massive SUV that drank gas like it was free. He’d come get them.

      “Where are you?” he asked. “Inside, I hope.”

      “I’m standing in my garage,” she said. “My power’s out.”

      “It is? It’s on here.”

      “We probably have different lines.” And his were newer, thanks to the fire from two years ago. Everything had been replaced.

      “Can you get out?”

      She eyed the snow and then the clearance on her truck. “I honestly don’t know. Bailey’s in the truck, but I’m not sure leaving is the best idea.”

      “You can’t stay there without heat. Do you have a fireplace?”

      “No,” she said. “Well, I do, but it’s in the basement, and I’ve closed it off since we never go down there.” She moved to the edge of the garage, where snow met cement.

      He exhaled. “I’ll come get you. You can stay here tonight.”

      “Oh, that’s not necessary. I—”

      “You can’t make it to town,” he said. “I can guarantee that.” He spoke in that voice she hated, the one that bossed people around and expected to be obeyed.

      “How do you know?” she challenged.

      “Because my housekeeper just tried to leave in her four-wheel-drive truck, and she slid off the road a quarter of a mile down. She’s staying here tonight too.”

      Maybe longer, Laney thought. The sky foamed with snow, and all she could see was gray in every direction as the snow flurried through it.

      “And you think you can get down here and back to your place?”

      “I’ll have to try.” Scuffling came through his end of the line, and he said, “I’m on my way. Hold tight.”

      The call ended, and Laney had no other choice but to do what he said, as much as that irked her. She’d spent three years doing what Mike had suggested, and that hadn’t ended well for her.

      He’d never once said he didn’t want to live on the ranch. He’d known from day one that she’d inherit Echo Ridge one day, that she wanted to spend her life working the land and raising cattle. He’d claimed to be on the same page as her.

      He’d only lasted nine months on the ranch before he’d left.

      She pushed the thoughts away and stepped over to the passenger door. “Come on out, Bay. Graham’s going to come pick us up.” She stood at the mouth of the garage with one hand clutching her bag and the other placed protectively on Bailey’s shoulder, the snow swirling, swirling, swirling down.
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      Graham fought the steering wheel, praying out loud that he could make it the mile to Laney’s house to get her and Bailey.

      “Please,” he said again. “Come on. They can’t stay there. Help us out a little. No.” He jerked the wheel to the right as the Hummer started to slide, and it corrected. He stomped on the accelerator and added, “Please, Lord. She needs help,” while the wheels spun.

      They finally caught and he shot forward, his fingers so tight around the wheel they ached. And he’d only gone about two hundred yards. Or so he thought. He wasn’t really sure. After all, he was the man who’d wandered onto someone else’s property and didn’t even know it. And in this storm, the landscape had no identifying features whatsoever.

      He caught sight of a flashing red light, and he hit the brakes. The vehicle stopped easier than it had started, and he slowly pulled down what he hoped was the driveway. The red brake lights guided him until he could make out the blackness of the garage among the wall of gray, and with it, a small figure standing on the edge of the snow.

      He parked and jumped out. “Hey,” he called. The brake lights went off and Laney climbed from the truck. “Smart about the lights.”

      “I wasn’t sure you’d be able to find me,” she said, bending to pick up her bag. “I hope you have room for us and two dogs.” Her eyes held truckloads of worry, and Graham wanted to erase it for her.

      “Of course,” he said. “Let’s get them in.” He held up one hand. “I’ll do it. You wait.” He approached Bailey first. “You ready, small pint?”

      She smiled up at him. “Ready.”

      “I’m going to pick you up. Hold onto me, okay?” He swept the child into his arms and hurried through the snow to the passenger side of the vehicle. He put her inside and slammed the door before retracing his steps. “Dogs next.” He grabbed one and repeated the high-step through the snow to the Hummer.

      Once both dogs were in, he stood in the garage with Laney and clapped his cold hand together. “You want me to carry you?”

      She snorted. “I can step in your footprints.” She gripped her bag tighter like she might swing it at him if he even touched her. He thought of that single moment outside her cabin, almost a year ago, when he’d held her hand. She wore the same wariness in her expression now as she had then, and Graham gestured for her to go first.

      “After you.”

      She danced through his footprints and got in the Hummer, adjusting her bag on her lap before pulling the door closed. He turned to close the garage door, and when he entered her house, it had already grown colder though her power surely hadn’t gone out too long ago.

      He wanted to stay in this space that belonged to Laney, but he forced himself to turn toward the front door and leave, locking it behind him. Then he dashed back to the driver’s seat and said, “Let’s pray we can get back to the lodge.”

      He made his prayers silent, but Bailey in the backseat started saying, “Lord, help us get back to the lodge,” in the sweetest, high-pitched voice Graham had ever heard. In a normal situation, he might’ve exchanged a glance with Laney, but he didn’t trust himself not to drive them right off the road.

      “Amen,” he whispered, his fingers tightening around the wheel as he backed out of the driveway and aimed the truck toward the hill leading up to the lodge. How had he never noticed that this hill was like climbing Mount Everest?

      Probably because he always called Laney to his place and very rarely went to hers. Fine, he’d never been down to her ranch, besides that one trespassing incident almost a year ago. But he was very aware of her sitting next to him in the Hummer, the scent of her skin and her fear heavy in the air between them.

      His heart pounded at triple-time, one a normal heartbeat. One with anxiety over getting up the hill, and one because he’d been thinking about Laney as more than his best friend for a few weeks now and he had no idea how to handle those feelings.

      Or if he even had feelings. Maybe Bonnie had just poisoned his mind, and now all he could do when it came to Laney was think about taking her to dinner.

      The tires slipped, and Graham pressed the four-wheel-drive button. They caught again, propelling them up the hill. With the accelerator pressed all the way to the floor, he managed to shoot the vehicle and all its occupants toward the lodge.

      Having tracks to guide him helped, but it still felt like he was trying to push an entire mountain’s worth of snow with just two tires.

      The lights in the lodge glinted in the darkness, and he thought that no matter what, they could walk there now. Relief spread through him slowly—not enough to get him to ease up on his grip or the gas. He finally did, though, so he wouldn’t drive them right off the edge of the hill.

      Coming from town, the entrance to his place was straight. Coming from Laney’s, he had to make a right turn and go down a long driveway and past a small parking lot. The turn proved to be the hardest, and the back wheels fishtailed a little.

      He pumped the gas and jerked the wheel, and the expensive vehicle righted itself. Thirty seconds later, he pulled to a stop underneath the rooftop that went over the circle drive. The wind had blown in some snow, but it wasn’t three feet worth. The wipers continued at double-time, and as he peeled his stiff fingers from the steering wheel, his heart calmed slightly. “We made it.”

      He’d been shoveling the front steps all day, so he didn’t have to carry anyone, and a few seconds later, they burst into the warm and cozy lodge. Bree had done a fantastic job of making the lodge look like someone lived there and cared about each room, each piece of tile, each decoration.

      “Wow.”

      Graham glanced at Bailey and found her soaking in the foyer, where a wreath ten feet across had been hung from the banister on the second floor. Nativities dotted the shelves and counter tops, and pine boughs and poinsettias laced their way through the spiral stair railing as it went up.

      “This is beautiful,” Laney agreed, her eyes also darting around and drinking everything in.

      “We’re doing a tree lighting in a few days,” he said. “I think I told you about it.” He stepped forward, trying to ignore the things he hadn’t picked out but would have to take credit for. He wasn’t sure why the idea bothered him so much. “You never said if you’d come or not.” He flashed Laney a tight smile and indicated the stairs. “I’ll help you get settled upstairs. Annie’s up there too, and there’s plenty of space, bathrooms, all of that.”

      He went first, because Laney and Bailey didn’t move. His action must’ve prompted theirs, because he heard Laney murmur something to her daughter and then their footsteps followed his.

      He hated giving tours of the lodge, but he’d been gearing himself up to do exactly that. In three more days, his entire family would be here, and he’d have to play the perfect host with the perfect party. He didn’t mind that part—heck, he was actually good at hosting parties. But he was not good at concealing his emotions or pretending like he cared about wreaths, ornaments, or Christmas trees.

      He wasn’t a Scrooge. He just had more on his plate than bells, gingerbread men, and sleigh rides.

      “So she’s in here.” He pointed to the door at the top of the stairs. “But there are five other bedrooms up here.” Graham paused. A bedroom was a bedroom. “You can take your pick.”

      “Can I choose, Mom?” Bailey’s face had some color in it now, and she danced ahead of her mom.

      Laney chuckled and said, “Yeah, go pick one.” The little girl ran off, and Graham caught the adoration in her mother’s eyes. She switched her gaze to his, and the feeling faded. She looked at him with…appreciation? Hesitancy? Longing?

      Graham wasn’t sure. Her blue heelers came up the steps and sat by her, and she absently stroked one of their heads. “Thank you, Graham,” she said. “For letting us stay here. I’m sure we’ll be out of your hair in the morning.”

      He was sure she wouldn’t be—and he didn’t mind. In fact, he hoped she’d have to stay so he could maybe get to feel what it would be like to have her fingers rake through his hair….

      He blinked, unsure of where such a thought had come from. This was Laney. His best friend here in Wyoming. The woman who’d helped him figure out how to take care of horses, and his water rights, and a million other tiny little things he didn’t know about barns, stables, and animals.

      Was he her best friend too?

      Surely not. She’d lived here a lot longer than him, and he thought there wasn’t anything the woman couldn’t do.

      “Stay as long as you like,” he said, his voice rough around the edges. He cleared his throat. “Celia left a pot roast in the slow cooker last night, so that’s what we’re eatin’ tonight too. Should be ready any time you’re hungry.” He walked toward the stairs before he said something he couldn’t take back.

      “Graham—” Laney started, but Bailey squealed and said, “Mom! Come see this tub!” and her attention switched to her daughter.

      Didn’t matter. She’d already said thanks, and that was all Graham needed. Honestly, he didn’t even need that. He had the house, the amenities, the electricity, and the money to have dozens of people live with him. He could handle two more, even if Laney did have the most beautiful eyes he’d ever seen.
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      Graham paced in his office, feeling like a caged tiger. This snow didn’t do anyone any good, and he wondered if God could somehow get a memo to Mother Nature to stop already.

      But the snow kept drifting down as furiously as ever. At this rate, his family would be lucky to be able to fly in, let alone make the hour-long drive to Coral Canyon from the airport.

      He couldn’t believe he’d categorized Laney’s eyes as beautiful. He’d always thought so though, even in high school and before that, when they’d become friends as kids. Her kindness shone in those light green depths, and he turned from the window where he’d been watching the snow.

      “She’s your neighbor,” he told himself, not for the first time. “She has a daughter.”

      Just because Bonnie had suggested her as a possible date didn’t mean she was interested in him. He hadn’t given her much of a reason to be, what with calling her all the time and demanding her help.

      He remembered how tired she looked, and he hoped she’d be able to recharge and relax here at the lodge. When he’d first bought the place, that calming atmosphere had been what called to him the most. The lodge spoke of a place to come when a person was weary, and he’d bought it with cash on the spot.

      His phone chimed out the reminder he’d set: time for dinner.

      The afternoon had gotten away from him, what with all the commotion and rescuing. So he silenced the alarm and left the office in favor of the kitchen, which sat just down the hall on the left. The scent of roasted meat met his nose, and his mouth watered the tiniest bit.

      Annie stood at the counter, using a pair of tongs to toss a huge bowl of green salad. “The potatoes are almost done.”

      Graham knew how to open an oven, but he could see the timer on the front, and it said five minutes. “Okay.” He glanced around, trying to remember where Celia got the plates from.

      Annie, who seemed to be able to sense his thoughts, pointed to the cupboard next to the stove. “Plates in there, if you want to get them down. I’ll get out the silverware.” She set the tongs in the bowl and opened a drawer.

      Graham got down four plates, which was four times as many as normal. In fact, even eating on a plate was more than he usually did. Though he’d never tell Celia he ate her food right out of the pot she left it in, that was exactly what he did most nights.

      And salad? He eyed the vegetables like they might sprout to life and attack him. They didn’t, and he turned back to the oven when the timer went off. Proud of himself for knowing where the oven mitts were, he retrieved them from the hook on the side of the cupboard and pulled out the baked potatoes. He then opened the fridge and got out sour cream, cheddar cheese, ranch dressing, and a container of bacon bits.

      Annie arranged everything and looked at him. “So. We’re ready. Should we wait?”

      “I didn’t tell them specifically what time dinner was,” he said, glancing up like he could see through the ceiling and into whichever bedroom Laney and Bailey had chosen. “I’ll text her.” He wasn’t sure he trusted himself to be alone with Laney and not say or do something that would put their friendship in jeopardy.

      After all, wasn’t that exactly what Erica had told him?

      You work too much. It’s your own fault I had to find someone else to be with.

      As if her cheating was his fault. And if those words hadn’t been sharp enough, she’d also said We were better off as friends.

      He’d texted her a lot for help too, as she was the administrative assistant in his department and he often needed her to do things for him.

      Shaking the past from his mind, he texted Laney. Dinner’s ready. Come down now if you want to eat with me and Annie.

      She didn’t answer right away, and Graham pocketed his phone as his stomach growled. Shoveling snow and tromping through snow and driving through snow really worked up his appetite.

      “Let’s eat,” he said to Annie. “They can eat whenever they come down.”
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      Laney glanced at Bailey, who slumbered on the bottom bunk in the bedroom she’d chosen. She’d taken a bath in the big, free-standing, clawfoot tub and then fallen asleep with her silky hair still twisted in the towel on her head.

      Laney felt as weary as Bailey, especially after her own hot shower. She’d put on a pair of yoga pants and a T-shirt, and had been running a brush through her hair when Graham had texted.

      Dinner’s ready. Come down now if you want to eat with me and Annie.

      “Come down now,” she repeated, shaking her head. He really was the beast from that children’s fairy tale. If she doesn’t eat with me, she doesn’t eat at all ran through her head, and she set her phone on the dresser so she wouldn’t answer him immediately.

      She didn’t want to wake her daughter, but she was hungry. Graham could wait a few minutes to get a reply, and Laney wouldn’t wither away if she didn’t eat for another little bit. She moved to the window and watched the weather outside.

      The visibility couldn’t be more than five feet, as she couldn’t see even the tall trees she knew stood in the back yard. Clearwater whined, and Laney automatically bent down to scratch the dog’s head.

      “I know,” she said, though she had no idea what she knew. She knew she’d been fighting feelings for Graham Whittaker since her teen years. Sure, she’d gotten over him pretty fast when he’d left Coral Canyon and gone to college. Then she’d met Mike and fallen madly in love. They’d only been together for four years and had been divorced for three.

      No, she hadn’t thought about Graham during her marriage. Or at all in the years since Mike had left. Well, until this past year, with Graham back in her life—sort of—and Mike out of it.

      Her ridiculous feelings had been what kept her heading over to his place whenever he texted or called. Her insane hope had ballooned with each interaction, and she hated that she always crashed after their brief encounters.

      Sometimes he didn’t even look at her when she came to help him. To be fair, he was shouldering the huge burden of running the energy company, as well as trying to learn how to manage horses, the lodge, and the land that came with it.

      But he was wealthy, and he hadn’t had to do all the work required. If she could afford a housekeeper and a cook, she’d have them too.

      Barry barked, startling Laney away from the window. “Shh,” she chastised the dog, casting a quick glance at Bailey, who hadn’t moved or awakened. “What’s wrong?”

      A big, black lab poked his head around the corner, clearly the source of the barking from Barry. “Hey, there.” She smiled at the dog, who had white hairs around his mouth and nose. He was clearly old, and nothing of a threat, as he came around the corner slowly, his tongue hanging out of his mouth and his eyes drifting halfway shut as if to say Hey, guys. Want to take a nap together?

      Laney greeted him and crouched down to stroke his head and scrub behind his ears. “What’s your name, huh?” She caught his tags and twisted them so she could read them. “Bear.” She grinned at the dog. “Seems about right.” She let him move on and sniff her dogs, and the three of them started a chain to get to all the best parts of each other.

      She hadn’t pegged Graham as a dog-lover, and she’d never seen the lab around the lodge. Did he keep the animal confined to the house? After all, Laney hadn’t been inside the lodge for years—not since she and Mike had been married here—and she really liked that it looked nothing the same.

      No, this Whiskey Mountain Lodge was fit for celebrity weddings and receptions—and not the country bumpkin kind she’d had. No wonder the previous owner had sold. This place was too ritzy for the clientele Coral Canyon normally attracted, and she knew Will had had trouble keeping the place filled.

      Although Jackson Hole—an upscale, very touristy, artsy-fartsy hot spot in Wyoming—only sat about a half an hour down the highway, Coral Canyon enjoyed a slower pace of life. One Laney really liked and didn’t want replaced with what Jackson had, especially if the people were going to be coming within a mile of her front door..

      But Graham wasn’t using the lodge for its intended purposes. Though the rooms didn’t have an ounce of dust in them, they also had a general feel of disuse. Emptiness. Abandonment.

      All the sheets were clean, and every room had beds that were made up. She wondered if Graham had seen to that or hired someone. If she was a betting woman, Laney had her money on the housekeeper.

      Bailey moaned, and Laney decided that was a great time to wake her and go get something to eat. She couldn’t stay asleep much longer anyway, or she wouldn’t go to bed that night.

      “Bay.” Laney swept her fingers across her daughter’s forehead, smiling when her blue eyes opened sleepily. “Are you hungry? Want to go eat something?”

      “Yeah.” Bailey yawned and Laney helped her up.

      “Let’s brush your hair out first.” Laney turned to find Bailey’s backpack and found all three dogs curled up together at the foot of the bed. She chuckled, pulled out Bailey’s brush, and ran it through her daughter’s hair. “All right. Let’s go see what this cowboy bachelor eats.”

      They held hands on the way down, and Laney counted eighteen steps from the second floor to the first. Everything about the lodge seemed super-sized, including the man who sat at the dining room table with a strawberry blonde at least a decade younger than him. Annie Pruitt. She cleaned a lot of places around town, as her family owned the only residential maid service in Coral Canyon.

      “Hey.” Laney passed in the lane between the dining room and the kitchen, glancing to her right where they ate, and then left, where a huge kitchen waited. She’d seriously never seen so many cupboards before. An island ran down the middle of it, and her heart squeezed with jealousy when she saw the double ovens.

      “Beef roast.” Graham touched her lower back, which made Laney jump. She hadn’t even heard him get up. “Right there.” He guided her over to the food as if she couldn’t see the big, black pot of meat, the tray of foil-wrapped baked potatoes, and the bowl of salad the size of Rhode Island.

      How many people was he expecting?

      “Hey, Bailey,” he said. “Want me to help you?” He glanced at Laney, but not nearly long enough to make true eye contact, and picked up a plate. The little girl tucked her hair shyly and looked at Laney.

      “Go on.”

      Bailey was used to having Laney or her grandmother help her, but she fell easily into bossing Graham around, and demanding more croutons, and saying she didn’t want ranch on her potato.

      Laney kept her smile to herself as she made her loaded baked potato and took more beef roast than she probably should’ve. But she loved a good roast, and it had been far too long since she’d had one. She took a seat across from Graham, which was probably a bad move, since she’d have to look at that gorgeous face during dinner.

      “Mm,” she moaned as she took her first bite, with the au jus practically dripping down her chin. “Where did you get this?”

      “It’s one of yours,” Annie said, flashing a smile in Laney’s direction.

      Pride flashed through Laney, but she shrugged one shoulder as if it didn’t matter if the beef had come from her biggest rival. “Oh, well, it’s delicious.” She took another bite and watched Graham as he practically inhaled the food on his plate. He had very little salad and quite a lot of meat, and Laney supposed he needed the protein to keep all those muscles in such good shape.

      Embarrassed by the course of her thoughts, she ducked her head and filled her mouth with more food. Graham wasn’t particularly loquacious, but Laney wasn’t either. So the scraping of silverware against china became the only sounds.

      “Where are you living now?” Laney finally asked Annie.

      “I’m on Blackberry.” She took a long drink of her water. “I live with my sister.” She flicked her eyes toward Graham. “She thinks I’m the luckiest woman on the planet.”

      “Why’s that?” Laney watched Graham, and though he didn’t look up or react, he was definitely listening to the conversation.

      Annie cocked her head toward Graham. “You know.”

      Oh, Laney knew, but she wanted Annie to say it out loud. “She thinks Graham is…handsome?”

      That brought his head up and his eyes to hers for the first time that evening. He did have exquisite eyes, and Laney had lost herself to them many times.

      Annie twittered and nodded before collecting her plate and standing up. She moved into the kitchen, and still Laney and Graham stared at one another. Annie said something, but Laney didn’t know what.

      Graham seemed to have his faculties about him, because he nodded and said, “Sure, thanks, Annie,” without removing his eyes from Laney’s.

      Heat started to fill her from top to bottom, making her skin sear.

      “Mom?”

      She finally tore her gaze from Graham’s, feeling a bit light-headed and definitely like she’d just confessed her teenage crush on him, and the one she’d been entertaining since his return to Coral Canyon.

      “Hmm? Yeah?”

      “I was wondering if I could feed the dogs and play with them.” Bailey looked at her, and Laney examined her daughter’s plate.

      “You didn’t eat a whole lot.”

      “I’m not that hungry.”

      “The dogs can eat it,” Graham said.

      Laney automatically didn’t want Bailey to feed the table scraps to the dogs, though they fed their blue heelers leftovers all the time. There was just something about how he said things like they were law and all would follow his directions, no matter what.

      In the end, she nodded to Bailey, who took her plate into the kitchen and set it near the dog bowls on the far side of the room. Annie worked in the kitchen, putting away the leftover food, and they seemed far away from the bubble around Laney and Graham.

      “Hey,” he said, drawing her attention back to him. Something about him had softened, and Laney felt her whole body turning into a warm marshmallow. It had been such a long time that a man had made her feel this way, she had no defense and no way to keep herself from swooning over him.

      “What are you going to do tonight?” he asked.

      Her eyebrows went up. “I don’t know.” She rarely had any time to herself, and even when she did, there was work to be done around the house. Dishes. Laundry. Bills. Dogs. Bailey. If she was lucky, she got in twenty minutes of reading while she lay in bed. Most of the time, she fell asleep with the e-reader on her chest and woke sometime in the middle of the night when Barry started snoring.

      “Maybe you’d like to watch a movie.” He cut a glance toward the kitchen, but Annie kept her focus on the chores.

      Surprise pulled through Laney. “I can’t remember the last time I watched a movie.” As soon as the words left her mouth, she wanted to suck them back in. “I mean—”

      “I know exactly what you mean.” His hand moved across the table and touched hers. Almost in the same instant, he pulled it back almost like he’d been shocked.

      Laney certainly had been, physically and mentally. She blinked at him, willing him to explain himself.

      Instead, he picked up his cowboy hat and stuffed it on his head. “We work too much.” He stood, leaving his plate on the table like a servant would come around and clean up after him. In fact, that was exactly what Annie did, swooping in to take the dish and go back into the kitchen.

      Graham had gone through the arched doorway that led into the foyer, but his bootsteps now moved down the hall to the south side of the house, fading until Laney couldn’t hear them anymore.

      What on earth had just happened?
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      We work too much. We work too much. We work too much.

      The words reverberated around inside her head long after she’d helped Annie get all the food put away. She sat on a plush couch in a comfortable living room with Annie down on the other end while Bailey played with the dogs on the floor. Annie put something on the TV that was entertaining enough, not that Laney had been able to focus on it.

      Oh, no. All she could think about was Graham, where he’d gone, and when he might return. Was he working?

      “Does he work all the time?” she asked Annie, who swiveled her head toward Laney.

      “What?”

      “Graham. Does he work all the time?”

      Annie shrugged. “Most of the time, yeah. He won’t let me in that office of his, and whew.” She waved her hand in front of her nose. “I wouldn’t go in there even if he did.”

      Laney had the sudden urge to see Graham’s office. She couldn’t imagine it being anything but straight-laced and orderly, but Annie’s assessment was clearly different.

      A half an hour passed, and Laney was about to suggest bed to Bailey, when Graham appeared. “We could put something on in the theater room,” he said, his voice much softer than any previous Laney had heard him use.

      Annie switched off the TV with an exaggerated yawn. “Oh, I’m tired. I’m going to head to bed.”

      “Bailey needs to get to bed too.” Laney met her daughter’s eyes, already prepared for the fight. “It’s already twenty minutes past your bedtime, and the dogs can sleep with you.” She cocked her head in Graham’s direction without looking at him. “Well, our dogs can. I don’t know about Bear.”

      “If he can get on the bed, he can sleep with you. He’s got bad hips.”

      “How old is he?” Bailey asked.

      “Just turned ten.” Graham sounded like he’d gargled with sandpaper, his voice rough and low.

      “I’ll take her up, if you want,” Annie said, a pure smile on her face. Laney couldn’t help wondering if the woman had gotten some sort of weird idea about her and Graham.

      Bailey got up and put her hand in Annie’s, much to Laney’s surprise.

      Fighting exhaustion and thinking of those eighteen steps, Laney said, “Be sure to brush your teeth, Bay.”

      The little girl gave Laney a kiss and said, “Come on, dogs,” before going with Annie. All three dogs jumped to their feet and followed, making Laney smile in appreciation for the canines.

      “You love dogs,” Graham said.

      Laney let out the sigh she’d been holding in. “I do.” She looked at Graham fully again, hoping they wouldn’t get locked in that strange stare-fest again. “What about you? Have you had Bear for his whole life?”

      “He was my father’s dog.” The lines around his eyes tightened for a breath, and then he relaxed. “We really can go down to the theater room. It’s much more comfortable.”

      Laney had no doubt about that, and it was with more than a little bit of uncertainty that she said, “All right,” and stood to follow him to a set of steps off the dining room that led into basement. Or would it be a dungeon?

      The beast and his lair, she thought with an internal chuckle as she descended the steps behind his broad shoulders.
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      Graham had no idea what he was doing. He only knew he couldn’t stand to be confined to his bedroom or his office. And in a house as large as the lodge, he shouldn’t have to. It was a rare bit of luck—or maybe God had truly answered his prayer—that he’d been able to get Laney alone without making a big deal of it or turning it into something awkward.

      He hadn’t exactly been on top of the dating game lately, and he wasn’t even sure what movies he owned.

      “What do you like?” he asked.

      “I’m sorry?”

      Just the sound of Laney’s voice sent goose bumps across his skin. Blast Bonnie, he thought, not for the first time. But he couldn’t really blame her, and he knew it. Maybe she’d just awakened the dormant feelings he had for Laney, made them come into the light, forced him to recognize them.

      Problem was, he didn’t know what to do about them. Dating in Seattle hadn’t been this hard. He could meet someone for coffee or catch them on the coding floor. But here, going to town was a national event for him. He did it rarely except for church, and no one there had even remotely interested him.

      Probably because someone has already caught your eye, he thought as he picked up the remote control and turned on the projector mounted in the ceiling. “Movies,” he clarified. “What kind of movies do you like? What do you want to watch?”

      “Oh, I don’t care. You choose.”

      He faced her, the beauty in her face stunning him for a moment though he’d seen her hundreds of times. Had she always been this pretty?

      “I’ll probably just fall asleep,” he said with a smile.

      She laughed. “Me too.”

      “So maybe we don’t want to watch a movie.” The blue screen bloomed to life, casting eerie shadows on them in the dark theater room. He pressed another button on the remote and the lights brightened in slow degrees until the bulbs were at about half power.

      Laney tucked her feet underneath her as she snuggled into one of the recliners. She looked up at him, an edge in her eye he could only classify as flirtatious. He frowned. That couldn’t be it. maybe she didn’t feel well after eating all that salad. Or something.

      “You okay?” she asked.

      “Yeah.” He set the remote down and sat in the recliner next to hers. “Yeah.” He ran both hands down his face. “Just tired. It’s been a busy day.”

      “Do you ever take time off?”

      “Not usually,” he said. “I try to work as little as possible on the Sabbath. Sometimes things come up.”

      “I always have ranch work on the Sabbath.”

      “But you go to church every week.”

      Her eyebrows flinched upward for only half a breath. “Yes. It’s important to me that Bailey go. Plus, I like…I like going to church.” She watched him, somehow taking more than he wanted to give her. “Do you like church?”

      “Well enough. It makes my mother happy, and it forces me to slow down.” Graham couldn’t believe he’d revealed so much about himself. What he really wanted to tell her was that running this company was going to kill him.

      He’d wanted to learn everything he could about Springside Energy, so he’d taken control of everything. The general manager, Dwight Rogers, pushed him on everything, and Graham was tired of fighting with the man.

      Tired of looking at data. Tired of working in a stale office that smelled like last week’s pizza. He missed the vibrancy of creating new programs, of experimenting with exciting technology, of the younger crowd who worked on his floor and brought in their strange clothing trends, their thick-framed glasses, and their innovative ideas.

      His job in Seattle had kept him young, and here, he felt old. He felt like his father.

      Laney’s fingers landed on the back of his hand, branding him. A shock sparked between them and turned into slow heat the longer she kept her hand there.

      Slowly, he lifted his eyes to hers. She had to feel the same thing he did. Didn’t she? No way this jolt, this fire between them, could be one-sided.

      “I lost you,” she said. “I asked you how your brothers were doing.”

      “Oh.” He shook his head. “They’re doing fine. Great. You’ll get to see them all in a few days.”

      She looked at him with fondness in her gaze. “Remember when we all piled in that two-seater of your dad’s? Six people for two seat belts.” She chuckled, and Graham’s memories streamed through his mind.

      “I know I kept getting kneed in the back.” He laughed too. “And that Sheriff Barnaby knew we were up to no good, even if he didn’t pull us over.”

      “Great fishing that day, though.” Laney smiled, and it held so much happiness. Happiness from easier times, lazier days, a more charmed life. “I remember you caught a rainbow trout and acted like it was the white whale.”

      Graham tipped his head back and laughed, a full belly laugh that sent endorphins and joy straight through his blood. “The white whale.” He shook his head as he finished chuckling. “I don’t remember you catching anything.”

      “That’s because someone wouldn’t help me bait the hook.” She swatted at his hand, another touch that made him feel drunk with pleasure.

      “And that’s because someone who’s seventeen years old should be able to bait their own hook.” He grinned at her, relieved this flirty conversation was so easy.

      Laney lifted her chin a fraction of an inch. “Fishing never was my thing.”

      “Obviously.” He watched her for a moment, wondering if he could flip his hand over and hold hers. “But ranching is. You were born for that. Remember how you used to tell me that?”

      Turn your hand over, he coached himself. She was obviously holding hers in place against the back of his. And yet, he couldn’t make himself do it.

      “I remember.” Her eyes glittered like emerald stars, and Graham employed all his bravery and slowly turned his hand over, his knuckles bumping against her fingertips. Still, she didn’t pull her hand away.

      It seemed like ages had passed before he lined his fingers up with hers and laced their hands together. He met her eyes and found acceptance there, with an edge of heat that definitely testified that she wanted to hold his hand as much as he wanted to hold hers.

      “All right, then,” he murmured, and she ducked her head to hide a smile curving her lips. He caught it though, and a thrill shot all the way down to his toes.

      “Tell me about what you have planned for Christmas,” she said, and Graham groaned.

      “Can’t we just sit here and hold hands and take a nap?” he asked.

      “It’s almost nine o’clock.” She giggled. “If you’re tired, you should go to bed.”

      He leaned back in the recliner, closed his eyes, and squeezed her hand. “Too early. Just a little nap….” He opened one eye and gave her a wicked grin. “You can tell me more memories from our teen years.”

      “Oh, I can’t do that.”

      He looked at her fully now. “Why not?”

      She looked uncomfortable and lifted her shoulders in a shrug. “I don’t know. I just can’t.”

      “Tell me about your ex, then.”

      “Hard pass.”

      So there was a history there. Of course there was. She’d married someone and had a kid with them.

      “Why did you come to Coral Canyon?” she asked.

      “My father died,” he said.

      “Yeah, but he had a general manager. You didn’t have to stay.”

      No, he didn’t. “I felt a sense of obligation,” he said, saying something he hadn’t told anyone before. “And I needed a change of scenery.”

      “Oh? You didn’t like living in Seattle?”

      “You knew I lived in Seattle?” He stayed reclined, but he turned his head toward her.

      “It’s a small town,” she said. “When someone from one of the wealthiest families leaves, everyone knows where they are.”

      Graham detected a small untruth in the statement, but he accepted it anyway. “Fair enough.”

      “What did you do there, anyway?”

      “Computer science,” he said. “I was the developmental team leader for new production.”

      “Wow, sounds fancy. And made up.” She gave him a coy smile, and he shook his head as if in disbelief.

      “That was the official title. We made productivity apps for robots. Lettucebot came out of my department.”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “I worked to make everyday tasks easier for people in a wide variety of professions. Everything from fashion, to energy, to farming. Lettucebot can analyze hundreds of thousands of lettuce plants and inform farmers how to improve their productivity and crops while spending less money.” He tried to keep the pride from his voice, but he’d loved his job in Seattle.

      “You sound like you enjoyed it.” Laney was nothing if not perceptive, and Graham should’ve known better. She’d always been able to pin down exactly what he thought and felt even when he hadn’t said things very explicitly.

      “I did.”

      “But you still needed a change?”

      He didn’t know how much to say about his departure from Seattle—and why he’d done it—and how much to keep to himself. “My dad died just after Christmas.” He shrugged. “It was a good time to leave. Start fresh.”

      She reached over with her free hand and brushed his hair off his forehead. The gesture felt wildly intimate and he stared at her, sure all of his feelings were plain to see on his face.

      “You don’t look that fresh,” she said. “Do you even like running Springside Energy?”

      His first inclination was to say that of course he liked running the family company. But the truth was, he’d found the whole thing tedious and overwhelming. “It’s not bad,” he hedged. “Just busier than I thought.”

      She studied him and finally said, “I think you might be choosing that.”

      He closed his eyes again. “I probably am.” But there was no probably about it. In fact, Graham had the distinct thought that he made everything harder than it had to be, including starting something with Laney.

      Why couldn’t they hold hands and help each other on their farms and ranches? Why couldn’t he kiss her and still be her best friend?

      “Hey, Laney?” he asked, deciding to do something instead of just think about it until his thoughts drove him mad.

      “Yeah?”

      “When the roads are clear, would you like to go to dinner with me?” He didn’t dare open his eyes to see her reaction.

      Several long seconds passed before she said, “Yeah, I think that would be nice.”

      Graham’s smile felt like the first genuine thing he’d done in a while, and he squeezed her hand, glad when she squeezed back.
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      Laney slept later than she had in years. When she woke, the bed beneath her felt foreign, and she sat straight up, wondering why her alarm hadn’t gone off or why Bailey hadn’t gotten her up to go feed the horses.

      The glass to her left rattled, and she glanced in that direction. The storm beyond it still howled, and everything rushed back at her. The blizzard. The power going out. The dinner, the hand-holding, the conversation at the lodge.

      She lay back against the pillows again, a slow smile touching her lips. Could it be that Graham truly liked her?

      “He asked you to dinner,” Laney reminded herself, as if she hadn’t repeated the question to herself a dozen times last night as she tried to fall asleep. And then her dreams had featured the two of them as they danced and dined, laughed and lunched. Heck, she’d even imagined a coffee date with him in the morning, which was absolutely ridiculous as she never had time in the morning to simply sit around and sip coffee.

      Except for today, as apparently she wasn’t going to be doing any chores. She felt the weight she normally carried drift off her shoulders, and it was warm and wonderful to just have nothing to do, nothing to stress about, nothing to divide her attention.

      She grabbed her phone from the nightstand and checked the clock. Almost eight-thirty. She flung the blankets off though she wanted to stay in bed for a while longer, and pulled her hoodie over her pajamas.

      “Bailey?” She opened her door and found the one across from her ajar as well. Great, her daughter was up and who-knows-where. Trepidation tugged through her and she moved down the hall to the banister so she could see into the foyer. The scent of cinnamon and yeast met her nose and made her stomach growl. But she couldn’t hear anything.

      “The dogs,” she muttered, wondering where they’d gotten to. Hopefully Bailey had fed them, and hopefully Graham didn’t mind that Laney had taken the liberty to shirk pretty much all of her duties. She hoped he didn’t think this was how she always acted.

      She hustled down the steps, around the massive Christmas tree that seemed a bit ominous without any lights or ornaments or decoration of any kind, and through the archway that led into the kitchen and dining room.

      There, she found Annie showing Bailey how to cut cinnamon rolls with a piece of dental floss that Laney hoped was unwaxed and unscented. They both wore aprons, and Bailey’s hair had been plaited into two braids that ran down the sides of her head.

      Laney stared, wondering how on earth Annie had done the braids. Laney was hopeless with things like that, and Bailey wore her hair in a ponytail most days.

      Bailey caught sight of her and said, “Mom.” She danced over to her and took her hand. “Come see what we’re making.”

      Laney’s feet felt like someone had filled them with lead, but she managed to move over to the stretch of counter where Annie worked. “I'm so sorry,” she said. “I overslept.”

      “It’s no problem.” Annie flashed her a smile. “We’ve been up for what?” She grinned at Bailey. “Maybe forty-five minutes.”

      “Look at my hair, Mom.” Bailey’s whole face had come alive, and Laney couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen her daughter so flushed, so happy, so engaged. She usually watched TV or played on her tablet so Laney could cook dinner, or work on the ranch. Sometimes when she played with the barn dogs in the summer, she looked like she was enjoying herself.

      It had never occurred to Laney to involve Bailey in the cooking, but the girl watched with rapt attention as Annie drew the floss through the dough. Bailey picked up the slice and put it on the sheet tray with the others.

      “And we’re making cinnamon rolls. Annie says it’s her mother’s recipe.”

      Then it would be good. Susannah Pruitt had won the town picnic baking contest several times. Maybe not with cinnamon rolls, but with honey wheat bread, lemon zucchini bread, and Laney’s personal favorite—oatmeal raisin cookies.

      “Your hair is beautiful.” Laney touched one loop of the braid, still not sure how Annie had done it. “And I love cinnamon rolls.”

      “I fed the dogs,” Bailey said, picking up another slice after Annie cut it. “And Graham said to let you sleep as long as you want.”

      A dose of heat filled her, and she hoped she didn’t blush too furiously. “Where is he?” she asked, knowing Bailey wouldn’t hear anything in her voice but suspecting that Annie would.

      “Probably the office,” Annie said. “That’s where he always is when I come.”

      “How often do you clean?” Laney asked.

      “Twice a week,” she said. “Sometimes three times if Graham’s having a…messy week.” She paused in the cutting of the dough and glanced over Bailey’s head to Laney. “He’s not the neatest person on the planet. So if it’s rainy weather or something like that, I come more often.”

      Laney gave her a smile and she went back to pulling the floss. So Graham wasn’t very clean. Neither was Laney, if the piles of paper around her house were any indication.

      “Do you think he would mind if I went to say good morning?”

      That got Annie to come to a full stop, mid-slice even. “At your peril,” she said, her eyes wide. “He doesn’t allow anyone in the office.”

      “I’ll just lean in the doorway.” Laney put her arm around Bailey and gave her a side hug. “Love you, bug.”

      “Love you too, Momma.”

      With that, Laney left the two of them in the kitchen and went through the length of the kitchen to find a mudroom on her right, where the dog food bowls waited and at least a dozen jackets, sweatshirts, and coats hung on pegs. Three pairs of work boots sat on the floor, none of them clean, along with an assortment of sneakers and hiking shoes.

      To her left, and through another arch, she went down a hall with several doors leading from it. She assumed a couple to be closets, but she saw a bathroom before she came to a door almost all the way closed.

      The scent of something sweet met her nose, but she wasn’t sure if she wanted to know the source of it. “Knock, knock,” she said at the same time she rapped on the wood. Everything in the lodge had been done with the finest materials, and though she’d barely touched it, the door swung in a little.

      Laney stepped to the other side of the doorway and looked inside. “Graham?”

      Music filled the air now and she found his silhouette way across the office, standing with his back to her as he gazed out the window. She didn’t recognize the song playing, but that wasn’t unusual. She had little time for pop culture and rarely listened to music.

      Graham knew it though, and well enough to sing along with the lyrics. His voice, a beautiful rich tenor, lifted into the air and sent chills down her spine and across her shoulders. She wasn’t even sure what he said, because the richness of his singing was so stunning.

      The song ended, and Laney couldn’t help clapping her hands. When someone sang like that, they deserved a standing ovation.

      Graham spun from the window, his face a mask of anger. “What are you doing?” He took long strides across the office, his frown so deep Laney thought she’d fall into it and never get out.

      “I just came to say good morning.” Laney fell back a step, sure Graham would plow right into her, bodily removing her from his office though she hadn’t stepped a single toe inside yet.

      He froze as if someone had encased his feet in liquid nitrogen. His fury smoothed away, and he glanced around the office and back to her, his face holding a bit of a flush it hadn’t a few moments ago.

      “Laney,” he said as if he’d just remembered her name.

      “Graham.” She smiled and stepped forward again—still not entering the office. “I didn’t mean to surprise you. I heard you singing. It was beautiful.”

      He ducked his head though he wore no cowboy hat on that morning. She liked him with it and without it, his dark hair falling across his forehead. She had the strongest urge to reach up and brush it back, but she kept her hands resolutely at her sides.

      She glanced around the office, and it indeed could use a housekeeper. “You’re a stacker.”

      “Hmm?” He lifted his eyes to hers, and she indicated the office.

      “A stacker. A piler. I make all sorts of piles. My ex—” Her voice cut off for a moment, but she forced herself to go on. “Mike used to poke fun at me about it all the time.” She lifted her chin. “But I knew where everything was. And if I didn’t, I knew it was in one of my piles.”

      “Is that right?” Graham softened when he smiled, and Laney’s heart melted.

      “I didn’t mean to oversleep today,” she said.

      “And I didn’t mean to come stomping across the office.”

      “I could help you tidy it up.”

      He frowned again. “It’s fine. I’m wondering, though, if you’d help me assign rooms to all the guests.”

      Laney’s eyebrows went up. “Isn’t it just your brothers coming in?”

      “I wish.” Graham ran his hand through his hair. “My mother is coming to stay for a few days, even though she lives in town. Same with Beau. And yes, Andrew and Eli are coming. But Andrew’s bringing his assistant—a woman—and she needs her own room. Or somewhere to share with someone. And Eli’s bringing a couple of friends who didn’t have anywhere else to go for the holidays, along with his nanny and his five-year-old son.”

      “I didn’t know Eli had a son.”

      “Yeah.” Graham exhaled and ran his hands through his hair. “His wife died a couple of years ago in an accident. Eli does…well, Eli’s doing the best he can, just like all of us.”

      “Where is he living?”

      “He’s in Bora Bora right now. Runs a big resort and spa down there.”

      “Oh, he’s going to love the snow, then.” Laney laughed, glad when Graham softened enough to chuckle too.

      “All right. So the guests.” Laney mentally counted. Four brothers. A mother. Five others. “That’s only ten people,” she said. “You’ve got what? At least that many bedrooms here?” She’d been downstairs last night, but she hadn’t gotten a grand tour or anything.

      “Twelve,” he said, waving his hand toward the far wall. “Plus mine.”

      “So plenty of room.”

      “Celia’s coming tonight to cook for the rest of the holidays,” he said.

      “Really?” Laney took a chance and stepped into the office. “Can she get through the storm?”

      “It’s supposed to let up for a few hours this afternoon.” Graham turned away from her and drifted further into the office, leaving Laney to follow him if she so chose.

      She did, and she wanted to hold his hand again, so she took slow, careful steps after him and slipped her hand into his, hoping whatever was troubling him would ease with the human contact.

      He dipped his chin and looked at their joined hands, then looked at her. She gazed back, not afraid to let him know she was interested.

      “Take me on a tour,” she said. “I’ll help you make room assignments. Bailey will probably make nameplates if you want her to.” She smiled, glad when some of his melancholy evaporated right then and there.

      “Yeah?”

      “Oh, yeah. She loves to color. Of course, you’re going to have to tear her from the cinnamon rolls they’re baking, but I bet she has time.” She giggled, and when he added his chuckle to the sound, it made the most beautiful harmony.

      “All right.” He swept his lips along her temple, leaving behind a trail of fire, and added, “Let’s go take a tour.”
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      Graham held Laney’s hand in the doorway of the office and checked both directions like he’d snuck a girl into his bedroom and wanted to get her out of the house before his parents found out.

      “My room’s down there,” he said, indicating the door at the end of the hall. “Around the corner, there are two more bedrooms. I was thinking my mother should stay in one of them.”

      “Do I get to see them?”

      He didn’t want to show her his mess, but the other bedrooms held clean linens and scented candles, so he figured they were safe. He led her that way, bypassing his room and entering the one kitty-corner across the hall from his.

      “This room is somewhat small. Maybe no one will stay here if we can help it.” The door settled open to reveal more of the cream-colored walls the rest of the main floor boasted, with white wainscoting along the lower third. His interior designer had done this room in cool colors, with peach and robin egg blue as the dominant palette.

      The queen bed took most of the room, but a small dresser held a TV. Graham stared at it in distaste. Why was there a TV in this room, where not a single person had ever stayed?

      “This is nice.” Laney beamed up at him, but Graham kept his attention on the bedroom.

      “The other one is bigger.” He led her to it and stepped all the way inside. This one held a queen bed too, with two recliners flanking the window. “There’s a bathroom between them,” he said. “I guess sort of a family suite type of setup.”

      “Your mother would like this one.” Laney ran her free fingertips along the surface of the bedside table and added, “I like the seashells. Did you pick those out?”

      “Heavens, no.” He snorted and laughed. “Surely you know by now that I pay for things I don’t want to deal with or don’t know how to do.”

      “So which is this one?” She gestured to the room. “Don’t want to deal with, or don’t know how to do?”

      He surveyed the room, with the lighthouse artwork, the seaman’s rope on the wall beside it, and all the other nautical trimmings. “Both.”

      Laney laughed, the sound delicious to his ears, and he smiled down at her. Their eyes locked, and the moment between them lengthened and lengthened. Graham’s thoughts turned to kissing, and his gaze dropped to her mouth.

      Those full lips taunted him, especially when she licked them and swallowed as if nervous. He was just about to lean down and see how far she’d let him go when she said, “Should we go downstairs?”

      He jerked back, her message loud and clear in his ears. “Yeah.” His voice sounded like it belonged to a grumpy bear, and he dropped her hand as he stepped out of the bedroom. He would’ve anyway, as soon as they’d approached the kitchen. This was just a couple of hallways and a turn earlier than he’d anticipated doing it.

      The basement felt cold and lonely, though he’d been down here just last night. The four bedrooms down here should probably be the bachelor pad for Andrew, Eli, and his friends, and Laney agreed.

      “The nanny can stay upstairs with the assistant,” Laney said.

      “And we’ll give Eli and his son a room to themselves. The others can share.”

      In addition to the four bedrooms and two bathrooms, the basement was home to a theater room, a second, much smaller kitchen, and a game room with a pool table, air hockey, and vintage video game console.

      Graham had no use for any of it. The double-wide doors led out of the game room and into the backyard, but a mountain of snow pressed against the glass, and no one would be exiting that way during this holiday season.

      “So that just leaves your brother’s assistant,” Laney said as they climbed the steps to the main floor. “What’s down there?” She pointed to the couple of doors past the kitchen.

      “That one goes into the garage,” he said. “The other one is a utility room. Washer, dryer, that sort of thing.”

      “How functional,” she said, and Graham wasn’t sure if she really didn’t want the lodge tour or not.

      “And you’ve seen upstairs,” he said, deciding to end it here. “I’m sure we’ll be fine.”

      “We?” Laney faced him, a definite challenge in her eyes now. “You mean you’ll be fine.”

      “You’re coming, aren’t you?”

      “Coming for dinner isn’t the same as staying over.”

      “It’s more than dinner,” he said. “I’ve already told Bailey about the tree lighting ceremony, and she seemed excited.” His heart shriveled with every second where she didn’t confirm she would bring Bailey to every event he’d planned for the holidays.

      “We’ll have to see,” Laney said, as he’d suspected she would. “I have a ranch to run, and with the snow, it’ll be ten times as much work as it normally is.” A measure of exhaustion passed through her eyes, and Graham wanted to erase it for her.

      “I’ll come help,” he said.

      She laughed, this sound only half as cheery as previously. “I’ve seen you do farm work,” she said. “I’m probably better off without you.”

      “Ouch.” He grinned at her and tucked a piece of hair behind her ear. “What just happened there?”

      “Where?”

      “In the basement. Between the basement and here.”

      Her eyes darted away, toward the garage, and then came back to his. “It’s just…I mean, I knew you had a lot of money.”

      “Mm hm.” Graham didn’t want to talk about money, especially his.

      “How much do you have, exactly?”

      “Why does it matter?”

      Laney’s features hardened, and she said, “It doesn’t. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have asked.”

      And suddenly Graham wanted to tell her. He checked the kitchen but couldn’t see or hear Bailey or Annie. “When my father died, his fortune largely went to my mother. Us boys each got a piece, and….”

      Laney slipped her hand into Graham’s again and strolled toward the foyer. He waited until they were steadily climbing the steps before he said, “I run the company, so I got a bigger share. It’s…big.” Why couldn’t he say it out loud?

      Laney didn’t ask, and he told himself that if she did, he’d tell her.

      “Would you say we’re friends?” she asked.

      He lifted their joined hands. “I’d say so.”

      She gave a tight smile. “I’d say you’re my best friend.” Her voice could barely be heard, though the rest of the house sat in silence. “Just like in high school and all growing up.”

      “Those were good times.”

      “The best.”

      Graham took a deep breath. “Laney, you’re my best friend too.” He tightened his grip on her fingers. “Which is why I wasn’t sure I should do this.”

      “Have you thought about it long?”

      “Long enough.” He’d gotten good at saying nothing over the course of the last year. Most people didn’t demand a straight answer, and Laney was one of them.

      “So my ranch is barely staying afloat,” she said. “I’m doing the best I can, but sometimes it’s lean.”

      Graham immediately wanted to help her, but he knew Laney would refuse. And probably stop holding his hand. And talking to him. She was beautiful and kind, but stubborn and hard-working too. She would not take his charity, even if he tried to give it to her anonymously.

      “I have nine zeroes in my bank account,” he said as they reached the first door at the top of the steps, the room where Annie had been staying.

      Laney chuckled. “Ah, so I have a cowboy billionaire best friend. Good to know.”

      “Well, I wouldn’t really call myself a cowboy.”

      “You have the hat.”

      “Is that all it takes?”

      “Around these parts?” Laney glanced at him, a playful expression on her face. “I’d say so.”

      He gave a light laugh and tucked her into his side, realizing that was right where he wanted her to be.
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      Working together, he and Laney got his horses taken care of and went down to her ranch too. She had a lot more animals than he did, but they all seemed to have come through the worst of the storm all right.

      They checked blankets and filled troughs. The barn dogs had a cozy room where they holed up, and she put three times as much food as they needed. Without the heaters, the chickens hadn’t fared so well.

      “Oh, no.” Laney picked up one frozen bird. “Bailey will be so upset. She’s named them all. It’s her job to feed the chickens.”

      “Let’s move the rest of them into the barn.” They did, the work hard through the snow and the gray sky and the cold. With everything taken care of, she checked the house and came out only a few minutes later.

      “Still no power,” she called to him, a worried look on her face. “I’m going to pack another bag. Can we stay with you?”

      “Of course.” He kept the broad smile off his face but felt the warmth spreading through his whole body.

      “I’ll make Bailey come sleep with me,” she said. “We won’t take up two of your bedrooms.”

      “It’s fine,” he said. “By my count, we only need one more room upstairs, and we have three.” He gazed at her, wondering how to help her. “Besides, they’re not coming in for another day anyway.”

      “I’ll call about the power tomorrow,” she said, glancing back toward her house. “I don’t know why I didn’t call today.” She faced him again. “My pipes are all going to be frozen.”

      “The power company wouldn’t have been able to come anyway.” Graham hadn’t thought of it either, and the fact was, he liked having Laney and Bailey upstairs, and he hoped they might be able to stay for several more days. He looked up into the sky. “It’s just starting to clear up.”

      “And the forecast says it’s supposed to snow overnight.” Laney heaved a big sigh and spread her arms wide to the sky. She turned in a circle and said, “Remember when we used to shout what we wanted into the sky?”

      Graham remembered, but he didn’t want to play that game right now. Because he was looking at what he wanted, and he wasn’t sure he could censor himself if she insisted he bellow to the clouds the way they had as eighth graders.

      “What are you gonna yell?” He watched her, her presence so strong as she twirled in the snow, her boots crunching it down.

      She came to a stop and faced him, a giant grin on her face. He returned the smile, her happiness almost infectious, and the electric charges in his pulse testified that his feelings for her weren’t because Bonnie had put the idea in his head to ask her out.

      “Why did we never go out before?” he asked, cocking his head.

      Her smile slipped, and Graham did some major backpedaling. “I mean, I was dating…someone. What was her name?” And why couldn’t he remember it?

      “Emma Darrow,” Laney said immediately. “She married Flynn Mason, you know.”

      “I think I heard that.” A long, long time ago. She probably had children the same age he was last time he’d thought about Emma.

      “And we never dated because we weren’t that kind of friends.” Laney folded her arms as if hugging herself to keep warm.

      Graham took a step toward her and then another one. “Are we that kind of friends now?” He ran his gloved hands from her elbows to her shoulders and back down, really hoping she’d say yes.

      “I think we should probably define what kind of friends we are,” she said, a shaky note in her voice on the last few words. “What with your family coming into town and all.”

      Graham nodded, but he didn’t open his mouth to make any such definitions.

      “Oh, you want me to start?” Her eyes crinkled as she smiled and shook her head. “Always making me do the heavy lifting.”

      “Hey, I got down all the hay to feed the horses over here.” He grinned at her.

      “Yes, well.” She put her hands on his biceps and squeezed, though she surely couldn’t feel anything through his thick, winter coat. “These muscles should be good for so much more than that.”

      “Different kind of lifting,” he said, still wanting her to begin. She seemed interested in him, and he wondered how long she’d thought of him as a man she’d like to go to dinner with. Hold hands with. Maybe even kiss….

      “I had a crush on you in high school,” she said with a swallow. “Did you know?”

      Graham blinked, sure he’d heard her wrong. “I had no idea.” Foolishness raced through him at the speed of light. “You never acted like it.”

      She lifted one shoulder in a shrug and Graham dropped his hands to her waist. The desire to kiss her soared toward the heavens as she laid her cheek against his chest and exhaled. “You always had Emma, and I always knew you’d leave Coral Canyon. I’m actually surprised you’re back.” She leaned away from him and searched his face. “You’re planning to stay, right?”

      If he wanted to keep those nine zeroes. “Yes,” he said. “I’m planning to stay.”

      Laney looked like she didn’t quite believe him, but she nodded.

      “So,” he said.

      A flirtatious twinkle entered her light eyes, making them sparkle like gems. “So what?”

      “So you tell me what kind of friends we are so I can decide what to do next.”

      “What do you want to do next?”

      He swallowed, finding his throat very, very dry. “Do I have to yell it into the sky?”

      She shook her head slowly as if she knew exactly what he wanted, the ends of her hair brushing the backs of his gloves.

      “No,” she said slowly. “You can whisper it to me if you want.”

      He bent down, taking a careful breath of the scent of her hair, her skin. He got something soft mixed with something fruity, and the combination of smells nearly drove him to madness.

      “I want to kiss you,” he whispered, his lips dangerously close to her earlobe.

      She shivered in his arms, and he hoped it wasn’t all because of the cold temperatures. “All right.”

      He pulled back slightly so he could see her face. “All right?”

      She nodded, and Graham switched his gaze to those lips that had tormented him for a full twenty-four hours. He lowered his head toward her, thrilled when she stretched up on her toes. Inch by inch, he closed the distance between them, sure he was about to kiss her.

      “Wait,” she said, planting one hand on his chest.

      He froze, waiting, but she said nothing.
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      Laney’s heart thundered against her ribs like she was about to go over a steep set of falls in a boat with no lifejacket.

      “I—” she started, only to have her voice fail her.

      “It’s okay.” Graham started to retreat from her, physically and emotionally, and she hated that. Wanted him right beside her, confiding in her, helping her on this ranch.

      “No,” she said quickly, her grip tightening on his one shoulder and moving her hand from his chest to behind his neck. “Don’t go.”

      “What is it?”

      She liked that he wasn’t demanding but still wanted to know. Those dark eyes searched hers, full of compassion and hunger and a pinch of frustration.

      “I haven’t kissed a man in a long time,” she blurted out. “I’ve been divorced for three years, and it was over long before that.” She licked her lips, wishing her salivary glands hadn’t gone on vacation during this conversation.

      Graham’s expression filled with kindness. “And you think you’ve forgotten how?”

      She lifted that one shoulder again. “Maybe.”

      “How about we try it and I’ll let you know?” His eyes glinted with danger now, with need.

      She giggled. “I sort of feel like I’ve ruined the moment.”

      “Not at all.” He dipped his head and ran the tip of his nose along her cheek, his lips touching the soft skin just behind her jawbone. She sucked in a breath and gripped his shoulders tighter.

      If he kissed her, she felt sure she wouldn’t even be able to stay standing. Heat filled her body, making her feel like she was steaming in the sub-zero temperatures.

      Graham kneaded her closer, and she’d spent a lot of time thinking about what kissing him would be like, so when he finally touched his lips to hers, she knew exactly what to expect.

      At least she thought she did.

      An explosion of fire burst through her, and she lifted onto her toes to make his feather light touch stronger. She matched him stroke for stroke, and she knew that all of her fantasies as a teenager were way off the mark.

      So were the dreams she’d had this past year.

      Because kissing Graham was so much better than anything she could’ve imagined.

      Several seconds passed before he broke the connection just long enough to murmur, “You still know how to do it, Laney,” before kissing her again.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Laney sort of floated back to the lodge, not feeling the bite of the winter air until she was back inside where it was warm and she could appreciate how cold it had been outside.

      “Mom, I helped Annie make lunch.”

      “Hmm?” Laney looked down at the blonde angel before her, taking an extra moment to recognize the girl as her daughter. “Is it lunchtime already?”

      “It was an hour ago,” Annie said, still wearing the apron from that morning. She put both hands on her hips and also wore a knowing expression.

      Laney’s stomach grumbled. “I am hungry.”

      “Me too.” Graham arranged his boots on the drying mat in the mudroom where he’d hung his coat too. “You didn’t have to make anything, Annie. There’re leftovers in the fridge.”

      “Miss Bailey wanted grilled cheese sandwiches.” The redhead gazed fondly at Bailey and tousled her hair. “She did a great job with buttering the bread.”

      Once again, guilt flowed through Laney with the force of river rapids. If they were still in their home, Bailey probably would’ve eaten cold cereal or a PB&J for lunch. Laney would’ve talked to her about it before she went out to do the chores, and she wouldn’t feel this pinch of guilt behind her heart that someone else had been taking care of her child while she kissed a handsome man by the barn.

      The ghost of that kiss still lingered on her lips, but she refused to let her hands drift up to touch them.

      “I’ll heat something up,” Graham said, completely oblivious to Laney’s inner turmoil. Of course he was. Bailey wasn’t his daughter, and even if she was, he wouldn’t feel the same. She knew from personal experience.

      Mike had often told her she had too soft of a heart, that Bailey needed to be raised with love but that disappointment, chores, and hard times were okay too.

      Well, she’d had plenty of experience with all of the above since he’d walked out on them.

      “Roast beef from last night?” Graham held up a plastic container. “Or orange chicken with brown rice?”

      “Orange chicken,” Laney said, pushing the guilt back and letting her interest in the food take over. “Who makes their own orange chicken? I thought you could only get that from The Magic Noodle.”

      Graham made a face. “The Magic Noodle isn’t even good.” He cracked the lid on the container and stuck it in the microwave.

      “Mom likes the teriyaki noodles.”

      “I love noodles,” Laney admitted with a shrug and a smile. “And I’m not driving sixty minutes round-trip to Jackson for Chu’s, though it is better.” But if she had that kind of time and money, she wouldn’t have been praying all these weeks for God to send her a miracle.

      As she watched Graham bustle around his kitchen, pulling out plates and silverware so they could eat, she wondered if the Lord had answered her prayers—just not in the way she’d thought they should be answered.

      The rest of the day passed, with Bailey making nameplates for everyone coming into town while Laney supervised. Annie left sometime in the early evening, and Celia arrived with bags and bags of groceries.

      Laney made herself useful, not quite sure what to do with empty hours. She was so used to having dozens of items on her to-do list and never quite crossing them all off. Sitting at the kitchen table while her daughter colored and she did nothing…well, Laney thought she might go mad if she had to do it for much longer.

      Celia was her mother’s age, and a lifelong resident of Coral Canyon herself, so Laney donned the apron Annie had been wearing earlier that day, washed her hands, and said, “Put me to work, Celia,” with a smile that was probably one part friendliness and two parts overeager.

      “Can you peel carrots and potatoes?” Celia kept unpacking the groceries.

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      She pointed to a ten-pound bag of russets. “All of those.” She slapped a bag of carrots about half as big. “And these.”

      While peeling potatoes wasn’t high on Laney’s list of fun things to spend her time doing, she picked up the peeler and got to work. “What are you making?”

      “Beef stew,” she said. “Chicken pot pie. French toast breakfast casserole. Lasagna. Stuff Graham can put in the oven and serve with rolls or bagged salad or fruit.”

      “I don’t think he eats fruit.” Laney sent long strips of brown skins into the sink.

      Celia laughed, the sound filling the kitchen with more life than Laney had felt in years. She smiled at the older woman.

      “You’re probably right about that.” She finished chuckling and folded the reusable grocery bags. “But I heard there will be women and children here, and they should probably have access to something that isn’t brown.”

      “Agreed.” She set the peeled potatoes in a pot of water so they wouldn’t discolor until Celia needed them.

      She banged around the kitchen with ease, and Laney asked, “How long have you been cooking for Graham?”

      “About seven months now,” she said. “You should’ve seen him when I first showed up.” She shook her head and clucked her tongue. “I thought he was going to waste away.”

      Laney laughed, realizing too late that the other woman wasn’t kidding. “I saw him when he first moved here. He seemed fine.” Fine enough to call her every other day about a problem for those first couple of months.

      “If you think he doesn’t eat vegetables now, you should’ve seen him when he hired me.” Celia pointed the tip of her knife in Laney’s direction though they stood yards apart. “I got him on vitamins and he’s perked right up.”

      Yeah, perky was how Laney would describe him too. She shook her head at the assessment, a wry smile curving her lips. “How’s your daughter?” she asked, deciding Graham was dangerous territory for a conversation with someone as keen as Celia Armstrong. She practically ran the gossip mill in town, and Laney didn’t need her name circulating through the salons and church functions.

      “Oh, Diana’s fine,” she said. “She’s got her hands full with the twins. They’ve been acting up since their dad was diagnosed.”

      “And how is Devon?” Laney felt a tug of sorrow pull through her. Diana and Devon had been through so much together already. It didn’t seem fair that he had to deal with cancer now, too, after all they’d gone through to get their babies.

      “About as expected.” The swish of the knife went through onions and celery, and Celia came over to get the peeled carrots. “The cancer hasn’t spread, but it’s not shrinking either.” She gave Laney a sad smile. “At least the twins can drive now, so Diana doesn’t have to do so much arranging when they have to go to the hospital for treatments.”

      Laney remembered the sign-up sheet that had gone around at church for months to help get the twins to school or from their activities on days Diana had to drive Devon to his treatment sessions, an hour and a half away.

      She never had been able to sign up and help, because it was twenty minutes just to get from the ranch to town, and she had her own daughter to take care of. At least that was how she’d justified not signing up.

      “So,” Celia said, and Laney’s defenses went right up at the tone. There was just something about it. Something that said she was about to pry.

      “Will you be staying at Whiskey Mountain for the holidays?”

      “Oh, no.” Laney laughed, again the only one to do so, which made it awkward. “No. I’m just here until the power comes back on at my place.”

      “Your power is off?”

      Laney glanced up. “Yes.”

      Celia frowned and went back to cubing meat. “I haven’t heard of any power outages.”

      “I have private lines that hook to the county,” Laney said. “I’m sure I just need someone to come look at them.” At least she hoped so. She didn’t need another bill, or another worry to add to the ones she already had about the animals freezing, or the pipes bursting, or how she’d explain to Bailey that Santa would find them here at the lodge if they couldn’t get home in time for Christmas.

      “How are you and Graham getting along?” Celia asked next, and Laney froze. The vegetables sizzled on the stove several paces away, where Celia worked, the scent of onions and butter so homey to Laney’s nose.

      “Fine,” she took too long to say.

      “Mm hm.”

      Laney glanced up in time to see the knowing look on Celia’s face, almost like she could tell that Laney had experienced the best kiss of her life only hours ago.

      “He’s a bit of a beast, to be honest,” Laney said, hoping to deflect some of the tension. “Don’t you think?”

      Celia laughed and dropped the meat in the pot, where it hissed when it hit the hot surface. She added a liberal amount of salt and pepper as she said, “He’s tame-able, though. Has a good heart. You stick around long enough, and you’ll see.”

      Laney had already seen that, but she did wonder if he knew how demanding he was, or how some of his “requests” came off.

      Thankfully, Celia moved on to something else, some rumor that had been going around since Halloween, and Laney was able to barely listen as she relived the kiss over and over again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            10

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Graham pressed his back into the wall, the women’s voices on the other side reaching his ears but the words like ribbons without sound.

      He’s a bit of a beast, to be honest.

      Laney thought he was a beast?

      His fingers curled into fists, clenching tight before releasing. So maybe he’d been a bit short with her in the past. Maybe. He couldn’t actually remember being anything but himself, but that didn’t really mean he hadn’t come off as a beast.

      A beast.

      He couldn’t believe she’d said that about him to his personal chef. But of course she knew Celia Armstrong, the original short-order cook at the diner in town for thirty-five years before retiring a few years ago.

      What was he going to do now? He’d stepped down the hall to his office for a little bit, mostly to get re-centered after the bone-melting kiss he’d shared with Laney near her barn. Now he’d been hoping to get a few more private moments with her somehow.

      He couldn’t suggest a walk because of the weather, but he’d been planning to ask her to go around with him and hang the nameplates her daughter had made. So maybe he’d envisioned himself kissing her in the dim theater room, or around the corner in the hallway upstairs.

      The beast got his kiss with Beauty, didn’t he?

      Maybe you’ve already gotten yours, he thought, his heart sinking all the way to the soles of his feet. And maybe he needed to be the forty-year-old he was and talk to her about everything from the kiss to why she thought he was a beast.

      So he stepped around the wall to the delicious smell of Celia’s beef stew and Laney washing her hands and saying, “What do you need next?”

      “I was wondering if I could steal Laney for a few minutes.” He flashed a smile that was certainly un-beastly at Celia. “She’s helping me get the rooms ready for the guests.”

      Both women raised their eyebrows. Laney recovered first, taking a few extra seconds to wipe her hands on a towel and say, “Let me find Bailey.”

      “She gave me the nameplates,” Graham said. “They’re in the office. And I was hoping we could work on decorating the tree tonight and tomorrow too. I want to have the big lighting ceremony in the evening after everyone arrives.”

      “I thought you were going to have Bree do the decorating.”

      “She ran out of time,” Graham said simply, hoping Celia wouldn’t spill all the secrets he’d kept behind the closed doors of Whiskey Mountain Lodge. Laney didn’t need to know that Bree had run out of time to decorate the twenty-foot Christmas tree in the foyer because Graham had given her the task of finding enough stockings for all the guests coming in and doing all of his gift shopping.

      Bree had become somewhat of his personal assistant this winter, and he suddenly felt like a beast for not going down to town and buying his own brothers their gifts.

      “I’m sure Bailey would love to do that,” she said. “We don’t even have a tree at home.” She held his gaze for only a moment and then tucked her hands into her pockets.

      The second stretched, with the three of them standing there in an awkward triangle. Finally, Celia said, “Well, go on then. I can manage just fine in here alone.” She ping-ponged her gaze back and forth between Graham and Laney. “Probably better if no one’s in my hair.” She turned back to the large pot on the stove, leaving Graham nowhere to look but at Laney.

      “Shall we?” He wanted to recall the words as soon as they left his mouth. This wasn’t a date, and he didn’t need to act like it was. Unsure of what else to say, he stepped out of the kitchen and started down the hall toward his office.

      Celia caught him at the second arch—which also led into the kitchen, just on the other side where the mudroom was—a roll of clear tape in her hand. She didn’t say anything but cocked one eyebrow at him and ducked back into the kitchen.

      He collected the nameplates from his desk and rounded the corner to put up his mother’s. The words he wanted to say, the questions he had to ask, seemed to pile on top of each other, unable to come out one at a time.

      So he taped the rainbow-colored paper that said Amanda on it in all capital letters. “Bailey is really creative,” he said.

      “She is.” Laney edged in a little closer, and he caught a whiff of her perfume.

      He stepped back and over to the next door.

      “I didn’t think anyone was going to stay here,” she said.

      “Andrew requested a quiet wing for his assistant.” He rolled his eyes as he tore off another piece of tape. “Apparently public relations personnel are always working, even at Christmastime.”

      “You don’t sound happy about it.”

      He smoothed the tape so it would hold the sign with Tilly on it, little sea creatures floating in the ocean scene surrounding the letters.

      “Oh, am I being a little bit like a beast?” He cast her a glare, lifted his eyebrows, and rounded the corner before she could respond. He’d taken three steps before he spun back, his pulse ricocheting around inside his chest. But he wasn’t going to walk away.

      Graham pulled up short when he found Laney only a pace behind him. “You know what?” he asked. “This year hasn’t been easy for me. So maybe I’ve come off a little rough around the edges. Doesn’t mean I’m a beast.”

      Her eyes blazed with something like lightning. “You were eavesdropping?”

      “There are half a dozen entrances into that kitchen. I was walking by.”

      Her countenance fell. “I didn’t mean anything by it.” She put her palm flat against his breastbone, and dang if his heart didn’t hammer faster. And she’d probably be able to feel it. “I just didn’t want Celia to know about…you know.”

      “That we kissed,” he said, not ashamed of it. Was she?

      She grabbed onto his elbow and pulled him back around the corner, her eyes anxious and her grip firm. Somehow, it made his blood run hotter.

      “Laney, did you not want me to kiss you?”

      “No,” she said. “I mean, yes.” She exhaled and ran her palm over her hair, smoothing back the errant pieces.

      “You just don’t want anyone to know about it.”

      She looked up at him, the fire and strength he’d seen in her as a ten-year-old when she punched the bullies on the school bus who kept stealing her bubble gum blazing in those light green eyes.

      He’d seen this determination when she entered the FFA competitions. And as she’d reprimanded him for trespassing on her property.

      “Graham,” she said in a freaky calm voice. “I have a six-year-old daughter. I’ve been married before. You’ll forgive me if this needs to go…slow.”

      Graham wasn’t sure how to answer. He also wasn’t sure he’d ever considered the position she was in, and where she’d be coming from, or what she brought from her past into her present.

      “You are interested in me, right?” he asked.

      She trilled out a laugh and stretched up on her toes to kiss his cheek. “Graham, I’m very interested in you.” Her eyes twinkled now, but that determination loitered just beneath the surface. All of it faded into fear. “But I do need this to go slow, and I need you to understand that it might take time for me to come to certain…decisions.”

      “I can go slow,” he said almost stupidly, the foolishness racing through him that he’d gotten his feelings hurt fast and furious. “And I guess now’s a good time to say I don’t like being called a beast. I’m not trying to be rude.”

      She had no idea what it was like, stepping into his father’s shoes after an abrupt death, and trying to run a company he had no knowledge of and no inclination to head up. He’d worked non-stop for months to get his head wrapped around everything Springside Energy did, all while the general manager simply wanted him to go away.

      And when that work was done for the day—which was laughable. The work at Springside was never really done—he had the entire lodge, the grounds, and the farm to take care of.

      “What did I do?” he asked, drawing her into his arms and holding her against his chest. “To make you think I’m a bit of a beast?”

      “It’s just…it’s just the way you say things,” she said. “Like it doesn’t sound like asking. It sounds like telling.”

      “I needed your help,” he said. “I didn’t mean to demand it.”

      “I know that.”

      “I’ll work on it,” he said.

      “I have some things to work on too,” she said. “But right now, I just want to hang these nameplates and then get the tree decorated.” She stepped back and smiled at him, a cautious, beautiful smile. “Okay?”

      “Okay.” He swept one hand around her waist and brought her close again. “But I think maybe I need a kiss to make up for being called a beast behind my back.” He smiled down at her, glad when she caught the teasing quality in his tone.

      Her eyes drifted closed and she tipped her head back, an open invitation for him to kiss her. He took an extra moment to soak in her beauty, and then he claimed her mouth, this kiss just as wonderful, just as passionate, and just as life-changing as the first.
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        * * *

      

      Graham brought another box of ornaments in from the garage, the heat hitting him in the face. “This is it,” he said as he set the glittering orbs on the floor in the foyer.

      Laney exhaled and straightened, taking in the mess of boxes spread between the two of them. “I don’t know if we can do this in a single day.”

      Bailey hummed to herself as she slipped another hook through the top of a red ball and hung it on one of the lowest branches. Graham let his eyes travel up the tree, realizing just how tall it was and big around it spanned, and how he probably shouldn’t have left this task for the last day.

      Or for himself.

      His eyes met Laney’s and locked, and she shrugged one shoulder in that classic Laney-way and said, “Maybe if we have chocolate….”

      Graham grinned and turned back to the kitchen. A steaming pot of water sat on the stove and Celia slid a handful of lasagna noodles into it. “Celia,” he said, listening to his own voice. Did he sound too demanding? He hadn’t stomped in and yelled, “Hot chocolate in the next two minutes or you’re fired!” That was something, right?

      She turned toward him and scraped her bangs off her forehead. “Hey, Graham.” She reminded him so much of his mother, and Graham was glad his mom had decided to stay at the lodge for the holidays. Then all the brothers could pamper her on this first year she was alone for the holidays.

      She’d gone to Bora Bora for Thanksgiving, and Eli hadn’t even served turkey or mashed potatoes.

      “We’re getting started on the tree decorating,” he said, feeling like an idiot for how he was talking. This wasn’t normal or who he was. “And Laney’s wondering what the possibility of hot chocolate is?” He pitched his voice up on the last word as if it were a question.

      Celia blinked at him, confusion on her face. “Graham?”

      He was likewise confused. “Can you make us some hot chocolate while we decorate the tree?”

      “Sure.” She went over to the cupboard and pulled down three mugs. “I already have water heating.”

      “Thanks.” He returned to the foyer and found Laney trying to hide her smile. “What?”

      “Ah, there he is.” She started laughing as she unwrapped another box of lights.

      He rolled his eyes and growled, a very beastly thing to do, before bending to collect a box of red-and-white striped ornaments shaped like icicles. “All right, Bailey, hook me up with these.”

      The towhead came over, her bright blue eyes so out of place on a face that looked so much like Laney’s. He didn’t know her husband, but the man must’ve had blue eyes.

      They worked together, the hot chocolate coming out only a few minutes later, and ornament by ornament, candy cane by candy cane, and Christmas song by Christmas song, the tree got decorated.

      Graham groaned as he dismounted the ladder for what felt like the millionth time and stretched his back. Bailey had wandered into the kitchen at least an hour ago, and Celia had told Graham lunch was ready three times before she gave up.

      Laney stood back, almost under the archway that led down the hall to his bedroom, her eyes raking from the top of the tree to the bottom. “I think it looks pretty good.”

      Graham caught her lingering on a spot near the top. “There’s a bare patch up there.” He looked at the mess on the floor, hating that he had to clean it all up. This decorating thing was entirely too much work. “Do we have anything else?”

      “It’s fine,” Laney said. “We still have farm work to do.”

      He checked down the hall toward the garage before sweeping his arm around her waist. “It hasn’t snowed nearly as much today. Should go faster.”

      She leaned into him a little bit, and he liked that she gave her exhaustion to him. He’d gladly shoulder it for her. “Let’s get this cleaned up.”

      “How about you clean this up and I’ll do the outside chores?”

      Laney froze, her eyes now wide and glittering. “What?”

      “I only have the three horses. I can get them done lickety-split and get down to your place before you even have half of this put away.” He saw the indecision in her eyes and shrugged. “I mean, we can race.”

      He closed his eyes in a moment of idiocy. We can race? Were they four years old?

      “Deal,” she said. “I’ll text you when I’m done, and if you’re not done with your horses before I get all these put away, you….” She trailed off, and Graham wanted to bail her out but he also really wanted to know how she’d finish that sentence.

      “I’ll what?” he asked.

      “Take me to dinner.”

      “I already asked you to dinner.” He grinned at her and cocked one eyebrow.

      “You’re a beast.” She pushed against his chest, a smile dancing in her eyes.

      “Oh, you can’t say that about everything.” He laughed and added, “I get some time to get properly dressed for the outdoors.” He gave her a quick kiss on the cheek and headed for the mudroom. “I’ll yell at you when you can go.”

      He heard boxes sliding and plastic rustling, and he called, “Cheater!” as he shoved his feet into his boots. Laney giggled, the sound high and girlish and absolutely diving right into the soft places of his heart.

      He thought about the word he’d called as he finished getting ready and burst out in the cold. Cheater.

      Erica had cheated on him in Seattle, and he’d expected the sting, the shrinking of his chest, to linger with him forever. But it was gone. He tossed a last look at the back door of the lodge, wondering if Laney had anything to do with how healed his heart felt.
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      Laney woke the next morning, the warmth in the lodge more comfortable than she’d been expecting. Maybe she had labeled Graham as a hairy beast who’d locked himself away in this giant house. But he did have a good heart, and everyone who met him seemed to love him, and she’d really enjoyed her time here.

      But the snow was predicted to stop, and the power company had said they’d be out that afternoon to look at the lines, and he had a whole slew of people coming into town for the holidays.

      You should go back to the ranch, she told herself as the night started to lighten to dawn. She obviously couldn’t go until the electricity had been restored and the furnace had had a chance to get things toasty again.

      So maybe another night, she thought, the idea grabbing on and holding tight. And if she was here tomorrow, she might as well stay all the way to Christmas Day.

      A light knock sounded on the door and then Bailey’s little voice said, “Mom? Are you awake?”

      “Yep. Come in, bug.”

      The door opened and Bailey padded in wearing her pink nightgown, carrying her stuffed llama, and all three dogs trailing behind her. Laney didn’t let her two animals on her bed, but apparently Barry and Clearwater had lost all civilization, because they jumped up on the bed and gave her looks like, We can’t believe we’ve been missing out on these soft mattresses all these years, before turning and lying down.

      Laney opened her arms and Bailey slid into bed with her. “What’s up?”

      “Something hit my window.”

      Laney glanced toward the window to her left but it was still too dark to see much. “Maybe it’s windy.”

      “Clearwater barked.”

      “Clearwater barks if I sneeze.”

      Bailey snuggled in deeper, and Laney tucked the blanket around her and stroked her hair. “We’re going to do the tree lighting today. You’re excited about that, right?”

      “Yeah.”

      “All of Graham’s family is coming.”

      “I know. Celia said we’re having chicken pot pie tonight.”

      Laney’s mouth watered just thinking about it. She served chicken pot pie, but it was the frozen ones she simply put in the oven for an hour while she showered and twisted her wet hair into a bun, maybe ran the vacuum, and then took a ten-minute nap until the timer went off.

      “We might not be here tonight,” she said.

      “Why not?” Bailey twisted her head to look up at her.

      “When they get our power back on, we’ll go back to the ranch.”

      “But you said Santa could bring the presents here.”

      “And he can. But if our house is fixed, we’ll go back there.”

      Bailey frowned, but she settled back against Laney’s side. “I think he might get confused with all the switching.”

      Laney didn’t want to squash her daughter’s dreams, but she didn’t want to make her plans based on what a six-year-old believed about a mythical figure. “We’ll see,” she said, her standard answer when she didn’t know what she was doing as a mother—which was all the time.

      They settled into silence, and Laney did hear the wind whipping around outside, and she secretly hoped the power lines couldn’t get repaired that afternoon. Then she wouldn’t have to make a decision, and Bailey would be satisfied.

      They dozed for a while, until the scent of coffee and something yeasty lifted into the air. Bailey rustled first, and when Laney opened her eyes, she found all three dogs waiting at the door. Clearwater whined, and Bailey got out of bed.

      “I’ll be right down, okay?” Laney asked.

      “Okay.” Bailey opened the door and let the dogs go through first. She left the door ajar and Laney heard her footsteps recede and then go down the steps. Laney wasn’t particularly tired, but she sure did like lying in a warm bed for a few extra minutes.

      When she finally got up and pulled on a gray sweater with a pair of jeans and went downstairs, she found everyone sitting at the dining room table, Belgian waffles mounded in front of them.

      “There you are,” Celia said, the way Laney’s mother would have when she’d overslept. “I saved some bacon for you. These two were like wolves.”

      Graham lifted one shoulder in a non-apologetic shrug as his mouth was full of waffles and syrup.

      “Oh, thank you,” Laney said, not quite sure how to take being fussed over. It hadn’t happened in so long, and her first instinct was to say, “I’m fine. I don’t even like bacon,” though the opposite was true.

      She let Celia get the bacon from the oven and she loaded a Belgian waffle with strawberries and cream. “So,” she said. “What’s the plan for today?”

      “Beau’s helping me shuttle everyone from the airport,” Graham said. “Farm chores this morning. Tree lighting at six.”

      “Dinner at six-fifteen,” Celia said.

      “Everyone will be here by four,” Graham said. “I hope.” He peered toward the windows down at the end of the table. “If the weather holds.”

      The sun shone outside, but Laney knew it held false warmth. She’d spent many winters in Wyoming, and she knew what the wind could do to noses and fingertips.

      Breakfast ended, and she took a few extra minutes to sip her coffee while Bailey helped Celia in the kitchen. Graham disappeared down the hall to his office with a look in Laney’s direction, but she didn’t follow him.

      This reality felt a little too…easy. A little too good to be true. As soon as she got back to Echo Ridge Ranch, she’d be reminded of the stark truth of things. Not enough hours to do everything that needed to be done. Not enough money to go around.

      But she did love Bailey, and Bailey loved her, the dogs, the horses, all of it. So Echo Ridge did have something this lodge didn’t. Heart. Spirit. Love.

      Sighing, Laney rinsed her dishes and put them in the dishwasher before saying, “Come on, Bailey. We have work to do.”
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      As darkness fell, Laney tromped up the road to the lodge, which glowed with cheery yellow lights in the front windows. At the end of the drive, she took a moment to gaze at the building, which looked warm and welcoming and wonderful.

      Everyone should’ve arrived this afternoon, and she wondered what kind of reception she’d get from the Whittaker brothers, their friends and other family members. Bailey had spent the morning working the ranch with her, but Laney had brought her back for lunch and gone back to the ranch to meet with the electric company alone.

      A deep breath helped her center herself. Strengthen her resolve for what she needed to do. Her phone chimed as she took the first step down the cleared driveway, and she pulled it out to see Graham’s name on the screen—and that she was late.

      How close are you? his message read.

      Two minutes, she typed out. Coming down the drive now.

      A few seconds later, the front door opened, and a tall, broad-shouldered figure blocked the light spilling out. Laney’s breath caught and she couldn’t even see the man. She couldn’t help feeling nervous to meet his whole family and spend Christmas with them, but she also knew some of the butterflies were simply because she hadn’t yet kissed Graham that day and she wanted to.

      He met her at the sidewalk, his leather jacket not nearly bulky enough to stave off the cold. His breath puffed out as he smiled. “Hey, pretty lady.”

      Laney’s grin popped onto her face and she paused to lean into his warmth. “Hey.”

      “How’d it go down there?”

      She exhaled, sending her own cloud of white into the chilly air. “Not great. The lines are severed, and require a full crew.”

      His arms came around her, holding her close to his heartbeat, enveloping her in the scent of his skin, his clothes, him. He smelled like cotton, and air freshener, and soap, and something woodsy. “How soon can they get a whole crew out?”

      “They won’t have a full crew until after the new year.” She spoke with measured syllables, hoping he’d hear the desperation in her voice. “Hey, it saves me on heat, right?” She tried a chuckle, but it didn’t quite come out right.

      “So you’ll stay with me until then.” The way he said it, like it would just be so, actually warmed Laney this time.

      “If we can,” she said. “I can pay for the room.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous.”

      “People used to pay for those rooms, you know.”

      “I know.” He laced his fingers through hers and faced the house. “You ready for this?” That was all. No negotiation. She simply would not be paying rent.

      “How crazy is it?”

      “Compared to living alone? A nightmare.” He chuckled. “But it actually feels kinda nice to have everyone here too.”

      She squeezed his hand. “All right, cowboy. Let’s do this.”

      But he didn’t move. “I just….” He gazed down at her, and Laney lost herself in the darkness of his eyes, the emotion streaming from them. “I’m wondering how I introduce you.”

      Because she wanted to, she tipped up onto her toes and skated her lips across his. He quickly caught her waist and drew her close again, kissing her more firmly the second time.

      “So girlfriend should work,” Laney whispered against his lips, kissing him one more time and hoping the term didn’t shock him—or his family—too much.

      “Not best friend?” he asked.

      “I think I can be both.” She put a couple of inches between them and searched his face. “Don’t you?”

      “I’ve never thought about it.”

      “You weren’t friends with any of your girlfriends?”

      “Well, yeah, I mean…I guess.”

      “I was best friends with my husband.” Laney gazed back at the house. “Once upon a time.” She didn’t want to go down that road, not at Christmas. Thinking of Mike would only make her angry, and she didn’t want to spend another holiday furious. She’d checked the house for mail, and when she didn’t find any, she’d called the post office.

      No packages. No gifts.

      Bailey’s father had forgotten her—again.

      She drew in a breath and forced the thoughts out with mere oxygen. “I have presents at my house,” she said. “Maybe you could help me get them tomorrow, sneak them up here to the lodge?”

      “Of course.” He kneaded her closer, held her for another moment.

      Someone opened the front door and called, “Graham? We’re ready in here.”

      He chuckled and said, “That’ll be Eli. Always keeping us on schedule.” He walked toward the house, Laney’s hand securely in his, muttering, “Girlfriend. Hey, guys, you remember Laney Boyd? She’s my girlfriend,” to himself.

      Laney grinned at the ground, liking the way the word sounded coming out of his mouth, the way she’d long suspected she would. Now, if she could just get through meeting everyone, she could maybe take a decent breath and enjoy the festivities.
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      Graham stopped just short of opening the front door. “What about Bailey?” So maybe he had some nerves about announcing to his whole family at the same time that he’d gone and gotten himself a girlfriend in the past three days. He could see their faces now; his mother’s eyes full of surprise, Andrew’s squinted gaze as he tried to figure out if Graham was kidding or not….

      “We’ve talked about me dating again,” she said.

      “She’s six.”

      “She’s not stupid.” Laney looked up at him, her light green eyes blazing with a strange sort of fire.

      “Look who’s being beastly now.” Graham cracked a smile but his chest did sting the tiniest bit. He just felt so out of his element with a new relationship, especially since Laney’s situation wasn’t easy and came with a six-year-old. Graham had no idea how to relate to children, though he thought he got along just fine with Bailey.

      She sighed and said, “She started first grade this year. She knows other people have dads. There was a ‘Bring Your Dad to School Day,’ and Bailey and I talked a lot about her dad, and where he was, and that I might find someone else to….” She trailed off, and though it was dark, Graham could definitely see the hint of a blush there.

      “Marry?” He forced the word out of his mouth. Best friend or boyfriend was certainly more palatable, as Graham had never really envisioned himself as a husband and father.

      “I mean, not right now.” Laney squeezed his hand. “You look like you’re going to throw up.” She tacked a giggle onto the end of her sentence, but she wasn’t far off.

      “I’m just—” He cleared his throat. “It’s a lot to take in on short notice.”

      “So maybe just start with we’re starting to see each other. I mean, we haven’t even been to dinner yet.”

      They were practically living together—and would be for at least another week. But he squared his shoulders, a bit of the sound inside leaking through the solid wood door. “Okay.” He opened the door before she could say anything and gripped her hand as he stepped inside.

      “There he is.” Eli stood nearest to the door, his tie a bit looser than before. Just the fact that he traveled in a white shirt and tie said a lot about the second youngest brother, but Graham liked Eli the best.

      He was down-to-earth and practical. He had lighter brown hair than Graham, but the same glinting, dark chocolate-colored eyes.

      “Eli,” Graham said. “You remember Laney Boyd, don’t you?”

      It was as if the conversation had been muted. Even the Christmas music that Celia had started through the overhead speakers hit a lull, making the silence the only thing between him and everyone else.

      Eli’s appraising eyes ran down the length of Laney’s body and back to her face. It only took a second, maybe two, but Graham felt like it had taken an hour, and his brother definitely saw their joined hands.

      “Laney Boyd.” He stepped forward and gave her a quick side-hug. “Of course.”

      “It’s McAllister now,” she said with a smile. “You’re looking great, Eli.”

      He twisted back to the foyer, which was filled with people, and said, “Thanks. Come meet my son. He was thrilled to see your daughter here. Stockton, where are you?”

      Graham’s nephew emerged from behind the tree, a portable game machine in his hand. He passed it to his father when he arrived and looked up at them. “Uncle Graham, this place is awesome.”

      “Thanks, bud.” Graham grinned at the boy, hoping he’d get to see him a lot while Eli was here. Bora Bora was too far away. “This is my girlfriend, Laney. It’s her daughter Bailey you’re playing with.”

      Stockton, ever the gentleman, stuck out his hand. “Nice to meet you.”

      “Oh, well.” Laney giggled and shook the child’s hand. “Nice to meet you too.” She released Graham’s hand and bent down to the boy’s level. “If you find me later, I’ll make sure you know where your uncle keeps the treats.”

      Stockton’s eyes rounded and he grinned. “All right.”

      “Did I hear right?” Graham’s mother arrived on the scene and put a protective arm around Stockton. “You two are dating?”

      Graham exchanged a look with Laney, but she simply smiled at him, her face the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen. “Kind of, Mom.”

      “Kind of?” Andrew demanded. He, at least, wore a pair of jeans, a blue T-shirt, and a gray hoodie.

      “I’ve asked her out.” Graham straightened, trying to gain the half-inch of height he had over his brother. “But with the storms, we haven’t made it out of the lodge yet.”

      “Come meet my friends.” Eli guided Laney and Stockton away from Graham, and he watched his girlfriend go, her long hair swaying as she walked over to two men and a woman—Eli’s friends and nanny. Beau joined the circle of people surrounding Graham, and he had no choice but to stay.

      Celia caught his eye from her position against the wall leading into the hall, a small smile on her face. Graham felt his neck heat, but he knew he had her approval.

      “Graham, I didn’t know you and Laney were even that close.” Beau sipped from a bottle of water, his question-that-wasn’t-really-a-question so much like a lawyer it was annoying.

      “Of course we are,” Graham said. “She’s the closest neighbor I have out here, and she’s been helping me with the farm for a year.”

      “You’ve never mentioned her before.” His mother wore a look of concern like maybe Laney had bewitched him somehow.

      Honestly, Graham could barely think straight. “I’m mentioning her now.” He glanced past Andrew to where Laney laughed at something Meg, the nanny, had said.

      “Look, it’s new, okay? She’s been staying here for a couple of days because the power lines at her place are down. She’ll be here through the holidays, and I like her.” He practically hissed the last couple of words as Bailey skipped over.

      “Graham, remember how you said I could pass out the Christmas Eve gifts?”

      He swept his gaze past the members of his family and focused on the little girl. “’Course I do, Bay. Are you ready? We’ll do them right after the lighting.”

      “Stockton wants to help.”

      “Oh, well, I think that’s okay. Don’t you?”

      She looked torn, but she glanced over her shoulder to where Stockton stood with his nanny and back to Graham. “Yeah, it’s okay.”

      “Okay, well, go get them from Celia, and I’ll get everyone ready for the lighting.” Because then the conversation with his mother and brothers would be over. Bailey skipped away, and he said, “All right, everyone. I think we’re ready to do the tree lighting. I’m told it’s best if you stand over here.” He indicated the fireplace, which had a dozen stockings hung along its length and waited while everyone came over.

      He claimed Laney’s hand again as soon as she came within arm’s reach, his anxiety teeming near the top of his control. “Are we ready?” The evergreen sat in darkness, though the ornaments glinted from the overhead lights.

      “No,” Bailey said. “Get that light behind you, Mom.”

      Laney twisted and switched off the porch light while Celia flipped off the lights in the kitchen and hallway.

      “Now we’re ready,” the six-year-old announced. “Go ahead Graham.”

      He grinned and while he hadn’t been planning a speech, he stepped out of the crowd and stood in front of them. “I’m so glad we’re all here together this Christmas.” His emotions skyrocketed, and the fact that his father wasn’t there stuck in his throat.

      Several long seconds passed before he was able to continue, and he caught his mother wiping her eyes. “Dad loved the holidays, and he’d always give us a small gift on Christmas Eve. So we’ll be doing that right after this, and then Celia has dinner in the kitchen.” He surveyed the group, finding his love for each of them—even those he didn’t know well and had only met that afternoon—growing.

      “I thank God you could all travel here safely to be with us, and Andrew will say grace over the food once we’re in the dining room.” He wasn’t particularly long-winded, and he felt emotionally spent standing in front of them all. “Anyone have anything else they want to say? Mom?”

      She shook her head, a sniffle the only sound. “You did great, Graham.”

      He stepped back into his place. “All right then. I’ll turn on the lights.” He picked up the remote that controlled the outlet where he’d plugged in the tree and pushed a button. The white lights burst to life, illuminating the silver, red, green, blue, and gold bulbs and casting a magical glow on the entire room.

      Everyone ooh’ed and ahh’ed, and Laney leaned into him and sighed. “It’s beautiful.”

      The tree was beautiful, but all Graham could see was the work he and Bailey and Laney had spent on it. And he was glad he hadn’t passed the task onto someone else. That was time he’d spent with them that no one could take from him.

      He pressed a kiss to the top of her head, and said, “I’m glad you’re here.” And while he’d invited her ages ago, he wondered if her power hadn’t gone out if they’d really be standing where they were.

      Thank you, he sent heavenward, more grateful for downed power lines in this moment than any other time.

      “Presents!” Bailey announced, and she lunged for the tree, where she’d helped him arrange the gifts that morning.

      Graham kept a tight grip on Laney’s hand as the presents were handed out. They weren’t anything special, but his father had taught him not to downplay a gift. It could be exactly what someone needed.

      “Socks,” Andrew announced after he’d ripped open his package. “These are nice, Graham.” He beamed at his brother. “Thanks.”

      Everyone got socks, and not a single person acted like they didn’t want them. Graham basked in the homey feeling permeating the huge foyer, and he saw Meg help Stockton replace his socks with the new ones he’d just gotten. The child came prancing over.

      “Look, Uncle Graham!” He held up one foot. “Mine have reindeers on them.” He looked like he’d just been given the world, and Graham scooped him up and said, “They sure do, bud. Let’s go eat.”

      Graham waved his hand above his head as he sidestepped the mess and navigated past the tree. “Time to eat. Follow me.”

      Everyone did, and he pointed out the place settings Bailey had made that afternoon while Laney had been down at the ranch with the power company. “Find your name. No switcheroos. Lots of planning went into the seating arrangements.”

      He placed Stockton on his chair and said, “I’m right next to you, bud.” But Graham didn’t sit right away. He waited until Laney entered the dining room and then he pulled out her chair for her, as she’d been assigned to his right side.

      Bailey already sat next to her, a look of pure delight on her face. Once everyone had taken their seats, Graham said, “Andrew, if you’re ready.”

      His brother stood and cleared his throat. In his strong, deep voice, he started, “Lord, we thank Thee for this day, for bringing us all here safely to celebrate the season of Thy birth….”

      Graham lost himself in the peacefulness of the moment, the silence of sacredness that accompanied the brief moment after Andrew said “Amen,” and everyone echoed him before the clatter of silverware on plates began and chatter about travel, jobs, and life began.

      He took one extra moment with his fork in his hand to bask in the energy in this lodge, and he wanted to have it available to him more often.

      “You okay?” Laney touched his leg under the table, and Graham pulled himself out of his introspection.

      “Yeah.” He looked at her. “Yes.” He reached for the chicken pot pie and dished himself some, then took the salad bowl from her. “You?”

      “Best I’ve been in a while.” She beamed at him and then turned to help Bailey with her food.

      And Graham felt sure those words would keep him warm though the long winter ahead.
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      Laney had never had such a magical Christmas. Santa managed to find them, and she managed to kiss Graham under the mistletoe one of Eli’s friends had hung at the bottom of the stairs leading into the basement, and it was wonderful having meals provided for her. Hot water in her private bathroom. A warm, comfortable bed she didn’t have to make in the morning if she didn’t want to.

      But after that kiss on Christmas morning, she’d had a very hard time getting Graham alone. He was always surrounded by his brothers, talking and laughing. Laney learned that the four of them hadn’t been together since their father’s funeral, and she hadn’t wanted to impose on their family reunion.

      So more often than not, she found herself hanging out with Meg and the kids. On Christmas Day, when everyone had drifted to quiet spots to take naps, she wandered into Bailey’s room. All three dogs looked up, but no one came to greet her.

      “Bay? Can I talk to you for a second?”

      Bailey set down her tablet and said, “Okay.”

      “It’s about me and Graham.” She perched on the edge of the bed, praying for six-year-old words to explain an adult situation. “You like Graham, right?”

      “Yeah.” She blinked. “You like Graham too.”

      “Right.” Laney smiled at her hands which lay in her lap. “I like Graham too. The kind of like where you hold hands and kiss and stuff.” Her heart did a jig in her chest. “It’s nothing too serious yet. We haven’t even gone out.”

      “But you will go out with him.”

      “Probably, Bay, yes.”

      “So I’ll get to go to Grandma’s.” She reached over and patted Barry’s head, which caused the dog to stretch out and groan.

      Laney chuckled. “Yes, Bailey, most likely. When I go out with Graham, you’ll stay with Grandma so I can go alone.”

      “You told me not to be alone with boys.”

      “Right.” She tapped Bailey on the nose. “Because you’re a kid. When you’re an adult, you can make a decision for when’s a good time to be alone with a boy and when it’s not a good idea.”

      “I think you can be alone with Graham. He seems nice.”

      Laney smiled at Bailey. “He does seem that way, doesn’t he?” Bailey didn’t get the joke, and Laney stood. “Okay, go back to your ‘resting’. I’m going to go lie down too.” She went next door to her room, but she didn’t feel sleepy. She felt caged. Alone. Trapped all by herself, and while she was glad she’d been able to talk to Bailey, she didn’t like lying around without anything to do.

      Perhaps Celia would have something for her to do in the kitchen, but when Laney went down there, she found the main level of the house completely deserted. A cheer came up the steps from the basement, and she faced the doorway as she contemplated going down to see what all the fuss was.

      But she hadn’t been invited, and she thought it was quiet time for a while anyway. So she went back upstairs and into her room, wishing her text to Graham didn’t go unanswered.
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      By the time two more days had passed, the restlessness in her muscles—her very soul—drove her out of the lodge and down to Echo Ridge Ranch. She told only Bailey where she was going and her daughter had promised to stay out of trouble and inside the lodge.

      “Hey, Starlight.” Laney approached the horse that had helped her through some of the most trying times of her life. When Mike had left. When Laney had packed up everything he’d left behind and taken it to good will. When she’d filed for divorce.

      The black mare had always been there, just like now. She nickered, and Laney leaned into her palm against the horse’s nose. “I don’t know.” She wanted to believe that Graham wouldn’t abandon her and Bailey the way Mike had. She also wanted to believe their five-day relationship hadn’t been a fluke or some sort of fling. That he was simply preoccupied with his family.

      “But what else will he become preoccupied with?” she asked the horse. Starlight closed her eyes and opened them again, nothing else to say apparently.

      Laney spent another few minutes with the horse and then got to work. After all, all the animals needed to be fed, and Laney needed more clothes if she and Bailey were going to stay at the lodge for another five days.

      Because they’d moved the chickens into the barn, she found the beasts clucking happily in their nests. Laney worked methodically, slowly even, and got all the chores done. With no housework to do, a few hours of her day had been cleared up.

      She faced the lodge, thinking of the little house on the very edge of her property. After running inside and throwing a few more sets of clean clothes into a bag, she set off for the cabin on the fence line. The trek through the snow left her tired and wet, but when the little round building without a back door came into view, her heart lifted.

      She’d built this place with her father, and it was one of her strongest childhood memories. She’d barely been able to keep up with him as he hauled lumber and hammered nails, but she’d loved the look of him in his cowboy hat and tool belt.

      She’d handed him tools, brought him food and water, and spent hours listening to him talk about their land, the ranch, and how much he loved it. By the time she was nine years old, she loved Echo Ridge as much as he did. And since she didn’t have any brothers to work the ranch, Laney had learned all the chores by age twelve.

      Gentry, her younger sister, didn’t want anything to do with horses or hay, and that had been just fine with Laney. She’d just inherited the ranch a little too soon, as her father was taken home to heaven much too young.

      She sighed and went around to the front door, which had a few feet of snow blown against it. She brushed the offending substance away from the door jamb and kicked as much back as she could. When she finally got in, she automatically stretched for the light switch and flipped it.

      The lights came on.

      This place had electricity.

      A buzz tiptoed down her arms and along her shoulders, zinging up into her hair. She and Bailey could stay here. Though the place was small, there were two bedrooms, running water, a kitchen. She’d stockpiled several days’ worth of firewood in the lean-to off the front porch, and she and Bailey could survive just fine here.

      Her thoughts tumbled. Part of her really wanted her privacy back, though no one pressed her to spend meals with them, or get up earlier than she wanted. She was well-fed at the lodge, but her heart pinched.

      She was lonely there.

      Bailey had found a new playmate, and Meg’s every breath was dedicated to making sure Stockton was happy. Laney had no role at the lodge, and Graham didn’t seem to have time for her.

      She’d been abandoned once before. She wouldn’t put herself or Bailey through that again. And as soon as she and Bailey left the lodge, it would probably be a miracle if they saw Graham once a week.

      After all, the man worked non-stop, even during Christmastime.

      Laney turned off the light, wishing her thoughts would darken just as easily. They didn’t, and she moved over to the couch and collapsed onto it. Melting snow permeated her boots and socks, and she wanted nothing more than to take a hot bath.

      So she did, Graham never far from the center of her thoughts.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      She seriously considered staying at the cabin for the night, but she couldn’t leave Bailey up at the lodge without supervision. She wouldn’t ask Graham for his permission, so after she’d dried her hair and knotted it under her knit cap, she started up the hill toward the lodge.

      She’d stayed in the hot water longer than she should’ve, because darkness had dunked the day into nothing more than shadows and there was no trail to follow. She kept one eye on the light lifting into the air just over the hill and kept her feet moving in the right direction.

      The house finally came into view, just beyond Graham’s outbuildings. The path became easier, and she wondered if he had heated sidewalks his were so clear. Pausing, she drank in the sight of the lodge, with several of the back windows lit from within. It was the perfect country retreat, and she felt a measure of gratitude that she’d been allowed a few days at Whiskey Mountain Lodge.

      She burst into the mudroom to a wall of warmth, thank goodness. Though she’d just had a bath, a chill had seeped into her very bones on the trek here from the cabin. Bootsteps sounded—angry bootsteps—and Graham appeared from the kitchen.

      “There you are.” He didn’t seem happy about it.

      “Here I am.” She shrugged out of her coat, glad when Graham stepped forward to help her with one offending sleeve that wouldn’t slide down.

      “I’ve been worried about you.” He spoke in a low voice and edged even tighter into her personal space.

      “I’m fine.” She bent to untie her boots.

      “I didn’t ask if you were okay.”

      She finally got the courage to look into his eyes. A storm swirled in his, and she couldn’t tell if it was fueled by frustration or desire. His hand came up and drifted down the side of her face, barely touching her and yet branding her all the same.

      “You never answered any of my texts.”

      “I didn’t get any.” She swallowed, the words about the electricity at the cabin springing to the back of her throat.

      “Where were you?”

      “The ranch.”

      “You get my texts down there.” He tilted his head, clearly trying to hear or see something she hadn’t said or showed him. “Laney?”

      She wanted to spill her guts to him. Pour out her loneliness and ask him to spend time with her while she was here. Selfishness pulled through her before she could say anything too damaging, and she cleared her throat.

      “I went out walking.” She indicated the wet bottoms of her jeans, where water had seeped almost all the way to her knees. “Maybe I lost reception.” As if proving her point, her cell phone chimed three, four, five, six times in rapid succession. She pulled it out of her pocket and looked at the messages. “Here they are now.”

      She flashed the phone in his direction but he didn’t even glance at it. “Laney, I can tell something’s different.”

      Looking into his eyes, her entire past flashed through her mind. Had she said enough to Mike before he left? If she’d tried harder, would he have stayed?

      “I feel left out,” she blurted without giving herself a chance to censor her words. “Your family is here, and I get this is a special time for you, and….” She exhaled and pulled her hat off. She unknotted her hair and let it fall over her shoulders. “I’m not trying to be selfish, but I feel…I’m lonely. Even here, with all of you. I don’t fit.”

      “Of course you do.” Graham gathered her into his arms, and she definitely fit there. She took a deep drag of his T-shirt, which held the scent of his cologne and his fabric softener.

      “I don’t want to be left behind,” she said so quietly she wasn’t sure he’d heard her. She pushed away from him and strengthened her resolve. “I’ve lived through a man leaving me for something he deemed better, and I won’t do it again. I won’t allow Bailey to go through that.”

      Graham blinked at her, the confusion racing through his eyes somewhat comforting. “I’m not abandoning anything. I live here.” He gestured back toward the kitchen. “My brothers and I have been talking about making this lodge into what it was meant to be. Andrew has degrees and experience in marketing and public relations. Eli runs the biggest resort in Bora Bora. Beau already handles all the legalities for Springside Energy, and he said he’d look into what we have to do to make this place a legal lodge again.”

      Laney had no idea why he was telling her this, but she couldn’t help feeling a twinge of guilt at the relationships he had with his brothers. Gentry hadn’t sent a card or gift this Christmas either, though Laney continued to send small things to her for her birthday and other special events. Her sister was off living in California or New York. Laney wasn’t exactly sure.

      “That’s great,” she said, trying to make her voice light. But Graham was as smart as he was handsome, and he heard the forced measure of nonchalance in her tone.

      “I’m just saying I’m not going anywhere.”

      “Okay.”

      “Okay.” He backed up another step, and Laney hated the distance—physical and emotional—between them. “Are you going to read those texts?” He indicated her phone, and she looked at it.

      Bailey said you went down to the ranch. Wondering if you wanted to go to dinner tonight.

      Meg said she can watch Bailey, no problem.

      I mean, it’s fine if you don’t want to.

      Laney? Are you all right? I’m worried I haven’t heard back from you.

      So I guess we won’t go to dinner tonight.

      She raised her eyes to his. “I didn’t get these.”

      His voice softened, along with the dangerous edge in his eyes. “I know. I heard your phone chime.”

      “Is it too late for dinner?” Because she really wanted to go, and she was starving. Of course, the aroma coming from the kitchen meant Celia had been at work and would most like have something as restaurant-worthy as anything in Coral Canyon.

      “I haven’t eaten yet.”

      “Can I have ten minutes to change?”

      Graham regarded her for a moment, those beautiful eyes taking on a sparkle. “A beast would insist we go now because it’s already going to be busy. But you know what? Take fifteen minutes.”

      Laney burst into laughter, glad when Graham joined her. She gave him a quick hug, swept her lips across his stubbled jaw, and ran upstairs to change for her first date with Graham Whittaker.
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      Graham paced in his office, Laney’s words haunting him. I’ve lived through a man leaving me for something he deemed better, and I won’t do it again. I won’t allow Bailey to go through that.

      They hadn’t even gone out yet, and she was thinking marriage—she’d said not right away, but he wasn’t stupid. Laney didn’t do anything halfway, he knew that much about her. And now she was fretting about him abandoning her and Bailey—and they hadn’t even gone out yet.

      He exhaled, the pressure from this date already near peak levels, and ran his hand down the side of his face, picked up his cowboy hat, and positioned in over his too-long hair. “You want to go out with her,” he told himself. When she hadn’t answered that afternoon, his anger had taken on a life of its own.

      He’d left everyone to do whatever they wanted, and he’d gotten through a list of emails and a pile of forms for payroll. Eli had come in and started talking about making the lodge a summer and winter destination, and Graham liked the idea.

      He liked the idea of Andrew moving back to Coral Canyon and becoming the lodge’s marketing expert. He wanted Eli and Stockton to stay in town too. Throughout the past year, Graham had been terribly isolated, and he hadn’t even known it.

      Sure, he could buy whatever he wanted, but he couldn’t buy friendship, brotherhood, family love. Somehow, his brothers had felt the same things he had over the past few days, and as the new year approached, Graham finally felt like maybe it would be worth living through. Embracing. Enjoying.

      And when he pictured the next twelve months and the changes they brought, Laney was at his side. So maybe she was thinking really far down the road. He couldn’t blame her for that, could he? She had a daughter to consider, and a past to unpack.

      “Hey.”

      He turned toward the sound of her voice, relief washing through him at the simple sight of her. Yes, he could give her the reassurance that he wouldn’t abandon her. He wouldn’t even know where to go, because leaving Coral Canyon wasn’t an option.

      “You working?”

      “A little, earlier.” He approached her. “I just want to ask you something before we go.”

      Her eyes met his, and he almost lost the words. “Yeah?”

      “You’re beautiful.”

      She ducked her head as a smile touched her lips. “That’s not a question.”

      Graham ran his fingertips up her forearm, glad when goose bumps broke out on her skin. At least he wasn’t the only one invested in the relationship. “I wanted to ask you to separate me from your ex.”

      Those eyes sprang back to his, and now they held fire. “I haven’t—”

      “You have,” he said gently, sweeping both hands up her arms to her shoulders and back to her hands, where he laced her fingers between his. “And I don’t blame you. But I’m not Mike McAllister, just like you’re not my cheating ex-girlfriend from Seattle.” He hadn’t meant to say that last bit, but it was out now, and the flames in Laney’s eyes went out.

      “She cheated on you?”

      “At least three times, with three different guys.” His voice hardly sounded like his. “So when my dad died, it was really easy to leave my life in Seattle. Well.” He shrugged and gave a dark chuckle. “Nothing was easy about returning to Coral Canyon, but I didn’t want to stay in Seattle, so there was that.”

      “I’m so sorry. I didn’t know.”

      “That’s because I’ve been a beastly best friend,” he said. “Always calling you for help but not really talking to you.”

      “You’re a great best friend,” she said. “You always have been. You know when to ask me stuff and when to let me be. I’ve always liked that about you.”

      “Oh yeah?” His gaze dropped to her mouth, and she’d put something shiny and pink on her lips.

      “Yeah.” She eased into his arms, a coy smile sending his pulse to the back of his throat.

      “I like you, Laney McAllister,” he said just before claiming her mouth with his. She kissed him back as if she liked him too, and Graham definitely wanted the next year to include a lot of Laney.

      Forty-five minutes later, he sat across from her at The Devil’s Tower, the only restaurant worth sitting down to eat, in Graham’s opinion. Coral Canyon had a lot of fast casual places, with drive-through windows so he could take his burrito or burger or pizza home and eat it.

      But The Devil’s Tower was an experience, from the alien-like music to the menu. They only served towers of things—onion rings, sliders, grilled cheese sandwiches, even their salads were stacked and served vertically.

      He loved the barbecue slider tower and the Tower of Power—a stack of mini-burgers layered with tomato, avocado, onion crisps, and bacon.

      “Have you been here?” he asked.

      “Of course,” she said. “I didn’t just move back last year.”

      “When did you move back?” He studied the menu like he needed to find something to order. But he knew he’d take the fried cheese pillar as an appetizer and the Tower of Power for his meal. And probably a French fry skyscraper too.

      “Oh, about five years ago.” Laney gave him a tight smile. “My dad died, and Mom didn’t love ranching the way I do. I came back with Bailey for about eight months while my husband finished school. Then he joined us.”

      “You said he didn’t stay long.” Graham put his menu down, interested in this part of her past.

      “Only nine months. He wasn’t cut out for ranch life either.” She studied him like maybe she’d be able to find the gene that indicated a person was into ranching just by looking. “You seem to like your horses.”

      “Sure,” he said. “I wouldn’t call myself a rancher. But then again, I wasn’t interested in running Springside Energy either, and I’m doing that.”

      “Doing it well, I’ve heard.”

      Graham ran his fingers along his beard, thinking about what she’d said. “I don’t know about that. According to Dwight, I’m probably screwing everything up.”

      “Dwight Rogers?” Laney laughed. “He only knew what your dad told him.”

      Graham put a smile on his face, though he rarely wore one when thinking about or dealing with Dwight. “Yes, well, things change, and my dad’s not here anymore.”

      Laney sobered, and Graham hated that he’d put a damper on the conversation before they’d even ordered. “It gets a little easier,” she finally said, sliding her hand across the table and layering it over his. “My dad’s been gone about five years now, and it’s just a little pinch behind my heart these days.”

      Graham nodded, because his emotions felt more like a cyclone than a pinch. The missing, the anger, the loneliness, the desperation all swirled together in perfect harmony, and he couldn’t speak.

      “So the cabin has power,” Laney said, which made Graham focus on something else. “I’m thinking about taking Bailey and moving down there.”

      “You don’t need to do that.” He practically barked the words at her, and he leaned back in the booth, sliding his hand out from under hers.

      The waitress appeared at that moment, and Graham took the excuse to order drinks and appetizers. As soon as Sylvia had left though, Laney said, “Your place is nearly full.”

      “It’s fine,” he said. “I….” Could he say the thoughts of his heart? What if Laney found them too forward? Read too much into them?

      “I like having you there,” he said, pushing himself to be brave, something he’d had to do a lot this past year. “I feel like if you go back to your ranch—or even the cabin—I won’t…I’ll….”

      “Forget about me?”

      “No,” he said quickly, trying to find the right explanation. “But we won’t get to spend as much time together, and I won’t get to know you as quickly as I’d like.” There. That didn’t sound too needy. Or like he had to have her nearby to even think about her. If she knew how often she played the starring role in his thoughts, he’d be embarrassed.

      She tucked her hair behind her ear, his answer apparently satisfactory. “I’m not sure I could pull Bailey away at this point.”

      “Then you’ll stay.”

      “I guess so.”

      “Don’t say it with so much enthusiasm,” he teased.

      She laughed, and Graham did too, and when their eyes met again, Graham felt himself slipping a little bit. He’d fallen like this before—once—and he knew where he’d end up if he allowed himself to keep pursuing this relationship.

      With a wedding band on his finger and a wife in his life.

      And while he’d thought he didn’t need or want those things, if they came with Laney, he suddenly did want them. Very much.

      “So,” she said. “Tell me what you do at work.”

      He groaned, but he started talking about the robot he’d been developing for the past eight months that could potentially change how the entire business of fracking worked. To her credit, Laney acted interested, and that further endeared her to Graham.

      That, and she ate an entire skyscraper of French fries by herself.
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      Graham pointed to something on one of the papers in front of Eli. “But if I moved downstairs, we could rent out these three rooms too.”

      “If we’re really thinking about renting out the rooms, you need an on-site staff.” Eli pulled out another booklet. “This is the staff directory at Pure Paradise.” He dropped it on top of the other folders and lists the brothers had been working on and discussing for days.

      “Yeah, but they’re at least a hundred times bigger than this.” Andrew leaned forward. “We’ve got six bedrooms upstairs. That’s nine hundred dollars a night if we sell them for one-fifty, which I think we’ve decided on.” He glanced at Graham and then Eli. Beau hadn’t arrived from the valley yet, but he wasn’t going to be too involved in the start up of Whiskey Mountain Lodge.

      Graham waved for Andrew to go on. “So we need, maximum, someone to clean six rooms a day. How long can that take?”

      “Thirty minutes per room, tops,” Eli said. “Or we get someone else.”

      “This isn’t a luxury resort on the beach,” Graham said. “But it’s definitely not full time.”

      “So that person can help in the kitchen,” Andrew said. “And if we’re going to serve dinner every night, we’ll need someone here in the afternoons doing that.”

      “So someone to clean in the mornings, and someone to cook in the afternoons. That’s full time work.” Graham made a note on his phone. “And I have Celia already. What if she wants to be the cook but not the housekeeper?”

      “You have a housekeeper too.”

      “And we think we want to offer Celia and Annie a place to live here?” Graham hadn’t included that in his offer to them, but they were both part-time. Neither seemed to mind the hours he gave them.

      “I don’t know,” Eli said. “Do we?”

      “I don’t think we need full-time on-site staff if we’re all going to live here too.” Andrew leaned back in his chair.

      Surprise pulled through Graham. “You guys are moving in too?”

      “The basement is empty,” Andrew said. “And we’re all single.”

      Single. The word rang in Graham’s head. “Well, things change.”

      “Oh, right.” Eli chuckled. “Because you’re dating Laney now.”

      “She doesn’t do things lightly,” Graham said, determining that would be the last thing he’d say about her or their relationship.

      “So let’s say you get married.” Andrew waved his hand toward Graham and then Eli, who nodded in acknowledgement. “Your master bedroom is like a small apartment. And Bailey could have the room right across the hall.” He gestured again, and Graham smiled at the way his brother couldn’t seem to say a sentence without his hands.

      “They’d still have use of the kitchen. There are private living areas in the basement, your office, the small TV room across from the mudroom.” Andrew started nodding. “The main festivities for the lodge guests would be in the foyer, which is big enough for movie nights, tree lightings, popcorn tastings, whatever else we want to do.”

      “And it’s more than they’d get at a hotel,” Eli tossed in. “And I’ll get the boarding stable up and running, and we’ll have a pool in the back in the summer, and easy access to hiking trails, a private entrance to the National Park….” He lifted his eyebrows as if to say Enough said.

      Graham didn’t know what to say. The idea of having strangers living upstairs didn’t sit very straight in his gut. But he wanted his brothers to come back to Coral Canyon. He’d seen his mother’s face with all of her sons here, and if he could get Andrew and Eli back in town, he’d do it.

      Both of his brothers watched him, waiting. “Let’s get Beau on the documentation we need to be a legally operating lodge,” he said, and Andrew cheered.

      He immediately turned to Eli and said, “I get the gray room downstairs.”

      Eli rolled his eyes. “Fine. I’ll take the blue one. And Stockton can have the one beside me.”

      “What about when you guys get married?” Graham asked.

      Eli blinked at him and then started laughing. “Oh, brother,” he said as he stood, their meeting clearly over. “I’m never doing that again.” He headed for the door, and Andrew stood to follow him.

      “Yeah, I’m with Eli,” Andrew said. “Except I’ve never been married, so I can’t say again.”

      Graham waited until his brothers left him alone in the office and then he muttered, “Yeah, that’s what I thought, but look at me now.” He reached for his phone so he could talk to Laney, the one person he wanted to share everything with.
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      Laney hummed to herself as she packed the clothes she’d brought with her to the lodge. The power had been restored at the ranch yesterday, and she and Bailey were returning tomorrow, New Year’s Day.

      Graham had been very convincing when he’d asked her to stay for the New Year’s Eve party that night. Whispers about kissing under a disco ball had entered her ears, and she’d finally admitted that he could recite a shopping list in that husky voice of his and she’d probably melt into him and agree to whatever he’d said, the way she had that morning.

      But since she’d come to Whiskey Mountain Lodge a few days before Christmas and had been here so long, she had way more than she could fit in the bag she had. So she’d be making a couple of trips today to get most of her and Bailey’s stuff back home.

      “Where we belong,” she murmured as she folded another sweater. She liked being so close to Graham, but sometimes distance helped a relationship. It definitely would help Laney get some of her crooked thoughts straightened out.

      “Knock, knock.”

      She jumped at the sound of Graham’s voice outside her bedroom. To her knowledge, he never came upstairs.

      “Hey.” She tossed the shirt she’d just picked up to the bed and moved in front of the pile of laundry. “What’re you…what’re you doing up here?”

      “Seeing if you wanted to grab lunch before taking a load back to your place.” He flashed that sexy smile that made her want to throw herself into his arms and kiss that mouth until it wasn’t grinning quite so coyly.

      “Yeah, sure.”

      “I’m ready whenever you are.”

      Of course he was. He seemed to do whatever he wanted, whenever he wanted. She’d been impressed by his work ethic, because by the time he emerged from his office in the morning, he already looked like he’d been up for hours. He got all the chores done around the farm, and he’d been meeting with his brothers behind closed doors too.

      He’d told her a lot about it, and she hoped he and his brothers were successful at making Whiskey Mountain Lodge into what they wanted it to be.

      She handed him her stuffed bag and said, “Use your muscles for this, cowboy.”

      He chuckled as he took it, sweeping his free arm around her waist and pinning her against his body before he kissed her. This kiss was slow, sensual, exploratory. She let him take his time, her heartbeat accelerating with each moment that passed.

      When he kissed her like this, she’d learned that he was feeling vulnerable and needed some sort of reassurance. So she returned his affection with as much passion as he gave her.

      “Ready now,” he finally whispered. When he stepped back, he looked at her lazily, that slow smile curving his lips and promising another bone-melting kiss later.

      Laney felt like she was walking on clouds as she rode next to him in his big SUV, as he ordered the exact kind of pizza she liked from Just a Pie, as he asked her about her resolutions for the new year.

      “Oh, I don’t know,” she said. “Just trying to survive.” She hadn’t told him anything more about her money troubles, and she wouldn’t unless they got really serious. Like, diamond ring serious. “Make sure Bailey’s happy. That kind of thing.”

      “She said she wanted a new puppy.”

      Laney scoffed. “Yeah, that’s not going to happen. I’ll have to get up in the middle of the night with it, and I’m too old for that.”

      Graham gave her a peculiar look, his right eye squinting a bit more than his left.

      “I can see you forming a question.” She lifted her soda to her lips and waited. Graham usually didn’t hesitate to vocalize what he was thinking, something Laney liked. If she was too old to get up in the middle of the night with a new puppy, she was definitely too old to play games.

      “Would you get up in the middle of the night with a baby?”

      She choked and flinched, soda spewing from her mouth and slopping onto the back of her hand.

      Graham’s face colored, but he gazed at her evenly. “You’re the one who mentioned marriage and that you didn’t want another man abandoning you and Bailey.” He shrugged like this conversation was no big deal, but Laney felt like she’d just sprinted up the hill to his place.

      “I, well, to be honest, I’d never thought about it.”

      “Having more kids?”

      “Yes. In fact, I never thought I’d get married again.”

      Graham stuffed his hat lower onto his head and ducked his chin toward the table, hiding his eyes. Laney didn’t like that, but she felt powerless to say the right thing.

      “What about you?” she asked. “You’re forty years old and unmarried.”

      “Thanks for pointing it out.”

      “I didn’t think it bothered you.”

      He looked up. “It doesn’t. It…didn’t.”

      Laney felt like he’d splashed cold water in her face. “What are we talking about?” She’d liked Graham forever. Sure, their paths had diverged for years, and while she hadn’t obsessed over him, the moment he’d moved back to Coral Canyon, her heart had been singing for him.

      “We’re just talking.”

      “Do you want children?”

      He looked thoughtful for a moment, and then he nodded, that adorable ruddiness coming back into his face. “I think I do.”

      And Bailey probably wouldn’t be enough for him. Laney bit the inside of her cheek, wondering if she could have another baby. If that was even possible at her age. If she should even risk it. She knew about the issues and birth defects that came later in life when women got pregnant.

      “Noted,” she said coolly, hoping she didn’t come off as too icy. But kids? With Graham Whittaker? She hadn’t even spent a second thinking about it, and she needed more time to process.

      They ate, and he drove her to the ranch, where she was just going to run the bag in, dump everything in the laundry basket, and come right back out.

      But a strange truck sat in her snowpacked driveway. “Who is that?” she wondered aloud. The plates on the vehicle were from Idaho, and Laney didn’t know anyone in that state.

      Graham reached to unbuckle his seatbelt. “Want me to come in with you?”

      Laney peered at the truck. There didn’t appear to be anyone sitting in the cab. No footprints leading up the front door, but a set that went to the garage. Her pulse reacted as though she’d been hit by lightning.

      “They’re in my house.”

      Graham pulled out his phone. “I’m calling the police.” He lifted the device to his ear. “You’re sure you don’t know who they are?”

      “Could be Gentry, I suppose,” Laney mused, but the thought felt false. Her sister would not return to Echo Ridge Ranch, a place she’d despised since the day she was born. “But I don’t think so.”

      Something seethed beneath her skin, and she put her hand on Graham’s arm. “Ask Sheriff Bentley to come out. Something’s not right.”

      Who would know how to get in her house, through the garage, with the code?

      Someone who’s been here before, her mind whispered.

      “Hi, yeah,” Graham started. “I need someone to come out to Echo Ridge Ranch. There’s a suspicious vehicle in the driveway Laney doesn’t recognize, and it looks like a person went in her garage.”

      “It’s Mike,” she blurted out, her mind working overtime now. Desperation clawed its way up her throat, and she felt frozen in this expensive, leather seat inside Graham’s SUV.

      Graham looked at her, clearly trying to listen to someone on the phone and make sense of what she’d said. “Yeah, okay,” he said and hung up.

      “It’s Mike,” Laney repeated. “He’d know the garage code, and he’s just arrogant enough to show up out of nowhere and go straight inside my house.”

      Graham frowned, his expression turning darker by the moment. He finally turned and looked at the truck in front of them again. “When’s the last time you saw him?”

      “Over three years ago.”

      “Last time you talked to him?”

      “The day he left. No, the day he was served with divorce papers, a few weeks after that. He called, surprised.” She gave a bitter laugh, and it hurt her throat, her chest, her stomach. She felt seconds away from seeing her lunch for a second time that day. “I told him to sign the papers or come home. He signed while we were on the phone.”

      Graham reached over and threaded his fingers through hers. A simple hand-hold. He squeezed, another simple gesture. “It’s okay, Laney.”

      She looked at him, and while she wanted to believe him, she wasn’t sure how she could. “I don’t want him to see Bailey.” Her words felt tiny, barely made of air and letters, but she said them again, louder the second time.

      “He’ll destroy her, and he’s already done it once.”

      “Let’s go see what he wants. Maybe he’ll leave without a fuss.”

      Laney scoffed but reached for her seat belt anyway. “You don’t know Mike McAllister.”

      “No, I don’t, but he doesn’t know me either.” The beast had added a growl to the words, and a tidal wave of relief and hope hit Laney that maybe, just maybe, she could face Mike and come out the victor—as long as she had Graham at her side.

      They got out of the SUV and walked through the snow to the garage. She keyed in the code and waited for the door to lift. It seemed to take an enormously long time.

      She finally ducked under and took three steps before the door to the house opened, and her ex-husband stood there, a can of soda in his hand.

      “There you are,” he said as if she’d just run out for groceries. His eyes flicked to Graham and stuck. The two men stared at each other, and Laney had no idea what to do.

      “What are you doing here?” she asked.

      “Passing through.” Mike never gave a straight answer, and Laney wondered if he needed money. She had no idea what he’d been up to for the last three years, and she honestly didn’t care.

      “Keep driving, then,” she said. “We don’t want to see you.” She couldn’t believe she’d once found him attractive. He’d put on at least twenty pounds since she’d seen him last, and his brown hair had started to lighten into gray. His blue, blue eyes glared at her, but she didn’t flinch. Or breathe.

      He indicated the house behind him like he owned the place. “I like what you’ve done with the place.”

      “The Sheriff is on his way,” Graham said. “You should probably leave.”

      Mike looked like he might snarl. Then his face smoothed over and he leaned against the doorway and took a long drag of his soda. “Karl Bentley is coming? I think I’ll stay and say hello to an old friend.” With that, he turned and went back into the house, letting the door slam closed behind him.

      Laney couldn’t move. Her legs felt numb, and she wanted to turn around and go back to the lodge. Anywhere Mike wasn’t. What was he doing here?

      And more importantly, how could she get rid of him before he destroyed everything she had—again?
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      Graham couldn’t seem to let go of Laney’s hand. She turned toward him. “It’s all right.” She tipped up onto her toes as if she’d kiss him right there. He caught the sweet scent of her skin as she pressed her cheek to his.

      “Will you please make sure Bailey is okay? I’ll be back as soon as I can.” She settled back on her feet, her grip on his fingers tight, tight.

      He ducked his head and angled his hat toward the door just in case Mike reappeared. “How will you get back?”

      “I’ll call you.”

      “No.” He shook his head, not caring if he was going to be labeled a beast. “I’ll wait in the car. Heck, I’ll come in with you.” The desperation he’d held back swelled, rose, and threatened to choke him.

      “I can handle Mike McAllister.”

      “I know you can.” He glanced toward the door, but it remained stubbornly shut. “You just shouldn’t have to. Not by yourself.”

      Lord, he prayed as he watched the indecision march across her face. Please let me help her. How, he didn’t know. But he knew God did, and that He hadn’t inserted Laney into Graham’s life for no reason.

      “I’m coming in with you.” He faced the door and even took a step toward it. “Come on. Let’s get this over with.”

      She went with him, but they were both walking pretty slowly. “He probably just wants money or something.”

      Graham grunted. Yes, he knew a lot of people who came out of the woodwork when money was involved, but he kept his stories to himself. There’d be a time for them, but this wasn’t it.

      Laney climbed the few steps first and opened the door, Graham right behind her. Warmth greeted them, a good sign, but so did the scent of browning beef, definitely not a good sign. He went with Laney down the short hall that led into the kitchen, where they found Mike panfrying hamburgers.

      Graham felt like he was living in some sort of alternate reality. Who was this guy? What gall did he have to enter his ex-wife’s house and start eating her food?

      “I brought the meat,” Mike said as if he could read Graham’s thoughts. “I just need somewhere to crash for the night.”

      “Get a hotel,” Laney said coldly, and Graham looked at her. He’d thought she’d been icy with him in the past, but he realized now he had no idea how bitter she could be. He didn’t blame her; he’d just never heard her speak in such a pointed tone.

      “No money.” Mike threw her a quick smile and went back to slicing a tomato. He stalled and turned back toward them. “How rude of me. Are you two hungry? I can throw on more burgers.”

      “We just ate,” Laney said. “The furnace has been out, so I was dropping off my clothes and we’re headed back to the lodge.”

      A huge grin stretched Mike’s face, but it wasn’t borne of happiness. Graham stiffened and took a half-step to put himself partially in front of Laney. Something wasn’t right with this guy.

      “I didn’t know the furnace was out.”

      “There’s a lot you don’t know,” Laney said. “And you can’t stay here.”

      “Why not? You just said you’ll be at the lodge.”

      “Because I pay the mortgage. It’s my house. And I don’t want you here, not even for a night.” She folded her arms and cocked her hip. “Sheriff Bentley is on his way here, and he will escort you off my property.”

      Mike seemed like he didn’t have a care in the world. He finished smearing mayonnaise on his bun and then slid the burger straight from the pan onto it. He layered lettuce, tomato, and avocado on top and smashed the whole thing together with the top bun.

      As he took his first bite, Laney said, “Mike,” in a warning voice Graham had also never heard. Watching the man eat introduced a level of disgust into Graham’s life he hadn’t felt in a while.

      The other man finished chewing and swallowed just as someone knocked on the garage door.

      Graham’s heart leapt, as the situation was about to get real.

      “Sheriff’s here,” Laney said in a smug voice, and she turned to go let him in. Graham didn’t want to take his eyes off Mike until the man was in cuffs. Or headed down the road, his tail tucked between his legs. Graham wasn’t sure either would happen, and his anxiety sprang around inside him.

      “Laney,” Mike said, and Graham never wanted to hear the man speak again. “One night. You give me this one night, and you’ll never see me again.”

      She turned back to him, her expression wary. Graham felt the same unease dripping through him.

      “But if you let that Sheriff in and make me leave, I promise I’ll make your life difficult.”

      Graham believed him. He wasn’t sure what kind of man Laney had married seven years ago, but the man in front of them wasn’t to be trifled with.

      “Difficult?” Laney marched back toward him. “Mike, my life has been difficult for years. No one to help with Bailey. A ranch on the brink of financial collapse.” She took two menacing steps toward him with every sentence.

      In that moment, Graham wasn’t sure who he was more afraid of. Her or Mike.

      She held up a third finger. “A furnace that’s about to go out. Winter ranching by myself. Everything by myself. You send no money, no cards, no gifts. How much more difficult can my life get?” She stood chest-to-chest with him, a fact that made Graham very, very nervous.

      “One. Night,” Mike hissed. “Get the Sheriff to go away. Go back to your lodge. I’ll be gone in the morning.”

      Several seconds of silence followed.

      She finally asked, “Are you in trouble with the law?”

      The man’s blue eyes blazed with angry fire, and Graham stepped forward, tugging Laney backward and putting himself between the two of them. “Laney,” he said, but she wouldn’t look at him. “It’s one night. Let him stay. You two will be safe at the lodge.”

      He wasn’t sure why he felt like he needed to get her away from Mike, or let the man stay in the house, but Graham knew it like he knew the sun would rise tomorrow.

      “Laney.”

      She finally tore her gaze from Mike and looked at Graham. He squeezed her shoulders. “Let him stay.” He didn’t mean to beg, but that was how his voice sounded.

      “Listen to your boyfriend,” Mike said, the squelching sound behind him indicating that he’d taken another bite of his burger.

      “Don’t tell me what to do.” Laney stepped away from Graham, anger evident in every move. “Neither of you. No one tells me what to do.” Her chest heaved and she looked back and forth between Graham and Mike.

      Graham held up his hands in surrender and decided to pray again. He wasn’t even sure what words to use, but trusted that the Lord would be able to hear his pleadings anyway.

      Mike laughed. “Good thing you brought him in with you.” He shook his head. “She’s tougher than you are, man.”

      Graham faced Mike and said, “There are different kinds of strength.”

      “Sure, whatever.”

      The Sheriff knocked again and called, “Laney?”

      “Get rid of him,” Mike said, returning his attention to his food.

      As much as Graham didn’t want to, he agreed with Mike. They needed to get rid of Karl if they wanted to get rid of Mike. Laney looked at him, and Graham gave a slight nod.

      She marched down the hall and pulled open the door a fraction of an inch. “Hey, Sheriff,” she said, her voice honey-sweet. “Sorry for the call. It’s my sister. She just had a rental and I didn’t recognize the truck.”

      Low murmurs came from the Sheriff, and Laney said, “Yes, I’m sure. Sorry to make you come all the way out here.” A moment later, the door closed and Laney returned to the kitchen.

      Mike stood there, eating, like he didn’t have a care in the world. But Graham knew he did. He was in trouble, somehow, and Graham had plenty of resources to find out what kind. He pressed his lips together and watched the other man, wishing the answers would just materialize on his forehead.

      “You’ll be gone by breakfast,” Laney said. “And that comes early on a ranch.”

      “Gone by breakfast,” he said in a bored voice and turned to put his plate in the sink.

      “Come on, Graham,” Laney said. “Let’s get my bag and get out of here.”

      Graham followed her outside and stood guard at the bedroom door while she ducked inside to do whatever she needed to do. Mike didn’t try to interact with either one of them, and as they drove back up the hill to the lodge, Laney said, “I sort of wish the furnace wasn’t working again.”

      Graham started to chuckle, but Laney began crying, and that made his whole heart shrivel. “Hey,” he said, pulling over. “Hey, hey, sh. It’s okay.” He gathered her as close as he could with the console between them, and stroked her hair. “It’s okay.”

      Maybe if he said it enough times, it would come true.
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      “I don’t know,” he said for the tenth time. Usually Graham liked Beau and his relentless questions. Usually they were directed at someone besides him. Eli, Stockton, and Andrew had taken over the theater room for the evening, and a long six-foot table held more snacks than even he and his brothers could eat.

      Graham bent over and lined up his pool cue with the ball. He and Beau had left the movie fifteen minutes ago, and it had only taken his brother thirty seconds to get Graham to spill the beans about Mike McAllister down the hill at Echo Ridge Ranch.

      “You should go with her again tomorrow,” Beau said.

      “I will.” Graham breathed out and didn’t inhale again, striking the cue ball solidly and sending it toward the striped ball he needed to knock into the corner pocket. It sank nicely, and he straightened. Any other time, and he’d be satisfied with this performance. But tonight, nothing seemed to bring a smile to his face.

      Laney had eaten dinner with everyone, and then complained that she didn’t feel well and gone upstairs. He’d thought at least a hundred times about going up and knocking on her door, just to make sure she was okay.

      Bailey was in the theater room, practically inseparable from Stockton, and while she knew she’d be going back to her house in the morning, she’d already asked Graham if she could stay for just one more day.

      He hadn’t told Laney, and he’d chuckled at Bailey and told her to ask her mom.

      “Your turn,” Graham said, and Beau shoved his phone in his pocket. He walked around the table once, and then positioned himself to hit the solid red three-ball. He scraped the table and the cue ball barely moved, lightly touching the red ball.

      Graham laughed, and Beau scowled at him. “Some of us have day jobs.”

      “I work all the time.” Graham was several strokes ahead, and he could mentally see the next three moves that would win him the game. Beau had an analytical mind, one good with numbers and figures and remember small facts no one ever needed to know.

      Graham had a degree in computer science, and he solved problems for a living. Or, at least he used to. He supposed his work for Springside Energy was about solving problems too, just in a different way. A different type of problem, as people couldn’t be reprogrammed when they acted in ways he didn’t like.

      “I don’t like him,” Graham announced.

      “No,” Beau said. “I don’t suppose you would. You do like Laney, though.” He was almost asking, and Graham lined up his next shot, his thoughts tumbling over just how much he liked Laney.

      He sank the striped thirteen and looked at his brother. “I really like Laney.”

      Beau grinned and nodded. “You’ve never been too serious about women before.”

      “What does that mean? I’ve had plenty of girlfriends.”

      “Exactly that. Girlfriends come and go like waves on the shore for you.”

      Graham lifted his chin. “I guess I’ve never really seen the point of a serious relationship.”

      Beau set his cue stick back in the holder, apparently forfeiting the game. “And now? I mean, you seem serious with Laney.”

      “I am.”

      “So you’re in love with her.”

      “No.” Graham leaned over and put the next ball in the end pocket. “I don’t think I’ve ever been in love, but I think I’d know what it felt like.” He looked at his youngest brother. “Wouldn’t I?”

      “I have no idea. I’m married to my job, remember?” He drifted over to the snack table and picked up a barbecue beef bundle. After he bit into it, he moaned and said, “Celia is the best.”

      Graham smiled, shook his head, and sank the last ball. A raging monster lived in his chest, and it only took him until he racked his own cue stick to label it as jealousy. He didn’t want Mike anywhere near Laney or Bailey, and New Year’s morning couldn’t come fast enough.
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      Laney found four arrest warrants for a Mike McAllister. Whether it was the right one or not, she wasn’t sure. An article out of Dallas said a Mike McAllister had lost his driver’s license after three arrests for driving under the influence.

      “Can’t be him.” Laney looked up from her laptop, the darkness beyond the window a huge deterrent in her insane idea to sneak out and spy on Mike. What was he doing in her house? What condition would she find it in when she showed up in the morning? Would he really be gone?

      Everything inside her body felt coiled tight, and she pushed her breath out in an attempt to relax. Problem was, she wasn’t sure she even knew how to take things as they came. She liked schedules and lists and routines, and having Mike show up out of nowhere was definitely not something she knew how to deal with.

      Neither was having a real relationship with Graham, if she were being honest with herself. But that was a minefield she wanted to navigate.

      She returned her attention to her computer, but another thirty minutes of Internet searching came up with nothing nefarious for Mike, as far as she could tell. Maybe if he didn’t have such a common name, she’d be able to find something concrete. Some sort of evidence.

      “What would you do with it?” she asked herself. She’d sent the Sheriff away, providing Mike with sixteen hours of unsupervised access to her house. “What if he does something illegal at the ranch?”

      Didn’t matter. Laney shook the thoughts away. He’d be gone by morning, and she and Bailey would be back in their homestead, and she could get back to normal life.

      She paced over to the door and paused with her hand on the knob. She should go downstairs and get involved in the New Year’s Eve party. Bailey was down there, and she couldn’t rely on Meg to watch her daughter all the time. Plus, Graham was probably—

      She yelped as someone knocked on the door. She snatched at the knob and yanked the door open to find the man she’d just been thinking about standing in the hall.

      “Hey.” He gathered her into his arms, either not realizing how quickly she’d opened the door or not caring. “How are you? Feeling better at all?”

      “Yes, much better.”

      “Celia told me I should bring up some tea, but honestly, I think I’d probably drop it and shatter everything.” He smiled, the gesture warm and flowing over her. “So I came up to see if you’d come down to the kitchen for tea.”

      “Do you actually drink tea?” She kept her arms wrapped around his strong back, enjoying the nearness of him, the comfort his presence brought. She’d enjoyed being married, and Mike hadn’t always been completely self-centered and involved in things beyond his intellectual capabilities.

      Graham laughed, and Laney basked in the sound of it. “No, I don’t drink tea. But I do drink hot chocolate or coffee, and if there’s tea, there’s probably some of those.”

      “Probaby both, if I know Celia.”

      Graham tucked her into his side and said, “Come downstairs. I’m worried about you.”

      “I’m okay.” She’d broken down in front of him, something Laney hadn’t done in years. Sure, she cried from time to time, always behind closed doors, always when Bailey was sound asleep or sufficiently occupied in the house while Laney worked in the barns.

      But she’d just lost it in front of Graham. Clung to him while she wept, let him hold her while he whispered kind things to her, and left all kinds of wet stains on his coat by the time she pulled herself together.

      She’d kept her eyes averted for a while after that, but her humiliation didn’t last long. People cried, and she couldn’t be expected to have nerves of steel.

      The mood in the kitchen bubbled, along with the two steaming pots of water. Celia jumped up from the bar, where she was studying a notebook with a pencil behind her ear. She swept the reading glasses off her face and embraced Laney. “There you are. Come, have some tea.”

      “I’m thinking hot chocolate,” Laney said, squeezing Celia’s bony shoulders to let her know she appreciated the concern. “Is that possible?”

      “I think you’ve been here long enough to know what’s possible.” Celia gave her a motherly smile and busied herself with the hot chocolate. Laney got out the mugs and spoons, along with a bag of mini marshmallows. When she set the treat on the counter, she caught Graham watching her.

      “What?” she asked.

      “I’m just glad you’re here.” He lifted one powerful shoulder in a shrug. “You fit.”

      Laney opened her mouth to respond, but she couldn’t vocalize anything. She’d wanted to fit with Graham for so long. Even as kids, she’d known he was on a different level than her. He’d been so full of life, same as he was now.

      So quick to make big plans for himself. So easy to tease, and so easy to laugh with, and so easy to fall in love with.

      Laney sucked in a breath when she thought the word love. She ducked her head and focused on spooning chocolate powder into the hot water Celia ladled up for her. She could see the ten-year-old Graham in her mind. The eighteen-year-old she’d had a crush on. And the man he’d become now.

      She liked all of them, and it was possible that she could very easily fall in love with him. She took a sip of her hot chocolate and added another few marshmallows. Maybe she was already in love with him.
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      She woke before dawn, surprised she’d been able to fall asleep at all. After the hot chocolate tasting in the kitchen, she’d gone downstairs with Graham and let herself eat appetizers and one-bites, laugh with the Whittaker brothers, and stroke Bailey’s hair after the girl fell asleep only twenty minutes before midnight.

      When the clock had struck twelve, she’d gotten her New Year’s kiss with Graham, amidst a chorus of catcalls from his brothers. She hadn’t minded, but Graham had only kissed her for a few moments before he’d laughed and thrown a handful of marshmallows at his jeering brothers.

      He’d given her a proper welcome-to-the-New-Year kiss outside her bedroom after walking her up the steps and promising her he’d go with her to the ranch the following morning.

      Laney got up and dressed, thinking she’d make the mile-long walk to Echo Ridge as the day lightened. Get some chores done in the barn, feed the chickens, and then approach the house after she was sure the truck was gone.

      “You’re not going alone.”

      She sucked in a breath and pressed one palm over her heart as a figure rose from the couch in the foyer. Impossibly tall and wide, it couldn’t be anyone but Graham.

      “I knew you’d try to sneak out and go by yourself.”

      “No,” Laney said automatically. “I hadn’t planned that specifically. I just couldn’t sleep.”

      He shrugged into his jacket and jangled a set of keys at her. “I’ll drive.”

      “I’m going to do ranch chores first.”

      “Great. Maybe I’ll pick up some pointers.” He slung his arm around her shoulders and guided her away from the front door and toward the garage. It was no good to argue with him; Graham did what he wanted, and the thought struck fear right behind Laney’s rapidly beating heart.

      Graham did what he wanted.

      And what happened when he didn’t want her anymore?

      Laney pushed the thought out of her mind and replaced it with He’s not Mike. He’s not Mike, for the duration of the short trip down to the ranch.

      The offending truck was still in the driveway, and the house appeared to be asleep. “Oh, my goodness,” she said, another thought hitting her with the force of gravity. “Where do you think he slept?” The homestead had four bedrooms, and she could only hope he’d taken a bed in one of the spare rooms. The thought of having him in her personal space sent a shiver down her spine.

      “No matter what, it’ll be okay,” Graham said.

      “Go around to the barn.” She pointed past the driveway, and Graham continued around the property to the barns in the back. They worked together, side-by-side, and Laney let herself daydream at what life with him could be like.

      He could lift twice as much as her, making the feeding go doubly fast. He stroked the horses as he went past, the same way she did. She caught him muttering a few things to Starlight, but when she asked the horse, she didn’t get any of the secrets.

      “Barely seven-thirty,” he declared when they got the work finished. “Should we try the house?” He stood in the doorway of the main barn and faced the back of the homestead.

      “Yes.” She squared her shoulders and took a deep breath. “It’s my house.”

      “Laney.” Graham stepped in front of her. The look in his eyes made her pause. So intense. So serious. “I think he’s dangerous, Laney. I don’t think we should go in there if he’s still there.”

      “I can handle—”

      “No,” Graham said. “There are some fights you fight with fists, and some with brains. This is one we use our brains for.” He cast a quick glance back to the house, but it was still impossible to tell if anyone moved about inside.

      “I’m not trying to tell you what to do.” He faced her again. “But it’s a feeling I’ve had since I laid eyes on your ex-husband. He’s…unstable. And while I know you can handle him, you shouldn’t have to.”

      Laney didn’t know how to feel. He said the most beautiful things, and they all made sense to her. She knew her judgment was clouded when it came to Mike, so he said, “All right. Let’s circle back around the front.”

      They did, and the truck was gone. Laney barely waited for Graham to come to a stop before she leapt from his SUV. The time it took for the garage door to lift seemed like an eternity, but she finally stepped into the house.

      “I expected it to feel different,” she said, moving into the kitchen. “He left his mess.” She wanted to pick up the plate he’d eaten off of last night and throw it on the floor. She opened the fridge, not sure what she expected to find, but all her bottles of salad dressing and that old container of cottage cheese wasn’t it.

      Graham stayed by her side as she moved through the other rooms in the house, so he was right next to her when she discovered where Mike had slept—a guest bedroom in the basement. Thankfully.

      “It really does seem as though he simply slept here,” she said, trying to get a noseful of some scent she couldn’t smell. So he hadn’t smoked in the house. Or seemingly anything else nefarious.

      Graham let her go through her bedroom alone, and when she came out, he said, “I have my people on it.”

      “On what?”

      “Finding out what’s going on with Mike.”

      “I looked online last night.”

      “My people can…do more than Internet searches.”

      Of course they could. “Must be nice.” She didn’t mean to sound so snappy, but Graham just gazed at her evenly.

      “It is.”

      Laney felt the fight go out of her, and she wanted to sag to the floor and cry again. Thankfully, Graham seemed to sense this need in her, and he wrapped his arms around her and held her up.

      “Let’s get cleaned up in the kitchen, and then I’ll bring you and Bailey down, let you get settled.” He held her at arm’s length and studied her from under the brim of that cowboy hat. “Okay?”

      Laney looked into the depths of his eyes, beyond relieved that Graham was here, helping her, holding her. She nodded. “Okay.”

      He swept his lips across her forehead, a quick touch that made her feel…loved. “Okay.”
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      Graham got Laney settled. He got his brothers back on airplanes headed back to their homes, with promises from them to be back in Coral Canyon as soon as they could. Eli had projects to wrap up, and a house to sell, and arrangements to work out with his nanny. Andrew likewise had obligations he had to figure out before he could come back, and Graham didn’t like how empty and silent the lodge was once everyone had gone.

      With January came regular life, with working out in the morning, feeding horses before breakfast, and pulling sixteen-hour work days for Springside Energy.

      And now he had Laney to consider as more than someone he could text when he didn’t know what to do with one of his horses. She was insanely busy after being away from the homestead for so long, and their conversations took place through texts.

      Graham hated talking on the phone, something he had to do for work and couldn’t seem to bring himself to do with Laney, even though he missed the sound of her voice. Sunday morning came, and he hadn’t been able to see her yesterday though they’d made plans. Bailey had come down with a stomach bug, and Laney had cancelled last-minute.

      So Graham got dressed in his black slacks, white shirt, and bright blue tie, positioned his cowboy hat on his head just-so, and drove himself down the hill to Echo Ridge Ranch. His brothers had shoveled the driveway and sidewalk up to her front porch, and she’d kept it clean and salted though they’d had one light skiff of snow.

      He knocked on the door, hoping he wasn’t being too forward. Then wondering why he cared if he was. He hadn’t seen her in six days, and he really didn’t like living in that lodge all alone. Even having Celia, Annie, and Bree come and go wasn’t enough to make the place feel like it had a soul, the way it had over Christmas.

      Bailey said, “It’s Graham, Momma,” and a moment later, she pulled open the door. She wore a pale blue dress that made her eyes look like the inner part of a flame—bright blue. “Hey, Graham. Momma’s just putting in her earrings. She said you can come in.”

      “Why, thank you, Miss Bailey.” He grinned at her and stepped into the house, pulling the door closed behind him. The place smelled like cinnamon and sugar, and his mouth watered. “Did your momma make something for breakfast?”

      Bailey giggled and slipped her six-year-old hand into his. “No, silly. I made cinnamon rolls, just like Celia taught me. Come see.” She tugged him down the hall and into the kitchen, and his whole heart filed his chest, so full he thought he’d burst.

      The kitchen looked like a sugar, cinnamon, and dough bomb had gone off, and Graham stopped and stared at it in mild horror. “Where was your mom while you made cinnamon rolls?”

      “Feedin’ the horses.” Bailey sounded real proud of herself. “You want one?”

      He couldn’t even see something edible, but he said, “Sure,” anyway. She bypassed the island, which was smeared with flour and melted butter, and used a spatula to scrape a mostly cooked roll off the sheet tray. She plopped it onto a paper plate and presented it to him with a broad smile.

      It was definitely undercooked, but Graham took a big bite anyway. At least it tasted right, even if it needed a few more minutes in the oven. Or ten. He chewed and swallowed. Okay, twenty more minutes in the oven.

      “Tastes great,” he said, because at least that was true. Laney walked out a moment later, her heels making clicks against the hard wood and saving him from having to take another bite of the nearly raw roll.

      “Hey, stranger.” She slid her fingers along his jacketed forearm and a shiver moved through him. He discreetly set his plate down on the counter and grinned at her.

      “Did you brush your teeth?” Laney asked Bailey.

      The girl frowned, a glob of the inner part of a cinnamon roll on her finger. She licked it off and said, “Not yet.”

      “Well, go get it done. We don’t want to be late for church.” She watched the girl skip down the hall and into the bathroom before turning back to him. “Better kiss me quick.”

      Graham wanted to take his time, but he didn’t waste a second taking her into his arms and matching his mouth to hers. “I missed you,” he murmured and kissed her again. “I was hoping we could go to church together.” Another kiss.

      “You aren’t worried about the town gossip?”

      He kissed her again, his need for her almost insatiable. Something banged down the hall, and Laney stepped away from him, smoothing down her blouse, then her skirt, and finally her hair.

      “You cut your hair,” he said, reaching for the ends of it.

      “Just a little,” she said.

      “At least six inches.”

      “It was getting too long.” She smiled at him, and he found a pretty blush in her face. “And wow, you’re a brave soul to eat that cinnamon roll.”

      “It just needed more time in the oven.”

      “Teeth brushed,” Bailey announced, and Graham spun around, hoping she hadn’t heard him.

      “Great,” Laney said. “Graham’s driving us to church.”

      Once they were loaded up, Graham wished he owned a truck so he could have Laney’s leg pressed right against his. Her perfume and her presence filled the SUV, but he wanted to hold her hand, feel the warmth of her body, and kiss her at every stop sign.

      As it was, he made small talk about his brothers, asked about her mother, and engaged Bailey in a conversation about a school project she was doing about Martin Luther King for the upcoming holiday.

      The church sat on the corner of Ponderosa and Third, a quaint, old building made of pink brick. Additions had been put on the back and north side for additional classrooms, and a large, field stretched toward a copse of trees. The pastor’s wife held potlucks in the summer on that field, and relay races, and barbecues.

      Graham liked being part of this community, and as he walked into the church, his hand securely in Laney’s, more than a few people looked his way. He didn’t mind. He was used to staring whenever he left the lodge, as it didn’t happen often.

      Usually at church, though, people had gotten used to him being there. No, he didn’t say much, but neither did a whole lot of other cowboys in Coral Canyon.

      “You survived the storm,” a woman said, and Graham turned toward the sound to find Bonnie standing there beaming at him. “Come sit by us. Hello, Laney.” She positively beamed at the pair of them, and Graham almost rolled his eyes.

      Bonnie bounced her baby boy on her hip and gestured. “Come on, come on. Sam will be glad to see you.”

      Graham looked at Laney, who shrugged slightly. So he followed Bonnie into the chapel and down to almost the front. “Really?” he hissed to his friends. “Could we be any more on display?”

      “Scoot over, Sam,” Bonnie said in a voice she couldn’t think was quiet. “Graham and Laney are here with Bailey.”

      Surprise streamed across Sam’s face, but he collected the diaper bag and moved down the bench a bit. Not nearly enough, but another family had already taken up the other half. Graham squeezed himself onto the bench, as did Laney and Bailey.

      Well, he’d gotten his wish of Laney’s leg flush against his, her hand gripping his, but he wasn’t going to kiss her. Not here on the third row where every busybody in town could see. Not in church at all—unless they’d just said “I do,” and she was now his wife.

      Wife.

      The word bounced around inside his head, making it hard to hear the pastor’s sermon. Finally, Graham pulled himself together and managed to hear the last ten minutes of Pastor Landy’s message. The pastor was younger than him, something Graham appreciated, as he felt like the man understood what it was like to live in today’s world.

      Though Graham hadn’t heard the whole thing, he’d gotten the gist of the message—the Savior loved and accepted everyone, even the sinner. They had the same responsibility.

      Graham thought about Mike. It was hard to love and accept him. And forgiving him? Graham had only met the man once, and he hadn’t liked what he’d done to Laney.

      You’re still a work-in-progress, he told himself. The meeting ended, and he spoke with Sam and Bonnie for a few minutes.

      “You three should come to dinner,” Bonnie said, an abnormally huge smile on her face.

      “Oh, we—”

      “Yeah, that would be fun,” Laney interrupted him. She stood and ushered Bailey into the aisle. “We’ll wait for you in the lobby.” With that, she left, and Graham watched her go until she was out of earshot. Then he turned back to Bonnie.

      “I’m forty years old,” he growled. “You’re embarrassing me.”

      Bonnie trilled out a laugh and patted Graham’s arm like he was her son. “You’re doing just fine. She held your hand for the whole meeting.”

      “Stop it,” he said, though a sliver of happiness threaded through him. “She seems to like me, right?”

      Bonnie sobered, though the sparkle in her eyes didn’t go out. “Graham. Of course she likes you. I told you the two of you would be good together.”

      “I know.” Her suggestion had plagued him for weeks, but he wasn’t going to tell her that. “Okay, well, now that we’re back to normal life, I don’t get to see her much. So I’ll see you guys later.”

      “Graham?” Sam stood, the diaper bag over his shoulder making him into such a dad. “Just be yourself.”

      Graham nodded and made his way toward the lobby, which seemed to swarm with people. Laney stood near her mother, talking, and Graham joined them.

      “Afternoon, ma’am.” He tipped his hat at her mother. “Would you like to join us for lunch today?”

      “What’s Celia making?”

      “Oh, she’s off today.” He leaned down, a smile on his face and pure joy in his heart. “But she left a pizza noodle casserole in the fridge.”

      “I love that stuff,” Bailey said, and Graham chuckled.

      “Me too, kid,” he said. “Me too.”
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      Days later, Mother Nature decided Wyoming didn’t have enough snow. Somehow, six feet didn’t satisfy her, and Graham trekked through the falling flakes to the barn to make sure his animals had enough to eat and drink and would stay cozy in the stables. He thought of Laney, and as soon as he made it out of the weather, he texted her to offer his help.

      I’d love that, she responded. I’ll wait for you to come down.

      So while he had reports to read and three phone calls from the general manager of Springside to return, he methodically went through what it took to maintain his animals and then he drove down to Laney’s house.

      He knocked at the same time he opened the door, calling, “Laney? Bailey?”

      “In the kitchen,” Laney called.

      Graham closed the door, hoping he hadn’t let in too much cold. Something didn’t feel quite right in the house, but he found Laney spreading caramel popcorn on a long sheet of waxed paper on the island.

      “Mm, this looks good.” But he didn’t snatch a chunk of the warm treat. He wrapped his arms around Laney and buried his face in the hollow of her neck while she giggled. He couldn’t believe how right it felt to be with her, how easy it was.

      None of his other relationships had been this simple, this carefree, this wonderful, and he wondered if it was too easy.

      “Stop it,” she said. “Bailey’s right over there.”

      But the little girl lay asleep on the couch. Graham kissed Laney and said, “Well, get dressed so we can go get your horses fed. It’s really coming down out there.”

      She did, and they got her farm all taken care of. He liked working with her, liked watching her whisper to the horses and talk to the barn dogs like they were real friends. He enjoyed her strength and drive, and as they walked back to the house, he thought he might be in love with Laney McAllister.

      She opened the back door and entered the house, along with a gust of wind. Graham followed her, glad for the warmth inside.

      But it wasn’t right. It wasn’t warm enough.

      Laney seemed to notice too, because she said, “I need to check the furnace.” She kept her coat and boots on as she went downstairs, and a few minutes later, she came back up wearing a worried look.

      “It’s out,” she said. “The pilot light is out and I can’t get it back on.” She picked up her phone and started dialing.

      “So you’ll just come up to the lodge,” he said.

      She shook her head, pressed her lips together, and said, “Hey, Mom. Can Bailey and I come stay with you tonight? My furnace is out.”
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      Laney would not cry in front of Graham again. Oh, no, she would not. Her mom said something—Laney’s basic functions of breathing seemed to be working, but nothing else. Just like her stupid furnace—and she said, “Yeah, okay.”

      All she could think about was how much a new furnace would cost. And it was only mid-January and her hay supply would have to be supplemented with purchased feed, as she wouldn’t be able to make it stretch to the summer.

      No matter how much she worked, she couldn’t get enough hay in, didn’t have enough money, couldn’t find the strength she normally reached down deep and grasped.

      A sob stuck in her chest, and she took a few steps away from Graham and Bailey, sitting on the couch. She said something into the phone as if she was still on the call, and then she ducked into her bedroom.

      She barely had the wherewithal to close the door before she dropped to her knees and let the phone fall to the floor. Surprisingly, her tears didn’t come. Just pure desperation mixed with quite a large dose of panic.

      Tipping her face toward the ceiling, she asked, “What should I do?”

      Life had never quite beaten her so badly. She didn’t want to take Bailey and go into town, because it was a twenty-minute drive out to the ranch. And that was an hour each way, something she had to do twice every day. She didn’t have time for that.

      But she wouldn’t move back into the lodge with Graham, especially since there was no one else there anymore. Their relationship seemed too intimate for that, and it simply didn’t feel right.

      The cabin came into her mind. It had heat, a huge fireplace, a small kitchen, and was located much more conveniently.

      With this new idea lifting her spirits, she thanked the Lord for His help and got to her feet. Several seconds passed before she felt like she could face this new challenge, before she could return to the living room and set things in motion.

      Graham would help her pack a cooler and whatever she needed from her pantry. If she asked him, he’d probably go to the grocery store for her. Or at least send Celia. That amended thought brought a tiny smile to her face, but when she stepped into the living room, Bailey sat on the couch alone.

      “Where’s Graham?” Laney asked.

      Bailey didn’t even look up from her tablet. “I don’t know.”

      Annoyance flowed through Laney now, and that horrible anxiety that was never far from the surface these days. For months now, if Laney were being honest. Hadn’t she been praying for a miracle for months?

      “Did he leave?”

      “His phone rang.”

      Laney strode toward Bailey, ready to rip that tablet from her hands. “Can you put that thing down?”

      Bailey lowered the tablet at the sharp tone in Laney’s voice. She pressed her eyes closed for a moment and tried to calm down, tried to think.

      “Okay,” she said with a long sigh. “We can’t stay here. The furnace is out. We’re going to the cabin, so go pack a bag.”

      Bailey blinked at her, her childlike innocence endearing. “How long will we be there?”

      “I don’t know, honestly.” Laney was toying with the idea of staying indefinitely. She couldn’t afford a new furnace until the fall at the earliest, and they didn’t need this huge homestead to be happy.

      She looked out the back windows, expecting to see Graham on the deck, but he wasn’t there. “Go on.” She could do this herself. She’d done plenty of hard things over the years. “I’m going to pack up some food.”

      Her heart wailed that Graham had abandoned her right when she needed him most. That’s not true, she told herself as she loaded milk, eggs, and butter into a cooler. But he didn’t return, and when she opened the garage to put the cooler in the back of her truck, his SUV didn’t sit in the driveway.

      She pulled out her phone and sent him a text. Where did you go?

      She’d never known Graham to have his phone more than six inches from him, but he didn’t answer immediately. Laney went back in the house and packed a bag with enough to keep her going for over a week. The cabin didn’t have a washer or dryer, but she could go to the Laundromat.

      She hauled out dog food, toiletries, two boxes of food, and her and Bailey’s bags. By the time she was ready to go, the house was definitely chilly, darkness was falling, and Graham still hadn’t answered.

      Laney pressed against the tears and reached her hand toward Bailey. “Come on, bug. Call the dogs and let’s go.”

      Graham answered hours later with only a few words: Work emergency. Call you later.

      Laney had to accept it, the same way she’d accepted Mike’s decision to leave her and their toddler on a ranch much too big for them to take care of by themselves. But she’d done it for years now, and she would keep doing the best she could.

      She knew Graham worked a lot. He was the CEO of a very large energy company that had faced its share of controversy over the years. She couldn’t expect him to spend Thursday evenings doing her chores—or any evening really.

      But by the time she’d finally loaded everything she’d packed into the cabin, she was exhausted mentally, physically, and spiritually. She helped Bailey get ready for bed, and then she crawled into a hot bath, utterly spent.

      And finally, the tears came and she let them fall into the bathwater, where at least they were hidden.
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      Graham did not call her later that night, nor the next day, nor over the weekend. Laney had sent him a few texts that also went unanswered, and she felt like someone had reached into her chest and ripped out her heart.

      Half of her still believed he’d show up on Sunday morning, wearing those delicious church clothes with his cowboy hat, and ask her to go to church with him. He didn’t, but he did finally send a message that said, I had to leave town. Text me what Pastor Landy says?

      Leave town? she messaged back. Where are you?

      Energy Summit in New York. I’ll explain it all later.

      Of course he couldn’t be bothered to provide proper explanations when she needed them. He’d always done everything on his timetable, and bitterness accompanied Laney as she readied herself for church.

      By the time the pastor started speaking, Laney wanted to leave. She was used to sitting by herself, but not used to people staring at her, unasked questions in their eyes. Where’s Graham this week? Did you two break up already?

      She hadn’t kept tabs on his church attendance. She had a crush, not an obsession. But it seemed like everyone with two eyes knew he wasn’t there, and especially not with her. As Pastor Landy spoke about charity and loving everyone—a repeated topic for him already in this new year—Laney managed to talk herself out of being mad and feeling abandoned.

      After all, if her job required her to jet off to New York, she’d have gone. Well, maybe. Depending on how much it cost.

      The bitterness had moved from her heart into her stomach, and it didn’t seem fair that God had blessed others with so much money and her so little. She didn’t need grandeur, pomp, or recognition. She just wanted to keep the ranch that had been in the Boyd family for four generations.

      She closed her eyes as a headache started to pound in her forehead. Please help me, Lord, she prayed. Help me to be grateful for what I have and find a way to get what I need.

      She didn’t feel like she was being greedy for wanting a furnace that worked when it was ten below zero outside. A sense of calmness came over her, and she knew things would work out all right. She’d felt this way before—once when Graham had left Coral Canyon and they’d fallen out of touch.

      And once when Mike had declared he couldn’t stay in Wyoming for another day, packed a bag, and left that night.

      She’d been in turmoil during both of those times and received the comfort she needed, the strength to pick herself up and try for another day.

      “That’s all you need,” she whispered to herself.

      “What, Momma?”

      “Nothing, Bay.” She tucked her daughter into her side and breathed in the soft, peach scent of her hair. “Nothing.”

      But she just needed to get through one day at a time.

      The next day, she called a furnace repairman, who confirmed that the entire unit needed to be replaced. She did her chores, and worked with Bailey on her math, and made it through the day.

      Cabin life wasn’t fun, and she busied herself by texting Graham, hoping whatever meeting he was in would be boring enough to get him to respond.

      The sting when he didn’t was too much for her to bear along with everything else, so she kept her phone in her pocket the following evening. And the next night too.

      Thursday came again, a whole week since she’d seen Graham, heard his voice, or had any real conversation with him at all.

      She juggled Bailey, homework, pets, animals, the ranch, making dinner, and housework as best as she could. Every day that passed was another day she’d made it through. By the weekend, Bailey had come down with something and Laney was up all night and all day with her while she ran a fever and threw up anything she ate.

      Laney got up on Sunday morning, still tired and beyond frustrated. How long would the Lord let this go on? She couldn’t think about Graham for another minute, and yet, he was always there, taking up space and energy in her mind.

      She couldn’t fix the furnace, but it lingered in her brain too, taunting her, reminding her how much of a failure she was.

      Bailey seemed better, but not well enough to go to church, and that was just fine with Laney. She wasn’t fit to leave the cabin anyway.

      “This isn’t a life,” she said to her reflection. She wore a pair of yoga pants and an oversized sweatshirt, the dark circles under her eyes almost a complement to the grungy clothes. “This is a terrible way to live.”

      Sadness enveloped her, and the very thought of having to do another round of feeding that night made her head swim and tears prick her eyes.

      “I can’t do this.” She twisted away from her reflection and went to find her phone. She could solve some of her problems with a few texts and phone calls, and she was tired of feeling sorry for herself, tired of being so dang tired, and unwilling to live in this depressive turmoil for one more day.

      “Hey, Jake,” she said when the man answered. “You still lookin’ for work?” She couldn’t afford to pay him, not really, but she’d figure it out. She’d go to the bank tomorrow and get whatever loan she needed to pay a hired hand and get her furnace fixed. It was just money. She could make more once calf season came and she had beef and cattle to sell.

      “I can just offer one shift,” she told him when he’d said “Maybe.”

      “You choose. Morning chores or evening. I’ll do the other one.”

      “Morning,” he said, and Laney’s heart soared. If she didn’t have to get up and out the door, in her boots, long underwear, and coat, she could sleep in, make Bailey a real breakfast before school, and take care of the business side of the ranch better.

      “Fifteen an hour okay?” she asked, praying it was. He’d come to her last spring with that offer, but she hadn’t hired him. She hadn’t been this desperate last spring.

      “Yes, ma’am.” He chuckled and added, “I got hired on at the cabinetmaker over the summer. I’ve been doing great there.”

      “I’m sure you have, Jake.” At this point, Laney didn’t care that he’d spent a year in jail and was a bit slow in the head. He’d never be near Bailey or alone with her, and Laney needed him.

      “Tomorrow okay to start?” she asked.

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Great, I’ll see you in the morning. Seven o’clock.”

      “I won’t be late.”

      Laney ended the call, a huge burden lifted from her shoulders. Her first thought was I need to tell Graham, but her second screamed louder. He won’t answer.

      He doesn’t care.

      Does an Energy Summit last longer than a week?

      She didn’t want to think about it anymore. She didn’t have the head space, the mental or physical energy, or the patience.

      “I deserve to come first sometimes,” she said aloud to the quiet cabin. “I deserve to be happy.” And Graham had hardly ever put her first. And while the few weeks she’d spent with him as his girlfriend had made her insanely happy, she didn’t want to be put on the backburner every time something came up with his job—and he had a very big, important job he’d made clear came first.

      So with her heart shrinking and then pounding around inside her chest, she tapped out one more message to him.

      I think it’s time we call our relationship what it is: over. Good luck with your summit.
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      Graham glared at Dwight, the other man’s mere presence enough to put Graham in a foul mood. He’d been back in town for approximately three hours before Dwight had shown up at the lodge.

      On a Saturday night, no less.

      Demanding a meeting that had taken most of the night.

      Graham yawned, his anger and frustration no less just because he was exhausted. “You can’t keep ignoring me when I call,” Dwight said. “We have things happening at Springside—important things that require the CEO’s attention.”

      “It was a protest, Dwight. They happen about once a month.”

      He shook his head, his hair shaved close to the scalp staying still. “It was more than a protest. A petition has been filed, and I needed you—I need you to know about these things so we can take action on them quickly. Did you know that if we’re shut down from drilling for even one day, we lose over fifty thousand dollars?”

      Graham rubbed his thumb across his forehead. “I’m aware, Dwight.”

      “We lost two days because you wouldn’t answer your phone. I can’t make executive decisions about legalities,” he continued. “Your father—”

      “Always answered his phone,” Graham finished for the general manager of Springside Energy. “I know, Dwight.”

      “Why didn’t you answer?”

      “I was busy.” He gazed at the other man, daring him to ask Graham what he’d been doing. He wouldn’t tell him, and Dwight seemed to know, because his shoulders fell and he sighed.

      “Are we back up now?” Graham asked, his voice perfectly even.

      “Yes.”

      Graham felt sure that Dwight would’ve added a “sir” to the sentence if he’d been talking to Ronald Whittaker, Graham’s father. But Dwight lifted his chin, a silent dare for Graham to make him say it.

      He wouldn’t. “All right.” He let out a long sigh. “Thank you, Dwight.”

      The older man tapped the stack of folders he’d put on the desk last night. “I still need these read, signed, and statements prepared. By tonight at the latest. We can’t go another business day without responding.”

      “Tonight,” Graham said, already distracted by the farm beyond the window.

      “Maybe I’ll stay here until you get them done.”

      “No.” Graham stood. He couldn’t survive the day with Dwight in the lodge. He thought he’d wanted company, but Dwight was completely the wrong kind. “I’ll get them done. No later than six p.m. tonight. You have my word.”

      Dwight looked like he highly doubted Graham could deliver on his word, but he put his arms through his suit jacket and said, “All right. My wife will be wondering where I am anyway.”

      Graham didn’t walk the other man out, his thoughts already back on Laney. He’d left suddenly, hadn’t called her, and spent too long in New York getting the permits he needed. He’d never met with so many lawyers, explained his situation so many times, and had to relive the death of his father over and over again.

      He definitely did not want to repeat the last ten days ever again. Ever.

      He picked up his phone and found a message from Laney. She’d stopped texting after the first day, and Graham had missed her more than he could express. But the whole family—the entire Whittaker empire—lay on Springside Energy, and Graham was needed at the Energy Summit, in court, and back in Wyoming all at the same time.

      He couldn’t be everything to everyone.

      And apparently he couldn’t be Laney’s boyfriend anymore.

      I think it’s time we call our relationship what it is: over. Good luck with your summit.

      Over.

      “Over?” He jammed his thumb on the call button, hoping she’d texted recently. And that she’d answer. Laney had a stubborn streak, and she did not like being told what to do. And she didn’t answer.

      “I’m coming over,” he said to her voicemail and he had his coat and gloves on before he realized how he sounded.

      Beastly.

      Like his word would be obeyed. That he could just barge back into her life whenever he wanted, and she’d swoon she was so happy to see him.

      His phone rang and he fumbled to get it out of his pocket, finally tearing the glove off and pulling the phone out on the last ring.

      “Eli,” Graham mumbled, his pulse settling back to normal. But he needed to talk to Eli too, so he called his brother back.

      “Hey, couldn’t get to the phone fast enough,” he said.

      “My last day is Friday,” Eli said with a laugh. “It’s been amazing how things have worked out here. House sold in one day. One day, Graham!” The elation in his brother’s voice wasn’t hard to hear.

      “That’s great, Eli.” And Graham meant it. He needed his brother here too. If there was more than just Graham managing things at Springside, maybe he’d have time to eat dinner—or spend time with his girlfriend.

      But Eli’s not coming to help with Springside, his mind whispered.

      Graham pushed the thought away.

      “And Meg agreed to relocate to Wyoming. I guess something about the snow charmed her.”

      “I can’t imagine how that’s possible.”

      “Right?” Eli laughed again. “But I’m glad. Stockton likes her.”

      Graham thought Eli was the one that liked Meg, but he kept that to himself. He didn’t have the mental capacity to deal with women at the moment. He slowly took off his other glove and slid his coat down his arms and hung it back on the hook in the mudroom.

      “So when will you be back in town?”

      “We have to get packed up and get the moving company here. I’m selling a lot too, since we don’t need tons of furniture.” Eli continued to talk, and Graham wandered into the kitchen and sat at the bar.

      He must not have participated in the conversation appropriately, because Eli finally said, “I can tell I’m boring you.”

      “No, not at all.” If Eli ended the call, Graham wouldn’t have anyone to talk to. None of his employees worked on Sundays, and Graham suddenly felt like all the space in this huge lodge was suffocating him.

      “What’s wrong then?”

      Graham’s first inclination was to keep his problems to himself. He hadn’t told anyone about Erica—except Laney.

      “Laney broke up with me.” He wanted to hang his head and figure out how to get her back. That was something he was very good at and had done over and over in his life. Figure out what he wanted and then work until he got it.

      But he had a feeling he couldn't do that when there was another person involved. Especially someone as headstrong and intelligent as Laney.

      “Oh, no,” Eli said. “What happened? I thought you two were great together.”

      Graham scrubbed his fingers down his beard, which he’d kept short and neat while in New York. “I had to go to New York for Springside, and there were so many problems….” He let his voice trail off. He really disliked the management part of running the energy company. Maybe he should let Dwight do it now that Graham knew all the ins and outs.

      He exhaled and then took a long, deep breath. “She thinks I abandoned her.” It was as if a light bulb had gone off over his head. “I need to go talk to her.”

      “Yeah, sounds like it.”

      Because Graham didn’t abandon anything. If he was the running type, he’d have left Coral Canyon five minutes after the funeral and left Dwight in charge of the company while he put his life back together in another tech city.

      He hung up with Eli, all of his thoughts tumbling around like clothes in a dryer. “You wouldn’t have survived in another tech city,” he told the empty house. This place, Coral Canyon, had healed him in a way he hadn’t anticipated. And moving forward with Laney was the best thing he’d done in his path back toward happiness.

      “I have to get her back.” With less frantic movements, he returned to the mudroom and got dressed for a long walk in the winter weather.

      He went down the road, which was still covered in ice. It was a miracle he didn’t fall on the mile-long walk down to Echo Ridge Ranch. Why he thought Laney would be there, he wasn’t sure. His brain wasn’t working properly.

      Neither was her furnace, because when he let himself into the homestead, it was as cold inside as out. Well, minus the wind.

      He looked at the family pictures hanging on the wall leading down to the kitchen, drinking in the happiness he found in Laney’s eyes, in Bailey’s smile. This was what happiness was. Family. Relationships. He had all the money in the world, but he didn’t have those.

      “Soon,” he whispered to himself.

      He pulled out his phone and called his mother. “Hey, Mom, real quick. I need the number for Steffanie Boyd.”

      “Steffanie? Laney’s mom?”

      “Yes.”

      A long pause came through the line, and Graham hoped she wouldn’t ask why. Wouldn’t ask why he couldn’t just get the number from Laney.

      “Let me see what I have,” she finally said, and a few seconds later, she recited it to Graham. He repeated it back to her while he typed it into his note app, and then hung up before any more conversation could get going. He loved his mom, he did, but she could get talking, and Graham had a task to do.

      Steffanie’s line rang several times, and desperation clawed through Graham’s system while he waited for her to answer or her voicemail to pick up.

      She finally said, “Hello?” in a breathless voice.

      “Hello, ma’am,” he said, employing his polite CEO voice. “It’s Graham Whittaker. I need to find Laney, and I’m wondering if she’s staying with you.”

      “Oh, she’s not, dear,” Steffanie said. “She’s probably at the cabin.”

      The cabin has power. She’d told him that just before the new year. She and Bailey probably were there, as it was close to the ranch and she could still get her work done.

      “Thank you, ma’am,” he said and hung up.

      Thankfully the cabin was just up the hill a bit. He raised his collar and stepped back out into the wind, making his strides long so he could get to the cabin faster.

      His courage took a vacation as the cabin came into view. Smoke lifted from the chimney on the roof, and two squares of light looked like yellow eyes in the twilight. He looked back toward the lodge, seriously considering just going home.

      “This is for Laney,” he whispered to himself. He squared his shoulders and stepped toward the front door, praying that she’d open it when he knocked.

      His fist sounded like gun shots against the door, and he couldn’t hear anything inside for a long time. He knocked again, determined not to leave without seeing Laney. Her truck sat in the lane, which meant she was here.

      Unless she was at the ranch, working.

      He knocked for a third time, finally hearing something behind the closed door. “Laney,” he called. “It’s Graham.”

      The door opened a few moments later, and she stood there wearing yoga pants and a large sweatshirt. Her hair had been knotted on top of her head, as usual. She wore no makeup, and Graham was struck speechless at her casual beauty.

      “What do you want?” She spoke in that same icy tone he’d heard her use on Mike, and that simply would not do.
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      Laney tried not to drink in the tall, dark, handsome sight of Graham Whittaker. She’d spent entirely too many days of her life doing exactly that.

      “I did not abandon you,” he said in a calm, clear voice. “I had a crazy week in—Look. It doesn’t matter. I’m still as committed to this as ever.” He gestured between the two of them, and Laney had to admit she liked the way the words sounded.

      “This has nothing to do with you going to New York,” she said.

      Confusion crossed Graham’s face, and his nose and cheeks were pink from the cold. She wondered how long he’d been outside, if he’d wandered around the ranch looking for her. She’d never told him she was coming to the cabin.

      “Then what’s it about?” he asked.

      “I’m…I’m not ready for a relationship.”

      An edge entered his eye that spoke of suspicion. “I don’t believe that.”

      “You can believe what you want.” But her voice wavered a little, and he heard it. Graham wasn’t stupid, that much was certain.

      “Laney.”

      She loathed how he said her name with that note of condescension, as if she were being unreasonable.

      “No,” she said, the word exploding out of her mouth. “No. You don’t get to ‘Laney’ me.” She drew herself up tall and determined to say what she should’ve told Mike all those years ago. What she should’ve done with Graham from the beginning. Bailey would probably cry for days and stop talking to Laney, but she pushed those thoughts away. She couldn’t make huge life decisions based on what her six-year-old thought about the handsome cowboy.

      “I am worth your attention,” she said. “I deserve to be your first priority. I know you can’t give that. I know it’s probably selfish and unfair of me to want it.” Her emotions clogged her throat, but she pushed her voice past them anyway.

      “But I do want it. And I’m tired of making excuses for you and everyone else for putting me second, or third, or last.” Her chest shook; her stomach quaked. She was going to cry—again.

      “I deserve explanations when I ask questions, not when you have time to give them. Bailey and I deserve someone who’s going to love us, take care of us, and put us first.” She shook her head and swiped angrily at her eyes. “So this has nothing to do with you physically going to New York. This has to do with you not being able to make a phone call when you said you would.”

      “I’ll make the phone calls,” Graham said, his voice as broken as Laney felt inside.

      She looked right into those dreamy eyes and wished she could erase his pain. “I don’t need them now, Graham. I can take care of myself and Bailey. And while I was hoping for a partner, a friend, to lean on, I don’t need it. I can do it myself.”

      And she could. She would.

      Graham stood there, and Laney really couldn’t afford to heat the wilds of Wyoming. “Goodbye, Graham.” She slowly closed the door, the click of it when it latched one of the most horrifying sounds she’d ever heard.

      She expected the beast in Graham to pound on the door again, call something through the wood, insist she listen to him.

      Nothing happened, and when Laney finally got the nerve to peer through the window, she found him trudging down the lane, his shoulders slumped and his head bent.

      She embraced her old friend misery, stumbled into the kitchen to retrieve a couple of cookies from the freezer, and collapsed onto the couch to stare at the TV without really seeing.
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      The next morning, Jake was waiting in his truck near the barn when Laney arrived. He was fifteen minutes early, and Laney lifted her hand in greeting, a bit of trepidation tugging through her. She probably should’ve told someone that she’d hired the ex-con.

      Her list was short, and had gotten shorter with the departure of Graham from her life. Sadness filled her. Even when she couldn’t kiss Graham, she could still talk to him. Joke with him. Talk about the past with him.

      Now, it felt like she’d lost a lifelong friend and her boyfriend.

      “Morning, Laney,” Jake said, coming toward her with an eager smile on his face. “Thank you so much for hiring me. I won’t let you down.” He shook her hand, his bright blue eyes reminding her so much of Bailey’s.

      A rush of relief spread through her, and she nodded toward the barn. “You’ll mostly work in here. I have thirteen horses that need fed. Two barn cats and two barn dogs. They can run around while you work in the stables. But they have to be put back in before you go. It’s too cold for them outside.”

      Jake nodded, his cowboy hat old and torn along one side. He asked questions and nodded as she gave directions. She worked side-by-side with him, told him about the cattle and how he’d go out and check them every other day. She used a four-wheeler for that, and the corrals weren’t that far away.

      “I’ll check them on the other days,” she said. “We watch for sickness. I’ll give you something to read. Is that okay?”

      “Sure, I can read.”

      She cocked her head at him. “Of course you can. I just wondered if you’d have time with your other job.”

      “I’ll have my dad help me.” Jake gave her a friendly smile, and Laney moved on to the chickens.

      “These are Bailey’s favorite animals,” she said. “They hardly lay any eggs in the winter, but every once in a while you’ll find one. They should be checked so they don’t get nesting sores.”

      Laney finished the tour and the chore list, gave Jake the booklet on cattle diseases and sicknesses that were common in the winter, and headed back to the cabin. Her mother had been there to get Bailey for school, as the girl and her backpack were gone and a loaf of still-warm banana bread sat on the kitchen counter.

      Laney touched it with reverence, knowing it was a symbol of her mother’s insomnia that had struck particularly bad since the death of her husband. It would make great French toast tomorrow when Laney would be home with Bailey in the morning. She could make breakfast and drive her own daughter to school, and the thought made Laney smile with true joy, something she hadn’t done in a while.

      She cleaned out the fridge, gathered all the dirty laundry, and went into town to get errands done. She visited the Laundromat first, then the grocery store, then the bank.

      When she walked through the doors, she realized she should’ve made the bank her first stop, because she wasn’t sure she could keep her emotions in check while she begged for money.

      It’s not begging, she thought, glancing around. She hadn’t been inside the bank for a few years, not since she’d had the deed for the ranch redone to have her name only and all the mortgage documents had been reprocessed.

      “Do you need help?” A man approached, wearing a dark suit and his hair swept to the side with quite a lot of gel.

      “Yes, sir,” she said. “I’m wondering about a loan.”

      “I can help you with that.” He extended his hand for her to shake. “My name’s Chris. What do you need a loan for?” He looked over his shoulder as he spoke, walking back toward a big desk that seemed entirely too impressive for a simple loan application.

      “I own Echo Ridge Ranch,” she said as he gestured to a chair. “And I need money for a new furnace and for payroll for my only employee.”

      “Small business loan,” he said, taking a seat behind the ginormous desk. He bent and opened a drawer, pulling out a few sheets of paper. “We do small business loans for improvements, expenses, all of it.” He pushed the papers toward her, and she could’ve sworn he had a manicure. She’d never seen a man with such clean, crisp hands.

      She stretched across the desk and collected the papers. “Should I take these with me, and bring them back?” She could do it in the morning when she brought Bailey to school. Maybe spend an hour with her mom before the bank opened. Laney couldn’t imagine such luxury, and while she still had plenty to do around the ranch, having someone take four hours of work in the morning had relieved a massive burden from her shoulders.

      Maybe with Jake’s help, she could get more crops planted, put up more hay, and still be able to sleep and mother.

      Hope filled her chest, and she reached for a pen. She was going to fill this application out right now and get things started. She could pick something up for dinner to save time, and enlist Bailey’s help with the evening chores, and maybe she’d be able to get actual rest tonight when she slept.

      Forty-five minutes later, Chris had answered all her questions, had her forms, and had promised to call her the moment her application had been processed. “Twenty-four to forty-eight hours,” he said as he shook her hand again.

      Laney went home and unpacked everything, folded laundry, cleaned up the kitchen, and promptly went back into town to pick up Bailey.

      Every time she drove by the lodge, Laney couldn’t help looking at it. Couldn’t help imagining what Graham might be doing behind the decorative double doors, and what Celia might have cooked up for dinner.

      This afternoon, three cars sat in the lot that hadn’t been there earlier. Probably his housekeeper, his chef, and his interior decorator. A flash of jealousy made her throat tight and her foot heavier on the accelerator.

      She couldn’t change Graham. He’d always done what he wanted to do, and she couldn’t expect him to change for her.

      “Too bad you fell in love with him before you figured that out.” Laney had never admitted it to herself, but it hadn’t taken long for him to nestle into the soft places of her heart, what with socks on Christmas Eve, and incredible hospitality, and a family spirit she longed for in her life.

      Mike hadn’t ever provided a strong inclination toward family life, and Laney had changed every diaper and given Bailey every bath. But Graham wanted children, and she could imagine him as a caring, attentive father.

      “When he’s not working,” she muttered, putting Whiskey Mountain Lodge in her rear-view mirror. She’d get over Graham. She had once before. But as she waited outside the school for Bailey to come out, she thought she might be in too deep with Graham to ever truly get over him.

      She couldn’t stop thinking about him and all the things he’d promised they’d do. Snowshoeing, horseback riding, swimming in the pool at the lodge. For a few days there, maybe a week, perhaps two, she’d thought her life could change. She’d thought she and Graham could have a real shot at a future together, a life of happiness, a family with a mom and a dad.

      Sometimes her fantasies could get away from her.

      “But not anymore,” she told herself as she saw Bailey skipping toward her. She sat up straighter and put a smile on her face for her daughter. She’d keep grinning until it became genuine. Until she’d caught up and then gotten ahead on her financial obligations. Until her heart stopped hurting.
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      Graham made lists for work as easily as breathing. After Laney had used her ex-husband voice on him, he’d taken a few days to wrap his head around what she’d said.

      She wanted to come first. Of course, he’d been able to provide that for her during the holidays. He’d been there, lending a listening ear, giving her a shoulder to lean on, cry on, hold onto when she needed it.

      He had to decide what to do with the information, and he’d been making lists of what he wanted his life to be, what he didn’t want it to be, what he liked about Laney, what he could control about his job, his life, the way he treated her.

      Someone knocked on his office door late in the afternoon on Friday while he reviewed one such list. Well, he hadn’t exactly started the list yet. A single question sat at the top, reading Do I love Laney?

      So it wasn’t a list. Not exactly. But all of his other lists and soul-searching that week had revolved around this one question.

      “Come in,” he called, sliding the paper underneath a pile of folders.

      Dwight came in, looking like he hadn’t worked all week, or for several hours today already. “Afternoon, Graham.” He could be civil, that was for sure. And he was professional through and through.

      “Hey, Dwight.” Graham opened the notebook where his chicken scratch stared back at him, notes about what he wanted to maintain control of and what he hoped Dwight would take on. “Thanks for coming.”

      The other man settled across from Graham’s desk and steepled his fingers under his chin. Graham almost rolled his eyes, but he needed Dwight on his side.

      “I have a few things to talk about,” Graham said. “And it has to do with the running of the company.”

      “The running of the company?”

      “I work too much,” Graham said simply, unwilling to go into detail for this man he could barely tolerate. “I don’t need to do everything, be everywhere. I’m hoping you’ll help me put together a task list for both of us that makes my life more manageable and gives you more of the freedom you’ve wanted since I took over last year.”

      Dwight blinked at him, his hands falling to the armrests. “You’re serious?”

      “Of course I’m serious.” Graham didn’t joke about business. About much, actually. Probably another strike against him if Laney were keeping a list. Wow, he hoped she wasn’t keeping a list.

      Dwight leaned forward and glanced at the notebook, though Graham doubted he’d be able to read a single word of it. “All right. Let’s hear what you’ve got.”

      “I’d still like to be involved in major things,” Graham said. “But I want to be the big picture guy, while you’re the day-to-day guy.” He glanced at Dwight to see if they were still on the same page.

      A light had entered Dwight’s eyes, something Graham hadn’t seen in a long time. “Go on.”

      “I want to be involved with legal. My brother’s moving home to take on public relations and some marketing, and I want to work closely with him on that. But I don’t want to do payroll anymore. I don’t want to deal with employees, or schedules, or drill sites.” Graham felt a burden lifting from him as he continued to outline what he hoped were decent plans for Springside Energy moving forward.

      “I want to spend more time in the lab,” he said. “Developing the robotics that could really help us make sure we’re being as environmentally friendly as possible. I think that will go a long way with the public as well.”

      “So I’ll be the general manager, and you’ll be the CEO.” Dwight grinned at him, and for the first time since Graham had taken over the company, he felt like he and Dwight were on the same page.

      “I suppose I deserve that.”

      Dwight lifted one shoulder in a shrug and kept smiling. “Your father told me you were stubborn and would want to learn everything.”

      The breath whooshed out of him as the weight of Dwight’s statement hit him. “You talked to my father about me?”

      “He always knew you’d take over Springside.” Dwight sobered and finally looked like a man Graham could trust with personal things and professional things.

      “He died of a heart attack,” Graham whispered. “When did you talk to him about this?”

      “He wasn’t well for a few months before his death.” Dwight cleared his throat. “He didn’t tell your mother. No one but me. He told me a lot of things about you and your brothers in that time.”

      Graham’s chest pinched and he couldn’t seem to get a proper breath. Dwight had known his father better than Graham had. Probably better than anyone. And Graham hadn’t once thought to talk to the man about his father.

      “I’m sorry,” Graham said, true regret lacing through him. “You must miss my dad as much as I do.”

      The pain flashed across Dwight’s face, and Graham couldn’t believe he’d never thought of the other man as a human being with feelings before. Maybe he was just too deep into his grief, and he did like to do things his way.

      His way.

      Wasn’t that exactly what Laney didn’t like about him? Everything had to be his way. He couldn’t even provide an explanation for her when she needed one.

      He hadn’t realized that was what he’d done, but it didn’t matter. How she felt about it was what mattered. He sighed, so tired of thinking about what he’d done wrong and how he could fix it.

      “I miss your father, yes,” Dwight said, his voice quiet. “He was a good man and a good boss. Tough when he had to be. Kind always. Family-oriented.”

      Graham wanted to be just like him, and he knew if he didn’t fix things with Laney fast, their time to have a bigger family than just Bailey would be lost. He compartmentalized her for the time being and continued his meeting with Dwight. After all, if he wanted to win Laney back, he had to show her that he’d made some changes in his life. Changes that would put her first—right where she deserved to be.
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      The last Saturday in January found him standing behind his barns, looking down the hill and over the snow toward Echo Ridge Ranch. He searched the clear sky for any hint of smoke, anything to show that Laney was still at the cabin.

      There was nothing, and he wondered if she’d moved back to the homestead. If she had, that meant the furnace had been fixed. He hated that he hadn’t done it for her. He should’ve called someone from the plane as he flew to New York and replaced the whole thing.

      He saw that now.

      He saw a lot of things now that he’d been blind to before.

      But he still didn’t know how to get her back into his life. Before, when he’d needed her, he’d text her. She always came, and he wondered if she would again.

      But he wasn’t going to ask that of her.

      He turned and went back to the lodge to get ready for his brother’s arrival. Eli and Stockton and Meg were set to arrive at the airport tomorrow, and Graham wanted to have everything perfect for them when they arrived. Sure, the lodge was fun for a five-year-old who was only staying for a couple of weeks over Christmas. But it would be his nephew’s home, and Graham had plans to make the boy’s room exactly what it should be.

      After he’d worked in the basement room, putting up a wall of Lego sheets so Stockton could create right on the walls of his room, he went outside, this time to the front of the lodge. Eli would do a full analysis on the lodge when he arrived, everything from parking to permits, but Graham felt like he should know as much as his brother. The lodge had a water feature in the front, but he’d done nothing with it in the year he’d lived there.

      A truck came up the lane from the ranch, drawing his attention from the fountain, but it wasn’t Laney’s. A man sat behind the wheel, and he drove so slowly that Graham had several long seconds to look at his face.

      Jake Langford. What in the world was he doing down at Echo Ridge Ranch?

      He waved to Graham like they were old pals, and Graham lifted his hand in return. Jake was Beau’s age and a little bit mentally handicapped. Graham had heard he’d been blamed for a theft a few years ago, and Beau was sure the man hadn’t done it. But Jake had been confused, in the wrong place at the wrong time with the wrong people, and he’d gone to jail for thirteen months.

      And now he was…doing what exactly down at Laney’s?

      “She’s a grown woman,” Graham muttered to himself. “You’re not her husband, and it’s none of your business.”

      Problem was, he wanted it to be his business. He was in love with Laney, after all.

      He froze, his jaw muscle twitching. Had he just thought he was in love with Laney?

      “Of course you are,” he muttered, his bad mood growing though he’d come outside to get relief from the melancholy atmosphere inside the lodge. He wouldn’t be this miserable if he wasn’t in love with her. He wouldn’t upend his entire life just to prove to her that she was the most important thing he had. Heck, she wouldn’t be the most important thing he had if he didn’t love her.

      And with that, he decided he didn’t need a big show to impress Laney. No pomp or circumstance. He just needed for her to see that he’d put her first.

      Just the fact that he was wandering around the grounds, looking at defunct fountains, proved that his life had already changed. He never would’ve had time to do that before he’d split responsibilities with Dwight.

      He gazed up into the sky, the brightness of the blue and the glinting sun making his eyes hurt to the point of watering. “Do I just go talk to her?”

      The sky didn’t answer. Neither did God, for that matter. But Graham felt something way down deep in his soul that whispered, Yes, just go talk to her.

      Instead of jumping behind the wheel of his SUV, he opted to walk the mile down the road to her house. The truck sat in the garage, which was also open, and he made his way to the front door and knocked.

      “Momma!” he heard Bailey shout. “It’s Graham.”

      He winced, wishing his identity could’ve been a secret until Laney opened the door. But Bailey whipped it open in the next second, and she threw herself into his arms. “Graham! Did you come for my birthday?”

      He hadn’t even known it was the girl’s birthday, but he couldn’t say that. Laney appeared down the hall, an apron around her waist and the scent of freshly baked cake hanging in the air. Their eyes met, and Graham thought it would be okay to tell a lie, just this once.

      “I sure did, Bay. Happy birthday.”

      The little girl squealed and wiggled out of his arms. He let her run ahead while he approached much slower. Bailey put on her coat and said, “Momma, I’m gonna go out with the cats for a minute, okay?”

      “Okay, bug. Have fun.” Laney just watched him with those green eyes, clear as glass. She looked better than he’d ever seen her, and he waited until her daughter had pulled the back door closed behind her before he spoke.

      “I just saw Jake Langford leaving from down this way.” Graham hooked his thumb over his shoulder, wondering why he’d started with Jake. There were so many more important things to talk about.

      “I hired him,” Laney said. “He does my morning chores, so I can do this kind of stuff.” She walked back into the kitchen and washed her hands. “You don’t have to stay for her birthday party. It’s not for hours.”

      “I don’t even have a gift for her. I can run and grab something and come back.”

      “That’s not necessary.” At least she was talking to him, and not in that ultra-cold voice.

      “Laney,” he said, exhaling a moment later. “I’ve made a few changes in my life this week, and I’d love to tell you all about them.”

      She barely flicked her gaze in his direction as she measured out butter, cream cheese, and powdered sugar. “Oh?”

      He stuffed his hands in his pockets, no speech prepared. “I don’t want to be friends.”

      That got her to stop and stare at him, the teaspoon of vanilla hovering above the bowl. “What?”

      “I can’t just be friends with you anymore.” He shrugged, realizing how warm it was in the homestead. Or maybe that was just him sweating because of this conversation. “I’m in love with you, and I want to be more than friends. I want to be your partner. Your best friend. Your husband. Your daughter’s father. Your lover. Your biggest supporter.” He took a big breath. “I want to know how you got your furnace fixed, and why you had to hire Jake. I want to know everything about your ranch, and I want to help you with it.”

      He tried to sound less like he was reading from one of his lists, but the fact was, he had the blasted things memorized. “Because of those wants I met with my general manager this week, and I’ll be working much less as he takes over more of the day-to-day tasks. I wanted you to know that. I wanted you to know I’m going to put you first. That is, if you’ll take me back.” He took a step forward and then settled back again.

      “Please, Laney,” he said. “Forgive me, and let’s try again.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            23

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Laney’s heart danced around inside her chest. Graham said such lovely things, and she wanted to believe them all. Especially the part where he said he loved her and wanted to support her.

      “Are you going to say anything?” he asked.

      Laney blinked, her mind revolving at twice the speed now. “Yes.”

      Graham continued to wait, but he looked like he was about to bolt, like it was taking everything inside him to stay and listen.

      “I got a loan for the furnace,” she said. “We could’ve kept living in the cabin, but it’s not really meant for long-term habitation.” She filled the teaspoon with vanilla and added it to her frosting mixture.

      “I hired Jake because I’m exhausted. I can’t run this ranch on my own.” The words were painful coming out of her mouth, but they hurt less than she’d thought they would. “I don’t put in enough crops, or enough hay to last the winter. So then I’m spending money I don’t have on feed and supplemental hay. If Jake’s here, I can be a mom in the mornings, work around the ranch and house during the day, and Bailey and I go out in the afternoon.”

      This past week had been glorious, and a quick smile traveled across her face. “It’s been working out real nice so far.”

      “I’m so glad.” His voice sounded like he’d gargled with nails, and she focused on him again. “What’s wrong?”

      “I would’ve paid for your furnace. I was going to, I swear. I just got…distracted.” He seemed to fold in on himself and then he sucked in a tight breath. “But that won’t happen again.”

      “Graham.” She didn’t mean to infuse so much tenderness into her voice, but it was there, loud and clear. She stepped over to him and cradled his face in the palm of her hand. He leaned into the touch, his eyes drifting closed, and Laney knew in that moment that he truly loved her.

      “I love you, too, you know.”

      His eyes snapped open, hope bright and beautiful as it shone in his expression. “Yeah?”

      Laney grinned. “Don’t act like you didn’t know.”

      “Well, all the signs didn’t say so.”

      “Oh, so you’re an expert at relationship cues these days?”

      He chuckled, his head dipping down in that adorable way he had. “You broke up with me, Laney.”

      “It was a very hard decision.” Laney tucked herself into his arms. “But I wasn’t happy. I didn’t like how you’d treated me. And I should get to say those things. Doesn’t mean you have to alter your whole life, but I should get to have my voice heard too.”

      “Of course you should. I’m sorry I didn’t call when I said I would.” His large hand rubbed circles on her back, and Laney enjoyed the warmth from his body, the scent of his cologne, the fact that he was hers.

      “Can I kiss you now?” he whispered, his mouth already at her ear and then sliding along her neck.

      Laney giggled and held onto his broad shoulders as he gazed down at her. “Yeah, all right.”

      He growled, a smirk on his face, and then kissed her like he loved her.
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      “Bailey, someone knocked.” Laney frantically spread another dollop of frosting around the perimeter of the cake. It didn’t look anything like what she’d envisioned, but her daughter didn’t seem to care.

      “Graham!” she heard from the front of the house, and Laney’s heart did a happy little flop in her chest. She couldn’t believe he’d rearranged his life for her. Couldn’t believe he loved her. Then his arm came around her waist, and he pulled her into his side with a “Hey, beautiful,” and all her doubts dried up.

      “Hey.” She pointed him toward the coffee table in the living room. “Presents over there. Bailey’s friends will be here in a few minutes.”

      They’d only invited three girls from school, but they’d all said they’d be there. The sky threatened to open again, but Laney hadn’t received any cancellations yet. She had pizza in the oven, the cake was finished, and even the balloon arch she’d spent the afternoon constructing had stayed up.

      “You’re a great mom,” Graham said out of nowhere, and Laney locked eyes with him.

      “I’m just doing the best I can.”

      “And that’s all any of us can do, right?” He watched Bailey as she tapped on one of the purple balloons in the arch. “I have no idea how to be a dad.”

      Laney loved this vulnerable side of him, the way he let his defenses down when it was just the two of them. He’d always been like that; it was why Laney had felt so close to him growing up.

      “You’ll figure it out,” she said. “Besides, it’s not like we’re married.”

      “Yet.” His gaze bored into hers. “You know I want to marry you as soon as possible, right?”

      Fear struck Laney right behind her lungs. “As soon as possible?”

      The doorbell rang, and a shadow crossed Graham’s face. “We’ll talk about it later.”

      “No,” she said as Bailey skipped down the hall. “Say it right now.”

      “I don’t want to ruin the party.”

      Laney heard the exclamations and squeals and hurried over to the hallway. All three girls had come together, and she walked down to the door to talk to Allison’s mom. “We’ll be done at eight-thirty,” she said. “I can bring them back to town.”

      “Oh, Gina’s going to come get them. She’ll be here at eight-thirty.”

      Laney smiled, glad she didn’t have to make a trip into town. “Okay, great.”

      “Have fun, girls.” Patricia left, and Laney closed the door, the girls already gone into Bailey’s room.

      She returned to the kitchen, where Graham stood in the same spot. “See?” Laney said. “We’ve got time.”

      “We’ve talked about having kids,” he said. “And you said you’d think about it. I’m not oblivious to the fact that women can’t have kids forever.” He met her eye, clearly wanting to see her reaction.

      Laney had said she’d think about it, and then Mike had come into town. Her furnace had gone on the fritz, and everything had fallen apart.

      “No one ever said you were dumb, Graham.” She flashed him a smile. “And I know you want kids.”

      “Maybe just one,” he said. “And I could move down here with you and help you run the ranch, and can’t you just see it?” He looked like a kid opening the exact present he’d asked Santa for. “I mean, I can see it.” He cleared his throat and glanced away.

      Some of his enthusiasm drifted over to her, and Laney reached up and ran her fingers along the brim of his cowboy hat. Their eyes met again, and she said, “Yes, Graham. I can see a future with you.”

      “Then let’s get married,” he said.

      “Those things take time to plan.”

      “Oh, no, they don’t. We send out a few texts and go down to the courthouse. We could do it on Monday.”

      Laney burst out laughing. “Graham, I am not marrying you on Monday.”

      Something beastly marched across his face, but he smothered it quickly.

      “How about spring?” she asked. “I’m sure the grounds at the lodge will be beautiful then, and that would give me time to get a dress and send proper invitations.”

      “Celia can make the cake and all the food.”

      “Maybe you should ask her first.” Laney chuckled and shook her head. “It doesn’t need to be grand. Whatever you want. I’ve done it before.”

      “Yeah, but not with me.” He grinned at her and added, “I’ll get you a ring and ask you real proper.” He pulled out his phone. “But maybe we should set a date right now.”

      She laughed again and threw herself into his arms to kiss him. It was a sloppy, mismatched kiss, but Laney loved the way she felt with him in her life.

      “Pull up May, cowboy.”

      “May?” He looked panicked. “That’s four months away.”

      “It sometimes snows in May. I want blossoms on the trees.”

      He opened his mouth, presumably to argue, then he swiped a few times and say, “It looks like May third is a Saturday. Sounds like a perfect day to get married.”

      Laney shook her head. There would still be snow on the ground on May third. “Pencil it in.”

      “Oh, not pencil.” He tapped and studied his phone, tapped some more. “It’s in, Laney. Can’t be moved.”

      She shook her head and bent to retrieve the pizzas from the oven. “Go call the girls. It’s time to eat.”

      But he didn’t move. “I love you, Laney. I want you to have the wedding you want. Tell me what to do to help you, and I’ll do it.”

      She hugged him tight, intending to take him up on that offer. “Right now,” she said. “I need you to go call the girls to eat dinner.”

      He nodded and went and did as she asked.
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      Graham stepped into the kitchen, the smell of brown sugared ham and butter meeting his nose. “Celia, you’re a miracle worker.” He surveyed the spread of cakes, pies, breads, and salads, his mouth watering.

      She trilled out a laugh and nudged him away from the candied meat. “Not until dinner.”

      “I’m starving,” he said.

      “You think you’re starving?” Laney entered the kitchen, one hand on her pregnant belly. He swept his arms around her and kissed her, his happiness shooting toward the sky.

      “Hello, wife,” he said, a smile in his words and on his face. He’d asked her to marry him on Valentine’s Day. Quite romantically, too, in his opinion. He’d taken her and Bailey to a nice restaurant in Jackson Hole and surprised them both with the ring.

      They’d gotten married on May third, according to their plans. Mother Nature had been kind, for maybe the first time, and had held off on the snow until the following week. Graham had taken Laney to Spain, and they’d missed the worst of the snow.

      He’d paid off her loan, and they’d hired on two more men to help with the ranch that summer. He loved living in her house, with her and Bailey, the dogs, all the horses and cows and chickens.

      When he got up in the morning, he didn’t even recognize the man who’d come to Coral Canyon two years ago, and he was very, very happy about that.

      Laney had not been able to get pregnant right away, though not for lack of trying. Graham kissed her again and asked, “How’s the baby? How are you feeling?”

      “Doing okay today.” She grinned at him though he could tell she wanted to roll her eyes. She’d done that a few times, and Graham hadn’t liked that. He’d finally gotten the courage to tell her he had every right to be concerned about his wife and unborn child, and if he wanted to ask how she was, it wasn’t because she was weak or because he thought she couldn’t handle the pregnancy.

      They’d had several conversations like that over the months of their marriage, and Graham was glad he’d found someone he could be honest with and forthright about his feelings. She did the same, and Graham had taken a few opportunities to analyze his behavior and modify it to make sure she felt safe, loved, and that she was his top priority. Because she was.

      “When are you due again?” Celia asked.

      “Not until the end of May.” Laney eased onto a barstool and reached for a cheddar biscuit. Celia did not swat her hand away, and Graham lifted his eyebrows.

      “Oh, so she gets to eat before dinner?”

      “She can eat whatever and whenever she wants.” Celia gazed at Laney with all the affection of a grandmother. “Are you going to find out if it’s a boy or a girl?”

      Laney met Graham’s eye. “I don’t know. Do you want to know?”

      “Did you find out with Bailey?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Do you want to know?”

      Laney did roll her eyes then, and Graham snatched a piece of sugared ham. “I want to know,” he said. “But I don’t know when that all happens.”

      “I’m just barely out of the first trimester,” Laney said. “So not for another couple of months.”

      Someone entered the house through the back door, stamping the snow from his feet. “Woo boy!” Eli whistled and came around the corner from the mudroom. “It is cold out there.”

      “Wishing you were back in Bora Bora now, aren’t you?” Graham grinned at his brother. Both he and Andrew were living in the lodge now, but with Graham’s departure for Echo Ridge Ranch, Eli had taken the master bedroom and put Stockton across the hall, with his nanny Meg in the third bedroom in that wing of the house. It was perfect for their situation, and he had a desk in the office with Graham.

      Andrew had taken the largest bedrooms downstairs, and it had a big enough area for his office in the corner. He came upstairs sometimes and worked with the other brothers, but sometimes he stayed in the basement, concocting new events to bring more customers to the lodge, writing press releases for Springside Energy, and basically keeping Graham from having to deal with anything related to the media.

      “Nah.” Eli took off his hat and shook the snow from it. “I actually like the snow. Stockton is going crazy. Third snowman this week.” Eli grinned, a happy smile that made Graham warm from the inside out.

      Eli took off his coat and boots and came into the kitchen, taking a marshmallow treat dipped in caramel. “Celia, I love you.”

      “That’s what all the boys say.” She let Eli press a kiss to her cheek before he turned to Laney and Graham.

      “How’s the baby?” If anyone was as excited as Graham about having another Whittaker, it was Eli. Stockton had turned six over the summer, and he and Bailey were inseparable around the ranch and lodge.

      “Doing great.” Laney put the last bit of biscuit in her mouth. “Graham was just saying he wanted a boy.”

      “I was not.”

      “Well, I have a great name for him if it’s a boy.” Eli gave them a playful smirk. “Eli is such a strong name, don’t you think?”

      Graham shook his head and chuckled. “We’re not naming our baby after you.”

      “Why not?”

      “I think Laney would like to name a boy after her dad,” Graham said, returning to Laney’s side and rubbing his thumb over the back of her hand.

      “Or yours,” she said, gazing up at him.

      Absolute love poured through him at her statement. He swept a kiss across her temple as Meg came down the hall. Her normally short hair, usually cut into an A-line, had grown out since she’d come to Coral Canyon.

      Eli practically jumped toward her, a huge smile on his face. “Hey, Meggy.”

      Her smile didn’t come as fast, and Graham watched the two of them with interest. He’d asked Eli if he had any romantic interest in his nanny, but Eli had denied it outright. Still, Graham thought there was some pretty strong sparks there.

      “What’s wrong?” Eli asked.

      “It’s my mother.” She wrung her hands. “She called and she’s hoping to come here for the holidays.”

      Graham couldn’t see his brother’s face, but from the panicked expression on Meg’s, he knew having her mother at the lodge for Christmas wasn’t at the top of her to-do list.

      “It’s fine with us,” Graham said. “I mean, I don’t even live here anymore.” Sometimes he forgot that yes, he owned the lodge, but he didn’t actually live in it.

      “There’s plenty of room,” Eli said carefully, almost in a hushed tone like he’d rather have this conversation in private.

      Meg’s dark, brown eyes searched his. “She doesn’t have anywhere else to go, and now that I’m back in the states….”

      Eli reached out and ran his hand from Meg’s wrist to her shoulder, a quick movement, but intimate nonetheless. “Invite her. It’ll be fine.”

      Meg nodded and turned to go back down the hall. Graham averted his eyes so it wouldn’t be so obvious that he’d been watching them like they were the best movie he’d ever seen.

      “So what’s going on with you two?” Laney asked, no shame whatsoever.

      “Nothing,” Eli said, but his voice definitely held a note of mischief and falseness.

      “Right,” Laney said. “Just like I didn’t have a crush on my best friend in high school.”

      “And look how that turned out.” Graham put his arm around his wife’s shoulders and grinned at his brother.

      “She’s my nanny,” Eli said. “I’m going to go shower.” He left, and Celia clucked her tongue.

      “What do you know?” Laney asked.

      “Oh, Meg’s liked Eli for a while,” Celia said. “But that man is as stubborn as all the Whittaker’s put together.” She gave Graham a pointed look and said, “I’m going to take a nap before dinner.”

      Graham’s mind spun with what he’d just seen and what Celia had said. But he still had the wherewithal to say, “I’ll keep an eye on this ham for you,” as she walked out.

      Celia and Laney both laughed, and Graham sent a prayer of gratitude to the Lord for all the beautiful things his life had been filled with since returning to Coral Canyon.

      Especially Laney, he thought.

      “Oh, I got you something for Christmas,” he said. “Want to come see?”

      “How far do I have to go?”

      “It’s down at the homestead.”

      The look on her face said it all. So he pulled out his phone and swiped to the picture of the cradle he’d had specially made for their bedroom. He showed it to her and said, “So you can have the baby right by us.”

      She gazed at the phone and then him. “I love you, you know that?”

      “I love you, too.” He kissed her and pulled back a fraction of an inch to say, “And I do want a boy.”

      Laney laughed and hugged him and Graham was so glad he got to spend a lifetime of Christmases with her in Coral Canyon.
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      “Luring single women to town is hard work.” Cara moved the cursor around in a circle while waiting for Laurie to make up her mind. Her best friend had been staring at the screen so long she’d need a new eye prescription by the end of this.

      “Okay, make that forest ranger guy bigger, and move this tall drink of water over to the right, so only half his shoulder is showing.”

      Cara adjusted the images and waited. She slid the elastic band off her wrist and pulled her blonde hair into a messy bun, stretching her aching shoulders at the same time. They had been at this for four hours. For someone who didn’t know how to work Photoshop, Laurie sure was particular about what she wanted.  Or thought she wanted. The hunks on the computer screen had been flipped around in every possible combination, but it was never quite right.

      “Don’t you want to use the photos of the actual bachelors now? We’re so close to the auction date.” Not that these stock photo men weren’t drool-worthy, but if there was ever a walking example of false advertising, this was it.

      “It’s a Facebook ad, not a menu. Besides, none of the real guys were comfortable with us using their names and photos online. I’ll be lucky if they all don’t drop out on me last minute.”

      “I assumed you had a blackmail file on each one of them hidden somewhere.” Cara was only half-joking. Laurie often used her innocent, girl-next-door face and bouncy curls to get out of trouble.

      “I wish.” Laurie lifted her hot pink reading glasses and rubbed her eyes.

      A door slammed downstairs, followed by the sounds of laughter and subsequent shushing. Laurie shot out of her chair. “Oh shoot, what time is it?”

      “Almost two. Why?”

      “Justin will be here any minute. My mom planned a surprise welcome home party for him. She didn’t tell you?”

      Cara pulled at the collar of her sweater, suddenly needing air. Her neck felt red and splotchy at just the mention of Justin’s homecoming. That was today? She had to get out of here. Clicking save and closing up her laptop, she stood and turned longingly toward the second story window as if she could somehow jump out of it and fly away. There were too many people downstairs who would hinder her plan to run and hide under a rock somewhere until Justin left town again.

      Laurie looked at her funny. “You are staying, right? Leave your computer up here or one of my little cousins will pick it up and break it. We’ll come up and finish this after dessert. Granny said she was bringing pie.”

      Cara reluctantly set her computer on top of Laurie’s chest of drawers, next to the picture of the two of them in their high school cheerleading uniforms. Laurie had an apartment across town she never stayed in. Unlike her older brother, Justin, she was a homebody, through and through.

      At the thought of Justin, Cara’s heart gave a kick. She ignored the old feelings and held onto the one that didn’t hurt as much: the disappointment in him. He had this amazing family who loved him, and he never visited them.

      They clunked downstairs where quiet pandemonium reigned. Justin was supposed to pull into the driveway any minute. Laurie’s mom peeked through the blinds before she started handing out posters.

      “Laurie, I should go. We won’t get any work done with all these people in the house. We’ll finish up tomorrow.” Cara tried to edge around her, but Laurie shoved a poster into her hands.

      “Don’t get all introverted on me now. You’re practically family. It would be weird if you weren’t here.”

      The front door creaked open, and Cara knew it was too late to make an escape. She put the poster in front of her face, just as everyone in the room joined in a chorus of, “Welcome home!”

      Justin’s laughing response kicked up the butterflies in her stomach. He was here. Justin Riggs. Lifelong secret crush, world traveler, and the hero back to save the family business, though that wasn’t on any of the welcome home signs. That would be fun. ‘So glad you’re back. Help us stop flushing money down the toilet!’

      Cara lowered her sign and took a peek at him. He had the same mischievous smile, but his face had matured, and he’d filled out. There was less of the boy she remembered.

      Finally free from the tearful embrace of his mother, his eyes took in the rest of the room until they lighted on Cara, and then the sign in her hands. His dark brown eyes widened in surprise. Cara glanced down at her poster. In bold red marker it said, ‘I missed you so much!’ The i was dotted with a heart.

      Well, she wasn’t a blushing fifteen-year-old anymore, or even an overconfident college freshman trying to throw herself at him. As far as anyone knew, her crush was a thing of the past. She could do this.

      Raising her chin, she smiled back in what she hoped was a bored sort of way before dropping the poster on the couch and heading to the kitchen. Let him analyze that for a while. Or not.

      She would be distantly friendly now. Mature. Above all, Cara would not spend the rest of her life wishing she hadn’t ruined a perfectly good friendship with unrequited love.

      Granny Riggs had beat her to the kitchen. She was the no nonsense type who would as soon swat you for forgetting to use a coaster as hug you. She kept her gray hair back in a swirling bun and wore soft sweaters, but that was just a disguise.

      “He needs a shave,” Granny muttered, digging an ice cream scoop deep into a three gallon tub of vanilla ice cream. Her hands were small and weathered, but wiry. Cara didn’t dare offer to take over. It would only earn her a death stare. Granny would probably do a better job anyway.

      “Maybe it was for No-Shave-November.” Cara did a mental count of the Riggs family and slid an apple pie close, cutting it into even slices. Yes, Justin had come back with a little facial hair, dark brown scruff that had a little more red to it than the rest of his hair. It was all part of his rugged, outdoorsy look. She wanted to hate it, but it suited him.

      “No-Shave-November? Is that one of those made-up holidays?” Granny pursed her lips. “Unless it’s forty-below and you have outside morning chores, I don’t see a reason to grow a beard.”

      “You should tell him that,” Cara said with a small smile. Granny had grown up a farm girl in rural Idaho, nothing like the mild winters here in Edge Creek. The snow came and went as it pleased until finally giving them a good covering towards the end of December.

      “Oh, I will. We’re gonna have a talk about a lot of things. Like how he hasn’t been home in five years.”

      “You did the family cruise vacation two years ago.”

      “That’s not the same as being home and caring about the things that happen here. I love Laurie to death, but this Christmas Bachelor auction idea she’s cooked up is not a permanent solution for how to bring tourists to town. And the type of tourists a bachelor auction brings…” Granny shuddered, like she couldn’t bring herself to say the rest.

      “Granny, give Laurie some credit. Tourism is her job, and she’s good at it. This auction is more than luring desperate women into town. People will want to come watch. Laurie has a whole social media campaign that’s getting a lot of attention. Everyone wants to help a charitable cause. Don’t you want a new roof for the senior center?”

      “There are other ways to raise money for a roof. A bunch of men up on stage auctioning themselves off is not decent. No man worth having wants to make a spectacle of himself.”

      Cara hid a smile. It would do no good to tell Granny how none of the men Laurie had hunted down wanted to become a spectacle.

      “And what if nobody bids?” Granny asked.

      Cara looked up to see Laurie lurking in the doorway. She did not seem the least bit offended by her grandmother’s lack of support. Having already convinced a highly skeptical Edge Creek town council, what was one more critic?

      “Then you can bid, Granny.” Laurie came up behind her grandmother and gave her a kiss on the cheek. “There will be eligible bachelors of all ages. Cara will bid, too. She promised.”

      Cara’s face flushed as Granny turned to look at her. “I’ve set aside an amount I’d like to donate, and yes, if the bidding slows, I promised Laurie I’d stir things up.”

      “A bunch of pot-stirrers. That’s what you two are.” Granny dropped a scoop of ice cream onto another piece of pie and pushed the plate toward Laurie. “Now that Justin’s here, maybe he can talk some sense into you two. Bidding on men. I’d like to hear what he has to say about that.”

      Laurie grinned. “Justin’s going to be one of the bachelors.”

      Cara almost dropped the piece of pie she’d been transferring to a plate. “He said yes?” She knew Laurie planned to ask, but she never expected Justin to agree to it.

      Laurie picked a crumb from the edge of a plate and popped it into her mouth. “I haven’t asked him yet. But I’ve come up with a fail-proof plan.”

      Granny scoffed. “Let me guess, blackmail?”

      “What is with you two and blackmail? I don’t need to lead a life of crime when I can use strategy. And it all starts with Cara, here.”

      Cara rolled her eyes to the ceiling. Granny had been half-right. Laurie was definitely a pot-stirrer. Cara was more like the pot-stirrer’s assistant.

      “I’ve been thinking about this,” Laurie continued. “Justin will have no problem telling me no, but he has a soft spot for Cara. I mean, he’ll still tell her no, but politely, without all the ranting and raving. The idea will be planted, he’ll have all these preconceived notions of why it’s a bad idea and come running to talk me out of having it. Then, I’ll calmly logic him into joining us like I did with everyone else.”

      That sounded a lot more like wishful thinking than strategy, but then, Laurie had done far more daring things with a lot less. Maybe she could pull this off the way she always did.

      Granny harrumphed and pushed past them to start handing out dessert. A mob of Laurie’s little cousins and their friends had been lurking outside the kitchen, but all they got from Granny was a scolding about patience and respect for their elders.

      “Laurie, I don’t know about this,” Cara whispered, following Granny out with a dessert plate in each hand. She glanced over at Justin chatting in the corner with his dad. He had no soft spot for her, whatever Laurie might think.

      Laurie followed Cara’s gaze. “Don’t give him a lot of details. Just ask, accept his no with a smile, and walk off. But try to ask him by tonight because I really need to get a finalized bachelor list.”

      Cara wanted to tell her no, but Laurie was still blissfully unaware of Cara’s gigantic crush on him. If she told Laurie she never wanted to talk to Justin again, there would be explanations needed, maybe even confessions. Not happening. There was no need to relive the night before Justin left, and certainly no need for Laurie to know about it.

      Cara handed off the desserts and returned to the kitchen, steeling her shoulders. She could do this. It wasn’t the worst assignment ever. After all, nothing made people scatter like an unwanted sales pitch, and she had a doozy. After this, Justin would avoid her for sure, which was exactly what she wanted.
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        * * *

      

      Coming home after five years away was kind of shameful, and a surprise party in Justin’s honor only drove that point home. Justin wished he could’ve slid in the door and eased himself back into life in Edge Creek without all the attention. Yes, he’d had a successful career and traveled to the four corners of the world, but he’d also been ignoring the family who loved him. He always answered calls from his mom and dad, traded sarcastic emails with his sister, sometimes daily, but it wasn’t the same as seeing them in person.

      Why hadn’t he made the time to visit before? But he knew the answer to that question already. A career in travel photography came at the expense of family, friends, comfort, and every other priority. You had to fully commit to it. There was always another goal, another trip he had to take, before he could take time off. That was a hard habit to break.

      One steely glance from Granny was all it took to know how selfish he’d been. She had grown older. His little cousins turned from toddlers into full-grown kids who didn’t recognize him.

      He sat on the couch next to his youngest cousin, Archer, and steadied the little guy’s plate before he dumped melting ice cream off the side of it. “You all done?” Justin asked.

      Archer shook his head and pulled the plate back protectively. Giving Justin a look that said, ‘watch this!’ he tipped the plate into his mouth and drank the last dregs of ice cream off of it. Except for the vanilla milk mustache across his upper lip, he hadn’t spilled a drop.

      Justin picked up his trusty point-and-shoot camera from around his neck and captured the kid’s look of triumph before Archer took off to beg for seconds. Unless Granny had grown soft in the past few years, that would be a hard no. She wouldn’t want them to ruin their appetite for dinner.

      Justin’s foot slid into one of the posters that had been discarded after his arrival. He picked it up and put it on the coffee table. ‘I missed you so much!’ There had never been any doubt it was Mom’s handwriting, but the flustered expression on Cara’s face while holding it—that had been fun. Cara Marconi. He hadn’t expected to see her right off the bat. Hopefully enough time had passed for the two of them to forget about the night before he left. He rubbed his chest, as his temperature picked up just thinking about it. Five years later and her beauty had only deepened. But like before, he wasn’t here to stay, and he wouldn’t toy with her just to leave again.

      There was also the matter of the family business. Five minutes talking with Dad made it clear that Cara pretty much ran things at the farmer’s market. Ran things into the ground if the numbers were right. He couldn’t wait to do some investigating and see what had gone so wrong.
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      The crowd had thinned out. Laurie’s aunt and uncle left. Granny, after insisting on cleaning up the kitchen, went home. Cara was running out of excuses to put off asking Justin about the bachelor auction. The organized, cross-things-off-lists side of her warred with the side that wanted to run in the other direction every time he looked at her.

      But she believed in this bachelor auction, and she was not a coward. So, taking a deep breath, Cara plopped on the couch next to Justin and crossed her arms. For the moment, they were the only two in the living room, and she might not get a better opportunity.

      He smiled, looking warily friendly. She could understand that. The last time they’d been alone together in here, she’d pushed him against the couch and kissed him with everything she had. It didn’t matter that it happened five years ago. She could see mirrored in his expression just how hard it was to forget something like that. If she let her mind go there, she’d remember the rough texture of his five o’ clock shadow and the smell of his cologne. He wore a different one now, less intense and probably a lot more expensive than what he had worn at twenty-two.

      “Tired?” she asked. Between the flight here and the drive from Sky Harbor Airport, he must have been traveling all day.

      He leaned back into the couch. “Exhausted. So, what have you been up to, Care-Bear?”

      The old nickname took her by surprise. “I’m, um, keeping myself busy.”

      Justin’s ears turned bright red, and he looked away, scratching his neck. Clearly, he hadn’t meant to call her that, or was rethinking it now that it was out there. “My dad said something about a bachelor auction. What’s that about?”

      She smiled, relieved he was the one to bring it up. “Actually, that’s what I wanted to talk to you about. Laurie and I have been planning some town events to encourage winter tourism. One of the things we’re doing is a charity bachelor auction. Winning bidders get a date and vouchers for all the fun things to do in town together. We were hoping you could be one of the bachelors.”

      “Me?” he laughed. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

      “Just think about it. Maybe it will brighten up your Christmas.”

      “More like complicate it.”

      Cara took a deep breath. Everything in this town was a complication to him. He probably couldn’t wait to get out of here.

      Having done her part, it was time to bolt. She jumped up from the couch, but Justin’s warm hand landed lightly on her arm. “Cara, wait.”

      She bit her lip, frozen in place by that light touch.

      “Sit down for a second.”

      Reluctantly, she sat back down, looking past him, to the battered piano where Justin’s mom had given them all lessons. Their festive Christmas tree stood guard next to it.

      “I promised I’d write to you.”

      The shake of her head came automatically. “It’s fine. Don’t worry about it.”

      “And you promised to write to me.” There was a slight accusation there, as if the radio silence had been a two-sided problem. Technically, it was. But when she hadn’t heard anything from him in those first few weeks after he left, she couldn’t bring herself to make the first move. Again.

      “I wrote. I just didn’t send them.” She stared down at the couch.

      “Me too. Several emails. They never came out of draft mode. I didn’t know what to say after you… after we…”

      She put her hands up. “I know. I’m sorry. I think I was reading too many romance novels at the time.” Nervous laughter bubbled up. “It was a long time ago. But we’re good now, right?” She allowed her gaze to drift back to his eyes. They were intense and filled with a nervous hope. Because he wanted to be friends again? She’d poured out her feelings after he left. They weren’t so much emails as secret journal entries. A therapy of sorts. And when the hurt turned to anger, she printed them and ripped them up. The delete button hadn’t been quite as satisfying.

      He rubbed his jaw. “Of course we’re good now. So, let me guess. This bachelor auction was something Laurie cooked up?”

      Dang him. He’d changed the subject, as if his closure on the matter was all they needed. She pressed her palm into the rough weave of the couch. Talking about the auction was safer anyway. “Yep. The senior center needs a new roof and there was talk of doing a bake sale or something. Laurie thought a bachelor auction might bring in tourists and raise the money they need at the same time. Win-win.” All details he didn’t need to know about yet. Ask and walk off, she reminded herself. “Well, enjoy your evening. I should go.”

      She practically ran for the door and was halfway down the front walk before she remembered her computer was upstairs, and Laurie wanted to finish making the Facebook ads.

      No way was she going back in. Not with him sitting there. Had she actually said, “Enjoy your evening?” Like she was a restaurant hostess? A growl of frustration escaped, but she cut it off before it turned into something the whole neighborhood would hear.

      Why did she still act so dumb around him? Justin was just a regular guy. Attractive, but not model gorgeous.

      The mind tricks didn’t work. He was exactly the kind of gorgeous she’d order, not that there was a menu for that sort of thing, and she’d been in love with him for too long to deny it. It all started the day she tripped while skipping home from school in third grade. He’d bandaged up her skinned knee with his Cub Scout first aid kit and held her hand until she stopped crying. That’s when she knew she was sunk.

      She had watched him grow into a lanky teen, full of dreams, always carrying his camera around and studying things, like the shadows and light spoke to him. This town couldn’t hold all the things he wanted to see. So he left.

      Well, the sooner he left town again, the better. Cara pulled out her phone and texted Laurie: Stopping at the senior center. I asked Justin. He’s all yours. Be back in an hour.
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        * * *

      

      That had not exactly gone the way Justin imagined, but then, when had he ever understood women? Understood Cara? Never in a million years had he expected shy Cara to launch herself at him on that last night before he left. He’d gone from shock to a thousand degrees burning him from the inside out. Kissing her back had been his instinctive reaction. Gently pushing her away a few seconds later was the cold logic breaking through the haze. Running away? That was self-preservation, the result of knowing he couldn’t be all the things she saw in him. He hadn’t been lying when he said he’d written emails too, ones he couldn’t bring himself to delete, even now.

      A moment in time, even a painful one, was not something to be thrown out. Photography had always fascinated him, the way you could capture a look or feeling and hold onto it. Life was forever changing, but a single picture would remember exactly what you looked like on a certain day, when your two front teeth hadn’t quite grown in and you were two weeks out of that one bad haircut. A well-timed photo could capture the terror in your eyes coming out of the school Halloween haunted house, right before you laughed along with your friends and pretended you hadn’t almost peed your pants.

      He had spent the last five years capturing those fleeting moments of strangers all over the world, but always as the observer. This homecoming was a vacation of sorts, but also a chance to reassess the funk he’d fallen into. Living out of a suitcase wasn’t the adventure it used to be.

      Not that he planned to give it up, but he was using this as a breather. He had a few photo shoots scheduled in nearby Sedona, and a lodge in Flagstaff wanted new photos for their website. After that, who knew? That used to be part of the thrill, not knowing who would call next or which destination to expect. But lately, it just felt like stress. He was tired. That was all. If he added in regular visits home, he’d be as good as new.

      Pushing himself off the couch, he jogged upstairs to his old bedroom. His sister, Laurie, was in the room next door, like she’d never left it. She even greeted him the same way when he stepped inside and started examining the trinkets and photos on her chest of drawers.

      “Do you mind?” She took her geode out of his hands and put it back, turning it so the pink crystals in the middle hit the light.

      “I thought you moved out,” he asked.

      She ran a finger along the bottom of her mirror, checking for dust. “I am moved out. But unlike you, I visit.”

      He glanced at her comforter and pillows on the bed. “Like visit every night when you sleep here?”

      “Cara and I were up late last night working on a special project. Speaking of….”

      He shook his head. “Cara already asked. I’m not being in a bachelor auction. I’m not even sure how long I’m staying.”

      “Are you that eager to get out of here?”

      He crossed his arms. His sister had learned the art of guilt from the best, but Granny had also given them real world lessons in not backing down from a fight. “When is this auction?” He’d make sure to be busy on whatever night she said.

      “December tenth. We wanted it not too close to Christmas, but close enough to make it Christmas themed.”

      He gaped at her. “December tenth is next Saturday.”

      She smiled. “Yes, genius. You missed coming home for Thanksgiving by a week. But I’m glad to hear you actually have looked at a calendar lately.”

      He wouldn’t respond to the dig about Thanksgiving. She didn’t understand what trying to fly on Thanksgiving weekend was like.

      He planned to spend next Saturday at the farmer’s market, figuring out what was going wrong. It would be a little tricky to come up with plans for that night when everyone else in town was at the bachelor auction, but he’d think of something.

      “We’re hoping tourists will spend extra time in town after the auction. The bed and breakfast is offering a free night incentive to anyone who books three or more nights. The hotel is, too.”

      “Is offering? So they still have rooms available?”

      He was being nosy, but as the town’s tourism director, Laurie shouldn’t have any problem answering his questions.

      “Tourists prefer to stay in cabins, and those are filled. The bed and breakfast is fully booked for the next few weekends, and the hotel is getting close. We’d like to see everything booked through January. The vouchers that come with a winning auction bid will take a while to use up. Maybe over several trips.”

      “Wait a minute. You’re making your bachelors be glorified tour guides for an open-ended amount of time with these women? Who did you get to sign up for this?”

      To her credit, Laurie didn’t bat an eye. “I have thirteen guys already. We don’t need you for this to be successful. But you have a great following on Instagram for your photography, and you’re here. What’s wrong with taking in a free movie and a scoop of ice cream? Does it matter who you go with?”

      “Does it matter who I go with?” He laughed, and she punched him in the arm. “Yeah, it matters. Is that what you said about Prom?”

      “Bad analogy. I had the perfect dress way before I got asked. My date was a minor detail.” She smiled in triumph. “Think about it. The bachelors also get a free Jeep tour, a couple’s massage, two movie tickets, and one hour at the arcade.”

      “Is that why these guys offered to do it? For movie tickets?”

      Laurie narrowed her eyes, suddenly looking serious. “No, they did it because if we don’t raise the money for a new roof before a good snowstorm hits, the senior center will close. Permanently. You don’t get it, Justin. You haven’t been here. It’s not just a place for old people to play bingo. The high schoolers hang out there after school and play pool with the old guys. They get help with homework. We hold all-age dances there. We haven’t had any high school dropouts in the past two years. There’s less of a drug problem. Nobody’s throwing beer bottles off the water tower on the weekends.”

      A building couldn’t be responsible for all that. Could it?

      Laurie stared him down. “If the hotel closes and becomes an abandoned building, and the senior center closes, we’re just one more dumpy town people can’t wait to get away from. But we’re not dumpy. I love this place, and I’m willing to fight for it.” She stalked past him and ran downstairs. It was a dramatic exit. For effect. He knew it, but he couldn’t deny the pull of her words either.

      He grabbed his jacket and keys and drove over to the senior center, curious to know if what Laurie said was true. There weren’t a lot of cars in the small gravel parking lot, but then, a lot of people probably walked there, as it was in the center of town. The doorway was cheery. Someone had filled the planters on each side with flowers hardy enough to last through these cooler months. A well-loved skateboard was propped up against the wall.

      Justin went inside and peered around. The building had been a video rental place in the nineties, was a short-lived clothing consignment store after that, and then sat abandoned for a while. Now he saw what Laurie had described. Three old guys leaned over the pool table, heckling a teenager as he lined up his shot. On the other side of the room, several women had a quilting table set up. Their ages ranged from mid-twenties to a tiny woman who had to be at least ninety.

      From what was likely the old breakroom, Cara walked out with a clamshell container of store-bought cookies. Her eyes were focused on the quilters, and Justin ducked back outside before she or anyone else happened to notice him. He didn’t want to explain why he was there, especially when he wasn’t even sure why he was.

      Okay, so it was more unofficial rec center than a senior center, but then, shouldn’t the town cough up taxpayer money and run it properly? He sighed, knowing that wasn’t likely to happen soon enough to save the building. Plus, unless tourism turned around, there wouldn’t be funds for things like this. But there had to be a better way to raise money than an embarrassing bachelor auction. He just needed to think of one.
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        * * *

      

      Hand on the front door of the Riggs’ home, Cara reassured herself that Justin could not possibly still be sitting in the same spot on the couch. The guy was never in the same continent for long, let alone the same seat.

      She ducked inside and seeing the coast was clear, ran straight up to Laurie’s room. Justin’s bedroom door was closed. Good. She and Laurie would just have to be quiet and stop referring to the stock photo guys as hotcake number one or tall drink of water. The last thing they needed was Justin knowing they made as much fun of the project as everyone else in town. Not that the bachelor auction wasn’t serious business, but part of the draw was the ridiculousness of it all. Laurie was open about that. It’s what earned her the go-ahead from the town council, the acknowledgement that the people coming to watch and laugh could spend money in town just as well as the ones bidding.

      “Great, you’re back.” Laurie did a little silent dance, pumping her fists back and forth. “I think he’s convinced,” she whispered.

      Cara shook her head. “No way.”

      “Way. Let’s get this new ad up and running. I think it will be our best one yet.”

      Laurie was a lot more focused this time, and within a few minutes they had the image finalized and the ad text as good as it was going to get. Cara held her breath and hit publish, hoping the ad would draw people into checking out the bachelor auction.

      “I’m starving.” Laurie collapsed on her bed. “Should we go out to eat or raid my parents’ fridge?”

      Cara closed up her laptop. “Aren’t your parents having a special dinner for Justin?” If that was the case, it was definitely time to leave.

      “Mom and Dad volunteered to play Santa and Mrs. Claus in the high school play, and they have rehearsal tonight. Justin will have to fend for himself. Us too.”

      That was a relief. The less Riggs family stuff Cara got roped into, the better. “I went grocery shopping yesterday and bought all sorts of goal food. Come over and make me cook.”

      “What’s goal food?” a voice from the door asked.

      Laurie sat up quickly and tossed a Beanie Baby at Justin’s head. He easily ducked. “Quit eavesdropping on us. It’s rude. Also, why doesn’t your door squeak when it opens anymore?”

      He smiled. “WD-40.” His eyes darted to Cara. “Goal food?”

      She was tempted to tell him to mind his own business, but she also didn’t want him to think she’d been referring to a fad diet. “It’s the food you buy that has to be specially prepared, and then you get tired and tell yourself you’ll make it another day. So, it sits in your fridge, mocking you. Like steak. I bought steak, and new potatoes, and asparagus.”

      “You’d throw out steak?” He picked up the Beanie Baby from the hall floor and tossed it back to Laurie. She’d been a crazy collector as a kid, but now only kept her favorites.

      Cara bit back a smile. Leave it to steak to pique a man’s interest. “I’m not throwing it out. Laurie and I are going to eat it. And my mom if she’s home.”

      His eyes softened when she mentioned her mom, but Cara refused to let her heart melt. Once upon a time, Justin had been their fix-it guy. Mom loved him. She would be so excited to see him again. But that didn’t mean he was invited.

      When Cara didn’t open the invitation up to him he looked away. “Well, have fun.”

      “Thanks.” She pretended that hadn’t just been awkward and got up to walk past him. He wanted steak. That was all. There was no reason to feel bad about it. With their history, the less time they spent together, the better.

      Laurie caught up to her at the bottom of the stairs. “Not enough to share with Justin?”

      Cara shrugged. “He’s eaten all over the world. I don’t think my culinary skills are fancy enough to please him.”

      Laurie tilted her head. “He’s still a Riggs. We’re not snobby about food. And as much as I like to pretend he annoys me, I’d love to spend time with him while he’s here. Plus, we need to seal the deal on this auction thing. Your mom volunteers at the senior center. And while she thinks the bachelor auction is stupid, she’s a fierce supporter of it. I’ll bet she’ll bring it up at dinner.”

      Once again, there was no way to get out of this without a good explanation. “Okay, fine. Invite him. But he’s getting your share of the steak.”

      Laurie grinned. “I should eat more vegetables anyway.” She ran upstairs to give Justin the good news.

      Cara fidgeted in place until they both came down.

      Justin jingled his car keys, for once looking unsure of himself. “I’ll meet you two over there. Are you sure you’re fine with me coming, Cara?”

      Like she could tell him no. There was subtly rude, and then there was being downright exclusionary. “It’s fine. The more the merrier.” It didn’t sound very sincere coming out of her mouth, but at least she said the right words.

      Laurie looked between the two of them, confused, but still oblivious to the cause of the uneasy undercurrent. “I swear she’s not normally this anti-social.”

      “Oh, I know. Cara can be very friendly.” He slipped Cara a knowing smile.

      She glanced away, wanting to die on the spot.
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      As much fun as it had been teasing Cara about her ability to be friendly, Justin truly wasn’t hoping to ruin her night. He should have considered the pressure on her to suddenly prepare dinner for four people. Cara’s mom, Kathy, while the sweetest woman on the planet, could burn water. His sister wasn’t much better.

      The look Cara gave him when he offered to help said ‘drop dead,’ but she seemed to reconsider as she looked around the kitchen. Her mom wasn’t home yet, and Laurie was engrossed in her phone. Cara sent him off to prep the gas grill on the back porch, and when he came in to get the steaks, they were already prepped and seasoned on a baking tray, ready for him to take out.

      Smart girl. She must have realized letting him grill was the best way to get him out of the house and away from her. She seemed nervous around him. Did that mean she was embarrassed about the past, or did it mean her crush on him was still an issue?

      Someone as beautiful and interesting as Cara should have already been snatched up. Although, maybe she did have a boyfriend and hadn’t mentioned him. He didn’t like thinking about her with someone, no matter how little he should have a say in the matter. He’d left.

      His mind went back to his living room couch. The look on Cara’s face right before she kissed him surfaced. Fierce determination, fear, and … love. It had been more than impulse on her part. More than desire. She’d asked him to see her in a whole new way.

      In a panic, he tried to push the memory away where it couldn’t affect him. He shouldn’t have teased her about it earlier. Man, he was such a jerk sometimes.

      He turned his thoughts to other things, finally settling on his family’s financial problems. It was an easy distraction, though a depressing one. He thought of the inventory sitting on shelves and the second mortgage on their home. His parents had bought their house over thirty years ago. It should have been paid off by now, not carrying more debt than when they started.

      The gift shop had begun as a hobby, a way for his mom to sell her crafts. Then they started the farmer’s market a year later, to funnel tourists over to the gift shop. How did it turn into such a money pit? He knew part of it was the medical expenses. His dad’s heart medications. Hospital bills.

      When his dad had quit the trucking business years ago, it had been a relief. He’d been home more and less stressed. Justin remembered Dad’s excitement to start a small business and spend time with Mom. He called it their next adventure. Trucking had probably led to his heart attack, but it had also provided excellent medical insurance, a luxury he didn’t have when he’d needed it most.

      “Dude, you’re burning those. Cara will kill you.”

      Justin quickly flipped the steaks, but realizing both sides were plenty cooked, he transferred them to the tray Laurie was holding. Hopefully Cara liked her steaks well done.

      “Sorry, I was lost in thought.”

      “I’ve been meaning to ask. Where is home when you’re not here? Still Miami?” Laurie covered the steaks with foil before resting the tray on her hip.

      “Yep. I’m still sharing a tiny apartment by the airport with my travel photography buddies. But we’re rarely there. On the off-chance all four of us show up at the same time, we set up cots in the living room.”

      “That’s just sad.”

      Only his sister would have that reaction. Everyone else thought his life was amazing.

      “Do you ever date?” she asked, scrunching up her nose.

      “A little.” Nothing that ever lasted long or turned serious. Yeah, his social life was sort of sad. But Laurie’s question had given him an easy way to turn the conversation to where he wanted. “What about you? Do you have a boyfriend?”

      Laurie scrunched her nose. “I decided to hold off until after the bachelor auction. I need all the decent guys in town single for now.”

      That was a dodge if he’d ever heard one, and an obvious attempt to show him how dedicated she was to this auction thing. Unlike him.

      “And what about Cara? Is she holding off until after the auction too?”

      Laurie didn’t look suspicious at the question, and Justin gave an inward sigh of relief. Mission accomplished.

      “Cara never dates. I don’t get it. Nobody interests her.” Laurie glanced over her shoulder to make sure the patio door was still shut. “She had a huge crush on somebody in high school. Never would say who. He must have left town and never looked back. You’re not the only one to do that, you know.”

      So, Cara didn’t have a boyfriend and hadn’t for a while. And Laurie seemed to think it was related to this crush she’d had. Could it be him?

      He took a deep breath. That was all conjecture. His mind was jumping to conclusions that were anything but certain. Still, it was probably best to keep away from Cara until he left. Not because something was going to happen between them, but because he didn’t want to make her uncomfortable. Why was she getting in his head at all? Had he really needed to know if she was single?

      Laurie narrowed her eyes at him. “This conversation doesn’t leave here. I don’t normally gossip about friends.”

      “Of course.” It was an easy promise to make.

      “Good. Let’s go eat. I think Cara has everything else ready.” Laurie headed inside with the steaks, and Justin motioned that he’d follow in a minute.

      He scraped the grill and gathered up the barbeque tools to take into the kitchen. Off the patio was a sunroom that used to have patio furniture and outdoor toys. He remembered pulling out the volleyball net from time to time and helping Laurie and Cara set it up in the backyard.

      Now the room had a rough work table and metal shelves filled with woodworking tools and cans of varnish. A big block of oak sat in the middle of the table. He walked over and started to ease the screen door open, but it gave a large squeak. Not knowing who it belonged to or how they’d feel about his snooping, he closed it once again and headed inside the house instead.

      Cara was leaning over the kitchen table, setting down a salad bowl. She had on a frilly little apron over her jeans and long-sleeved T-shirt, a look he couldn’t help liking. Cara looked up and caught him staring. Yeah, he was off to a great start already.
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      “Justin!” Cara’s mom ran and wrapped him in a big hug the second she walked in the door. “Was it all the fix-it projects that kept you away? I swear I think I personally drove you from this town.” She released him and smoothed her brown hair, peppered with gray, back into place.

      Cara, while slightly embarrassed, was grateful for the distraction. She could have sworn Justin had been staring at her a minute ago. She took off her stupid girly apron and placed it back on the hook by the pantry.

      Justin looked around the old house. “I’m game for anything you need done, Kathy. Just name it. You still pay in cookies?”

      Her mom laughed. “Yep. Oreos are still my specialty. I slaved away buying those from the store just for you.”

      He walked over to the front door and opened it before kneeling down to examine the bottom door plate. Cara had also noticed the way it gave a little when you stepped on it, but now she wished she’d done something about it.

      Justin glanced up. “It needs a little adjustment. Are your tools in the same place?”

      Cara glanced at her mom, begging her with her eyes.

      “Justin, that can wait until after dinner. Come eat first. This place will still be falling down around us in a few minutes.”

      Thankfully, she hadn’t added on her usual joke, that Cara hopefully would find someone handy to date, preferably someone who tackled kitchen renovations. But that was probably because Cara’s usual answer was that Mom should do the same. Dad had died when Cara was a baby, and Mom never seemed in any hurry to try again. Maybe they were both doomed to be perpetually single.

      It wasn’t that Cara didn’t date. She went out with guys if they were decent. She just didn’t let it progress from there. She would never lock someone into a relationship where they cared more about her than she did about them. Unfortunately, there was no one in town likely to change that. No one staying, anyway.

      And that stirred up a familiar restlessness. Cara loved this town, but she longed for change, too. It was a secret she’d kept from Mom and Laurie. Just like her crush on Justin.

      While they ate their salads, Laurie did her best to steer the conversation toward the senior center. Mom, just as stubbornly, steered it back to Justin’s homecoming. Cara wasn’t surprised. Mom wanted to hear about Justin’s life, which was a lot more exciting than anything going on in town.

      While those two played verbal ping pong, Cara looked everywhere but at Justin. He seemed to do the same. She wished things could be normal between them again. They used to be friends who could tease each other without it being weird.

      Cara finished the last bit of her salad and moved to the counter where the steaks were protected under foil. She peeled that back and divided up the steaks and potatoes. The steaks were a little too well done, and the potatoes were a little undercooked.

      Somehow, her cooking always ended up that way, despite her best intentions.

      She didn’t want a handyman. In a perfect world, a deliciously attractive chef would move to town and fall madly in love with her. Instead of flowers for special occasions, she’d get little cherry cheesecakes. As a bonus, he’d look and sound nothing like Justin. In fact, this fantasy chef would make her forget Justin ever existed.

      “Cara. You okay over there?” Laurie waved at her from the table, interrupting Cara’s daydream.

      Cara blinked. She had been staring into space while gripping the steak tray. “I’m fine. Grab the asparagus from the stove top, will ya?” The asparagus was a little wilty, of course.

      Laurie got up and retrieved the somewhat still green vegetable and set the pan in the middle of the table. “What does that say about me that I’m never lost in thought?” she asked. Justin was about to answer, and Laurie held her hand up to stop him. “Never mind. I just think it’s funny that Justin burns the steaks while he’s off in la-la land, and then Cara just came back from wherever her mind went.”

      Cara shrugged. “Maybe because we keep whatever’s on our minds … in our minds.” Instinctively, she put her hand up for a high five and Justin slapped it. An old habit from high school, and it had come back, just like that. They used to team up against Laurie when her tongue would get too sharp. Other times it was the two of them against Justin.

      She glanced up at him briefly, but he was already back to hacking at his steak. “So, sorry about this,” he muttered, picking up a piece with no pink in the middle.

      Cara examined her own steak. “They’re not burned. Just a little…”

      “Burned,” Justin said. “Sorry. I’m usually a better cook. I make a great cheesecake.”

      “Oh, my favorite,” Mom said. “Cara’s too. We might hold you to that.”

      Cara fiddled with her fork. It was one of those weird coincidences that he brought up cheesecake right after she’d been thinking about it. And no, they would not be holding him to any promises about bringing some next visit. Time to change the subject. Maybe she could help Laurie out at the same time.

      “We asked Justin to be a bachelor at the auction next week.”

      Mom’s eyes lit up. “That would be wonderful.”

      Justin shook his head. “It’s not the type of thing—”

      “Nonsense. Why not? You can have a little fun while you’re here. It’s not meant to be serious.”

      Laurie looked impressed. Maybe she’d finally realized who the better saleswoman was here. Justin did have a soft spot for someone, but it wasn’t Cara. It was her mom.

      “What about using me as a photographer?” Justin asked, turning to Laurie with desperate hope. “Wouldn’t I be more valuable to you by doing that?”

      It was more than he had initially offered, which was a good sign.

      Laurie smiled and shook her head. “We already have a photographer, and while he may not be as good as you, he’s not bad. He’s also married, so he can’t be a bachelor.”

      Mom reached out and touched Justin’s arm. “We really need you for this. Some of these other guys are … not prizes.” She gave Laurie an apologetic smile. “No offense. But I know quite a few young women who would come if they knew Justin was an option.”

      Cara wanted to scoff at that and ask exactly who else was pining after Justin, but she held her tongue. If her mom was bluffing, it was better not to poke at it, and if she wasn’t… well, Cara could ask who these women were later.

      Justin scratched the back of his neck, looking like he wanted to be anywhere but at their kitchen table. Maybe inferring that the other bachelors were losers wasn’t the best tactic.

      Cara rested her chin on her palm and turned to look at him. “Mom doesn’t think they’re prizes, but we’ve got some good ones. Tanner Ackerman, Gabe Miles, Stephen Roberts. They don’t want to be the only ones up there any more than you do. And the more who join, the more likely the rest of the guys in town will jump in last minute.”

      Justin would recognize those names. They were guys he’d played football with in high school. She was counting on him not wanting to let them down.

      Laurie was about to jump in with something but Cara nudged her under the table. They needed to wait, let the silence work on him. Thankfully, Laurie took the hint.

      “Okay, fine.” Justin’s shoulders slumped.

      Laurie clapped in excitement. “You won’t regret this, I promise.”

      Justin massaged his forehead. “I already do.”
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      The cottonwoods shivered in the early morning breeze, as if they too needed a warmer coat. Cara rubbed her hands together before reaching in her pocket and pulling out her work keys. The sun wouldn’t rise for a full hour, but this time before Arthur arrived was precious.

      Once again, Cara wondered why she was still doing this, working here, walking this fine line between disaster and just getting by. But she knew the answer to that. She loved the Riggs family too much to walk away.

      Once the door to the gift shop was unlocked and all the lights flipped on, Cara ran back to her truck and retrieved her box of statues. Their shellac finish gleamed under the spotlights she convinced Arthur to install along the side wall where they displayed the artwork for sale.

      If she had it her way, she would always carve water birds with their long necks and spindly legs and curved beaks, but the cute little squirrel statues sold better. They fit in suitcases, and people loved the smooth edges and solid weight of them in their hands. They fit well on a bookcase, or for use as a paperweight on someone’s desk.

      These days, nothing was flying off the shelves, but the squirrels steadily sold.

      She added labels and placed all the statues on the shelf, and then she moved through the rest of the shop, dusting and adjusting. Hiding things. She’d learned the hard way that if she tried to permanently remove the gaudy, overpriced trinkets, Arthur would buy more of them. But if she strategically put them out of the way, they could continue to gather dust. Metaphorically, of course. She didn’t allow dust to gather anywhere in the shop.

      Arthur would move them back to the front eventually, and add more. She sighed, not wanting to dwell on that. He was a good boss. He insisted on paying her even when she knew he wasn’t making any money. As a result, she kept her hours to a minimum. She opened the shop until he got here. She handled the consignment. And she pretended she was in charge of Saturday’s farmer’s market even though Arthur’s decisions tied her hands from making the changes they needed.

      Going through her mental to-do list, she pulled water bottles and lemonades from the cases in the back and refilled the old-fashioned fridge in the front. She made sure all the snacks hanging next to it were full and uniform.

      After sweeping the front porch and checking the parking lot for litter, she went back inside. Just a few more things. She pulled the cash and coin rolls from the safe, turned on the cash register, checked the receipt roll, and polished the long wood counter until it gleamed. She plugged in the white lights they’d hung along the ceiling and admired them for a minute. Christmas had always seemed like such a magical time to her as a kid, and now she only got glimpses of that magic.

      When Arthur came in holding his big thermos of coffee, she was ready to turn the shop over to him. He was good with customers, excellent at delivering a joke or teasing them about bringing back a gift for a loved one. It would help if there were more tourists around. But then, that was what the bachelor auction was all about.

      And Justin had agreed to be a part of it. She still couldn’t believe it. She knew from Laurie he’d be keeping himself busy up until Saturday. Today, for instance, he was in Sedona taking live action shots for some professional motocross guys. It must be quite the life.
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      If Justin had to remind these guys one more time not to kick sand up into his camera, he was going to pack up and leave right then and there.

      They were like a bunch of excited eight-year-old boys, except they were on bikes whizzing by at sixty-miles-per hour.

      The best lighting would only last for the next forty minutes so Justin picked up the whistle around his neck and blew it as hard as he could. Between the whistle and his floppy bucket hat, he probably looked like a camp counselor from a Disney Channel movie, but being prepared was more important than looking cool. He’d laughed when one of his photographer friends started wearing a whistle to his shoots, but you couldn’t beat it as a tool for garnering immediate attention during chaos.

      The riders circled around him and pulled off their helmets.

      Justin pointed at the red sand dune just behind them. “Okay, now that I know you can catch air off that hill, let’s get organized. Everyone needs to park behind me until it’s your turn. I don’t want to have to Photoshop anyone out if they’re not supposed to be in the shot. When I call you, pick up speed on the incline, get a good arc, nothing crazy, and I want you to land right over there where it’s shaded, with the ridge in the background. Then ride around those scrubby trees, and come this way at a crawl. After these shots, we’ll line up all the bikes at the top at a forty-five degree angle pointing north. Stand to the right of your bike, leaning against the seat. Any questions?”

      “Can you repeat that?” one guy called out.

      “Sure.”

      Once he’d explained a little bit slower, nobody had any questions, and they got to work. By the time the sun was up and fully over the ridge, he had all the shots they needed.

      When he had first arrived, one of the guys asked if he wanted to try riding. Did he ever. But now they were done, he wasn’t about to remind them of the offer. He carefully put away all his equipment in cases and locked them in his trunk.

      He’d have a lot of editing to do when he got back to Edge Creek. He mentally went down that checklist. But when he turned around, a couple of the guys were waiting with a bike picked out for him.

      “Come on, man. Here’s a helmet for you. We have a nice easy slope down for you to try. The trick is to keep on the gas, get the momentum going, and don’t let up. If the bike wants to wiggle or slide around, let it. Ride into it.”

      Praying he didn’t make a fool of himself, Justin put on the helmet and took the bike, walking it over to the starting spot they’d pointed out. He’d been on a four-wheeler before, but never a two-wheeler, and never with professional riders watching.

      False bravado would not be an asset at this point. “You know I’ve never been on a dirt bike before,” he warned them.

      They looked at each other and laughed. “Yeah, we know.”

      He sort of deserved the ribbing, especially after barking orders at them all morning. Photography was his thing, but this was theirs.

      He started it up and hit the gas, which was both terrifying and exhilarating. He immediately knew what they meant about keeping on the gas. The bike weaved back and forth before he picked up enough speed to ride straight. A little fearful of making a sharp turn, he rode in a wide circle until he made his way back to them. His dismount was part hop, part skip, and part dive, which had them roaring with laughter.

      He saluted. “Thanks guys, that was amazing. I think I’ll leave it up to the professionals now.”

      They shook their heads and coaxed him back on the bike, where they spent the better part of the next hour giving him pointers and laughing while he had the time of his life.

      He headed home midday feeling caked in sand and sore, but happy. Maybe it was possible to find that balance between adventure and returning home to something more than an empty apartment.
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      Cara was hyper focused on the owl she was carving. In part because this was a commissioned piece, but also because she preferred to create things with smooth finishes rather than the ruffled feathers this one required. She was about ready to throw the block of wood across the room, but she soldiered on, creating the pattern over the bird’s back, one notch at a time.

      Her mom opened the screen door and popped her head in. “Justin’s on his way over. He’s going to help us carry the recliner out. The one Vivian wants.”

      Cara’s eyes widened in dismay. “Please no. Tell me you didn’t call him.”

      Mom gave her the look. The one that said Cara crossed a line of sassiness no mom could allow, even now that they were both adults. “No, I didn’t call him. He called and asked if there was anything he could do. I told him no, and he said to quit lying. So I caved. I promise I won’t suggest more. But I really do want that chair gone, and I want Vivian to stop pestering me about it.”

      Cara sighed. “Me too.”

      Vivian was their neighbor across the street. While a good woman who often brought over homemade cookies, she also had a habit of latching onto an idea and holding onto it for all it was worth. When they mentioned they didn’t want the leather chair anymore, they hadn’t considered how heavy it would be to move out, or who would help them get it over to her house, because Vivian wanted it very badly. She’d asked about it every day since they offered—when it was coming, if they’d forgotten about it. For everyone’s sanity, they needed to drop it off.

      Cara didn’t want Justin to see her out here woodworking, so she began cleaning up. As far as most people in town knew, this was a hobby, something she did when she wasn’t working for the Riggs. They didn’t need to know it was the other way around: that this was her income, and her sales job for the Riggs was the hobby, albeit, a stressful one.

      She swept up the woodchips, put her tools back, and carefully tucked the unfinished project away. Then she ran for her room and checked her hair and makeup, hating that she cared so much about what Justin thought. She changed out of her grubby work clothes that had wood stain on them, and into a clean pair of jeans and a navy sweater.

      She heard his voice as Mom directed him to where the ridiculously heavy and awkward chair sat in the TV room. When Cara walked in, he looked up and gave her a hesitant smile. “So, this beast is going across the street?” He leaned against the furniture dolly he’d brought, rubbing his shoe against the tire.

      “Yes.” Mom glared at it. “I’ve hated it since the day the delivery truck pulled up with it. I don’t know what I was thinking buying a chair so big. How can one chair take up an entire room? Speaking of, I checked, and it will fit through this door if we turn it sideways, and you’ll have no problem getting it through our front door and into Vivian’s house. She knows we’re bringing it right now.”

      “I’m surprised she’s not over here managing the move.” Cara put her fist to her mouth. She needed to stop talking. Vivian didn’t bring out the best in her on a good day.

      Mom ignored the comment. Justin, who had never met the woman, only smiled.

      “Ready?” he asked. “I’m going to wrap the bottom in plastic. That’s what Dr. YouTube said to do, so it doesn’t fall apart or scratch anything.” He took a roll of plastic sheeting from under his armpit. Tilting the chair onto its back, he began wrapping the underside nice and tight before propping the chair upright.

      Justin glanced from her to Mom. “I’ll get it on the dolly and push, but I’ll need one of you to hold it there and keep it from sliding, especially when I go off the curb and back up again. And I’ll need help lifting it sideways through this doorway.”

      “Cara will help you. I’ll leave the front door open and run over to Vivian’s and clear a path for you there.” With that, she strode off, leaving them alone with the chair.

      Afraid Justin would bring up the past again when it was just the two of them, Cara bent down and wrapped her hands around the bottom of her side of the chair. The sooner they did this, the sooner he could leave.

      “Hold on there, lady.”

      Cara glanced up at him, one eyebrow raised. She checked her stance, knees bent, back straight. “What?”

      “Lift on my count, and not a second before. We just need it up a few inches. And if you can’t do it, yell ‘done’ and slowly lower. We’ll figure out how to use the dolly sideways if we have to.”

      “I’ve got this,” she reassured him. After all, he’d be walking backward while she had the advantage of moving forward with it through the door. The chair was incredibly heavy, yes, but it was mostly the bulk and width that made it too much for one person.

      “Okay, one, two, three, go.”

      She lifted, pleased she could get her side up to match his, and slowly moved in step with him until they had it past the narrow hallway. They set it down together, puffing out twin breaths of air from the exertion. In his white long-sleeved tee, she could see the outline of his muscles across his broad chest, and she forced her gaze up to meet his deep brown eyes.

      “I didn’t know if you’d be up for this,” she said, trying to hide the fact that she’d been checking him out.

      “Oh, yeah, why’s that?” He crossed his arms over his chest, as if daring her to disparage his strength.

      “I don’t know. You’re a photographer, not a bodybuilder.” She made the motion of a clicking camera and then pretended to heft it, like it was too heavy for him.

      He laughed. “And you’re a terrible mime.” Shaking his head, he retrieved the furniture dolly and slid it under the chair. “Ready for part two?”

      She saluted, feeling a little more chipper knowing that at least momentarily, their relationship had returned to the back and forth teasing it used to be. Teasing was fine, as long as it didn’t venture into flirtation territory.

      He lifted up the dolly, and she held the chair in place while they rolled it the rest of the way toward the front door. Her role was sort of meaningless, but she did keep an eye on how close he was to the walls and let him know when he could turn without bashing any corners.

      “So what’s with you and Vivian?” he asked. “Is she your nemesis?”

      Cara swung the front door open as wide as it would go, and Justin carefully maneuvered the dolly and chair over the now wiggle-free door plate he’d adjusted a few days before.

      Cara blew a strand of hair out of her face. “No, not at all. She’s a sweet old lady.”

      “I hear the irony.” Justin’s eyes narrowed. “I’m not sure I’ve ever encountered someone you didn’t like. She must be really awful. Or maybe you’re grumpier than I remember. Maybe everyone annoys you now.”

      “I make one comment about someone, and you have to grill me about it? What, do you want a list?”

      “Of people you don’t like?” he asked with a smile. “I’d love a list.”

      “Well you won’t get one. And Vivian’s not on it. You might be, though.”

      “Ha!” He scoffed. “You love me.”

      He’d obviously said it in jest, but neither of them looked at each other, and the silence stretched out into waves of awkwardness. They concentrated on easing the chair off the curb and into the street. She helped him lift the dolly up onto the sidewalk on the other side.

      “Why aren’t you at work today?” he finally asked.

      It felt like an accusation, considering she worked for his dad. And the answer was tricky. What could she say? Because the gift shop was never busy enough for two employees? Because she didn’t need or want the money from it? Because she should quit and let Arthur make whatever decisions he was going to make, however terrible? She shrugged. “I opened the shop this morning, but your dad likes to be at the register most days.”

      He nodded like he understood, but she could tell he didn’t.

      They reached Vivian’s door, where Mom was waiting for them, holding it open. Vivian came through and blocked their path, arms out in excitement over the chair. She was wearing a leopard print blouse and her bangle bracelets chimed on her wrists. “Who is this big, strong man helping you today? Are you Arthur’s boy I’ve been hearing so much about?”

      “Guilty,” Justin said. “Where do you want this, ma’am?”

      She blinked, realizing she was blocking the delivery of her chair, and waved them in. “Right over here, if you please.”

      She led the way, and Justin put it down in the space she wanted, moved it to a left a couple of inches, and then forward from the wall a few more as she directed. Once Vivian was satisfied, she shook out her shoulders before making a big production of sitting in it. “Oh, this is marvelous. I can’t believe you didn’t want this anymore, Kathy. It’s practically brand new.”

      Mom shared a look with Cara. Yes, it was embarrassing to spend good money on something you immediately change your mind about. They’d already had the lecture from Vivian. Twice. Yes, Mom could’ve put up a fuss with the furniture company in Phoenix and made them drive all the way up here to retrieve it, minus a restocking fee. But she didn’t, and now too much time had passed. Lesson learned.

      Vivian turned her attention to Justin, peppering him with questions about his travels. Cara could see that behind the embarrassment at having all the attention on him was a passion for his photography. She also saw that this could easily turn into one very long afternoon, and she had projects to work on.

      When there was a lull, Cara broke into the conversation. “Well, enjoy your chair, Vivian.” She turned to go, but Vivian jumped out of her chair and followed her.

      “Hold on. I made thank-you cookies. You have to eat at least one while they’re still warm. And you have to spill all the details on this fabulous bachelor auction. I don’t think I’ve ever been so excited for something in my whole life. I’m determined to win.”

      Now it was Justin slinking backwards towards the exit. Cara turned wide, innocent eyes on him. “Speaking of, we do have at least one more late entry, Vivian.”

      Justin was shooting her warning daggers with his eyes, which only made her want to say more.

      “Justin’s going to be one of the bachelors.”

      Vivian’s eyes lit up. “Oh, how wonderful. What a handsome and handy addition. What woman wouldn’t want to spend a little extra time with him?”

      “Oh, I agree,” Cara said, gleefully. “But do you think he should lose the scruff?”

      Vivian shook her head. “Absolutely not. I love it.” She held out the plate of cookies to the three of them.

      Justin’s elbow nudged into Cara’s side as he reached for a cookie. He held it up in farewell. “I’m sorry. I have to go as well. It was nice meeting you, Vivian. Thank you for the cookie.” He practically bolted for the door, throwing one last look at Cara that told her he’d get his revenge later.

      Vivian gave him a parting wave before turning to the two of them conspiratorially. “Sit down, you two. I have news. Skye is coming to live with me for a while. I thought a handsome bachelor would make for quite a unique early Christmas present. It would cheer her up after that whole mess with her last boyfriend. Justin would be perfect for her. Don’t you think?”

      Cara just about choked on her cookie. “Skye’s moving back?” And no, Justin would not be perfect for her. Skye was a younger and slightly more unstable version of Vivian. Once she latched onto a man, she didn’t let go. Justin would literally have to leave the country to be rid of her. Which, now that she thought about it, wasn’t a problem for him. But Cara felt bad all the same. He hadn’t wanted to be a bachelor in the first place, and now this.

      Maybe Vivian would choose someone else for Skye, or maybe she’d be outbid. The woman was notoriously cheap. How much was Vivian willing to put into this ‘unique early Christmas present?’ Probably not more than a hundred or two.
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      Laurie had insisted on seeing Justin in his rented tuxedo the second he returned from Sedona with it. She wheedled a group discount out of the place and a crazy good price with the promise to mention their tuxes when she introduced the bachelors at the auction. Justin had also brought back their sandwich sign which would go in the lobby, advertising the menswear shop.

      If Laurie was such a natural-born business woman, why wouldn’t she have any part in the family business? He’d asked her, but she’d only scrunched up her nose and said being the town’s tourism director was stressful enough. Mom hadn’t wanted to talk about the business either. Did anyone care about what was going on?

      He came out of his bedroom in the tux and jogged down the stairs. “Does this pass inspection?” he asked, turning around so Laurie could see it from all sides.

      “I don’t know. What do you think, Cara?”

      Cara? Justin whirled around and spotted her by the front door. She must’ve come in while he was upstairs changing. For a moment, he was embarrassed about having her there for his tux inspection, but he remembered her jab about his ability to lift a chair and the gleeful way she’d told her neighbor about him being in the auction. They were back to being buddies who liked to tease each other. If she was ready to move past what had happened between them, then so was he. By the time he left town again, neither of them would think about that one time when they’d kissed on the couch right behind him. Of course, his mind immediately went there, and his face and neck heated up.

      He jumped when Laurie came over and tugged on his coat sleeve like he might be hiding extra length. “You pass. Now go upstairs before you spill something on it.”

      Gladly. He dashed upstairs and changed into regular clothes, being careful to put the tuxedo jacket and pants back on the hangers just right so there was no chance of adding creases.

      Laurie and Cara came upstairs and went into Laurie’s room next door, laughing hysterically about something. He was starting to think this auction was all part of a master plan to prank every single guy in town and see if they’d do their bidding.

      Well, he had things to do. He had promised Dad new photos of the gift shop, and now was as good a time as any. He picked up his camera bag and checked it before setting it by the door, put his regular shoes back on, stood, and glanced around. His leather jacket, which had been hanging on the bed post earlier, was no longer there.

      “Laurie?” he called out. “Did you take my jacket again? It’s three sizes too big for you, what is your prob—”

      He stopped short as Cara came rushing in with it, promptly tripped over his camera bag, and fell into his arms. The jacket landed in a heap on the floor.

      He held her up by her elbows, trying not to laugh. “Are you okay?”

      She looked up at him with those big blue eyes of hers, and he felt his heart pick up speed. As soon as she had her balance, he released her and went to pick up his jacket.

      “I didn’t kill your camera, did I?” she asked, turning to look at the bag she tripped over.

      He kept it pretty well protected, but he checked it anyway, just to have something to do besides think about Cara being in here with him. “It’s fine. Sorry I left it there for you to trip over.”

      “You always did like to booby-trap your room,” she said with a grin.

      He stared at the ceiling. “That was one time. I was twelve.”

      She shrugged. “Well, using fishing line as a tripwire was sort of ingenious. If I’m ever caught in a Home Alone type situation, I’ll use it.”

      “A Home Alone type situation? Where your family heads to France, and two bumbling thieves show up at your house?”

      She fought to keep a straight face. “Exactly. It could happen.”

      Their laughter died out, and he didn’t know where to look or what to do. He’d always loved making her laugh. She had such a great laugh.

      “Where’s Laurie?” he asked, rubbing his hands together. He still had the irrational fear that without a chaperone Cara might try something, and he might like it as much as he had five years ago.

      “Laurie’s in the bathroom. I saw your jacket on her bed, so I thought I’d bring it to you.” As if sensing his discomfort, she retreated back to Laurie’s room.

      He picked up his camera bag and left, trying to put Cara out of his mind. Did she always have to be around? Why wasn’t she ever at the gift shop if she practically ran the place?

      He drove to the gift shop and got out to have a look. This time, he tried to see it with a marketing eye, the eye of someone about to take flattering photographs of it. The trees around and behind the shop had grown, giving it a woodsy appearance that was charming. The same large bear statue stood guard outside. They’d bought it years ago at a trade show. There were some smaller bear statues for sale on the porch, similar, but obviously done by a different artist. He stopped to admire their faces. Some were fierce and wild looking, while others smiled and looked like they wanted to cuddle.

      The bell over the door rang as he went inside. Justin was expecting to see more art, but his eyes were assaulted by the ugly rows of sunflower lamps front and center. Besides being off season, they were huge and cheap-looking. It wasn’t exactly the type of thing you took home as a souvenir. More like something you found in the clearance section at a discount store.

      “Justin!” Dad came bustling from the back, holding a handful of resin angel statues. He pushed them onto a nearby shelf.

      “What are those?” Justin asked. Not only was the painting on them bad, but they looked like they’d chip at the merest bump. In fact, one already had a small crack on its wing. “Why are you selling these?”

      “It’s our Christmas inventory. With all these people flooding in for the auction, we need extra. Plus, we get a great deal from the wholesaler. Just ask Cara.”

      “I will.” Justin’s stomach twisted. He didn’t want Cara to be responsible for this mess, and yet something was wrong here. Nobody was in the store. No people flooding in to buy things. But he couldn’t bring himself to contradict his dad, not when this was the first time he’d set foot in the place in five years.

      Instead, he walked around, looking for the best angles and lighting to take marketing photos. He took a few test images and checked them. Everything was just so crowded in here. It didn’t come off as a welcoming place for easy browsing. The best-looking shelf was for the local art, with spotlights and strategic space so everything could be looked at and admired from different angles. But it was all tucked off to this one side, away from the entrance. He took several pictures of the local art shelf before capturing the long wood counter with the cash register on the end. He had his dad stand behind it, but it took several tries to get him to relax enough, and not look like he was being posed. When Justin was done, he went outside and took photographs of the outside now that the sunlight was soft and fading.

      Justin felt like going back to the house and immediately confronting Cara. But if he wasn’t brave enough to mention his concerns to his dad, it didn’t seem right to confront her either. Plus, the bachelor auction was in two days, and he didn’t want to stir things up until it was over. Laurie would get involved, wanting to defend her best friend, and the family would be upset. Justin would stick with his current plan. Saturday morning, he would go see the farmer’s market and gather more information, though he wasn’t expecting good news. The sales figures were dismal. He scrubbed his face with his hands, wishing he knew how to fix this without hurting anyone.
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      Cara came into the shop Friday morning and gasped. There were more trinkets. A lot more. Blocking the beautiful wood counter and practically falling off the shelves. This was not a day for placating Arthur’s whims. People had already started checking into the bed and breakfast and making their way around town. With any luck, they’d come over here looking for things to spend their money on.

      She ran to get a box from the back and as quickly and carefully as possible, gathered up every gaudy resin statue and windup toy. Then she took away the desk lamps from up front and the windsocks dangling in the window and blocking the Christmas decor. She considered stacking it all in the backroom, but thought better of it. Nope, it would have to be hidden until Monday.

      Muttering to herself, she shoved them into her car, filling the trunk and the back seat. She thought about taking it to her house, but this was no longer a fight she could handle by herself. It wasn’t fair nor sustainable. She drove to Laurie’s little tourism office instead and marched inside. Laurie was at her desk in the back, on the phone with someone asking about the bachelor auction from the sound of it, so Cara silently dropped off the first box behind her desk before running to her truck for another one.

      “What are these?” Laurie asked when she came back in.

      “More crap your dad bought. I can’t do this Laurie. I’m really quitting this time. He’s impossible. I bet he ordered these weeks ago, after I told him the ugly angel statues would never sell, and then some lady bought two of them. It doesn’t matter that none have sold since. He’s always right.”

      Laurie ran her hands through her hair and sighed. “Don’t quit. I promise I’ll help you this time. But why are you bringing them here?”

      “So you know I’m holding you to your promise.” Cara didn’t have time to talk. She ran back to her truck for the rest of the boxes and hid them behind Laurie’s desk before driving back to the shop. She still had to prep it for opening.

      With the extra junk gone, Cara rearranged the shelves to her liking. Not just her liking, she corrected herself. That’s what Arthur would say about it. She made it look better, classier. By the time Arthur arrived, her blood wasn’t pumping so hard, and she felt calm. That lasted for about a minute, before he noticed the changes.

      Arthur put his hands on his hips, slowly rotating as he took in all the missing merchandise. Then he stalked to the backroom and quickly returned. He put his finger out as if to point it at her, but withdrew it and turned it into a fist. “Cara, I bought extra merchandise for this auction thing you and Laurie cooked up. We can’t sell what we don’t have. What did you do with it?”

      Cara tapped her finger on the cash register. “I’m not telling you. And if you buy more without telling me, I’ll quit. For real this time.”

      Arthur put his thermos down and shook his head. “Who’s in charge around here anyway?” He chuckled to himself.

      Cara had won the battle, but wasn’t holding out hope for the war. She took her purse off the hook by the back door. “Love you, Arthur. You’ll get all your junk back on Monday. Hopefully after all the nice stuff in here sells.”

      She went home and made herself a soothing cup of herbal tea. The Riggs family was going to be the death of her, including their frustratingly handsome son.
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      Justin showed up at the farmer’s market right as the first vendors were setting up. Adding the farmer’s market had seemed like an ingenious idea at the time. His parents had bought the lot next to the gift shop, and when it wasn’t needed as extra parking, they turned it into the local farmer’s market, charging vendors to set up shop.

      Most of the faces were new to him, but seeing Mrs. Golightly again, just as salty, and still selling her amazing honey candles made him feel like at least some things hadn’t changed while he’d been gone. But why was she relegated to a back booth?

      “Why are you all the way back here?” he asked.

      Mrs. Golightly stuck her bony finger in his face. “At least somebody’s asking the right questions around here. Cara gives the best locations to those willing to pay the premium vendor prices, which are ridiculous. And they’re first come first serve spots, no loyalty to those of us who’ve been around the longest. Sometimes I feel like giving up on the whole thing. If your father wasn’t willing to refund my money on the weekends I don’t make enough to even cover my fees, I’d never come back.”

      There were so many things ridiculously wrong with what she was saying. Mrs. Golightly should never need a refund. She used to sell out of whatever she made.

      “Well, don’t give up yet. I’m here to observe, but if things need to change around here, I’ll make sure they do.”

      She didn’t look like she quite believed him. “Be a good boy and help me hang up my banner.”

      Once he had Mrs. Golightly set up, Justin took off to see who was setting up in the front. Several vans had pulled up in the past few minutes.

      Reena, a girl he’d gone to high school with, was in the front booth. She beamed at him when he walked up. “Here you are in the flesh. If I had to hear about you one more time without seeing you, I thought I’d scream.”

      “Can I help you with anything?” he asked, looking at her sparse table. She had a clear plastic brochure-holder, a stack of glossy cardstock handouts, and a clipboard with a stack of forms.

      “Oh, no. I’m all ready to go. Here’s hoping people need solar power today. I could use the money.”

      From what Justin remembered, Reena hadn’t been all that ambitious in high school. “You have a solar power company?”

      She laughed. “Um, no. I’m working off commission. I just need people to set up an appointment with Solar Starburst, but even that’s almost impossible. I have to practically chase people down with my clipboard.”

      More like chase people away … from the farmer’s market. Roof solar panels were not exactly an impulse purchase, or something you bought while browsing for seasonal vegetables.

      The lady across from Reena was setting out plastic jars of dietary supplements with a big sign encouraging people to start their own business, joining her in selling whatever was in the powders. Great, a multi-level marketing thing. He struck up a conversation with her, trying to be friendly and open-minded, but a closer look at the product told him what he feared. This wasn’t about selling individual jars. This was about selling never-ending subscriptions. For hundreds of dollars a month, she could change your whole life, as long as you turned around and sold the product to everyone you knew. “This will change your finances and your health for the better,” she said, handing him a pamphlet.

      Unfortunately, booth after booth was like hers. There was one guy selling vegetables, down by Mrs. Golightly, and another couple had homemade Christmas decorations for sale. But that was pretty much it. Some farmer’s market this had turned out to be.

      He talked to each vendor, taking notes and drawing a diagram of where each one was located. They were all familiar with Cara, and told a similar story to Mrs. Golightly’s. Those with the premium spots were happy. Those relegated to the back were not. Customers rarely reached them to browse, choosing to leave instead.

      Once again, he toyed with the idea of tracking down Cara and getting some answers, but she was busy setting up for the bachelor auction with Laurie.

      He did his best to direct customers coming in towards the craft and food vendors, but a lot of people parked, looked at the first few booths, and headed straight back to their cars.

      By closing time, he was fuming. He helped Mrs. Golightly pack all her things in her van and returned home to put on a tuxedo for an event he was hoping wouldn’t be as much of a disaster as everything else he’d encountered in the past few days.

      His bad mood was almost enough to make him want to ditch out, but he had promised Laurie, and she would never trust him again if he didn’t follow through. He made it his personal business model to always follow through on agreements and never promise anything he couldn’t live up to. Word of mouth was crazy valuable in the photography business, and it had trickled over into other aspects of his life.

      Justin thought back on the one thing he’d failed to follow through with: writing Cara after he left. Though he was starting to think maybe that was a good thing. His dad had never been a great business man, and apparently, that included turning over important decisions to someone possibly worse.

      He fumed while he combed and gelled his hair, carefully trimmed his beard, and put on a hint of cologne. With all the other thoughts taking up space in his head, he didn’t have room for worries about who might bid on him. Taking Vivian around town wouldn’t be too bad. He’d prefer that over someone with romantic expectations.

      With fifteen minutes until check-in time, he drove over to the high school and strolled in, trying to look purposeful. He’d promised Laurie he would mingle on his way in and not look like a grump, but he wasn’t about to linger more than he had to.

      The lobby was decorated with holiday trim, festive, but not overdone, and he was surprised to see his tux wasn’t as out of place as he’d expected. There were a few people in jeans and sweatshirts, but many, many women had dressed up. They stood around with their plastic flutes of sparkling cider, looking excited. Their eyes followed him as he passed by, and a few whispered to each other. He tried not to blush, feeling like a bauble on display.

      “Justin!” Two older women in blinged-out Christmas sweaters made a beeline for him, and he let out a sigh of relief, recognizing one of them as Vivian. Vivian gestured down at her silky red slacks and sparkly red heels. “What do you think?” she asked.

      “You both look lovely,” Justin said, before turning to the woman he didn’t know. “I’m Justin Riggs. It’s nice to meet you.”

      “Mabel Zimmerman.” She put out her hand, wrist up, and he hesitated for half a second. Did she want him to kiss her hand? He gave it a soft shake instead before hiding his hands behind his back.

      “How are you enjoying your chair, Vivian?” he asked.

      She seemed pleased he remembered her name. “It’s wonderful. No complaints.” She turned to Mabel. “He is the handiest and most thoughtful young man I’ve ever met.”

      Justin wondered if she knew he’d been the one to mow her lawn the morning after moving her chair in. He’d told Kathy not to say anything to her. The last thing he wanted was attention or an attempt to be paid for it.

      “So, about tonight,” Vivian said, gripping his arm. “Do you know what order you’ll be in for the auction? Are you first?”

      He shook his head. “Laurie wants me at the end.”

      Vivian’s eyes gave off a wicked gleam. “That’s good to know. Hopefully all these other women will have used up their money by then.”

      He made his goodbyes and looked for a path to backstage, where all the bachelors were supposed to check in. He smiled as he went, grateful when no one stopped him, and reached the stage door, which was propped open with a wedge. Cara was standing just inside, staring down at a clipboard. He was glad her eyes were occupied because he suddenly felt hot and cold and his throat closed up. She was stunning, the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen. Her blonde hair, which she usually wore up in a messy bun, was silky straight and flowing down her back. Her lips were a glossy pink, and they puckered as she studied whatever was on the clipboard. His eyes moved down. The gold of her strapless dress showed off her glowing shoulders and neck. And her legs… She glanced up at him, and he cleared his throat, trying to remember how to talk.

      Her decisions were hurting his family’s business, he reminded himself. It was enough of a splash of reality for him to step forward and pull himself together. “Where am I supposed to be?” he asked.

      She set her clipboard on the table next to her and surveyed him, brushing her hands down his jacket to remove lint or dust or whatever it was that needed brushing away. But her eyes didn’t meet his and her hands lingered, so maybe she just wanted an excuse to touch him. Did she know what a dangerous distraction she was?
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      Cara had been straightening lapels and brushing off tuxes all night. They were lint magnets. It had earned her a few feeble pickup lines and several conversations aimed at trying to ask her out. She’d quickly headed those off. But Justin… touching him was different. The air between them felt charged with possibility. But it was totally one-sided. Justin barely looked at her, and when he did, his eyes were wary and guarded. She wished she could brush off her attraction to him as easily as a speck of dust. It would make everything so much easier.

      “Laurie will bring all of you out for a welcome and brief introduction, and then you’ll have some time to kill before your individual auction. Hang out over here on stage left and make yourself comfortable. Oh, and don’t touch any of the high school’s backdrops for their Christmas play or they’ll kill you.”

      She glanced around, realizing there wasn’t anywhere else to sit. The other bachelors had already commandeered the few metal chairs they had and the one wooden stool. Several bachelors were leaning against the wall, staring at their phones.

      “I’ll find more chairs,” she said. “They keep them in a closet around back.”

      To her dismay, Justin followed her out and around the narrow hallway behind the stage. It was pitch black, and she stopped walking before she ran into something. Justin bumped her from behind and put out a steadying hand that stayed on her shoulder for a second too long before he dropped it. Was that on purpose? No, she couldn’t think like that. They needed light. She unzipped the little purse she carried and tugged at her phone. It had barely fit inside the purse and now didn’t want to come out.

      Justin pulled his phone out and shined it at her purse. “You okay there?” he asked.

      His condescending teasing was exactly what she needed to snap her out of her nervousness at having him so close. She zipped her purse shut and glared back at him.

      “Yes, I’m fine. Flash that ahead so we can find the door.”

      Once the light hit the door knob she was looking for, she breezed toward it and swung the door open. Excellent. There was a whole row of chairs inside. She grabbed two, put one under each arm, and moved aside so Justin could squeeze in. The cold metal of the chairs was freezing her arms, but she held firm.

      Justin grabbed two chairs and tucked them under one arm, put his phone between his lips, and grabbed two more.

      “We can make a second trip,” she suggested.

      Justin ignored her and turned with his four chairs and the light, so she quickly followed. They made it a few feet before the phone fell from his mouth and clattered to the floor. The light shut off, plunging them in darkness again.

      “Told you,” she couldn’t help saying.

      “I hate you so much right now,” he said, laughter and frustration punctuating his words. The chairs clanked as he shifted around, and she heard the swoosh of his hand trying to find his phone on the floor.

      She bent down to help him, resting one of the chairs she’d been holding against the wall.

      Her hand bumped into his, then her forehead hit his shoulder. “Sorry,” she whispered, holding back a laugh.

      “I see how it is,” he murmured. “Trying to take advantage of me in this dark hallway.”

      “Whatever, you just had your phone in your mouth. Do you know how many germs your phone has on it?”

      “I clean my phone with disinfectant wipes all the time. It’s probably cleaner than your hands.”

      He made her so mad sometimes. She picked her hand off the floor and wiped it across his face. His scruff was surprisingly soft. “There, now your face is as dirty as my hand.”

      He grabbed her hand, keeping her from escape. They were both laughing, but when he pulled her closer, her heart fluttered like it wanted out of her chest.

      A light flipped on, and she squeezed her eyes shut at the sudden brightness.

      “Oh, my gosh. I’m sorry. I heard all this clanking back here and came to investigate.” It was one of the bachelors. Finch, if she wasn’t mistaken. He clicked the light back off.

      “Turn it back on,” she and Justin hollered at the same time.

      She stood, brushed off her dress, and took her two chairs to stage left, keeping her chin up. No, they had not been messing around back there, despite what everyone else thought, including a traitorous part of her brain that continued to analyze the whole thing.

      She held out a chair for Tanner Ackerman and rested the other one against the wall. Then she headed straight to her post by the stage door and double checked her list, making sure all the bachelors had arrived. Once she was sure, she headed out to her seat in the audience.
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      Justin’s phone was okay, but he wasn’t sure his nerves were. He’d come very close to kissing Cara, something he promised himself he wouldn’t do again. He was almost convinced she had lured him back there just to make it happen. What kind of gentleman would he be if he didn’t go help with chairs? And there’d been a light switch right on the wall. Maybe she had purposely ignored it.

      Okay, now he was being paranoid. Or was he?

      He didn’t get to sit stewing about it for long. Within minutes, Laurie came through the stage door and gathered them all around her like a mother hen. She looked nice, with her hair up in a complicated twist and dressed in a forest green formal. Maybe she rented it from the tuxedo place.

      “Okay, we’re about to open the curtains, and I’ll thank everyone for coming. I need you men to walk out in one nice line when I announce you. I’m not going to tell you how to pose or how to smile. You can figure that out on your own. You’re the stars here, and I hope you know how much we appreciate you doing this.” Close to tears, Laurie abruptly turned and walked to the middle of the stage behind the closed curtain. She signaled to her stage hands, two high school theater kids who had probably been plucked from the audience, and they opened the curtains.

      Laurie stepped out, looking confident. “Welcome to Edge Creek! You all look fabulous!” She waved to the crowded auditorium. Justin could only see the far right side, but it looked like every seat was filled.

      “Thank you for coming to support us and helping to put a new roof on our senior center. Are we gonna have some fun tonight?”

      “Yeah!” the crowd yelled back.

      Laurie was a natural at working a crowd. Somehow, she managed to get through listing the forty plus sponsorships while keeping it entertaining. She knew enough about the businesses in town to make jokes that were both flattering to them and funny.

      Then she gestured to stage right. “Are you ready to meet your bachelors? Come on out, men.”

      That was their cue. To the sound of tremendous applause, all eighteen bachelors walked out and formed a line across the stage. As Cara had predicted, there were a few last minute bachelors besides him who jumped in.

      With the stage lights on them, it was hard to see the crowd, but Justin’s eyes adjusted, and he found his family sitting off to the left, including Granny, looking both proud and indignant about the whole thing.

      Laurie announced each bachelor by name, which was followed by a lot of whistling and cat calling from the audience. Clearly, they already had their favorites.

      “Okay, this is how it’s going to work,” Laurie announced. “When a bachelor comes out, and you are interested in bidding on a date with him, I want you to calmly walk up to this half circle surrounding the orchestra pit, keeping the aisle clear for people to walk behind you. Make sure you have your bidding paddle and you are one-hundred percent committed to paying whatever you bid. If the bidding goes above what you want, just stay up here until our wonderful auctioneer, Henry, announces a final winning bid. Then I need everyone back in their seats, and we’ll move on to the next one. Any questions?” She shook her hands out. “Just kidding. No questions. We’ll figure this out together.”

      Laurie called out for Finch, the first victim, and the youngest at barely nineteen. The poor kid fidgeted under the spotlight while Laurie talked about all his good qualities. She gestured to Henry to start the bidding and walked off stage.

      Because Laurie, for obvious legal reasons, required bidders to be at least eighteen, a lot of Finch’s fan club stayed out in the audience, screaming “we love you” every few seconds.

      The auctioneer quieted them down and started the bidding. It was hard to follow what he was saying. Soon his fast nasal tone became a background noise while Justin kept his eyes on the women who had come up. There was still plenty of room around the orchestra pit, and Justin felt bad for Finch, hoping he’d get a decent bid. There were a few older women down there, likely more concerned with supporting the senior center than interested in Finch. There was a girl who looked an awful lot like Finch, maybe a sister or cousin. She clutched her paddle tightly and nodded at him as if trying to lend him strength. Cara came up as well, and she and Finch’s sister/cousin got the bidding up to over a hundred dollars before a shy-looking girl, no more than nineteen herself, bid a hundred and fifty. Looking pleased, the other bidders put their paddles down and let her win.

      So that was why Cara was out in the audience and not backstage. Her job was obviously to keep the bidding going. Justin couldn’t help watching her. She only came up if there was room, and only bid when things started to stall.

      “I know who you’re looking at,” Tanner Ackerman said, his elbow nudging Justin’s. “So, what’s going on with the two of you?”

      Justin shrugged. “Nothing. She’s just Laurie’s friend.”

      “Dude, if that’s the way you see her, then let her go, because I would move in on that in a heartbeat if she showed any interest.”

      “You two talking about Cara?” Gabe Miles asked, leaning over to listen in.

      “Yeah.” Tanner leaned back in his chair and popped one shoulder. “Captain Oblivious over here doesn’t realize she’s had a crush on him going back forever.”

      The two were staring at him, waiting for him to acknowledge it, but no matter what Justin said, he’d lose. If he denied it, he’d look like an idiot, but if he admitted to knowing about it, he would be betraying Cara’s trust. “Look, I’m only here for a few more weeks, so it doesn’t matter what I think or what she thinks. If either of you are interested, you have my blessing.”

      “We don’t need your blessing,” Gabe said.

      “Okay, then why are we talking about her?” It came out more irritated than Justin had intended, and the two guys exchanged looks. Yeah, they didn’t believe he wasn’t interested for a second. But they didn’t know, and hopefully would never know, that some of his stress in talking about Cara had to do with his family’s business.

      He couldn’t think about that right now. It was a stress spiral he had to spin out of. Justin turned his attention back to the auction as Tanner stood to go next.

      Tanner strutted out on stage and did a spin, grabbing the lapels of his tuxedo jacket. The guy was obviously not embarrassed, or he hid it well. Women clamored from all over to get up front, like this was The Price is Right and their names had been called to join bidder’s row. Dang, Laurie was smart. A lot of these women had probably watched that game show for years, wishing they were the ones on stage winning prizes. And she designed the auction to mimic that.

      The bidding for Tanner was fast and fierce. He was a volunteer fireman and managed his own insurance office, so he wasn’t poor. In high school, he’d been the star quarterback. He still had all his hair, and he spent a lot of time worrying about his appearance. Laurie spun it a lot nicer than that, of course.

      Cara didn’t come up or bid on Tanner. He tried not to watch her as much, now that he knew others had noticed it.
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        * * *

      

      Cara kept her eyes on Vivian, but the woman hadn’t come up to bid yet. She’d been over several times in the past week. Without the chair to ask them about, she had turned the conversation to her daughter, Skye. Cara knew way too many details, like how Skye had tried to return her ex-boyfriend’s things to his apartment, and he’d refused to open the door. Vivian made it sound like the boyfriend was the rudest man on the planet, but Cara had her own theories.

      Skye was supposedly moving in with her mother next week. Vivian had been very clear with her intentions to win a bachelor for her. Justin, specifically. Cara’s mom had been no help. She couldn’t help bragging on him every time Vivian asked about Justin, even though Cara gently told her not to.

      It didn’t help that he’d mowed both their lawn and Vivian’s the day after helping with the chair, like some do-gooding ninja.

      Did Cara dare bid on him? She didn’t want to win, she just wanted the bidding up high enough that Vivian couldn’t beat it. Between Vivian and Skye, they’d take up every moment of Justin’s free time until they drove him from town.

      Cara traced the number on her bidding paddle. She wanted Justin to hurry and leave, but a little hopeful part of her wanted him to stay too, or to come back and visit often and tease her as if no time had passed at all. Was that so wrong?

      She stared at her clipboard where she was tallying up the winning bids, seeing how close they were to paying for the new roof. They still needed four thousand, and they had four bachelors left. They likely wouldn’t make it. Cara knew how much Laurie wanted to be able to announce they’d reached their goal. Bummer.

      Either way, Cara was still putting in her eight hundred. It was money from an eccentric art collector who had commissioned a custom plaque for outside his cabin. The day he paid her was the same day the town council voted to allow the auction. It seemed like fate. Even if they reached their goal for the roof, there were other things the senior center needed. All the businesses in town had sacrificed, and so could Cara. She planned to slip it in anonymously when this circus was all over.

      Laurie stopped the auction to remind everyone they’d also be getting a Jeep tour, a couples’ massage, and all the other goodies that came with a winning bid, prizes adding up to more than five hundred dollars.

      It worked. Gabe Miles got six hundred dollars. Stephen Roberts got seven hundred. The crowd gasped. Those were the two highest bids so far. The two guys swaggered off stage with even bigger heads than when they started. They’d better wow their dates after this.

      Finally, Justin came on stage. The last bachelor. Vivian tottered to the front in her high heels, grinning up at him as if she’d already won. Cara came and stood on the opposite side. There were several women standing between them. Maybe she could make it look like she didn’t know who she was bidding against.
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      “Who will start the bidding at twenty-five? Do I hear twenty-five?”

      A hand shot up, but before Justin could pick out who had bid, it moved to someone else, and the bidding went higher. He felt like he might throw up, but if he just stood still and took deep breaths in through his nose, he’d be fine. This would all be over in a minute.

      Oh, good. It was Vivian bidding. The devil you knew was better than the devil you didn’t. He’d take her out to lunch and use all the vouchers she was interested in. She would talk his ear off, but that had never bothered him.

      But then Cara bid against her. Since he was the last bachelor, Cara and Laurie probably planned to take the bidding up as high as possible.

      The stage lights were so hot on his neck and shoulders. He couldn’t wait to get out of his tux and go home.

      Did the auctioneer say four hundred? Cara’s last bid was four hundred, and Vivian was starting to look flustered and irritated. It was time for Cara to stop bidding. It didn’t matter if he brought in more or not.

      There were two other women he didn’t recognize, likely from out of town, who seemed to raise their hands out of boredom now and again, but when the bidding went up to four-fifty, one dropped out, and the other stopped bidding after five hundred.

      Vivian bid five hundred and fifty. She glanced over at Cara, shooting daggers out of her eyes. Now that the other two women had dropped out, it was time to let Vivian win so they could all go home.

      But then Cara, calm and determined, raised her paddle. Six hundred dollars. What was she doing? Milking her across-the-street neighbor for that much money was not right. Justin wanted to shake his head at her, but he wasn’t supposed to have a reaction to one bidder over another. It was a rule Laurie had drilled into them. All bidders had to feel welcome and deserving. And he’d agreed. Until it was Cara.

      She looked up at him, almost apologetic, but also determined. Was this about beating Vivian or was she actually trying to win him?

      Vivian, her paddle hand shaking with rage, bid six-fifty.

      Cara raised hers. Seven hundred. Where was this money coming from? How much was his dad paying her anyway?

      He glanced over at Laurie, standing off to the side with her microphone down at her side. Her eyes were like saucers. She was either a great actor or had no idea what was going on.

      The auctioneer gave out his warning. Once, twice. Vivian reluctantly raised hers once more. Seven hundred and fifty.

      Cara bid eight hundred. And won. The look burning in her eyes was the same one from years ago. Determined spunk. He was in so much trouble. He’d just underestimated how much.
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        * * *

      

      All these people were patting her on the back, and all Cara wanted to do was disappear before Justin found her. He’d never been much of an actor, and it wasn’t hard to decipher the deer-in-the-headlights look underneath his pasted-on smile. During the auction, her focus was on beating out Vivian. She hadn’t considered what Justin would think of her motives.

      She’d explain, and they’d have a good laugh. But it was still embarrassing. Laurie was making her way over. What was Cara supposed to say to her? At least it wasn’t Mom. Or Laurie’s granny. Or Vivian. Actually, there was an endless list of people Cara didn’t want to talk to about her record-breaking bid.

      “Hey, that was quite the ending, girlfriend!” Laurie wrapped her in a hug.

      Cara gave a shaky laugh. “Well, I did promise you I’d bid.”

      “Have you talked to Justin yet?” Laurie asked, her mouth twitching. “I’m trying to picture the two of you on a date that doesn’t end in a food fight or something.”

      As oblivious as always. At least some things could be counted on to never change. Cara sighed with relief. “I haven’t talked to him. I’m going to head home. I’m exhausted. You have enough clean up volunteers?”

      “Oh, yeah. All the guys who didn’t want to be in the auction were more than happy to volunteer as takedown crew.”

      Cara glanced around, making sure she wouldn’t run into anyone she didn’t want to talk to on her way out. She worked her way to the front doors and out into the parking lot with the rest of the crowd leaving the auction.

      There were so many cars trying to back out and not enough people directing traffic. Snow was just beginning to fall, too, and many of these out-of-towners were unfamiliar with driving in it.

      Heaving a sigh, Cara took off her heels and leaned against her truck. It would be a few minutes before she could back out. With so many people jammed inside the auditorium, she’d been burning hot, and the icy cold air felt great against her skin, but within seconds she had to retrieve her jacket from the passenger seat and start her truck up. She slipped in, messing with the vents so the heater would blow on her neck and not up into her eyes.

      Someone rapped on the passenger window, and she jumped. It was Justin. He looked a little perturbed, to say the least.

      She waved for him to get in. So much for waiting until tomorrow to discuss this.

      He got in and turned to look at her. “So, you were lying when you said you didn’t hate Vivian? Or was there some other reason you chose to outbid her in some final grand gesture?”

      He was teasing, but there was an edge to it she had never heard before.

      “I’m … sorry?”

      “You’re sorry? Where did that money even come from? The gift shop and farmer’s market sure aren’t making a whole lot these days. But apparently you are.”

      Her jaw dropped. This wasn’t just about the auction then.

      He fidgeted uncomfortably in his seat, looking like he wanted out of his tux at any cost. He tugged at his collar, pulling the bowtie away from his neck. “If we’re going out on a very public date, I need to clear the air first.”

      She could stop him and explain, but he clearly had things he needed to say, and she morbidly wanted to hear what he thought of her. “Go right ahead.”

      “Cara, I know you’ve had a crush on me for a long time, but I’m leaving soon. I’m only here to figure out what’s wrong with the business, and there are so many things wrong with it. Do you know how much money you’ve cost my family? Why did my dad buy all that junk to cram on the shelves, thinking people from the auction would buy it up? Did you encourage that? The gift shop looks like an episode of Hoarders. And the farmer’s market? You have booths taking the premium spots who shouldn’t even be there. They scare away the few people who come. Vendors like Mrs. Golightly are ready to give up.”

      “Get out of my truck.” She’d heard enough. Just hearing the word ‘crush’ come out of his mouth was humiliating enough without knowing he blamed her for the business failures. That one hurt the worst. Because she felt guilty. She hadn’t been strong enough to stand up to his dad. The rest of the family had pinned their hopes on her working with Arthur, being his voice of reason, and it had been nothing more than a disaster.

      Justin didn’t move, so she pushed on his arm. “Seriously, get out. And don’t worry about our very public date. It’s not happening. The money I bid was for the senior center. Not for you. Feel free to leave town anytime.”

      “Cara, I’m sorry.” He opened the passenger door, looking torn as to what to do. But there was nothing else he could say that would help.

      He got out, closed the door, and walked away, stealing glances back at her every few seconds. She would not cry. She would not check to see if anyone had seen her shove him out of her truck. She just waited for her turn to back out of the parking lot.
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        * * *

      

      Justin had a raging headache, but he knew he was too keyed up to go to bed. What a disaster. He went over everything he’d dumped on Cara, every word, and realized with some alarm that she hadn’t defended herself at all. Maybe that made her guilty, but maybe, maybe she saw him as a ranting lunatic. He was no closer to getting answers than he’d been before unloading everything that was bothering him.

      He took off his jacket, stuffed his bowtie in his pocket, and undid the top button of his shirt before collapsing on the couch to wait for someone else to get home. There had to be someone who lived here who could give him answers. It didn’t take long. His parents arrived five minutes after he did. They were laughing about something, but when they saw him sitting there in the living room massaging his temples and frowning, they came to sit, one on each side of him.

      His mom picked up his crumpled-up tuxedo jacket and smoothed it out before resting it on the coffee table. “You were a trooper tonight,” she said. “I’m very proud of you and Laurie.”

      “Where is Laurie?” he asked.

      “Still at the high school.” She shook her head, smiling. “Laurie will stay until the bitter end, managing the cleanup.”

      “So,” his dad said hesitantly. “A date with Cara and the highest bid of the night. That should be exciting.”

      Justin considered how to answer, but he couldn’t act as if everything was fine when it was certainly not. “I went to the farmers market today. It was a disaster. I want to talk about it.”

      “Now?” His dad glanced at his watch.

      It was past eleven, much later than his parents usually stayed up.

      “Yes, now.” Justin felt reckless. He’d already burned a few bridges tonight. Might as well open this thing wide up. “Why are the people in the front booths selling solar power and pyramid schemes? Why are they there? Are you that desperate for vendors?”

      His mom touched his arm. “Justin, I know you want to help, but this is more complicated than you realize.” She looked at Dad with concern. With his health problems, she probably worried about his blood pressure rising right before bed.

      “It’s not complicated. I like Cara too, but if she’s making terrible business decisions, maybe she needs to find somewhere else to work.” Justin made sure to keep his voice calm, but he could see his dad was already getting testy in response.

      “I make the final decisions around here, not Cara. And it’s normal to charge more for the spaces near the front. I don’t discriminate based on what people sell. It’s first come, first serve. That’s what’s fair.”

      “But that’s also what drives customers away. I watched the entrance. Several people took one look at the first few booths and got back in their car. They’ll never return. I bet you have vendors that gave up, too.”

      “Justin,” his mom said in warning. “Let’s talk about this in the morning.”

      “So, you don’t care about the vendors who stay, the ones in the back who can’t sell anything? You’re not willing to change it?”

      His dad stood. “I’ll tell you the same thing I told Cara. You don’t change a business model until you have enough data. We’re still watching things. Then, if sales don’t turn around, I’ll consider the suggestions she proposed.”

      “What suggestions?”

      “That she be allowed to choose who gets booths and where they go. It seems a little dictator-like to me, but if you agree with her, maybe it’s worth looking into.” Dad threw his hands up in surrender. “I’m not talking about it anymore tonight. Go to bed, son. You’re cranky.”

      “Get something to eat, too,” his mom suggested.

      “Do you and Cara agree on the gift shop?” Justin asked, horror slowly filling him. “Or does she have suggestions there you don’t listen to?” When it came to being stubborn, how could Justin have assumed Cara was the one driving things into the ground? He’d just assumed his dad listened to her because everybody liked her so much.

      “Why don’t you ask Cara?” his dad said, before tromping off to his bedroom.

      Justin looked at his mom, hoping for more of an answer. She came over and wrapped Justin in a hug. “Cara’s tried to quit several times,” she whispered. “She feels like she’s failing us, but honestly, it’s the other way around. Your father’s a good man, but he sees things a certain way. He feels strongly about things. He—”

      “He doesn’t have a head for business,” Justin said, filling in the blank his mom wouldn’t. “But he thinks he does.”

      She nodded. “Talk to Cara. Maybe the two of you can convince him to let her have more say in things.”

      Yeah, that wasn’t going to happen any time soon. Justin doubted Cara would ever want to talk to him again.
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      Cara had been surprised when Arthur asked her to work at the gift shop all day on Monday, but it gave her an opportunity to organize it to a level she hadn’t been able to before. She got out a ladder and adjusted the Christmas lights Arthur had put up, straightening the strands out. She’d been experimenting with carving doves small enough to be Christmas ornaments, and she hung them on the Christmas tree with the other ornaments for sale.

      She hadn’t retrieved Arthur’s junk yet and didn’t plan to. She was done being nice about it. Yes, the margins were higher on the things Arthur bought wholesale compared to the artists who consigned with them, but if they didn’t showcase the quality items made right here in town, they couldn’t exactly call themselves a gift shop.

      Justin’s rebuke, however unfair, had gotten into her head. Thinking about him started her blood boiling all over again. As if she’d pay any amount of money to have one date with him. He had referred to it as her grand gesture. What an arrogant jerk. The embarrassment of having bid the most money of everyone on him flooded over her again.

      The bell over the door jingled, and a couple came in. Cara exchanged pleasantries with them while they browsed. Having attended the auction, they were headed back to Phoenix and planned to come again soon. Cara couldn’t wait to tell Laurie. After a few minutes, they came to the counter with a ‘gone fishin’ sign. One of Arthur’s cheap finds. He’d be thrilled.

      Cara had high hopes for a much better sales day as a steady trickle of tourists came in after the couple from Phoenix, but by noon they all died out, having gone home after a fun weekend.

      Finished organizing and beautifying everything she possibly could, Cara took out a stack of blank postcards she had bought as an experiment, and began sketching a twisted juniper, one of the trees that fascinated both locals and tourists alike with its snake-like branches and trunk. She smiled when the bell rang out again, signaling a new customer. Maybe they’d like a one-of-a-kind postcard as a free gift.

      She looked up when the customer approached the counter without having said a word.

      “Can I help—” Her words cut off at the sight of Justin, looking hesitant. She quickly hid the half-finished postcard at the bottom of the stack and gathered up the colored pencils from next to her on the counter. Justin would think she was wasting time on his parents’ dime.

      He looked curious as she put away the stack of blank postcards, but didn’t ask. He didn’t say anything at all, instead turning to look around the shop as if seeing it for the first time. He stopped at the wall of art and picked up one of her squirrel statues, running his hands over the smooth surface. Everyone did it. They couldn’t seem to help themselves. It had never bothered her before, but because it was Justin, she wanted to rip it out of his hands and put it back on the shelf.

      “I owe you an apology,” he finally said.

      “You think?” It slipped out as an automatic response, but she didn’t regret saying it.

      Justin took the squirrel to the front counter and set it in front of her. “I realized I make a terrible detective. Your mom has a whole collection of squirrels on a shelf above the window in her kitchen. Except they’re bigger and more detailed than this. One of them is holding a nut out like a prize, and there’s another one chasing after him. You made them, didn’t you?”

      His eyes were filled with wonder, and it made her self-conscious. She picked up the squirrel from the counter and took it back to its spot on the shelf. She had a special cloth for removing finger smudges, and she pulled it out of her work apron and rubbed the squirrel clean.

      “You should try selling those other places. Our shop is holding you back.”

      Ah, career advice. That’s what she’d been waiting for all these years. This crush on him had to end. Her heart and her dignity couldn’t take it anymore. “Just so we’re clear, the only reason I bid on you was to save you from Vivian’s daughter, Skye, who’s a bit of a stalker when it comes to men. She can be vindictive when told no. Maybe I should have said something to you, but I didn’t expect Vivian to bid that high just to get her daughter a date. She’s usually very thrifty with her money.”

      Justin’s mouth formed an o as her words sunk in.

      “I was trying to be helpful. But that seems to come back and bite me when it comes to your family, doesn’t it?” She gestured to the shop. “Your dad will come in here tomorrow and rearrange everything I’ve done. He’ll add back in that junk I pulled off the shelves. He’ll tell me he knows what he’s doing and thank me for my ‘help.’ Why do you think your mom is never in here?” She had said too much, and didn’t like the spite that entered her voice. The Riggs family was lovely, and strife over a family business wasn’t uncommon. Cara was just tired, discouraged, and embarrassed. She wished she’d stuck to her decision to donate anonymously.

      Justin leaned against the counter. “Cara, I was so wrong. About everything. I—”

      The bell jingled once more, and they both turned to see Laurie waltzing in. “Oh, good. Dad was right. You’re both here. Which is excellent. I want to talk to you about your date.”

      “Oh, Laurie.” Cara sighed and went to move behind the counter. “Justin and I decided to divide up the vouchers and call it good.” She stared him down, daring him to disagree.

      “Uh, I don’t think so!” Laurie put her hands on her hips. “Do you know how many times I’ve had this conversation today? Everyone is going on their dates. I have all these Instagram followers, and if I don’t continue posting, I’ll lose them. They want to see the bachelors and winners out together. I owe it to all the businesses in town who donated stuff to show off their generosity. You two are using up every single voucher before Justin leaves, and you better look like you’re having the most fun you’ve ever had. Take pictures of everything and send them to me. The sooner the better.”

      Cara wanted to argue, but it wasn’t as if any of this should be a surprise. She had planned it all with Laurie. Oh, why had she bid on Justin?

      “Let me guess, you’re too busy with photography work?” Laurie asked, when Justin didn’t say anything. He was watching Cara, and she knew he wouldn’t answer until she did.

      Cara squirmed. “Fine. Consider it done.”

      Justin smiled, just for a second before hiding it.

      Cara waited until Laurie left, probably off to find other bachelors to lecture. “This doesn’t mean I forgive you.”

      “I know. I don’t deserve your forgiveness.” He walked over and pulled the same squirrel statue off the shelf and brought it back to the sales counter. “We’ll plan our first date later, when you don’t look like you want to punch me in the face. Ring this up for me, will you?”

      Cara stared down at her little squirrel and then concentrated on the cash register. It was a pity sale, a way to try to make her feel better about him. Well, it wouldn’t work. “Twenty dollars and ten cents.”

      He slid a twenty dollar bill and a dime across the counter, and taking the sculpture, walked out.
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        * * *

      

      Justin gave Cara a day to cool down. Then he called Kathy and made sure Cara would be home before making his plan of attack. It was just a bonus that Cara was in her sunroom carving when he arrived. She had a work apron on, and her hair was thrown up into a ponytail. The morning sunlight filtering in danced sunbeams on her head. He itched to reach for the camera around his neck that wasn’t there.

      Cara was so engrossed in what she was working on, she didn’t even notice him open the screen door and carefully close it behind him. The sound of her electric sander covered up the squeak from the door. He thought he’d seen every side of her, had picked his favorites even, but seeing her in her element surrounded by power tools … this was definitely a new favorite.

      He had to push that aside. The goal today was to not say anything stupid, and that was a tall enough order without mixing in thoughts he shouldn’t be having.

      His eyes turned to the block of wood in her hands. Whatever Cara was creating was in the early stages. She had rounded off all four edges with a scroll saw and carved out what looked like a neck, but he couldn’t make head nor tail of it, though he didn’t doubt Cara knew what it would become and how to get it there.

      He’d Googled her, something he never thought to do before, and her name came up in a couple of art gallery listings. She had quite a few pieces that looked a lot more complicated than a paperweight squirrel. A lot more expensive too.

      Once again, he burned with shame at his accusation about taking money from his family. He’d been wrong about everything, about her motives in bidding on him, about who was making the bad business decisions, and most definitely about where she earned her money. Despite his dad’s reluctance to share any details of the business, Justin now knew how little Cara got paid to work for them.

      He watched her take a chisel to the block of wood with vigor, the instrument so sharp the wood shavings curled right off of it as if she was carving butter.

      Justin made sure to wait until she set the tool down before clearing his throat.

      Her head shot up, and she gripped the front of her neck, letting out a little scream. “How long have you been standing there?” She pulled at the collar of her sweater, looking self-conscious. “Don’t sneak up on me like that. I’d like to keep all my fingers if you don’t mind.”

      “Sorry. I’ll bang the door closed harder next time.” He picked up a stool from the corner of the room and put it down next to her, earning him a frown laced with suspicion. She knew why he was here. He was holding the folder full of their vouchers, after all.

      He blew the sawdust off the table in front of him and put down the folder. “Like it or not, we need to plan our date. What do you feel like doing first? The arcade? The Jeep tour? Couples massage?” The way she hunched over her work couldn’t be good for her back, though he’d said that last one more to get a rise out of her than in any seriousness.

      It worked. Her hand shot out to grab the massage voucher, but he pulled it back just in time. She would probably rip it up if he let her have it.

      She glared at him and crossed her arms. “I’m good enough with Photoshop to know what you’re capable of. So don’t tell me you couldn’t make it look like we went to all these places together.”

      “Is that really how you want to do this?” The Cara he knew wouldn’t deceive Laurie and all her Instagram followers. Then again, it was possible she truly despised him that much.

      Cara fidgeted. “I don’t know what I want.”

      “I’m sorry. I couldn’t have been more wrong about my dad, about you…”

      She held her hand up to stop him. “Let’s not get in to all that again. It doesn’t change the fact that we have a years’ worth of activities to cram into a bunch of dates we don’t want to be on together. Let me think about this.” She picked up her chisel and went back to work. For a few minutes he just watched, the sound of her scraping and the birds chirping outside the only sounds. Finally, she stopped and gazed at him. “Most of those require reservations. How long are you staying?”

      “I’m staying through Christmas.” Maybe longer. However long it took to fix things. It was bigger than fulfilling his duty as a bachelor or making Cara not hate him. This was about making her life and her relationship with his family better. He stared at the table top, waiting for her to tell him to photo edit himself in after she took the vouchers and spent her time with someone less of a jerk. Who was he to sweep in and save the day? So far, he’d been like a pressure washer in a china shop.

      “Let me see the massage voucher,” she said, holding out her hand.

      Reluctantly, he pulled it out of the folder and handed it over.

      She studied it for a minute before leaning over and pointing to the wording at the bottom. “It says we can get the mani-pedi instead.”

      “A mani-pedi?” Manicure. Pedicure. Nail polish. People touching his feet. No way.

      He looked at her in horror, and of course, she laughed.

      “Woodworking is terrible on fingernails.” She scrunched up her nose. “They wouldn’t be able to do much with these stubs of mine. But I’d love a good pedicure.” She looked up at him and shrugged. “Although a massage might be nice after getting bounced around on a Jeep tour. And we should probably do the tour before they close it for the season when we get a good snowstorm. What do you think?”

      He felt like this was a test he hadn’t studied for. “So, date number one is a Jeep tour, massages, and then ice cream?”

      She nodded. “Text me the date and time.”

      He was being dismissed, and he took the hint before she changed her mind. “I’ll let you know the plan.” With one last glance, he left her to her woodwork.
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        * * *

      

      Days ago, while Justin had parked himself in Cara’s workspace with the date folder, she came to the conclusion that making herself miserable in an attempt to punish him was plain foolishness. The vouchers were valuable, and she’d spent good money on them. If Justin happened to be along for the ride, so be it. That conclusion was something she reminded herself of the entire drive to the Jeep tour place. This would be fun. Despite having lived in Edge Creek her whole life, Cara had never been on a Jeep tour. It was something tourists did.

      The morning was achingly cold. There were still patches of snow here and there on the ground, but the sky was clear today. Cara put on her coat after stepping out of her warm truck and trudged out to stand next to Justin, who had already arrived and was chatting with the driver. She watched Justin’s face, trying to figure out why he looked different today, and gave a little gasp. He’d shaved. She didn’t know how she hadn’t noticed before this moment. His smooth jaw had her dying to reach out and see what it felt like. Time to stop staring.

      “Are you Cara?” the tour guy asked. He looked familiar, though she couldn’t place him. He had a wedding ring on, so he’d obviously been spared Laurie’s bachelor hunting.

      He held out his right hand and shook hers. “Gary Tabula. Justin and I graduated high school the same year. We were just catching up.” The way they glanced at each other gave Cara the impression they had been talking about her before she walked up, but she had no way to prove it.

      An older couple approached hand in hand. They were matchy-matchy with their neon fanny packs and jogging pants that made a swooshing sound when they walked. “Is this the morning Jeep tour group?” the woman asked.

      “Sure is.” Gary rubbed his hands together. “If anyone needs a bathroom break, take it now. It’s an hour to the top of the ridge and an hour back down.”

      Taking that into consideration, Cara and the woman both headed inside.

      “Is that young man your boyfriend?” the woman asked as they washed their hands at the sinks.

      “No, just a friend,” Cara answered. Knowing she should be friendly with tourists, she introduced herself and learned that Connie and her husband, Jim, were visiting from Minnesota. Connie asked if it was okay if Jim took the front seat, as he got a little car sick at times.

      Cara shrugged. “I’m sure that’s fine.” The seating arrangements hadn’t even occurred to her.

      They walked outside to find one more guy joining the tour. He was already making himself comfy on the far side of the bench seat behind the driver. Connie hurried over and claimed the spot behind her husband, leaving Cara and Justin to stare at the small section in the middle of the bench left for them.

      “I guess it’s nice the tour company can fill all their seats,” she murmured.

      “Heaven forbid you have to sit by me,” Justin said, walking over to the Jeep and opening the door for her.

      “I’ve been told you have cooties.” She climbed past Connie and sat down, leaving as much room as she could for Justin.

      He leaned over and whispered, “If that were true, I gave you my cooties a long time ago, missy.”

      She elbowed him, knowing it would likely be the first of many elbow jabs as they jostled around. The first one might as well be intentional. “And yet you’re the one who keeps bringing it up. I’ve moved past it.” She made the mistake of looking up into his face as she said that last part.

      His brown eyes flashed, daring her to admit it wasn’t true. She thought she had moved on, but being in such close proximity, even the scent of him reminded her of that night. Kissing him had been magical. A moment of bravery that had paid off, until it didn’t.

      Maybe it was better not to forget. After all, it had taught her that chasing after guys was a terrible way to make them stay. It was like chasing after an animal on the loose. The faster you ran, the faster they did, too.

      And Justin was still on the run. She certainly wasn’t about to chase after him again.

      Gary, their driver, hopped in and turned around, leaning his arm on the back of his seat. “The sun’s almost up. Let’s head out. A couple of rules. Stay buckled at all times while the Jeep is moving. The grip bar above your head is there for a reason. Use it. Hold onto your cameras and sunglasses and hats. Holler if we need to stop. Don’t take any rocks home as souvenirs, and let’s go have a great time!”

      Connie and Jim cheered.

      “Yay,” Cara said, wishing her excitement outweighed her trepidation. She pulled out her cell phone from her purse and held it up. “I forgot we’re supposed to document this thing.”

      Justin pressed his head close to hers so they were both in the shot. She snapped the picture and moved away, wishing she didn’t like the way he smelled or the feel of him next to her.

      She sent the picture off to Laurie, and was immediately rewarded with a starry-eyed emoji in response, followed by instructions. Love you forever. Now take like a hundred more of those.

      Cara showed the message to Justin before putting her phone away.

      He groaned. “We need an assignment for her that’s just as annoying. Thoughts?”

      “We’ll brainstorm together.”

      The Jeep ran over the first of many ruts, and Cara grabbed the nearest thing to her, which happened to be Justin’s thigh.

      “Not a word,” she warned when the Jeep evened out, and she moved her hand to the bar above their heads.

      “I can’t say anything?”

      She shushed him. “Nope. I already know what you’re thinking. I’m the aggressive girl trying to seduce you with all my various allurements. Spare me the lectures about your precious, innocent thighs.”

      He threw back his head and laughed.
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      Justin hadn’t taken a single picture yet. Not that he was too concerned. Travel photography was about thinking outside of the box, not taking the same photo hundreds of other tourists were taking. But he realized with some alarm, he hadn’t even thought about his camera. Cara was a maddening, hilarious, and tempting distraction. He would rather look at her than any sunrise, however beautiful.

      Considering how wrong he’d been about most things, he didn’t know what she thought of him anymore and didn’t trust his instincts to clue him in. What he did know was that making her laugh filled him with a strange satisfaction.

      She was balancing on a rock, staring out at the horizon, the picture of Zen. He snapped a picture of it. Making sure there wasn’t anything hazardous to step on below her, he snuck up behind and gave her a slight nudge, knocking her off balance.

      Her arms wind-milled before she jumped off and landed on the dirt.

      Before he had a chance to laugh too hard, he realized she was coming at him, and he ran off, holding his camera up so it wouldn’t bounce against his chest. “I’m sorry,” he said, darting around one side of the Jeep, making sure to move so she was always on the other side and not able to reach him.

      She looked so exasperated that he held his camera up and took a shot of it. Which really ticked her off. She darted to the left, and he scrambled around to keep his distance, knowing full well everyone was staring at them like the annoying children they were.

      They finally came to a truce and sat together to eat the trail mix snack the tour provided. She picked all the raisins out of his, trading him for chocolate.

      “I feel like I’m cheating you,” he said. “Who prefers raisins over chocolate?”

      “The raisins are salty, which makes them delicious. And I kept some of my chocolate, I just don’t like too much sweet in my trail mix.”

      He stole another chocolate piece. “Doing my bit to help humanity,” he said with a grin.

      Gary announced they only had five minutes left. Justin got up and walked to the edge to look out at the view. A hawk soared lazily overhead. He lifted his camera and adjusted his lens, but then Cara tossed a pinecone at the back of his head, and suddenly taking a landscape photo seemed a lot less interesting. He put his camera away and went to see what she was up to.

      They shared the cramped middle seats again on the way back. Cara pulled out a set of earbuds from her purse and connected them to her phone. She’d probably brought them with the intent to tune him out, though he liked to think the reason she hadn’t taken them out until now was because he was starting to thaw her. He stole one out of her ear and tucked it into his own.

      She smacked his leg, but didn’t attempt to take back the ear bud. They bobbed along to The Beatles’ White Album, skipping over the weird songs, until the road got too bumpy for them to listen to anything.

      He settled back, crossing his arms, and taking the jolts as they came. Cara put her phone and earbuds away and sat up, gripping the top bar, and looking around.

      “Thanks for not ignoring me the whole trip,” he said.

      She glanced over at him, looking suspicious until she realized he was being serious. “You’re welcome, I guess. If nothing else, we’re friends, right?”

      If nothing else. It was a throwaway phrase, but his mind turned it over, thinking about what else they could be, if he hadn’t been such a jerk, if their lives weren’t headed in different directions, if he actually wanted to settle down here in town and be a tour guide taking old people on adventures like Gary did. Gary had three kids. Three. Ten years out of high school and their lives were polar opposites in a lot of ways.

      At the end of the tour, they took several more pictures by the Jeep to satisfy Laurie’s thirst for documentation. Justin offered to be the one to drive to the spa. His muscles tensed just thinking about it, which was sort of ironic. They’d reassured him on the phone that they wouldn’t try to make it romantic, just a blissful, relaxing experience for the two of them.

      Actually, the words blissful and relaxing were part of why he felt so edgy. That was a lot of pressure to enjoy something he wasn’t sure he wanted.

      He pulled into the spa parking lot and glanced at the car clock. They were thirty minutes early for their appointment. Not quite enough time to go grab something to eat, but too early to walk in.

      “What is it?” Cara asked. “Are we late?”

      “Early, actually.”

      “Frozen yogurt?” she asked, pointing to the shop next door.

      He sighed. “I suppose.”

      “You don’t like frozen yogurt? What kind of monster are you?”

      “It’s like a sad version of ice cream. I always expect it to taste better than it does. And we’re still getting ice cream later, aren’t we?”

      She laughed. “Your ice cream is safe. But look, they have holiday flavors. Reindeer mint and holly berry.”

      “Holly berries are poisonous,” he pointed out.

      “I’ll let you try it first then. See if it’s safe.” She grinned.

      “You’re enjoying holding a grudge over my head, aren’t you?”

      She shrugged. “It has its perks.”

      They got out and went into the frozen yogurt shop. The gal behind the counter put her phone away and stood up straighter. Obviously, it was a slow day for selling frozen yogurt.

      Justin got a water bottle out of the cooler and picked up an oatmeal chocolate chip cookie from the basket by the register. Cara, after looking at all the frozen yogurt flavor options, ended up copying him, only she got a sugar cookie.

      The shop had a stack of board games next to the tables, but Justin realized this might be a good time to talk about something that had been weighing on his mind.

      He leaned across the little round table where they were sitting. “My parents’ business is not making any money,” he whispered.

      “True.”

      “Before I suggest anything to them, I wanted to get your opinion.”

      Cara opened her mouth to blast him, but he reached across and put his finger against her lips. The touch awoke all sorts of nerve endings that he had to ignore, but it was better if she didn’t say whatever was about to come out of her mouth. “I know. I blamed you for everything. I’m the worst person in the world, forever and ever, amen.” He withdrew his hand. “Just listen. Please?”

      She nodded begrudgingly.

      “They could sell everything. The shop, the land. Land prices are crazy high right now. It’s a good location. I bet a big chain would want it. But I’m not going to suggest to my dad that he sell his business knowing I’m disintegrating your job. And all those vendors. The people who set up booths at the farmer’s market. The artists you guys showcase…”

      “Plus you’re suggesting he retire,” Cara added.

      They stared at each other, knowing they might as well suggest his dad cut off a limb.

      “My other idea was turning the shop back into a rental cabin. That’s what it was to begin with. They could build another cabin on the farmer’s market lot, maybe two. My mom would enjoy decorating them and fixing up the yards. It would give my dad something to do every day as he managed the cleaning crew and greeted guests.” He studied her for a reaction. “But again, that’s eliminating your job.”

      “The job I hate. Yeah, I’m okay with that.” She gave a laugh, tinged with just a bit of bitterness.

      “You’d be free to do whatever you wanted.”

      Free to come with him, a little voice in his head added. He took a bite of his cookie, afraid to let his mind linger on that impossibility. He couldn’t ask that. He was leaving, and she was staying. He’d been flirting too much. Enjoying himself too much. He needed to be careful.
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      Cara dozed off in the middle of her massage. The first few minutes after they arrived were highly entertaining. Justin looked around as if any minute they were about to pour a bag of spiders across his back. Then he’d made things more awkward by asking for a partition to be put up between them. Heaven forbid he see her bare back or that she should see his.

      When she was all done with her massage, dressed and showered, she met him back at the front desk. They each left a tip and walked back to his car.

      “You don’t seem very relaxed,” she noted.

      Justin got her door and then ran around to climb in. “I’m relieved to have it over with.” He stared through the windshield at the spa entrance. “Shoot, we didn’t get a picture.”

      “I took several pictures of your face while they were explaining about putting your clothes in their lockers and getting under a sheet. I captioned them too.”

      That earned her a deeply satisfying frown from him, which only made her laugh more. “Come on, we’ll go get a selfie in front of their sign.”

      He reluctantly followed, and once again they smushed their faces together and cheesed for the camera. She felt like she was getting a handle on this buddy thing. By the time Justin left, they’d be casual friends. It wouldn’t be weird when he visited. That was the goal, wasn’t it?

      They were starving, so they flipped through the vouchers until they found the one for two free burgers. The teen cashier agreed to get in a picture with them while they waited for their food. After eating quickly, they headed to the ice cream shop and the end of their date. They were almost done. They hadn’t killed each other.

      Just as Cara was thinking it hadn’t been that bad of a day, she glanced up and saw Vivian and Skye standing at the ice cream counter, staring up at the flavor combinations.

      Cara started to retreat, but Justin didn’t catch on fast enough, and Vivian spotted them coming in.

      “Justin!” Vivian reached her arms out, giving him little choice but to go hug her. Cara she completely ignored. “What a fun coincidence. My daughter Skye and I have been busy all day unpacking, but we thought we would reward ourselves with a little treat. Skye, come and meet Justin Riggs. He’s the fellow I’ve been telling you about.”

      Skye’s sweater dress hit mid-thigh, and her high-heeled leather boots ended a few inches below that. Cara tried to picture her pushing furniture in that outfit, or even lifting a box.

      Skye tossed her dyed-blonde hair over one shoulder and gave Justin an interested smile. She held out her hand for him to shake, then pulled him in to kiss his cheek. Having left lipstick on him, she held him by the jaw, licked her thumb, and rubbed it off. It was quite the introduction.

      Once free, Justin took a big step back. “Nice to meet you, Skye.”

      Vivian looked pleased. “Now Justin, there are a few things we need a big, strong man like yourself to help us with. Could we buy you ice cream as a thank you?”

      “We actually have vouchers from the auction we’re using, but thank you.” There was a long awkward pause, and he added, “But you don’t have to pay me. What is it you need help with?”

      The poor man couldn’t help being chivalrous, even when he knew it was a trap.

      “Oh, the movers left the mattress and box spring up against the wall. If you could drag them into Skye’s room, that would be wonderful. There are a few other things, but it won’t take long. Does tonight work, or did you have plans?” It was the first time Vivian’s eyes moved to take in Cara, and Cara shivered under her chilly gaze. Losing the auction had definitely changed the way Vivian looked at her.

      “We could come for a few minutes tonight, before we need to leave for the movie.” Justin reached his hand out blindly for Cara’s and managed to link arms with her instead. If he thought she was going to pretend to be his girlfriend, he was highly mistaken. She lived across the street from these two women, and she didn’t need her tires slashed.

      “Laurie is hounding us to use all the vouchers,” Cara said. “Though it’s really weird because Justin is like a brother to me.” She poked his side. “We should order ice cream, bro.”

      “Ice cream, right.” He turned toward the counter, taking her with him. She wasn’t sure she’d ever get her arm back.

      “I’ll get vanilla cream with strawberries and chocolate chips,” she told the cashier.

      Justin startled next to her, and Cara leaned around to see that Skye had sidled up next to him on the pretense of looking at the ice cream tubs.

      Skye’s hand rubbed up and down his arm. “It’s so cold in here. My fingers must be like icicles.”

      “Yeah, thanks for sharing them with me.” Justin stared down at the tubs. “Um, I’ll have whatever Cara just ordered. To go, please.” He pulled out the voucher and slid it across the counter. He gave Vivian and Skye an apologetic smile. “We’re kind of in a hurry. More vouchers to use up. It was good to see you though.”

      His dismissal would have worked better if they didn’t have to wait for the creation of their orders. Cara scrambled for something to say, but she came up blank.

      “If the two of you are like brother and sister, why did you bid on him, Cara?” Vivian finally asked.

      “I just love the senior center so much. It was my last chance to bid.” Could that kid mix in the chocolate chips a little faster?

      “And because of my fragile ego,” Justin said, giving Cara’s arm a light squeeze. “I mentioned how much I wanted to be the bachelor with the highest bid, and I told her how much it would mean to me to be fought over by women.”

      Cara snorted and quickly covered her mouth. Thankfully, her ice cream order was finally up. She took it and walked to the door, grabbing a few napkins from the dispenser. Justin was right on her heels a moment later.

      They walked quickly and quietly to his rental car and got in. He handed her his ice cream and backed out of the parking lot.

      It wasn’t until they were down the street that he looked over at her and let out a sigh of relief. “Can I apologize again? Because I’m starting to understand what you saved me from.”

      “Except you’re going over there to move furniture around tonight. Sounds like a hot date.”

      He pointed a finger at her. “We’re going over there. And what was that brother and sister stuff? You bid all that money just to serve me to them on a platter.”

      Cara laughed. “I’m not pretending to be your girlfriend. When I mentioned Skye was vindictive, I was including the competition. She’s my across-the-street neighbor now.”

      “I’m sorry to tell you this, but you’re competition whether you mean to be or not. Because of all…” His finger was pointing at her again, but he swirled it around. “This.”

      “All what?”

      He sputtered. “Your shiny hair and effortless … smile. Your rockin’ body. Don’t make me spell it out.”

      Cara’s face warmed. “Take your ice cream.” He had pulled up to her curb, and if they didn’t eat it now, it would melt into puddles.

      He looked at the ice cream she handed him, as if for the first time. “Why are there strawberries in this?”

      Cara laughed. “You asked for the same thing I ordered. Here, scrape them into mine.”

      “Gladly.”

      She took his strawberries and savored her first bite of the drippy ice cream. Still good, even when melty. “I do have work to get done, you know, besides chaperoning you while you move furniture for Vivian.”

      The begging face he gave her in response was totally pathetic. Not that it was necessary. She wouldn’t pretend to be his girlfriend, but the chaperone thing was no joke.
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      Justin eased the chest of drawers against the wall and looked to Skye for approval. Now that he had rearranged her entire room and reminded her several times that he needed to get going, he was about done being nice about it.

      She must have sensed he’d reached the end of his patience. “Oh, that’s amazing. Thank you so much.” She came at him for a hug and he dodged, heading for the door.

      “I’m not much of a hugger. Enjoy your room.” He ducked out and jogged down the hall to see where Vivian and Cara had ended up. Vivian wasn’t exactly subtle about her attempts to give him and Skye alone time.

      Cara jumped up from her chair when he came in the kitchen. “Time to go?” she asked.

      “Yes. We’ll be late for the movie.”

      “What are you two seeing?” Vivian asked.

      “I don’t remember. I just know it’s starting soon. Have a good night.” Justin opened the front door and shut it as soon as he and Cara were outside. “I never should have offered to come over. That was insane.”

      “You were trying to be chivalrous,” Cara said, patting him on the shoulder. “And they totally used it against you. How bad was it back there?”

      “Skye said we had a cosmic connection, and that with time it would only grow stronger. She wanted to read my palm, but I told her it was against my personal beliefs.”

      Cara nodded. “That’s right. Laurie doesn’t like fortune teller stuff either.”

      Justin laughed. “Well, there’s that, but I also didn’t want Skye touching me. That definitely goes against my personal beliefs.”

      He moved to cross the street, assuming he was walking Cara to her front door, but she headed for his car. “Five bucks says they’re watching us right now. I can’t go home when we told them we were going to the movies.”

      Justin resisted the urge to turn around and check. He opened the passenger door for Cara instead and ran around to get in. “Where are we going then?”

      “Well, seeing as how I can’t show up at home for a few more hours, I guess we could use another voucher, burn through these puppies.”

      “You and Laurie don’t have plans tonight?”

      Cara rubbed her hands together and held them up in front of the heating vent. “She’s been weird lately. I think she’s secretly dating someone, but I don’t know who she wouldn’t want to tell me about. Maybe Tanner Ackerman. We used to laugh about how big his head was, both literally and figuratively.”

      Justin pulled away from the curb and drove down the street. “I don’t think it’s Tanner.”

      “Why not?”

      A tiny jealous part of him didn’t want to answer, but that was stupid. “Because Tanner’s into you.”

      Cara scoffed. “I doubt that.”

      He wasn’t about to mention that Tanner told him to step aside if he wasn’t interested in Cara. And Justin should step aside. He should be sweeping her toward someone else in town, not looking forward to spending more time with her.

      He didn’t really deserve her friendship after the things he’d said to her, but she was offering it all the same. How could he turn that down?

      The folder with the vouchers was in the back seat, and Cara reached to retrieve it. “Okay, we have a free skein of yarn from the craft place, a free donut and small coffee from the gas station. Both tempting options. Ooh, this sounds nice and Christmasy. We can get a five foot Douglas fir from the Christmas tree lot. Let’s go pick one out.”

      “You’re serious.”

      “Of course I am, though I don’t know what we’d do with it. We could bring it to your granny. She sits at home by herself too much, and I heard her mention once how much she likes the smell of a fresh Christmas tree.”

      Justin picked up his phone from the console and handed it over. “Better call first and ask. Granny’s not a fan of surprises.”

      Cara took his phone and scrolled to his granny’s number. He listened with amusement while Cara attempted to offer the tree. Granny always talked loudly into the phone, assuming the other person had as hard a time hearing her as she did them, so Justin heard the entire conversation. At some point, it turned into an interrogation as to why Cara was out with him buying trees before morphing into a lecture on not wasting money on silly things like auctions to buy men who were perfectly capable of asking out women without being bribed.

      Justin took his phone back at that point. “Granny, quit bullying Cara. She’s trying to be nice. Do you want a fresh Christmas tree or not?”

      Granny did not want the tree. Her neighbor had helped her put up her artificial one weeks ago and it was perfectly adequate. He said goodnight and hung up. “Well, no good deed goes unpunished. I think that’s definitely the theme for today.”

      Cara laughed. “I think Granny forgets I’m not one of her grandchildren. She’s meaner to me than she is to Laurie.”

      And yet Cara loved his family all the same. They didn’t deserve her any more than he did.

      The tree lot was up ahead on the right. Justin turned to look at Cara. “We’ve forgotten one important detail. How would we haul off this Christmas tree? We’d need your little pickup truck.”

      Cara tapped her lips. “Okay, we’ll get a Christmas tree another time.” She flipped through the rest of the vouchers. “There are so many sweets in here. I’m getting cavities just looking through these.” She turned to him. “What do you want to do?”

      “You wouldn’t be game for it.”

      Her eyes got suspicious. “What exactly are we talking about?”

      He reached over and slid out a voucher from the camping store. “Not whatever it is you’re thinking, Cara. Get your mind out of the gutter.”

      He loved the immediate indignation that overcame her face.

      “It’s cold out. We should go get our complementary knit hats and head up to the water tower. It’s not Christmasy or much of a proper date activity but—”

      “Let’s do it.” She slapped her hands on her jeans. “It doesn’t need to be a proper date. We’re friends.”

      Justin turned the car around and headed back toward the camping store, not really sure why the idea had occurred to him. The water tower was nothing special, but it reminded him of growing up in town, of talking and laughing and goofing off with friends. The thought of bringing Cara there was like everything coming full circle.
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      Cara fiddled with the forest green beanie on her head, which was three sizes too big. Justin had picked it out for her, promising it was the warmest one. She had to admit it did help with the cold. Her head was warm even if her nose and cheeks felt tingly, probably a shade of red she was better not knowing about. The water tower was a bit of a hike from the road, and there was only a bare sliver of moonlight to guide them. The trail through the brush, created long ago by a succession of teen thrill-seekers, was narrow and meandering. Justin held out the little flashlight he’d bought at the camping store and reached back for Cara’s hand. This time, she let him take it.

      It was their first time holding hands, and she attempted to downplay the significance of it in her mind. His warm hand in hers felt so good, and he kept her close to his side, causing their arms to brush against each other over and over as they walked.

      Up ahead, she spotted the familiar little gate that blocked the winding stairs wrapping all the way up the old tower. They hopped over the gate and began the climb up.

      “When was the last time you were up here?” she asked, trying not to huff and puff. She needed to add stair climbing to her regular workout routine.

      “Graduation night. I didn’t stay long. Everyone was drinking, and I almost had a beer bottle dropped on my head. What about you? Did you come here a lot in high school?”

      He seemed to be asking the same question she’d been fishing for. How much trouble had she gotten into up here, and who had she been with?

      “Laurie and I were good girls. Our boyfriends were highly disappointed whenever they took us up to the top.”

      Justin gave a nervous laugh. “That’s not why I brought you, you know. I’ve actually never kissed anyone on this tower.”

      “Let’s keep it that way.” She poked him in the back. “Why are we here then?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe we should have gone to see a movie like we said.”

      “There was nothing good playing.”

      “There’s never anything good playing. They only have four screens and they use one of them for old classics.”

      She lectured him about the many fine qualities of their little town as they reached the top, both exasperated and amused by his escalating insults in return. As his laughter floated off into the cold night, she thought she understood a little bit of why he brought her here. A movie theater would have been warmer, but not nearly as memorable. They wouldn’t be able to talk.

      They sat together with their arms over the guard rail and their legs dangling. It was a little December miracle that the night sky was clear, making the whole sky a painting of stars. Neither of them were any good at astronomy, so they made up fake constellations with ridiculous stories to match. The chill from the metal floor seeped through Cara’s jeans, and she retreated into her coat, so terribly cold but not ready to leave yet.

      “You’re freezing.” He pulled her closer and took his arm out of his jacket sleeve so he could wrap the jacket around them both.

      Eventually their conversation died out, but they stayed like that, snuggled up together. Cara pushed away the warnings going off in her head. She didn’t want to listen to them.

      The jacket slipped off her shoulder again, and Justin reached around and tucked it back in place, leaving his hand on her shoulder.

      “When did you start carving animals?” he asked. “I remember you always sketching things, doodling on paper, but nothing like that.”

      “We had a next-door neighbor who had a woodworking shop in his backyard. He kept to himself. I don’t think you ever met him. I would watch from my side of the fence, and one day, I got bold enough to go over and ask questions. Eventually, he let me try to make things.” She sighed. “He died when I was in college and left all his woodworking tools to me in his will. I was stunned. I had no idea he thought much of me at all. My mom felt terrible because, understandably, she worried about me going over there so much. She helped me move everything into the sunroom and convert it into a workshop.”

      “I looked you up. You’ve made some incredible pieces.”

      She had learned to take compliments without trying to downplay herself, but that was for handling customers and shop owners, representing herself as an artist. This was Justin.  All she wanted to do was deflect. “Do you have a favorite photo you’ve taken?” she asked.

      “Yes. I was in New Orleans capturing a parade. I took a side street, thinking I’d catch back up with a different section of it, and I ended up in a neighborhood instead. A group of kids were playing double dutch out in the street. The afternoon lighting was perfect. Long shadows from the trees overhead. Their parents gave me permission to take their photo. When I look at it, I remember what it sounded like—the song they were singing, the slap of the jump rope on the asphalt, and the horns from the parade a few streets over.” He ducked his head. “Sorry. You’ll regret bringing up photography with me. I’ll bore you to death.”

      “There are worse things in life than being boring. Though, I can’t think of any right now.” She laughed when he squeezed her shoulder. She wasn’t about to tell him the truth, that she enjoyed the sound of his voice, especially when it got rumbly and soft right next to her ear.

      Justin stood and helped her to her feet. She gasped as blood rushed back into her achy limbs. They made the trek down, and his hand found hers again when they reached the trail through the brush. His fingers rubbed lightly over hers, in a way that was more flirty than protective.

      Cara let go of his hand, but stayed close. She’d been doing such a good job of treating him like a buddy, but that only worked when he treated her the same way. Anything more than friendship was a one-way ticket to heartache. She would not open herself up to that again.

      “You okay?” he asked on the drive home.

      She nodded. “I’m perfect. Just a little sleepy.” And introspective.

      When he parked in front of her house, she hopped out before he had a chance to get her door.

      He jogged to catch up with her on her front porch.

      She crossed her arms, taking a step back. “Goodnight.”

      “Goodnight.” He looked a little confused, and possibly offended, but Cara turned and stuck her key in the lock, quickly pushing her way inside. It was for his own good, because if he thought he could turn this into anything more than friendship, she would go back to her plan to have him Photoshop her into his photos.

      Her mom was curled up in front of the TV, watching a Christmas Hallmark movie. The couple on the screen were making snow angels and laughing like it was the most magical thing in the world. It looked cold.

      “Is it any good?” Cara asked.

      “I’m not sure yet. I just turned it on.”

      Cara studied her mom a little closer. She had on her usual ratty bathrobe, but it was over a cute outfit, and her hair and makeup were done.

      “Did you go out tonight?” Cara asked, sitting on the edge of the couch.

      “Um, sort of. The contractor for the roof repair on the senior center took me to dinner. To discuss the progress of the roof, of course.”

      “Of course,” Cara said, breaking out into a giddy grin.

      Her mom blushed. “He lives in Sedona. We’ve been texting back and forth.”

      “That’s awesome!” Cara tried to temper her reaction. “I mean, that’s interesting.” She would hate it if it was the reverse, and her mom was the one freaking out over her date with Justin.

      “So, how was your night?”

      Cara snuggled deeper into the couch. “It was … good.” A satisfied smile played on her lips.
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      Justin cursed the photography job he had to do in Flagstaff that day. Well, not the job. Capturing the first snow fun. A storm had moved in late last night and dumped several inches on Edge Creek, and even more on Flagstaff. But the timing was terrible. Getting to know Cara again only had him wanting more, and time was running out.

      He called her on the drive into Flagstaff, using the excuse of planning more activities to use up the vouchers.

      She put him on speaker phone. He could tell by the scraping sounds that she was already out in her sunroom working.

      “We should do the arcade next,” she suggested. “What should we pair it with?”

      “Whatever you want. But how about a movie tonight when I get back?”

      She scoffed. “We agreed there was nothing good playing.”

      “When has that ever stopped anyone from going to the movies?”

      She laughed. “True. True.”

      He kept her talking until he reached Flagstaff, using the excuse that he needed someone to keep him awake.

      A call came in from a number he didn’t recognize as he was setting up to take photos of the ski lodge. He ignored it, until he got a call from the same number on the way back to Edge Creek.

      “Hello?”

      “Hi, Justin. This is Skye. Remember me?”

      He wished he didn’t. How she got his number was a mystery he’d have to unravel. “How’s it going?”

      “Excellent as always. I thought it might be fun to meet for dinner tonight.”

      “I’m sorry, I have other plans.”

      “Well, what about another night? When are you free?”

      “Skye, I don’t think it’s a good idea. I have a girlfriend.” He almost considered telling her it was Cara, but he didn’t want Skye’s attention on her across-the-street neighbor.

      “And she didn’t mind you being in a bachelor auction?”

      “Why do you think Cara had to bid so high on me? She’s the only woman my girlfriend trusts with me. I’m sorry. Thanks for the invitation, though.”

      He hung up, hating that he had to lie, but relieved he’d been able to put Skye off with an excuse that didn’t mean he had to hide being seen with Cara.

      He went home and got ready for their movie date, putting on cologne, panicking that it was too overpowering, and then washing it off. It was like he was fifteen all over again.

      Cara looked amazing in a red sweater and jeans with boots. But then, she made anything look good.

      “What movie did you decide on?” he asked, after opening the passenger side door for her and going around to get in.

      “You did say I could pick whatever I wanted.”

      “That’s a reassuring answer.” He assumed that meant they were watching It’s a Wonderful Life, the classic movie choice for the month. Despite seeing it a ton of times, he was okay with that.

      But when they got up to the ticket counter, Cara asked for The Curse of Christmas, laughing when Justin groaned. The Curse of Christmas was a dark and edgy take on A Christmas Carol. The reviewers hadn’t been kind. Not that any of the other movie choices were stellar.

      He bought popcorn, a box of Junior Mints, and two drinks. They took their time picking middle seats not too close to the screen, but not too far back. The mostly empty theater matched his expectations for the movie. Apparently, no one else wanted to see this either.

      Cara raised an eyebrow when he lifted up the armrest between them, but she settled in to rest against his shoulder. She smelled like cinnamon and vanilla, and he knew he’d sit through pretty much anything as an excuse to have her next to him.

      Unfortunately, she kept her arms crossed, guaranteeing he couldn’t hold her hand. In fact, the only time their fingers touched was the one time they reached for popcorn at the same time.

      The movie was as dumb as he expected. Filmed in a sepia tone, it made Ebenezer Scrooge’s frown all the more sinister. The movie so desperately wanted to be serious that you couldn’t take it seriously.

      Cara reached for another handful of popcorn, and he made sure to reach at the same time, brushing against her fingers.

      She ignored it, so he did it again.

      She hugged the popcorn bucket. “I’m not sharing with you anymore,” she whispered.

      “Why not?” he smiled, full of innocence he knew she wouldn’t buy for a second.

      “Because our buttery hands meeting inside the popcorn container is not romantic. Like, not even a little bit.” Her lecture face was ruined as she began to laugh and couldn’t stop.

      They got shushed by the two ladies sitting behind them.

      “I can’t believe you, Cara,” he whispered. “Keep it down over there.”

      She laughed some more and took a long sip of her soda.

      On the screen, Ebenezer Scrooge ran down another alley filled with fog and dark corners. His attempts to evade the ghost of Christmas past had lasted for twenty minutes with no end in sight.

      “This is the longest chase scene ever,” Cara whispered. “You ready to go?”

      He nodded. They ducked down so to not block the screen, and made their way to the exit.

      “Where to now?” he asked once they were in his car. He put his drink in the cup holder and gestured to the half-eaten bucket of popcorn.

      She retrieved the voucher folder from the back seat and pulled out the one for the drive-thru Christmas light display.

      He drove there and handed in the voucher, pulling his rental car slowly through the entrance, where half-moon strands of twinkling lights crossed over the top of them.

      “See, this is so much better,” she said, craning her neck to see out her window. “We can eat our popcorn and Junior Mints and still talk to each other without being shushed.”

      “I thought I was banned from eating popcorn with you,” he said.

      She handed him the tub, her eyes narrowing. “I’m granting you leniency on the grounds that you were super bored and wanted to tease me.”

      “I wasn’t teasing, I was trying to hold your hand. Your buttery, buttery, hand.”

      Cara rolled her eyes. “You’re the worst.”

      “I know.”

      She nudged his shoulder. “But I am sorry for picking a bad movie. Fooled by the previews again.”

      “You liked the preview?”

      She got all indignant, which only made him laugh harder. Teasing her was the best.
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        * * *

      

      Cara escaped inside her house the second night in a row after giving Justin a fist bump on her doorstep. Laughing at his reaction was the icing on a fun date. Too fun. She couldn’t fall for him. Not again. They were friends. She had to stick to the boundaries of friendship.

      Her mom was working but would be home soon, so Cara pulled the quilt from off her bed and dragged it to the couch to wait for her. She found another Hallmark Christmas movie on, the kind her mom loved so much. Just as the prince from some made-up European country was about to reveal his true identity, Cara’s phone jingled in her purse. She dived to grab it and checked the screen. A call from Laurie.

      “Laurie? You haven’t been answering my calls. Are you okay?”

      “I’m excellent. I’ve been revamping the town’s tourism site, and I didn’t want to suck you into it. I haven’t showered in two days, and I’m surrounded by dirty dishes, but this website looks amazing! Come see it.”

      “I’ll grab my laptop and have a look.”

      “No, no. Come over so we can look at it together. I promise I’ll shower before you get here. Please, Cara.”

      Cara laughed. “Your apartment or your parents’ house?”

      “My parents’ house. Where else would I be?”

      Cara hesitated. That meant seeing Justin again. Her traitorous heart jumped in excitement over that thought, but she gave it a firm scolding. He was just a fixture there, the annoying brother of her friend. She would run straight up to Laurie’s room, and he wouldn’t even know she was there.

      “Okay fine. I’ll be there in twenty minutes.” She texted her mom, letting her know where she was going, ran and changed into her flannel pajamas, and threw her hair up into a ponytail. All the more incentive to avoid seeing Justin when she got there.
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      The sight of Cara sneaking into the house in flannel pajamas had Justin rearranging his favorites list again. He paused the TV and waited until the moment she’d turn and spot him sitting on the couch.

      When their eyes met, she startled and let out a little yelp. “I thought you’d be in bed already.”

      “You thought I’d be in bed, or you were hoping I’d be in bed?” He raised an eyebrow, trying to figure out what was going on with her.

      She didn’t answer, and instead took the stairs two at a time, up to what he assumed was Laurie’s room.

      He unpaused his show, which now held zero interest for him, and finally turned it off and went upstairs to see how much he could annoy his sister and the girl who was changing his whole world. Spending time with Cara only made him want more of it.

      Laurie and Cara were looking through the images the bachelors had sent in from their dates so far. She had them on some sort of slide show on the Edge Creek website.

      Instead of interrupting them, he watched, once again amazed at Laurie’s drive and ingenuity. If she’d been the one running the farmer’s market and the gift shop instead of Dad, he had no doubt they wouldn’t be in the mess they were in today. But he was glad she got her dream job. Laurie made a much better tourism director.

      “So, you were out with Justin again today. How was that?” Laurie asked Cara.

      Justin cleared his throat, not wanting to be caught eavesdropping on that conversation, and a little afraid of what Cara might say about him. She was a hard one to read, at times so feisty he wanted to throw her over one shoulder and whirl her around, and at other times as forgiving and noble as Mother Theresa. He couldn’t help wanting to be a better person around her.

      Laurie picked up a Beanie Baby and chucked it at him. “Go away so we can talk about you.”

      He made himself comfortable on Laurie’s bed instead, grinning when they both glared in his direction. “Is this a sleepover thing?”

      “No, I’m leaving.” Cara stood and grabbed up her purse. “It looks amazing, Laurie. Let me know how the tracking goes. That’s a great idea to drive all the social media posts over to the town website.” Her eyes landed on him, searing him with their intensity, but then she waved goodbye and practically raced out of the room.

      She was running away. From him. Justin’s chest gave a painful squeeze, but he couldn’t exactly take off after her. Could he?

      “I’m gonna go get a drink of water.” He eased himself off the bed and hurried downstairs as quietly as he could, not caring if Laurie suspected something.

      Cara was standing in front of the Christmas tree, staring into the multi-colored lights. “You really are a pest,” she whispered.

      Justin walked over, flicking one of the shiny ornaments and making it spin. “I’m sorry about that. So, are you back to hating me?”

      She shook her head. “I wish. A reckless part of me was hoping you’d come down those stairs right after me. And you did.”

      His heartbeat picked up speed, and he stepped closer, reaching out his hand until his fingers laced with hers.

      Her gaze held so many questions he couldn’t quite answer. All he knew was that he wanted to kiss her. Nothing overwhelming, nothing impulsive. Just one little kiss. It was a lie, but one he was quite willing to believe.

      She held perfectly still as he leaned in and pressed his lips against hers. A whisper of a kiss. Her skin was so soft. A thousand nerve endings broke into song as he put a hand to her back and drew her in closer. Their next kiss intensified quickly.

      “Justin,” she whispered, her breath coming fast and warm against his skin. “We can’t.”

      He stepped back, dropping his hands to his sides. “I’m sorry.”

      She hugged herself. “I wanted this, so much, but sometimes we want the wrong things.” With that, she grabbed up her purse from the top of the couch and fled.
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      The gift shop was doing better. Definitely better than this time last year, and definitely better than the week before the bachelor auction. But still not enough. Not enough to push the rock of debt and spending up the hill.

      The numbers began to swim before Cara’s eyes. She closed up the spreadsheet and went back to prepping the shop to open for the day.

      She polished her statues, straightened the display of dancing Santas, setting several off, and then swept up a sprinkling of glitter on the floor.

      All morning she’d felt a little numb, but it was wearing off. If she didn’t think about last night, she could pretend it didn’t happen. But chills broke out over her arms and the memory flooded over her again.

      Her second time kissing Justin had been so different than their first. For one thing, he’d initiated it this time. And unlike her, he’d been careful, asking with his eyes, taking only what she was willing to give, kissing her so tenderly she thought she might drown in the quiet passion of it.

      Would she ever find a man who could eclipse that? One who would stay?

      Justin had called twice already, but she hadn’t answered. Without a doubt, she was a brilliant example of sending mixed messages, but he had to understand how confused she felt. How torn. She wanted something she couldn’t have, so it was better to remove the temptation.

      She heard Arthur whistling and his keys jingling as he came in the back door, stamping his boots on the mat.

      “It looks nice, Cara.” He glanced around wistfully. “I had a long talk with Justin last night after my wife and I got home from play rehearsal. You really think this would be better off as a rental cabin?”

      Cara had thought about it a lot, turning the square footage around in her mind to picture it as something else. “I’ve seen rental cabins that had crafts for sale. They were part of the décor you could take home, for a price, if you fell in love with it.”

      Arthur’s eyes lit up at that, and Cara held up a hand. “But you should let your wife be in charge of that part.”

      “Not you?” Arthur asked, his feet shifting uncomfortably.

      “Not me. I’m perfectly fine with getting fired so you two can love your business again.”

      “And the farmer’s market?”

      “There are other locations for that. The general store has that great big graded parking lot next to them. You’d be surprised at how well people adapt when one opportunity closes.”

      He rubbed the smooth surface of the counter. “I think that’s what we’ll do then. I thought it would kill me to say it, but I feel like a weight has been lifted off my shoulders.”

      “Good.” Cara gathered up her things. Justin had done it. He’d breezed into town, stealing hearts and solving problems that had seemed impossible. And now he could go.
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      Justin stared at the email with a new job offer. It had arrived in his inbox sometime last night, probably around the time he was kissing Cara, a moment so perfect he was afraid to admit it to himself. The bittersweetness of it couldn’t even diminish that.

      He used to beg for jobs like this, shove his photos in front of anyone who would give him a moment of their time, try to convince them they needed his expertise.

      And eventually that gave way to word of mouth, a reputation of quality and availability.

      He’d never turned down a quality job. Especially not in the Caribbean. This particular chain of resorts had been good to him. He took their promotional photos, but also did photo shoots of guests, destination weddings, even marriage proposals.

      They wanted him for a month, starting the first full week of January.

      He ran his hands through his hair, picturing Cara’s face when she pulled away from his kiss. Regret. Heartbreak. Once again, he’d been selfish, putting his own needs first. Now she was avoiding his calls.

      He closed his email app and sank onto his bed, resting his head in his hands. It was insane to even think about turning this job down … for a relationship so new and tentative he didn’t know what he’d say if he told Cara he was considering staying.

      Not new. His mind whispered the truth. He’d known Cara since she was a scrawny kid. His feelings for her had just morphed over time, crept up on him and taken over. He realized with some alarm that he had wanted her to be responsible for his family’s financial troubles, so he wouldn’t have to see what he’d missed out on all those years ago. Because he had definitely missed out.

      He didn’t know what to do. His parents agreed to the new business plan to turn the gift shop and the lot next to it into rental cabins. But renovations and a brand new cabin, even one made from a kit, required startup money they no longer had. Justin had convinced them to take it from him. If all went well, they’d pay him back in a year, but Justin had accepted the possibility he might never get his savings back.

      He always answered potential clients promptly, but when he returned to reading the email from the resort, he froze again. He couldn’t say yes only to back out of it. He had to be sure.

      Laurie’s familiar bouncing jog up the stairs reminded him that there was one person he could potentially hit up for information. He winced. Telling Laurie anything was a risk. Like answering this email, it was putting his feet down one road, with consequences if he backed out of it.

      “Laurie?” he called out.

      She came over and leaned against the door frame. “Hey. What’s up?”

      “I need to ask you something. And I need you to not ask me why I’m asking.”

      “Okay.” Her agreement was said more like a question, but he’d take it.

      “Does Cara plan to stay in this town forever? I mean, she’s not working for us anymore. She could do anything she wanted. Do you happen to know what it is she wants?”

      Laurie pushed up the sleeves of her sweater and stared him down. “Are you in love with her?”

      Justin looked away. Was he that obvious? “You promised not to ask me why I was asking.”

      “But you are, aren’t you?”

      He wanted to deny it, but he couldn’t. “She’s kind of hard not to love.”

      Laurie clapped her hands in excitement. “I knew it. The way you two sneak secret glances at each other is adorable.” Her face turned serious. “But if you break her heart, I’ll kill you.”

      “Well, then I might as well be dead because I seem to keep hurting her over and over again.” His sister knew so much already, there was no point in holding back the rest. So he didn’t. The whole story came tumbling out, though he skimmed over certain details too personal to share. When he got to the part about confronting Cara in the parking lot of the high school after the auction, he almost couldn’t get the words out.

      Laurie pressed her head against the door frame. “Oh, Justin, you’re such a loser.”

      “Yeah, I’m aware. So aware.”

      “But she seems to like you anyway.” She sighed. “So, what are you even asking? I thought you were leaving right after Christmas. Are you asking if Cara would come with you?”

      “I guess I’m asking if that’s possible. She has her art here and her mom…”

      Laurie sputtered. “Anything is possible, but you’re asking the wrong person. I can’t hedge your bets for you. I wish I could. All I can say is if you don’t ask her, you’ll never know. How bad do you want to know?”

      And there was the real question. Was he willing to put his heart on the line? To put himself up for rejection? Cara had. She’d faced that same risk when he left five years ago, and now here they were again. Coming back to town a third time in a to-be-foreseen future and expecting Cara to want to pick up where they left off was pure fantasy.

      “Thanks, Laurie.” His sister was always good for a reality check, blowing aside all the unimportant details and showing the hard truth hidden beneath.

      “Good luck. I promise I won’t say anything until you two … figure out whatever you figure out.” She left the doorway and retreated to her room.

      Justin opened up a browser window and began a search he’d done many times, though he limited it to travel photography jobs within the United States. He doubted Cara even had a passport.

      This was crazy. He almost gave up, right then and there. Their lives were going in totally different directions. But instead, he pressed on, applying to a few that were in locations where he could be close and still make money. Then he went to his personal email, opened a file marked ‘Cara,’ and reread the email draft he should have sent five years ago. Before he lost his nerve, he copied and pasted it into a new email, wrote a short message at the top, and sent it to Cara. Now there was no turning back.
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      Cara took a break from her woodworking. The doe sculpture sitting in front of her was almost done, the sleek lines of its raised head beautiful. The ears were her favorite part. Cara found it strange that such a delicate and feminine face on an animal would be matched with gigantic fluffy ears.

      She had texted Justin, letting him know she was working today. It was her attempt to be courteous, but not encouraging. If she didn’t get some distance from him, her heart would break all over again. Whenever he came to mind, she pushed him out. It was working fairly well, but then Vivian and Skye walked into her backyard and came for a visit. She knew they would want to talk about their favorite bachelor. If they’d knocked at the front door, she could have just not answered, but it was hard to pretend not to be home when they could see her through the screen door.

      “Come in,” she said, putting on a welcoming smile. She drew out the two stools she kept in her shop and took a break to clean up her workspace a little bit.

      “Look at you. So industrious.” Vivian rubbed her hands together, looking around at the various machinery. “So, I wanted to apologize.”

      Cara’s eyes widened.

      “It’s just that, after I saw you and Justin give each other one of those … um… knuckle bumps when he dropped you off the other night, and before that just a wave at the door, I knew you had to be telling the truth about the whole brother and sister thing.”

      Skye nodded, looking sympathetic. “You said goodbye to him like he might have leprosy.”

      Vivian leaned forward. “Do you know his girlfriend well? He told Skye you were the only one she’d never be jealous of. I understand now why you had to win the auction. And honestly I’m relieved I didn’t spend all that money just to find out he already had a girlfriend.”

      “I’m glad you’re relieved,” Cara said, not sure what else to say. They didn’t seem at all embarrassed to be admitting to watching her house often enough to catch her at the end of both her dates.

      “The fragile ego thing was a joke, right?” Vivian slapped her knee. “He has such a keen sense of humor. It’s a shame he’s not single. Laurie never should have put him in the auction. I’m thinking of filing a complaint.”

      Cara’s eyes widened. “Oh, Laurie didn’t know he had a girlfriend. She was very upset to find out.”

      “Well, all the same, if she does this next year, she’ll need better vetting.”

      There would be no next year, but they could find that out themselves. Laurie was already on to other schemes that might not be the headache this one was, however successful.

      The stools weren’t the most comfortable seating, nor was Cara a brilliant conversationalist when it came to keeping up with these two and their tendency to bounce from subject to subject, but the two women stayed to talk for another half-hour before finally saying goodbye.

      Now Justin was in her head again.

      She’d practically begged him to kiss her last night, and when he did, she fled. It was her move next. But she wouldn’t be making one. In fact, she was feeling a little rebellious about the bachelor auction vouchers that had led them here. She needed a distraction, and working wasn’t helping right now. Her deadlines weren’t that tight.

      Justin had given her the folder for safe-keeping, and she went over to it and flipped it open. She pulled out the voucher for the Christmas tree lot and tapped it against her hand, thinking.

      The senior center closed for the repairs to the roof, but it would be officially reopening in the next few days. Wouldn’t it be nice if everyone was greeted with a beautiful Christmas tree?

      The decision made, Cara drove over to the tree lot and picked out a Douglas fir from the five-foot section, using the voucher. She had them load it into the back of her truck. Then she drove over to the senior center and parked.

      She used her key to unlock the place and flipped on the lights before running back through the snow to retrieve the tree. Except there was someone leaning against her truck bed, looking at her with both amusement and more than a little frustration.

      “Hi, Justin.”

      He lowered the tailgate and slid out the tree, carrying it in for her without having to be asked. “Where do you want it?” he asked.

      She pointed to the spot by the front window and brought over the base so they could set it up.

      “How’d you know I was here?” she asked.

      “I spotted your truck pulling in with the Christmas tree in the back. I figured you might want some help.”

      “Thanks.” She pushed her palms together, trying to come up with an explanation for why she went to get the tree without him. Something that didn’t involve how much she wanted to avoid him right now.

      “I’ll get some water to fill the base,” he said, jabbing his thumb towards the kitchen.

      While he did that, she pulled what was left of the Christmas decorations down from the shelf in the closet. A lot of it was already in use in the room. They had a cheesy swag of fake evergreen going across the wall and a plastic Santa figure in the corner that was meant as an outdoor decoration but had somehow ended up inside.

      Justin peeked in the box of decorations on his way back from the kitchen with a pitcher of water. “We’re decorating it then, too?”

      Cara rolled her eyes. Well, she’d been planning to decorate the tree by herself, but apparently now it was a team effort. She handed him the two jumbled sets of Christmas lights. “Test these out, will ya?”

      It was easy to pretend they were buddies again while they were both busy. She put up the bulbs and the few random ornaments she could find in the box while Justin strung the lights around the tree after making sure they worked. The bottom of the box was strewn with pieces of silver tinsel, which Justin managed to sneak out and drop over her head.

      She laughed and shook most of it out. Justin approached cautiously and moved to pick the last few pieces out of her hair, his hands light and his face close enough that his breath warmed her forehead.

      “Why did you pick out the tree without me?” he asked.

      She stared at his chest, knowing she would see hurt if she looked up into his eyes. “What are we, Justin? I know it’s too soon to have this conversation, but you’re not staying here, and I don’t want to be toyed with.”

      He took one of her hands and tugged her over to the ratty couch used as spectator seating for ping pong matches.

      He kept her hand, lightly squeezing hers. “It was never my intention to toy with you. More than anything, I want whatever you want.”

      Whatever she wanted? She wanted him to stay, but she couldn’t ask that of him. “I want to be friends, so we don’t have to avoid each other when you come home again.”

      “That’s all you want?” he asked.

      What else was there? What exactly was he offering? The weight in the middle of her chest expanded to the size of a boulder, but she put on her best unconcerned face. “We make great friends, don’t we?”

      “Yeah, I guess we do.” His hand slid away from hers.

      It was for the best, though it didn’t feel that way.

      She stood, pulling the center’s keys out of her pocket. “We’d better go. I doubt the roof repair guys would like us in here.”

      She locked up as soon as they were both out and escaped in her truck. The tears just about choked her, but she managed to hold them in until she was sure Justin was gone.
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      That hadn’t gone well. Justin stood in his parents’ driveway rubbing his hands to keep them warm, not sure whether to go in or find somewhere else to be miserable. For a few minutes, all his irritation was pointed at Cara for trying to push the friend thing again when he knew she felt more. But he hadn’t exactly promised he was staying. In fact, he hadn’t said much at all because deep down, he still hadn’t decided. He was still fence straddling, waiting for her to notice the email he’d sent and somehow know what he was maybe offering without having to say it. He was an idiot.

      The buzz of his cell phone in the passenger seat startled him. He picked it up. “Hi, Dad.”

      “Hey, are you flaking out on me? I’m already over here at the shop, and if your mother finds out I’ve been lifting boxes I’ll never hear the end of it.” Dad’s laugh turned into a cough.

      “I’ll be right there. Stop lifting things, Dad.” Justin got in his rental car and pulled away from the curb. He headed toward the gift shop, glad to have some purpose to his day, even if it wasn’t the one he’d wished for. Everything in him wanted to be with Cara right now.

      Their trailer was parked outside the gift shop, ready to be filled with inventory.

      Justin walked into the shop and was shocked to see mostly bare shelves inside. He’d expected his dad to put up more resistance, to want to sell off all the inventory first, to delay the inevitable.

      But despite his dad’s insistence on not making changes lightly, he seemed to have jumped into the new business plan with a single-minded intensity Justin had never seen before.

      “So, you’re still okay with this?” Justin asked, going over to the art shelf. It hadn’t been emptied yet. Justin would do it himself, making sure everything was packed carefully. All the art would be returned to the artists. The rest of the inventory was being sold to one of the farmer’s market vendors who had a large storage shed.

      Dad rubbed his jaw. “I had a long talk with your mom. Cara wasn’t the only one trying to put a buzz in my ear about the way things were going, but I wasn’t listening. I wasn’t paying attention. It’s time I start doing what’s best for the woman I love, and not what’s best for me. Because, what this hard head is slowly realizing is that what’s best for me is to not think about me at all.”

      The words were like an arrow finding their mark in the middle of Justin’s conundrum. He didn’t know what Cara wanted from him because he hadn’t asked, not really. If he wanted her honest answer, he would have to be completely honest on his end. And that was scary. It seemed like the more he tried to get close, the more she resisted.

      Justin had plenty of time to work through what he might say while they packed up the shop. The hours seemed to drag, though he stayed busy the whole time. A few of the art vendors came and picked up their items. They were gracious about the shop closing and wished them well.

      Once they had the trailer loaded, Justin drove with his dad over to the vendor’s house and moved all the inventory into their shed. Tired but determined to not delay another minute, he called Cara on his drive home.

      She answered, sounding wary. “Hi, Justin.”

      At least she’d stopped avoiding his calls altogether. That was a baby step in the right direction.

      “How do you feel about air hockey?” he asked.

      “Like, its viability as a sport, or how do I feel about the possibility of playing it with you?”

      He laughed. “Okay, let me reword that. Would you like to go to the arcade with me? Just two buddies in fierce competition. We can discuss whether it’s a real sport later.”

      Her drawn out breath in response had him holding his, waiting for her to say no.

      “Just as friends?” she asked.

      “Yeah, just as friends. I don’t know about you, but I wouldn’t put the arcade up at the top of my list of romantic locations. And since we’re going as friends, it shouldn’t hurt my manhood to admit how bad I am at air hockey. I still plan to win, though.”

      “It’s on. When do you want to go?”

      “How about in an hour.”

      “Okay, sure.”

      “See you soon, buddy.” He ended the call and shook his head. Let her think he was on board with the friends forever plan. With a little luck, this would be the most romantic night she’d ever have.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Cara prepped for her date, freshening up her hair and makeup. Not a date, she corrected. They were friends now. Her feelings soared toward pure elation before crashing down in familiar misery. The idea that they could be friends and nothing more was sounding less and less plausible, but continuing to avoid him didn’t seem right either.

      She would get it all figured out after he left, along with what to do now that she wouldn’t be working at the gift shop or farmer’s market. Woodworking was satisfying, but oh, so solitary. She wasn’t bound to meet anyone new hiding out in her workroom.

      Once she was ready to go, she sat on the couch and waited for Justin, scrolling through her phone. Her mom was on a date with the contractor guy again, and Cara texted her, asking how things were going. She got a thumbs up in response, which was a very unsatisfying answer, though to be expected. The friendly interrogation would come later.

      Laurie’s bachelor auction updates were hilarious, and Cara marveled at all the comments and reactions she was getting. She was still looking at them when she heard Justin’s footsteps coming up the walk.

      She threw open the door. “Hey. Ready to lose?”

      “Ah, the trash talking begins.” He led the way back to his car and opened her door for her.

      Once they were both in, she went back to Laurie’s latest posts and showed Justin the various photos.

      “I don’t think I want to know how often my face is showing up in her feed,” he said.

      “The photographer doesn’t like to be photographed?”

      “It’s a thing.” He smiled. “Not even an Instagram filter can help this mug.”

      “Whatever.” She loved his face, and based on the comments, there were other women who quite liked it too.

      It was time to get off her phone, but she realized she hadn’t checked her email all day. There could be questions from the art buyers, and they would need an update on her progress. Her eyes zeroed in on an email from Justin sitting at the top of her inbox, distracting her completely. The subject said Please Read This.

      She glanced over at him, humming along to Silver Bells and completely oblivious to her sudden shock. He’d sent it this morning, but hadn’t said a word to her about it. Why not? She quickly opened the email and read.

      

      This is the email I wrote you five years ago. It’s about time you got to see it.

      

      Dear Cara,

      

      I’ve rewritten this so many times and each attempt gets worse. I have nothing to promise you. Nothing to offer you. I spent all my money on my camera equipment and the plane ticket here. If I don’t do this I’m afraid I’ll always regret it. But part of me wants to turn around and go home and find out why you kissed me.

      

      Maybe I’m overthinking this and it was just a stupid dare, but I’d like to think we’ve been friends long enough that you wouldn’t kiss me unless you meant it. It meant something to me, too. I wish I could back that up with something to give you. I wish I could take you with me. I wish I was half as brave as you, because I’m pretty sure I’ll never send this.

      

      Love,

      Justin

      

      Was that really what he’d written all those years ago? Cara didn’t know what to think. Maybe it was a re-creation of his feelings the way he remembered them. She read it again, and traitorous tears pricked at her eyes. Why had he sent this? To let her know how badly he felt about leaving again? To be nostalgic?

      Part of her wanted to pretend she hadn’t seen it, but she looked over at Justin, and this time he was watching her.

      “Are you okay?” he asked. He glanced down at her phone and back up again. “Is that…?”

      “It’s your email. Why did you send me this?”

      Justin rubbed his hands on the steering wheel. “I wish I could say it was a romantic gesture, but the truth is … I sent it so there would be no going back.”

      “No going back?”

      He reached out and took her hand, his eyes asking for permission to keep it. “I’m going to pull over, okay?” He slowed down and eased onto the shoulder. The arcade was less than a mile ahead, but they couldn’t exactly go play like there was nothing going on.

      The warmth of his hand in hers was the only thing anchoring her in place.

      “Cara, look at me.”

      She gave him a small smile, and he squeezed her hand. “I read that email now and I’m glad I never sent it. Because it was all empty gestures and excuses. It was me explaining why what I wanted was more important.”

      She shook her head. “Your dreams were important, Justin. It was selfish of me to try to grab your attention at the last minute.”

      “And I got my dream. What I want to know now is if I can be a part of yours, whatever that is.” He paused, biting his lip. “I don’t want to leave this time. But if you really only want to be friends, and long-distance ones at that, then I’ll stop bothering you. This arcade outing will be our last hurrah. We’ll split up the rest of the vouchers, and I’ll paste my body right next to yours in all your pictures like I’m some online stalker.”

      She laughed and wiped away a rebellious tear that had escaped. Hope bubbled up, but fear too. “And if I do want to be more than friends?” Her mind dared to consider the possibility. But it was immediately tempered with reality. “You’re a travel photographer. Your job description has the word travel in it.”

      “It also has the word photographer.”

      She let out a shaky breath. “You’re scaring me.”

      His face filled with so much immediate disappointment, though he tried to hide it with an understanding smile. “It’s too much too soon. I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have put this on you.”

      She reached over and took hold of the lapels of his jacket, pulling him closer. The stupid console was in the way, but she leaned over it and kissed him softly. “You didn’t let me finish,” she whispered against his lips. “You’re scaring me because I don’t want to anchor you when you were meant to fly.”

      “And I don’t want to drag you away from your mom, or your art, or your friends.”

      “Then what do we do?” She kissed him again. He was willing to stay here. He thought she wasn’t up to traveling with him. But maybe she could. For the first time, she didn’t feel like there was a looming deadline for losing him.

      He tucked a strand of her hair behind her ear, his smile so filled with love and light that it brightened all the frightened corners of her heart. “We’ll figure it out together, maybe go have a date where you don’t dash out of my car at the end of it.”

      Cara smiled. “About that. Vivian and Skye are convinced I think you have leprosy based on the way they saw me end our date with a fist bump. We may have to come clean and tell them I don’t think of you as a brother, and also that you don’t have an overseas girlfriend.”

      Justin’s eyes widened. “Wait, are you saying they were watching your porch after our date?”

      “Yep. But it’s okay. I know what I’m going to tell them, and it’s all true. I’ll say I paid good money for you, and I only splurge on things I really like. And that I called dibs a long time ago because I’ve been in love with you since elementary school.” That last part was sort of embarrassing, but he should probably know what he was getting into.

      He looked so happy about it she couldn’t be mad at him for laughing about it.

      “Dibs, huh?” he asked, covering his mouth.

      “Is that a problem?”

      He shook his head, trying so hard to look solemn. “No. ma’am. I accept your claim on me and offer you all the assorted benefits that come with it.”

      “What kind of benefits?”

      He shrugged. “You get to kiss me whenever you want. Holding my hand at the movies, butter free. You get a loyal boyfriend. A personal pest. We should make a list.”

      “Sounds good. All of it sounds good.”

      He squeezed her hand. “I love you, Cara. Wherever you are is where I want to be.”
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      Justin set down his laptop and picked up the little doe statue from off the coffee table in the family rental cabin. Cara’s artwork featured heavily in the decorations, although his mom’s quilts were a huge selling feature too. Vacationers often left with one of each.

      Finding a happy medium between his travel work and Cara’s local art had proved more complicated than they expected, but so completely worth it. Someday soon they’d buy a little house in town and start a family, but for now, it was nice to have this cozy cabin here whenever they needed a place to stay. With Cara’s mom newly married as well, they wanted to give her a little privacy.

      Cara came in the front door and rubbed her hands together. “It’s not even that cold out, but I’m already fantasizing about going back to the Caribbean.”

      “Me too.” He raised his eyebrows at her.

      She laughed. “Yeah, I know which part you’re fantasizing about.” She took off her scarf and tossed it at him before wriggling out of her coat. “I was a little hesitant about a working honeymoon, but I can’t exactly complain about those three months of paradise.”

      When she came to sit, he pulled her legs up over him and rubbed her calves before working his way down to her feet. She’d been at art galleries walking around in heels all day. He’d had time to relax after running alongside a marathon route taking pictures, and knew she would need a few minutes to decompress.

      She let out a satisfied sigh. “I’m so happy to be done for the day and back here with you.” She slid her feet down to the floor and sat up, leaning in to rest her head against him. She pointed at his open laptop. “Is that an email from the resort in the Caribbean?”

      “Yeah, they want us back. But we can take some time and decide.” She’d just joked about going back, but actually committing to it was different. He turned and studied her reaction, preparing himself to accept her reaction either way.

      She motioned for him to bring it closer, so he picked his laptop up from off the coffee table and put it in her lap.

      The head of the resort was such a good man, and Justin owed him so much, especially considering he’d let Justin put off the job offer last year until Justin could bring his wife along. The guy had laughed when Justin said he was still in the wooing phase and didn’t have an exact date.

      But that wasn’t all. Cara had started as his companion, but once they saw examples of her artwork, they hired her to teach a woodcarving class for resort guests.

      Cara looked up. “Absolutely. Let’s do it.” The excitement she radiated was all the answer he needed.

      “Okay, I’ll tell them.” Justin closed up his laptop and put it back on the coffee table. “So, what does Laurie have us doing for the picnic auction?”

      Cara grinned. “Picking up embossed napkins and signage from the print shop in Sedona. That’s it, my friend. No indentured servitude. No vouchers. No forced selfies.”

      “Indentured servitude, huh? Is that what they’re calling marriage these days?” Justin pulled Cara up onto his lap and lightly tickled her sides.

      She snuggled into him. “Best money I’ve ever spent.”
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      Thank you for reading my holiday novella. If you’d like to check out more in the Matched by Mistake series, try book 1, The Stand-In Christmas Date.

      

      And if you’d like to hear about future new releases, you can sign up for my newsletter (and get two free short stories).
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      To get a free copy of the novella, Forever with You, visit: http://jessmastorakos.com/forever-with-you
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      “That was quite possibly the most boring meeting I’ve ever attended,” I said, unbuttoning my suit jacket and removing it before tossing it on a nearby chair.

      Greer, my private secretary, gave me a thin-lipped smile. “I believe you say that daily, Your Highness.”

      I sighed. “I believe you’re right. What else is on the agenda for today?”

      Stepping over to the small sofa in the center of my suite’s sitting area, I collapsed onto it, loosening my tie as I went. Normally, I could hold it together for a long day of royal duties and wait to remove my jacket and tie until my business was concluded. But today? Today was different. Today, I was a ball of nervous energy, masquerading as the crown prince of Arnada.

      “You’ll be glad to hear that it will be a bit more pleasant for the remainder of the day.” Greer opened his black leather folio and scanned my schedule, clearing his throat before reading from it. “The meeting with His Excellency the Viscount was the end of your engagements on behalf of the Queen for today. Next, you’ll attend a meeting with the director of the wildlife conservancy. After that, you have a working lunch on the terrace to discuss the upcoming initiative to provide more funding for a program that benefits families below the poverty line.”

      “Will there be media coverage?”

      “Yes, Your Highness.”

      Nodding, I waved a hand and mentally prepared myself for all of the watchful eyes coming my way. “Continue.”

      “After lunch, you meet with the director of the school where the playground is being constructed to discuss your vision and see how it’s coming along,” Greer said. “The ribbon-cutting ceremony is still scheduled for a few days before Christmas.”

      “That will be good timing for the children,” I said, grateful that we were able to fit this project in on such short notice.

      “Indeed, sir.”

      Greer was right, having a meeting about this project was a more pleasant item on my never-ending to-do list. It was a project that was near and dear to me, especially considering the holidays were fast approaching.

      A couple of months ago, I’d been visiting a preschool for underprivileged children for a regularly scheduled event when I noticed that their outdoor play structure was closed. When I’d asked about it, they’d told me it was in need of repair and would be closed until further notice. I knew the school didn’t have the budget for the repairs, so when I got in the car to leave, I had Greer arrange to take care of it.

      I’d asked for a completion date of Christmas, knowing it was a long shot, considering the scope of the project. But then as we discussed the weather at Christmas in Arnada—very cold and snowy—the idea evolved. Now, we weren’t simply repairing their old, outdated play structure. We were tearing it down and building an indoor playground that the children would be able to use in the winter. But with an outdoor structure, too, since the weather in Arnada was beautiful the rest of the year.

      “And after that?” I asked, eager to see where I’d have a break in my schedule that would coincide with the other major event I couldn’t get off my mind.

      Greer closed the folio and held it to his chest. “I’m happy to report you’ll have several hours free after that. There’s a state dinner at seven with the Duke and Duchess of Ettington, but between your last meeting and then, you may do as you please.”

      Sitting up straighter, I pulled out my phone. “What time?”

      “Your meeting should conclude by three o’clock.”

      I immediately calculated the time difference between Arnada and California. We were ten hours ahead of them, so if I had time at three, it would be five in the morning, MotoSpice’s time. Which was perfect, because she’d be just waking up for work. And with any luck, she’d be just as excited to talk to me today as I was to talk to her.

      “Have you chosen which photo to send to your American mystery woman?” Greer asked as if plucking the line of thought straight from my mind.

      I wrinkled my nose, navigating to the photo of me in a simple, navy-blue button-down shirt with a pint of beer in my hand. Greer stepped closer, so I held it out for him to see. “This one?”

      He nodded once. “Excellent choice, Your Highness. The beer is a nice touch. Americans love beer.”

      I snorted as I stared down at the photo. It only mattered to me what MotoSpice would think of it. She was the only American I was worried about impressing today. I wanted to appear cheerful and approachable, while still refined. Did this photo say that? Were those even the best qualities to go for, or should I be more concerned with looking as dashing as possible?

      Today was the thirtieth day that I’d been texting with MotoSpice on an online blind dating app called First Comes Love. This was significant because it meant that today we’d get to finally see each other’s pictures. It had been thirty days of long talks and such good flirting that I almost forgot we were a world apart, and I couldn’t wait to see the photo of the girl who had my heart in her mysterious hands.

      I’d discovered the app when my sister, Zara, started attending events put on by First Comes Love while she was visiting America. At the time, I thought she was trying to find love so she wouldn’t have to go through with her impending arranged marriage. Being the protective big brother that I am, I did some digging into the company so I could make sure it wasn’t a big scam or a trafficking ring or something.

      I hadn’t intended to find love on their app, that was for sure. And joining it wasn’t exactly necessary for checking up on my sister. But when I saw the blind dating premise of the app, I was inexplicably curious about the concept behind it.

      When someone joined the First Comes Love dating app, they created a profile with only a username and an avatar in place of their real name and photo. My username was Phoenix and I’d chosen an icon of the mythical bird for my avatar. It was my call sign in the Royal Air Force after I survived a small plane crash, which was the coolest thing that had ever happened to me, despite the fact that I’d gotten in big trouble with my mother for it. But hey, that was what happened when you were the future king of a small European country.

      Beyond the username and avatar, the only things potential matches knew about each other in the app were things like hobbies, likes and dislikes, and hopes and dreams. I’d filled all of that out while trying to find the perfect balance between honest and vague. That was what drew me to the app in the first place. The anonymity that was impossible for me to achieve, being the crown prince of Arnada.

      Everyone in our country, and many in the surrounding ones, knew who I was. But Americans? Nope. Not really. Their eyes were more focused on certain uber-famous counterparts in larger countries. Even the princes of Luxembourg and Denmark got more attention than I did, making this blind dating app the perfect way to talk to a woman without wondering if she was only interested in me because I was a prince.

      So, I’d filled out my bio with my actual hobbies and interests. Things like polo, piloting small aircraft, and fencing. I also enjoyed fine wine, travel, and philanthropy. My tastes were a little on the refined side when compared to a lot of the hobbies of American men in the app, but I’d also included that I liked a good beer and game of billiards, thinking that would help.

      Thus, it was the latter two of my hobbies that made MotoSpice slide into my inbox right after I’d joined. According to her profile, she was a US Marine, a football enthusiast—the American version, I presumed—and an enneagram 3. But I didn’t know what that meant until we had a long talk about it later when she’d encouraged me to take the test. She’d been thrilled to find out I was a 6. Apparently, we were both hard workers, but she said I had a sense of loyalty in all things that made me a great catch. Hopefully, the prince thing wouldn’t hurt either. But she didn’t know about that yet.

      Solely through texting, we’d hit it off right away. I’d been honest about the fact that I wasn’t American, but that I found out about the app through my sister who lived in Southern California. We hadn’t had any big conversations about whether I planned to move to the States, though, which was good. Because, unlike my sister who was in the process of giving up her royal title for the chance to become a pediatrician in America, I was the future king of our small country, so I needed to stay put.

      I clicked over to the app, opening the thread of messages between MotoSpice and me. It would be several hours before she’d wake up for work, but at least I would know she’d wake up to this text and it might make her smile. At least, I hoped it would.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Today is the big day. Are you ready?

      

      

      

      

      

      Tucking my phone into my pocket, I leaned back against the couch and looked up at Greer. “How long until my next meeting?”

      “Fifteen minutes, sir.”

      “Right.”

      I closed my eyes, trying to calm my nerves. But no sooner than I took one even breath, my phone buzzed in my pocket. That couldn’t be her, could it? I fumbled and pulled the phone out, heart beating rapidly in my chest. I hadn’t expected her to text me back at this hour. What was it, nearly midnight her time? We’d said goodnight (for her) two hours ago.

      
        
          
            
              
        MotoSpice: Technically, in fifteen minutes it will be the big day.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me: Having trouble sleeping?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        MotoSpice: Yep.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me: Nervous about tomorrow?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        MotoSpice: Very.

      

      

      

      

      

      I frowned at the screen, feeling for her. Not only was it the thirtieth day of us chatting, but MotoSpice was also going before a medical review board tomorrow where they would determine her fate as a Marine. She’d injured her knee playing football with some of her fellow Marines six months ago. She’d had surgery and done the rehabilitation work, but she was still on desk duty. All she wanted was for them to send her back to full duty. Unfortunately, they were considering medically separating her instead.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Keep your chin up, sweets. It will all work out.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        MotoSpice: How can you be so sure?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me: Because you’re amazing. They won’t want to lose you. I just know it.

      

      

      

      

      

      She sent back an emoji of a face with two red hearts where its eyes should be, and I grinned down at my phone. Man, I couldn’t wait to see what she looked like. In my mind, I tried to picture her as she’d described herself to me once.

      She’d said she had long brown hair, but she always wore it in a bun for work so she had no idea how to style it. She’d told me she had a medium build, athletic, strong, able to keep up with the best of them when they’d hike or run. She’d let me know that her eyes were a deep, chocolate brown, and even though these were basics that didn’t tell me much, I spent a considerable amount of time trying to piece them together.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: I have a meeting in a few minutes, then a quick break before my next one. But I’ll have a long break at five in the morning your time. Would you like to make it a plan to share our photos then?

      

      

      

      

      

      I hadn’t told MotoSpice what I did for a living (if you will), but I’d told her I worked in politics in my small European country. There was a bit of an understanding in the first thirty days of talking to someone on this app that you were supposed to be intentionally vague so the other person couldn’t just put the clues together and look you up. It was part of the fun. She hadn’t pressed me for more info, and I hadn’t felt guilty about not telling her who I was. So far. But at some point, and maybe even today, I knew I’d have to tell her. At least we’d had thirty days of meaningful conversations behind us at this point, so I knew she liked me for me.

      
        
          
            
              
        MotoSpice: We could share the photos then, or maybe we can just FaceTime during your break?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me: Skip the photos altogether?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        MotoSpice: Hmm, no. Let’s still send them. Send me your photo right before you go into your meeting. I’ll send you mine for you to see when it’s over. Then we can FaceTime on your break. Sound good?

      

      

      

      

      

      I smirked, and as it always did, my stomach clenched in response to her directness. One thing I loved about MotoSpice: she was bold. Knew what she wanted. Didn’t know I was a prince, and therefore wasn’t afraid to lead the way. Most of the women I dated deferred to me in all things. What we’d eat, where we’d go, how we’d get there. It was like they were happy just to be in my presence and wanted to show me they were down for anything. On the surface, I appreciated and understood it. But a deeper part of me loved the way this woman naturally took charge. I didn’t need to rule everything.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Sounds good.

      

      

      

      

      

      My eyes flashed to the time at the top of my phone. Just a few more minutes and I’d send her my photo. I went back to the picture app again and looked it over. There was nothing in the background or on my person that would give away my status as Arnadan royalty. It wasn’t that I was keeping it from her, but still. I wanted to tell her when I was ready. What if she recognized me? Or worse, did a reverse image search on Google?

      “Greer,” I said, texting him the photo. “Do a reverse image search of this photo on Google and see if anything comes up.”

      Greer took his phone out and did as I’d asked, while I got up to fix my tie and put my suit jacket back on. I turned to face him, and he shook his head. “Not much, except that the gentleman in the photograph looks an awful lot like the crown prince of Arnada.”

      I hung my head. “That won’t do. Let’s try another.”

      Pulling my photo app up again, I navigated to a picture of me wearing sunglasses and a black V-neck shirt, sitting casually in the garden. I sent that one to Greer and waited while he ran the search again.

      “Ah, much better. Send this one.”

      “No mention of the real me?”

      “Not one. Perhaps it’s the sunglasses.”

      Nodding once, I checked the time again. Two more minutes. “Okay, here goes nothing.” I went back to the dating app and pulled up my messages with MotoSpice.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Are you still awake?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        MotoSpice: Duh. I wouldn’t be able to fall asleep now if you paid me.

      

      

      

      

      

      “We should start walking to the study to greet your guest, Your Highness,” Greer said, gesturing to the door. “Text and walk.”

      “Good call,” I replied.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: How soon after I send mine will you send yours?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        MotoSpice: Will you be checking your phone during this meeting?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me: I shouldn’t.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        MotoSpice: Then I’ll wait a bit, just to torture you.

      

      

      

      

      

      I almost groaned as I followed Greer down the long, gilded hallways of the palace to greet the director of the wildlife conservancy. If I could just fast-forward time to my break later...

      The clock struck ten for me, and a big flashing trophy appeared on the screen in the place where we normally received a notification that we were one step closer to sending photos. Then, a camera icon appeared where the calendar tracker used to be.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Wow, that was cool.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        MotoSpice: Stop stalling and send the goods!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me: I’m running late for my meeting now, maybe I should wait.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        MotoSpice: PHOENIX. Send it!

      

      

      

      

      

      With a grin, I tapped the camera icon, attached my photo, and hit send. Then I looked up to find the middle-aged woman with whom I was about to meet had extended her hand for me to shake. I slipped my phone into my pocket with an internal scream. This was going to be a long meeting.
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      It took me forever to fall asleep after Phoenix sent me his photo through the app. My heart had already been beating out of my chest as I lay there in the dark, waiting for the clock to strike midnight. But when the picture came through? Ugh, I’d thought it was going to burst out of my chest.

      His eyes were hidden behind dark sunglasses, but my gaze was immediately drawn to the confident quirk of his full lips and how strong his jaw was. His shoulders were broad, and he was fit, with long and lean muscles. It didn’t look like he put in a lot of time at the gym, but all of the polo and rowing he’d told me he loved for fitness clearly kept him in shape.

      I hugged the phone to my chest, closing my eyes with a sigh. He was freaking hot. And something about the way he sat on an old, stone bench in a beautiful garden made him seem dreamy and romantic. Which was totally perfect given the tone of his messages over the last month. Sometimes, I’d show the messages to my best friend, Katie, and we’d both blink at the phone, wondering if he could possibly be real.

      Which, of course, was why I’d suggested FaceTiming with him later. And I was ridiculously glad he’d agreed so easily. That had been a huge relief. Given the blind date vibes of this app, I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t worried I was being catfished this whole time. Sure, you don’t want to think that. You want to believe that the charming guy in your inbox really is as handsome as he seems like he’d be—or as single. But in today’s day and age, you just never knew.

      I turned over onto my side, still staring at Phoenix’s photo. He just looked so freaking good. Sure, physically good, but also he just seemed to give off this ... light. I got an immediate sense of comfort and warmth, just from the picture. Part of me felt incredibly cheesy just thinking that, but the other part of me couldn’t help but picture the man in the photo saying some of the kind and understanding things the man in my inbox had said over the last month, and boom. I was hooked.

      Switching out of the dating app and over to my photo app, I swiped between the few photos that Katie and I had narrowed it down to for which one I should send him. The first one showed me in a black T-shirt and jeans, leaning casually against the wooden railing of Katie’s family’s cabin at Big Bear Lake. We’d gone up there for a girl’s weekend a few months ago, and Katie had taken the photo with portrait mode, so I had to admit, it was a gorgeous shot.

      Then there was one from the Marine Corps birthday ball last weekend that showed me in my dress blues with a big beer and an even bigger smile. Phoenix knew how proud I was to be a Marine. He even knew my Marine family was the only real family I had. It would make sense for my first pic to be one where I wore the uniform. But with everything going on with my knee and the fact that I was terrified that they’d medically separate me today, the photo just made my stomach hurt.

      I swiped to the next one with a shake of my head. This one showed me sitting on the beach in a red, one-piece swimsuit. My brown hair was piled high on my head and my sunglasses were just as dark and mysterious as his were. Part of me wanted to send that one simply because of the sunglasses, but I wasn’t sure if the swimsuit was the right choice for a first impression.

      Rolling onto my back again, I made a choice, sending the first photo from Katie’s cabin. Hopefully, Phoenix was focused on his meeting. I couldn’t help but get a thrill imagining him sitting there and feeling his phone buzz in his pocket, wishing he could take it out and look at it, but knowing he couldn’t. A slow smile spread over my face as I clutched the phone to my chest again. I really hoped he was just as good at flirting on FaceTime as he was via text. Because man, we had some seriously good texting rapport. Hopefully, being able to use our words out loud wouldn’t ruin everything.

      I must have fallen asleep somewhere between overanalyzing that I’d sent the wrong photo and stressing about my results from the medical board today. But when my alarm went off only four hours later, I jerked upright, totally awake. The first thing I did was check the dating app for his reply to my photo.

      
        
          
            
              
        Phoenix: Wow. Even more beautiful than I imagined.

      

      

      

      

      

      Letting out a small squeal, I replied with a quick thank you. Then I scurried into the bathroom of my tiny one-bedroom apartment and started the shower, letting it do its painfully slow warm-up while I brushed my teeth.

      When I was finished speed showering, I put on a blue V-neck shirt and a pair of shorts. It was too early to get completely ready for work, so I left my brown hair down in damp tendrils around my shoulders while I pulled my phone out to message Phoenix again. He should be about to get out of his final meeting, and I couldn’t wait to FaceTime with him.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Here’s my number. Call me when you’re ready.

      

      

      

      

      

      Hitting send, I hopped up on nervous legs to check my reflection in the bathroom mirror. I hated wearing makeup because it made my skin feel heavy and weighed down, but I could use a little lip balm. I swiped some on and paced back to my room, holding my phone in my hand, nervous to set it down for even a second.

      This was it. After thirty days of getting to know this kind and witty man, we were finally going to meet face-to-face. Ish. As face-to-face as was possible when separated by an undisclosed amount of distance. But the nervousness I felt for this moment was definitely bigger than I expected it to be. Sure, I knew I’d be excited to meet the guy, but this? This was like a rocket was getting ready to launch inside of me and the countdown was on like Donkey Kong.

      When my phone started ringing, I jumped, almost dropping it in my haste to answer the call. It was a foreign number, and we’d already established that, as long as we were both on Wi-Fi, we could chat like this whenever we wanted.

      I knew some people didn’t like the idea of a long-distance relationship, but me? I didn’t mind it at all. It was almost more romantic in my mind because you’d need to keep that zing going, even without the physical stuff. And since Phoenix and I hadn’t discussed him moving here or me moving wherever he was, it seemed like he didn’t mind the idea either.

      I swiped to answer the call with shaky fingers. His smiling face appeared on the screen, and my stomach totally bottomed out. This guy was really handsome. Like, exceptionally handsome. Like, I had no idea how much the sunglasses had hidden from me in that picture he’d sent, but when his green eyes were paired with the nervous smile on his lips, I basically wanted to die.

      “Hi,” he said with a chuckle.

      I covered my mouth with my hand. “Hi.”

      “It’s so good to finally meet you.” The musical accent that accompanied his words did nothing to calm my racing heart. In fact, I basically died harder. He let out a breathy chuckle as his eyes sparkled. “Your photo didn’t do you justice. You’re absolutely stunning.”

      Okay, now I wasn’t just dead, but buried. I felt an uncharacteristic blush sweep over my cheeks. “Thank you. You are too.”

      We both laughed at that, and he shook his head. “Thank you. Wow, this is really difficult.”

      “What is?”

      “Meeting you like this. I imagine it would be quite different if we were in person.”

      That. Accent. Though.

      I bit my lip. “Oh, really? How so?”

      “Well, for one thing, I would have brought you flowers. And I’m finding myself really wishing I could hug you.”

      Every nerve ending in my body lit up imagining how amazing it would feel to step into his arms for that hug. He looked like he probably smelled amazing. Like a fancy cologne, but just the right amount of it, nothing too gross and overpowering. Maybe long-distance wasn’t as awesome as I’d thought.

      I stepped over to sit on my bed, crossing my legs. I needed to get ahold of myself before I started acting like a lovestruck teenager. “Eh, that’s okay. Flowers just die after a few days anyway. I don’t really get the appeal.”

      Phoenix let out a short laugh. “Noted.”

      “But um, the hug sounds nice.”

      “It does, doesn’t it?”

      My eyes found the clock on my desk and I sighed. “I could really use a hug of encouragement going into today, that’s for sure.”

      Phoenix’s eyes softened as he looked at me through the screen. “I know, I’m sorry. But listen, don’t lose hope. It sounds like you’ve done everything right with your recovery. I bet they’ll praise you for it and welcome you back to your regular responsibilities with open arms.”

      I smiled at his optimism. That would be the best-case scenario, for sure. But in my experience, that wasn’t the way life worked. The way my life had gone up until this point, I’d almost expected Phoenix to actually be a sixty-something-year-old dude pretending to be the thirty-two-year-old polo enthusiast I was quickly falling for online. The fact that it didn’t happen that way was actually still sinking in.

      Then I frowned. “Wait, can we exchange names now too? I was about to call you Phoenix.”

      “Oh, yes,” he said with a quick throat-clearing. “Ah, what’s your name?”

      “Maya.”

      “That’s a beautiful name. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Maya. I’m...” His words trailed off, then he shook his head. “I’m Theo.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. “You didn’t just give me a fake name, did you?”

      “No,” he replied with a laugh. “I promise I didn’t.”

      “What does your screen name mean?” I asked. “Obviously, it has nothing to do with the city in Arizona.”

      “Since I have no idea where Arizona is, no, it doesn’t.”

      “It’s right next to California, where I am. It’s like half scorching-hot desert, half woodsy mountains. But no one remembers the mountains. They just think the whole state is super hot.”

      “Oh, wait, Arizona has the Grand Canyon doesn’t it?”

      “It does. Nice job.”

      “It’s one of the Seven Natural Wonders of the World, so don’t be too impressed. My knowledge of American cities beyond that is pretty limited I’m afraid. Are you close to the Grand Canyon then?”

      I nodded. “Yeah, not too far. I’ve never been though.”

      “You’re not too far from one of the Seven Wonders and you’ve never been?”

      “Hey, now. I’ve been to some pretty cool places, thanks to the Marines. In fact, I got to see the Northern Lights when I was in Alaska for a combined operations exercise. That’s one of the Wonders too, right?”

      He beamed. “It is. You can see them from...” He paused again, then chuckled. “Well, I’ve seen them too.”

      It seemed like he was about to tell me where he lived, or at the very least tell me something that would clue me in about the approximate location. And then he’d stopped, almost like he hadn’t wanted to reveal that info. Why wouldn’t he? He knew I lived in California, but all I knew was that he lived in Europe. He spoke English, but he had an accent that didn’t seem to belong to Germany or Ireland or the UK or something. What was with all of the continued mystery?

      I narrowed my eyes at him. “Where did you say you lived again?”

      “I didn’t,” he replied with a cheeky smile.

      “I know, and that was fine when we were still keeping things anonymous. But now we’ve seen that each other are real and we’ve traded names. Where do you live?”

      He pursed his lips. “I live in a small country on an island in the middle of the Baltic Sea.”

      “That sounds made up.”

      “I assure you, it’s very real.”

      “Lemme see.”

      Theo chuckled. “Let you see what? The whole country?”

      “No, just your surroundings.”

      “Well,” he said, looking around the room with a cautious expression, “right now I’m somewhere that won’t tell you much about whether or not the country is real.”

      Pursing my lips, I studied him for a moment. “Something smells fishy, Theo. If that’s even your real name.”

      With a heavy sigh, he leaned back onto what appeared to be a deep-brown leather couch. “All right. I live in Arnada.”

      “Arnada? I’ve never heard of it.”

      “We are small but mighty.”

      We sat there in silence for a minute, just looking at each other in an amused stalemate. Finally, I swiped to minimize the FaceTime box and went to Google. “I’m looking it up.”

      His lips twitched from the tiny box at the top right corner of my screen. “By all means.”

      When I typed the name of his country into the search box, a map of the Baltic Sea appeared, with the red marker right in the center on a small island. The box under the map—pulled from the Wikipedia page—said that Arnada was a tiny, independent sovereign monarchy situated in the middle of the Baltic Sea. It was known for its world-class ski resorts during the winter months, award-winning wineries, and rich agriculture.

      Not needing to see more to prove it was real, I opened the video chat to its full size again. “I’m sorry I didn’t believe you. It’s crazy how many small countries are out there.”

      He held up a finger. “Don’t forget the mighty part.”

      I laughed. “Right, right. My bad.” My eyes went to the clock again and I pouted. “Crap. I can only chat for a few more minutes. Gotta get to work.”

      “The big day.”

      “Yep.”

      “It will be okay, Maya. Whatever happens.”

      I sighed. “I really hope so.”

      “So, what is this meeting going to be like? You’ll sit before the medical board?”

      “No, they meet without me. You know all of those appointments at medical I’ve had over the last month?”

      He nodded. “Yes.”

      “They went over all of that, so today is the day I find out the verdict. Via email, no less. I’ll be refreshing my inbox all day.”

      “That seems highly impersonal.”

      “I agree. Especially if they’ll be telling me my career is over.”

      His green eyes were sympathetic as he looked back at me. “Think positive, sweets.”

      I straightened my hunched shoulders, trying to let his words encourage me. But it was hard. Really hard. “It’s just ... the Marine Corps is my family now. I’m not sure what I’m going to do if I lose them.”

      My parents were carnies. Like, actual carnies. As in, I grew up traveling all throughout the States in a dirty, old motorcoach while they put up and broke down about a million different carnivals over the years. Exaggeration, maybe, but still.

      When I turned eighteen, the first thing I did was enlist just so I could get away from all of the craziness that was my life. Thankfully, they’d been smart enough to homeschool me until I could start an accredited online high school so I had a diploma to use to join, otherwise who knew, maybe I’d be a carnie too.

      “Well, you’ll still have Katie,” Theo said. “She’s not a Marine, but she’s like family, right?”

      “Yes. But I met her through her brother, who is a Marine. So she’s still connected.”

      “Right. But it just shows that you can, in fact, still be family, even if you aren’t a Marine anymore.”

      I held up a hand. “Whoa, whoa. Our Marines have a saying: Once a Marine, always a Marine.”

      “Well, then, what are you worried about?”

      Hanging my head, I laughed. “Right.”

      “Go get ready, try not to obsessively check your email all day, and then call me when you find out.”

      I frowned. “It might be the middle of the night for you.”

      “I don’t care what time it is. I’ll keep my ringer on loud.”

      “Thank you, Theo.”

      “You’re welcome. I’ll be thinking about you today.”

      Butterflies took off within me as we got off the phone. He was just as impossibly sweet on FaceTime as he was via text. As happy as I was about that, something at the back of my mind wondered if he could be too good to be true. Shaking my head, I stood to get my cammies on. I’d worry about that later. I definitely had enough to worry about with my job, so I didn’t need to add that in too.

      When I finished getting dressed, I pulled my hair into a tight bun at the base of my neck, grabbed my stuff, and headed down to my car. My phone buzzed in my pocket, and I grinned when I saw it was a text from Theo. It wasn’t through the app, but through my phone number.

      
        
          
            
              
        Theo: It was so good to see your face today. Please tell me we can do that daily. I’m not sure how I’ll manage to simply text you after this.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me: We definitely can. Someday I hope we can make that hug happen too.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Theo: You can count on it. And soon.
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      I sat up straight in bed, looking around in the dark as my brain oriented me to what was happening. It was still dark. Could it really be my alarm already? I shook my head to clear it and finally registered that my phone was ringing on the bedside table. I flipped on the lamp and reached for it, running my hand through my hair as I answered the video call.

      “Maya, hey,” I said, clearing my throat to rid the sleep from my voice. “How did it go?”

      She sniffed, her gorgeous eyes rimmed with red, though she wasn’t actually crying. “I’m out. They’re kicking me out.”

      I closed my eyes and hung my head, my chest heavy at the sorrow in her tone. I knew how much Maya wanted to stay in the Marines. She didn’t want this off-duty injury to be the reason her career was over. We may have only just “met” over FaceTime yesterday, but thanks to our texting conversations, I felt like I really knew her. With her drive and commitment to the Marines, I was sure she was blaming herself for deigning to have fun.

      “I’m so incredibly sorry, Maya,” I said, wishing I could hug her even more than I had yesterday.

      “Thanks. I mean, I get it. They can’t have someone with a bum knee running around. But it sucks. It really, really sucks.”

      “I know, sweets. I wish there was something I could do.” Obviously, there wasn’t. But I wasn’t used to that. Being the crown prince pretty much meant there weren’t many problems I couldn’t solve with my money or influence. I wasn’t used to feeling like my hands were tied. Then again, if I couldn’t do anything to fix it, maybe there was something I could do to help it. “Hey, what about that hug? Would that make you feel better?”

      Her eyes widened. “What do you mean? Would you come here?”

      “I would. Would you want that?”

      “Definitely. How soon can you get here?”

      I chuckled, grateful for her enthusiasm, even with everything she was going through. “I’ll have to check my schedule, but I promise I’ll come as soon as I can.”

      Maya gave me a small smile. “That would be really cool. I still have no idea what I’m going to do with my life, but it will be great to see you. I’m glad you don’t want to ditch me now that I’m a jobless loser.”

      “You are not a jobless loser, Maya. You’re an injured veteran.”

      She snorted. “Yeah, sure. Injured playing football. Big hero.”

      “Hey now, none of that. Veterans are heroes just for voluntarily signing up for something that most people won’t. And besides, once a Marine, always a Marine, right?”

      “Yeah, yeah.”

      “You know, I was in the military in my country and had to leave against my will too.” I wasn’t sure if my story would help, but at least it might distract her.

      She frowned. “Really?”

      “Indeed. Remember when you asked about my username and we got distracted talking about the Seven Wonders?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Well, Phoenix became my call sign when I was a military pilot. I got it after I rose from the ashes of a plane crash.”

      Her brows flew up and her jaw dropped. “Really?”

      “Really.”

      “That’s awesome.”

      I chuckled. “I thought so too. Unfortunately, I’d had to hang up my military wings right after that.”

      “Why?”

      Biting my lip, I looked around my ornately decorated bedroom in the palace, remembering how bitter I’d felt on my last day. Apparently, the risk of Arnada losing their future king was just too great to justify any further service in our Royal Air Force. As far as my mother—the Queen—cared, I’d done my time, earned my stripes, and could justify leading our military forces thanks to my experiences thus far. I didn’t need to continue to put myself in harm’s way. To me, it had felt like a mother unable to stomach her child being in a dangerous job, which felt so incredibly trite. And yet, I had to listen, because the responsibility of my position was hard to argue with.

      All of that said, Maya didn’t yet know I was a prince. I’d thought, perhaps naively, that when she’d Googled Arnada, a picture of the royal family would be the first thing that popped up. I hoped she’d see me there with my parents and sister right away, and voila, I wouldn’t have to actually say the words. She’d see me standing there in my royal military uniform and we’d have a good laugh over the whole thing. But alas, that wasn’t how it went down. And I’d been too scared to tell her after that.

      “Well,” I said, shifting on the bed so I was resting back against the large wooden headboard, “let’s just say I had other responsibilities that conflicted with my ability to remain on active duty. Perhaps I can tell you the longer story over some tea in America when I come to visit, hmm?”

      She wrinkled her nose. “I’d love to hear the story, but over coffee. Tea is basically hot garbage water. Don’t tell me you’re a tea drinker. That might be a deal-breaker.”

      “Oh, no. Okay, I won’t tell you.”

      “Good.”

      Our smiles faltered a little as the silence dragged on, and she put her hand on her cheek. “Now what?”

      “Now, I’ll see how soon I can get there to hug you,” I told her, warming as her smile returned. “And you will regroup and remember how amazing you are. No matter what you do from here, it will be great.”

      “Okay.” She sighed heavily. “I have a meeting with someone who helps Marines transition to civilian life tomorrow. So I’ll see what kinds of jobs I’d qualify for. They said maybe I can transfer my eight years of military service to a job with the federal government, that way I can continue working toward a pension.”

      I swallowed, nodding. “That sounds like a solid plan.”

      It really did. It seemed like a perfectly sound opportunity for her. But I couldn’t help wondering if her inability to continue as a Marine in America might mean she’d be willing to move here. I knew it was early. Our relationship was in its infancy. And yet, a very big part of me wanted to go out there to America and ask her to return with me. So many arranged marriages were based on far less of a connection than the one Maya and I shared. If they could work, why couldn’t we?

      “I have to go,” Maya said regretfully. “There are a few things I need to finish at work before I go home.”

      “How long will you still be working there now that this decision has been made?”

      She bit her lip and shrugged. “I’m basically supposed to finish up the month on desk duty, and then I can start my terminal leave if I want. I have enough leave days saved up that I could stop working and still get paid for about two months. Which will help a ton while I’m job hunting.”

      I nodded, processing this. Christmas in Arnada was beautiful. We had a Christmas market in the town square, we had snow, lights on all of the houses and stores in the village, and, of course, the palace went all out with the decorations and holiday cheer. That would be the perfect plan. I’d go to America, tell her I was a prince, and ask if she’d like to spend Christmas with me before she started her job search. And then, you know, also maybe stay forever and become the future queen of Arnada instead of going back to the US. What could go wrong?

      My plan had me way too wired to sleep after Maya and I said our goodbyes and got off the phone, so I FaceTimed my sister. If I was going to plan a trip to America, I’d want to discuss it with her so she knew to expect me. Zara had only just moved there, but I had to admit, I missed her terribly. We weren’t very far apart in age, and other than the time I’d spent on deployment with the military, we hadn’t been separated for more than a few weeks at a time our entire lives.

      Zara’s face appeared after only one ring, full of concern. She appeared to be outside, and the bright daylight was jarring with it being the middle of the night here. “Theo? What’s wrong? Is it Mom? Dad?”

      I shook my head. “No, sorry. Everything’s fine.”

      “Ah, you scared me. Why are you calling in the middle of your night?”

      “Well, here’s the thing. Remember how I told you I was chatting with someone on that dating app?”

      Zara rolled her green eyes that matched mine. “Yes. Have you told her you’re the future king of Arnada yet?”

      “Not yet. But spare me the lecture. That’s why I’m calling.”

      “I’m listening,” she replied.

      Then her American fiancé, Huck, popped his head next to hers in view of the camera. “So am I.”

      “Hey, Huckleberry,” I quipped good-naturedly. He wasn’t terribly fond of his given name, the poor guy. “Good to see you.”

      He harrumphed and disappeared. “Same here, bro.”

      I chuckled as Zara centered the camera on her own face again. “Okay, what were you saying?”

      “Right, so, you know how she’s a Marine stationed in San Diego?” I asked.

      “Yes,” Zara replied. “Do you know her name? Maybe Huck knows her.”

      Huck was a Marine who was also stationed in the San Diego area, but Zara had explained to me that the base where Huck worked was about forty-five minutes north of the one where Maya worked. The chances were slim that they knew each other, but apparently, the US Marines were few, proud, and often mutual friends in some obscure way.

      “I forgot to ask her last name, but her first name is Maya,” I told my sister.

      She looked at Huck, then turned back to me. “He doesn’t think so.”

      “Well, hopefully, you’ll meet her soon. I want to come out there.”

      Zara’s eyes bulged as she looked back at me. “You what?”

      “I want to come out there.”

      “Why?”

      “Because she’s important to me, and she just found out she’s getting medically separated from the Marines. She’s really upset about it, and I promised her a hug.”

      My sister raised a brow, tucking her long red hair behind her ear. “Theo, that’s very sweet, but you barely know this woman. There are plenty of women in Arnada. Women who know what they’re getting into by getting involved with you. Are you sure you want to come all the way out here for this one? What if she’s not what you expected? It is a blind dating app, after all.”

      I dipped my chin and looked at her pointedly. “Oh, really? And how long had you known loverboy over there before you brought him home to your castle to meet your royal family?”

      “That is not the point, Theo.”

      “I think it’s a fair one, Zara.”

      She stared at me for a long moment, then sighed. “Okay, fine. Are you planning to tell her in person? Maybe you should tell her ahead of time and save yourself the trip if she doesn’t react well.”

      “I’m planning to tell her in person. Besides, we’ve already FaceTimed twice. Between that and how much I’ve gotten to know her on the app over the last month, I’m pretty sure I know how she’ll react.”

      “Oh? And how is that?”

      I shrugged. “Well, for one, I don’t think she’ll act like an obsessed fangirl or a gold digger. She’s not the type.”

      “Well, if that’s the bar, by all means.”

      “Zara, I’m serious. This will be good. Now that she isn’t going to make a career out of the Marines—a fact that I feel terrible about, by the way, because I know she wanted to—I’ll ask her if she’d like to come here and be with me. It’s kind of perfect, actually.”

      Zara pursed her lips, seeming to choose her words. “Dear brother, I don’t think it’s going to go quite like that. If she’s had her heart set on being a career Marine, I have trouble imagining that she’d settle for being a princess.”

      I groaned. “I cannot with you. You’re the only woman I know who doesn’t want to be a princess.”

      “Ha. Believe me, I’m not. I bet Maya won’t either.”

      Like the mature future king I was, I scowled at my sister. “We’ll see.”

      “So, when are you coming?”

      “I need to check with Greer. And Mother, I suppose. I’m not sure what’s coming up on my schedule, but I’d like to come as soon as possible.”

      “Come out for Thanksgiving,” Huck called from somewhere off-camera.

      Zara’s eyes lit up. “Ooh, that’s a great idea. You should definitely come for Thanksgiving. It’s only a couple of weeks away, so that should give you plenty of time to attend to any business that can’t be postponed until after your trip.”

      “Ah, the famous American turkey holiday. I’ve always wanted to eat cranberry jelly from a can. Ridges and all.”

      Huck grabbed the phone. “Hey, don’t knock it till you’ve tried it.”

      I gave him a skeptical look before Zara took the phone back. “You should come for Thanksgiving. We can have our first American Thanksgiving together with Huck’s family.”

      “I do rather like Alice and Terri,” I replied, thinking fondly of Huck’s sister and mom. They’d come to Arnada with Zara and Huck for holiday and were two of the nicest people I’d ever met. And that was saying a lot, considering how many people I’d met. Besides, Terri had promised to cook me a meal the next time I was in America. It might as well be one of the most popular meals of the year for them. “Okay, I’m in. Send me the dates, and I’ll get with Greer and Mother to make sure they work. Can I bring Maya to dinner? She doesn’t really have any family, so I imagine she’d like to spend the holiday with us.”

      Zara’s face contorted into a sappy expression and she put a hand on her chest. “Um, yes, of course. I’m sure Terri and Alice would love to host her.”

      “Wonderful. Talk soon.”

      I got off the phone with my sister and flopped back onto the pillows. Sleep wouldn’t come easily, knowing I’d be able to see Maya in person in just a couple of weeks. I’d been excited to see her photo, yes. But I was positively buzzing at the prospect of getting to hold her, getting to trace a hand along her cheek that I was sure would be as smooth as satin, or kissing her lips that looked so soft and sweet.

      Beyond that, I also hoped that time spent together might in some small way help her feel better about what happened with the medical board. She was more than a Marine. She would get through this. And I wanted to help. Sure, maybe it was conceited to think that I could. But hey, I was still a prince, after all. Sometimes conceited came with the territory.
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      The rest of my workday totally dragged after I got the news about my medical separation. I had a list of things I needed to square away before I could leave for the day, and I went through them like a zombie. It was the same for my drive home and through dinner. My life was completely turned upside down, and I had no idea what to do with it.

      Growing up in the way I had, I’d bounced around from city to city so often that eventually I’d resigned myself to the fact that nothing was permanent, there was no use settling in somewhere, and there was no such thing as peace of mind.

      In that way, the Marine Corps seemed like a natural fit for me. Sure, I’d still have to go wherever my orders sent me, but there was still an overall sense of belonging. The day I stepped foot in that recruiting office, I’d known that safety and security were on the other side of that dotted line. Maybe not in the same way other people might see it, because, sure, being in the military came with certain dangers that people in the civilian world just didn’t have to think about. But none of that scared me. Because being in the military meant contracts, and as long as I kept signing up for another four years, I’d always have a place to call home. It never occurred to me that after eight years of doing exactly what I was supposed to do, being exactly who they wanted me to be, and being completely sure about my future for the first time in my life, I’d end up like this.

      Later that night, I pulled up to the apartment Katie shared with her brother, Chandler. He’d been my coworker back when I was doing my regular job instead of sitting behind a desk recovering from my injury. He’d been there when I busted my knee that day playing football, and I would never forget the pitying expression on his face when it happened. Not every Marine had a job where they needed to run around in the desert with a gun, but we all had to be physically able to do so if necessary. And a knee injury like that could wind up being a problem, clearly.

      Katie opened the door before I had a chance to knock. “Hey, girl.”

      “Hey.” I trudged up the steps with sagging shoulders.

      “Bad news?”

      “Yep. I’m out.”

      She held open her arms and I stepped into them, letting her hug me. “I’m sorry, friend.”

      “Thank you,” I said against her shoulder. She let go of me and we went into the apartment. I nodded at Chandler when I saw him sitting on the couch playing video games. “Hey.”

      “Ah, crap. They booted you?” he asked, scrunching up his face.

      “Yeah. I go on terminal at the end of the month.”

      “Well, the good news is, it’s just your knee. That shouldn’t hurt you when applying for federal jobs and stuff. Then you can keep your pension.”

      I nodded and flopped onto the couch. “That’s my plan.”

      Katie grabbed her laptop and came over to sit next to me. “Let’s go to the government site and look some up. It’ll make you feel better if you know you’re making progress.”

      Giving her a small smile, I looked over at the screen as she typed the website into her browser. That was the thing about best friends: they knew you well enough to know what you needed, especially if they were similar to you. Katie was an achiever like I was, so of course, this would be her first suggestion.

      “See? Look. Lots of options. Here, you check it out.” She deposited the laptop onto my thighs and stood. “Want a beer?”

      “You’re my hero,” I replied without looking up from the website. Katie was right, there were lots of options. I was qualified for several of these federal jobs, and I had to admit, their civilian salaries were twice as much as we got paid on active duty. “Man, maybe I should have done this sooner. Federal employees make bank compared to us.”

      Chandler snorted as he pressed buttons on his controller. “Hey, there’s a silver lining for ya.”

      “Plus, if I get a job here in San Diego, I can take over your lease if you get deployed, and I can be Katie’s roomie.”

      Katie came back from the kitchen with beers for all three of us. “Another silver lining. Look at you go.”

      “I just got back from deployment though. I probably won’t go again for a couple of years, with the current rotation we’re working,” Chandler said, eyes on his game. “But yeah, cool plan.”

      My phone buzzed in my pocket, and I pulled it out, smiling from ear to ear when I saw that it was Theo. I’d changed the foreign number in my phone to his name with a heart emoji next to it because I was cheesy like that. “I’ll be right back.”

      Standing and taking my beer with me to their balcony, I answered the video call as I closed the door behind me. “Hey, you.”

      “Hello, gorgeous.”

      My cheeks already hurt from smiling and we’d only just gotten on the phone. Man, I didn’t think I’d ever get tired of waking up to text messages from him, but this? Hearing his voice? It was so much better. Then I checked my watch and frowned. It was only five in the morning his time, and since I’d talked to him in the middle of the night, I would have thought he’d want to sleep in.

      “Why are you up so early?” I asked.

      “My first meeting is a bit of a drive, so I got up early for a run. But I figured I’d check on you first. How are you doing?”

      I smiled, touched that he cared. “Thank you. It still sucks, but I’m at Katie’s house and we’re looking at government jobs, so I feel a little more hopeful about my future than I did this afternoon.”

      “That’s good. And I have one more thing that might make you happy.”

      “What’s that?”

      “I’ve decided to come to America for your Thanksgiving holiday. I’m not sure what’s on my schedule still, but I talked to my sister, and she made me an offer I couldn’t refuse.”

      “Oh yeah?” I asked, my stomach leaping at the thought of seeing him in person. “What’s that?”

      “Her fiance’s mom is supposedly an amazing cook, so there’s no better place to sample a traditional Turkey Day menu. They’ve invited both of us to join them. What do you think?”

      I grinned. I had nowhere to be, other than the chow hall, since Katie and Chandler planned to go home to spend the long weekend with their family. “That sounds awesome.”

      “Ah, great. I’ll let you know the details when I figure it all out. But I’m excited to finally meet you in real life.”

      “Me too.”

      “Until then, just do your best to stay positive. You’re going to find something to do. Trust me.”

      His words caused my whole body to light up. Throughout the last month, texting with Theo had become the best part of my day. He always knew exactly what to say to make me smile. By the time I’d started talking to him on the app, I’d already known I was facing this medical separation, and he’d been so encouraging while I was going to doctor’s appointments and physical therapy. Now that I finally had my answer and the worst had come true, something told me he’d continue to help me through it.

      “Thank you,” I said with a sad smile. “You’ve been really good to have around while I’ve been going through all of this. Even from a distance.”

      “It’s been my pleasure, sweets,” he replied. “I should get going so I still have time for my run before I have to get ready. Talk soon?”

      “Definitely.”

      I couldn’t help the looney smile on my face after Theo and I got off the phone and I went back inside. Chandler was gone, maybe in the bathroom or something, but Katie looked up from the couch with raised brows. “Well, you look happy. Did they tell you they changed their mind or something?”

      “Hah, I wish. No. That was Theo.” I sat next to her on the couch again.

      “And who is Theo?”

      “Phoenix. Theo is his real name. We exchanged photos and FaceTimed this morning, but all the stuff with work kind of distracted me from telling you about it.”

      Katie reached over and slapped my thigh. “Well, get on it, then. Tell me!”

      I laughed, then let my head fall back on the couch with a sigh. “He’s definitely too good to be true, I’m sure. Remember how he lived in Europe?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Well, his accent might kill me. Especially when combined with his looks.” I pulled out the app and showed her the photo of Theo with the sunglasses on. “He’s even cuter without the shades. His eyes are the most amazing green color.”

      “Oh, heck yes. He’s hot.”

      “And he’s coming here for Thanksgiving.”

      She gasped. “Stop it.”

      “For real.”

      “Wait, you’re telling me he’s flying here from Europe just to spend Thanksgiving with you? Are you kidding? Is he rich or something?”

      I shrugged. “I guess. It didn’t really come up.”

      Now that I thought about it, even though I knew Theo was in politics in some form, I had no idea what he actually did for a living. I’d assumed that he was some kind of aide, but maybe he was really high up in his country’s government or something. It definitely struck me as significant that he’d be able to justify the expense of this trip just to meet a girl he’d been chatting with online for a month.

      “Well, that’s awesome,” Katie said. “I’m excited for you.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Now I wish I wasn’t going home for Thanksgiving. I want to meet him.”

      “I know. I want you to meet him too. Maybe he’ll get here before you guys leave. You’re going on the Wednesday before, right?”

      She nodded. “Yeah, we’re leaving when Chandler gets off work that night.”

      “Okay, cool. Fingers crossed, then.”
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      As soon as our SUV pulled up to the lot where the food trucks were gathered, I knew I was in for a treat. Of sorts. Did she really bring me here to eat food that people cook inside a vehicle? If only our mother were here to witness this.

      “Hello, brother!”

      I turned toward the sound of Zara’s singsongy voice with a wide grin. “Where have you brought me, dear sister?”

      “You’re going to love it. Trust me.” She stepped into my arms and squeezed me tightly, rocking back and forth and making a humming sound against my chest. “I didn’t expect to miss you and our constant bickering.”

      “I feel the same way,” I replied, giving the tops of her arms a squeeze as she stepped back. Then I looked up to find good ol’ Huckleberry standing behind her. I shook his hand–squeezing it a lot tighter than Zara’s shoulders–and gave him a tight smile. “Hello, Huck. Treating my sister well, I trust?”

      He returned my shake without so much as a wince–like the macho guy he was–and winked at Zara. “Sometimes.”

      Zara pushed his arm. “Always.”

      A genuine smile made its way to my lips as I watched my sister gaze up at the man she loved. I had to give him crap. It was my duty as Zara’s older brother. And being who I was, I was nothing if not dutiful.

      Greer stepped out of the SUV behind me and adjusted his suit jacket. We’d arrived last night and slept well in a five-star hotel, and though I tried to tell him that this was America and he didn’t need to wear a suit while we were out and about, he’d ignored me.

      Zara launched herself at him and gave him a hug that had him stepping back to catch his balance. After a beat or two, he returned the hug, albeit rather stiffly. When she pulled back, he bowed. “Your Highness.”

      Huck’s brows rose and he pointed at my private secretary. “Can he still call her that?”

      “She wasn’t stripped of the title, though she doesn’t prefer it,” I explained. “Perhaps switch to your grace next time, Greer. She’s still a duchess, after all.”

      Greer nodded once. “As you wish. Old habits are hard to break, I’m afraid.”

      “You can call me whatever you want, Greer,” Zara said, beaming at him. “It’s just good to see you.”

      “You, as well,” Greer replied.

      “How’s Ophelia?” Zara asked, holding her hands over her heart.

      “Your former private secretary misses you deeply, but I think she’s settling into her new role on Her Majesty’s service quite well,” Greer said.

      He smiled brighter at the mention of Ophelia, and I narrowed my eyes at him. For years, I’d been trying to set them up, but had so far been unsuccessful. The two of them had been in our family’s employ for more than twenty years, had never married, and in my mind, would be perfect for each other. And yet, they were impossible to push together.

      “Zara sounds pretty homesick, Huckleberry,” I said, patting him on the arm and returning my thoughts to the current conversation. “Maybe she regrets her choice.”

      “Hush, you.” Zara stuck her tongue out at me. “Now, come on. The Belgian waffle cones are calling my name.”

      I frowned after her as she linked her arm with Huck’s and led him toward the half-circle of food trucks in front of us. I knew what a Belgian waffle was, but shaped like a cone? This I had to see.

      When the four of us were seated at a picnic table with my security detail flanking us on all sides, my eyes bulged at the many different kinds of food before us. There were tacos, falafel, fried Oreos, gyros, french fries that were loaded with a pound of toppings, and the aforementioned Belgian waffle cone with ice cream in the center.

      “This looks like a coronary waiting to happen,” I mused, not looking up from the assortment of banned food items. “Let’s take a photo and send it to Mother.”

      Zara’s eyes bulged. “Don’t you dare.”

      “Still scared of her from an ocean away, are you?” I grinned and handed my phone to my nearest guard. “Snap one for us, will you?”

      James bowed his head and held up the phone. “Say ‘cheese.’”

      We all smiled for the camera, and then I took the phone back with a wag of my brows at my sister. “I’m sending it with the caption, ‘Zara is corrupting me already.’”

      Zara gave Huck a petulant look. “Is it too soon to tell him to go back where he came from?”

      “Don’t answer that, Huckleberry,” I warned with a point of my finger.

      Huck held his hands up. “I wouldn’t dare.”

      After I sent the photo to our mother, as promised, I rubbed my hands together and surveyed the various paper dishes in front of me. “Where should I start?”

      “Here,” Zara said, placing the giant waffle cone between Greer and me. “They gave us plenty of spoons. Dig in.”

      Greer wrinkled his nose. “Dairy disagrees with me, Your Grace.”

      I pulled the massive dessert closer. “More for me.”

      Digging my spoon into the cold ice cream, I popped a bite in my mouth and was immediately transported back to my childhood. It was cold and sweet and smooth and reminded me of summers running around with Zara when we had much fewer things to worry about. We were never entirely free from being royal, so we were very restricted as children, but the basics were there.

      I hummed as I finished the bite with my eyes closed. “I don’t think I’ve had ice cream since we were kids.”

      “What? Why? Don’t tell me it’s a restricted food like tacos were,” Huck said with raised brows.

      “No, not really. But cookies are easier to steal and put in your pockets for later,” I replied.

      “We’ve always been really restricted on sweets in general,” Zara added. “I remember going to a state dinner where the dessert was a yogurt parfait.”

      Huck frowned. “But you had an entire dessert table at the ball we went to together.”

      “I think Mother was buttering me up,” Zara said as she picked up the dish of tacos and brought it closer to her. “She knows how much I love sweets. Next time we go, I’m going to ask her to have a taco bar. Think she’ll do it?”

      “No,” Greer and I said together.

      “Pity,” Zara replied before taking a bite.

      For the next few minutes, we talked and laughed and sampled all of the food that was nearly impossible for us to indulge in back home. Or on our travels, since we were only allowed to eat off an approved menu while traveling, lest we wind up in the tabloids looking green.

      My phone buzzed in my pocket, and I pulled it out, grinning when I saw the screen. I looked up at Zara. “Mother wasn’t amused by the photo.”

      “I’m shocked,” Zara deadpanned as the eating slowed due to how full we were all getting. “Anyway, when are you meeting up with your dream girl?”

      “Tonight,” I replied after swallowing the bite of falafel I’d just taken. “I was going to take her out for a nice dinner, but I’m afraid I’ll be full for a week after this.”

      “That’s fine. Dinner is boring anyway. You should take her somewhere fun,” Zara said.

      Amused, I crossed my fingers in front of me. “And what do you suggest?”

      Zara looked at Huck. “You’re the San Diego local. Where should they go?”

      “Hmm.” Huck chewed his food and looked up while he thought about it. “How about a drive-in movie?”

      I quirked a brow. “A drive-in movie?”

      “Uh, I was thinking something a little less 1950’s Americana,” Zara said. “Romantic, but not an obvious makeout date.”

      Clearing my throat, I narrowed my eyes at my sister. “And how would you know anything about a drive-in movie being an obvious makeout date?”

      Zara narrowed her eyes at me with a smirk. “Oh, settle down, will you? We’re engaged.”

      I harrumphed and adjusted my seat on the hard wooden bench. “Any other ideas?”

      “How about the zoo?” Huck asked.

      “The zoo?” Zara and I asked at the same time. I shook my head. “Why would I take her to the zoo?”

      “It’s a thing in San Diego. At Christmas they do this big light thing. Zoo Lights. Google it,” he directed before popping a fry in his mouth.

      I pulled out my phone and did as he said, making a sound of approval. “Well, this does look cool. I stand corrected.”

      “Let me see.” Zara held her hand over the table and motioned for the phone, so I gave it over. She scrolled through the photos from the image search with a huge smile on her face. “This looks amazing. Huck, I want to go. Please, can we go?”

      Huck laughed. “Sure. Yeah. Just let me know when.”

      “Not tonight,” I said. “I don’t need my baby sister strolling hand-in-hand through this place while I’m telling my girlfriend that I’ve been lying to her for a month.”

      “Girlfriend, huh?” Zara asked.

      I shrugged. “Okay, that may be a bit presumptuous of me, but I’d like to think that’s what she is. Hopefully, she feels the same way.”

      Zara nodded gravely, a comical amount of apprehension on her face. “And if she does, hopefully, she still will once you tell her your big secret.”
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      “What time is he picking you up?” Katie asked from the other end of the line as I brushed on some lip balm.

      I checked the clock next to my bed. “About fifteen minutes.”

      “Eek, yay! On a scale of one to ten, how nervous are you?”

      “Seventy-six.”

      She giggled. “Oh, good. So not much, then?”

      “Not much at all.”

      “Well, don’t be nervous. You guys have already talked a ton. It’s not like it’s a blind date or something.”

      “It kind of feels that way. First-date jitters combined with never seeing him in person. My stomach is a wreck.”

      “Do you know where he’s taking you yet?”

      “Nope. Still a surprise.”

      Katie hummed as she considered this. “You know, it’s not really safe to go to a mystery location with a guy you met online. How will I save you if he’s an ax murderer?”

      I frowned at my reflection in my long mirror. “Good point. Hang on, I’ll share my location with you so you can track me.”

      “That will only help if he lets you keep your phone. If he throws it out the window on the way, make sure you jump out. Nothing good will come from that.”

      “Noted,” I replied dryly, switching her to speaker-mode so I could update my location settings. “Anyway, I don’t think he’s an ax murderer. He’s too nice.”

      “They’re all nice until they aren’t.”

      “You watch too much Dateline.”

      “You don’t watch enough Dateline.”

      Shaking my head, I put the phone down so I could take my ponytail out and re-do it. “Do you still want to meet up tomorrow after work so you can meet him?”

      “I do. Let’s see how tonight goes first. Make sure you still like him after you meet in person. I’m not saying you won’t, of course, but just saying. And then if you don’t, I’ll meet up with you for drinks so you can drown your sorrows.”

      “You’re such a good friend.”

      “I really am.”

      “What are you doing tonight, anyway?”

      Katie sighed. “Chandler invited his bestie over for beers, so I guess I’m going to hang here.”

      “You guess,” I repeated with a smirk.

      Katie had a huge crush on her brother’s best friend, not that she’d ever act on it because she knew her brother would never be cool with it. He was that overprotective type who went around telling his friends that his sister was strictly off-limits. I didn’t have a brother or anything, but I had a feeling that if I did, I would punch him in the nose if he ever tried to pull that crap with me. But hey, what did I know about family dynamics?

      “Yeah, it’s not like it’s pulling teeth to be around Scott. Anyway, you two are welcome to come back here and hang with us after your date if you want.”

      I imagined that, smiling at the idea of chilling with Theo with friends like that. Sure, having him as a long-distance boyfriend was fine, especially since we had such good texting and phone chemistry. But hanging out with him in such a normal, everyday setting seemed so appealing.

      And just as quickly as it had come, the good feeling was replaced by a sad one. We hadn’t talked about him moving here or me moving to his side of the world. I think we were both avoiding it, since it was probably a weird thing to talk about in the early stages of a relationship. But what if we fell in love? Would we be long-distance indefinitely? That didn’t seem practical.

      “Yeah, maybe,” I said, “but that just made me think. I feel like I should bring up the whole ‘we live in different countries’ thing tonight. Maybe test the waters and see if he would be opposed to moving here?”

      “You guys still haven’t talked about that?”

      “Nope.”

      “Oy. I would have thought that would be a hot topic as things got more serious.”

      “Yeah, I guess. I don’t know. Things have just been so up in the air for me with my career, so I’ve been pretty focused on that.”

      “Well, then you should definitely talk about it tonight. See if he’d be willing to move here. You can’t move there, that’s for sure.”

      “I can’t?”

      “Uh, no.”

      “Why not?” I asked through a laugh. Not that I was planning to. How could I get a federal job to continue my pension from another country? I couldn’t. Plain and simple.

      “Um, because I don’t want my best friend to move to some obscure country in the middle of the Mediterranean Sea.”

      “Baltic Sea.”

      “Whatever. Point is, you can’t go.”

      I chuckled at my friend. “You know, the Marines would have moved me eventually.”

      “Not that far,” she exclaimed.

      “True.” Checking the time again, my stomach flipped. “Okay, he’s going to be here soon. I’ll text you later to let you know if we’re coming over.”

      “Sounds good. I’ll track your location to make sure you don’t die.”

      “Well, you won’t know if I’m dead, just where to find my phone.”

      I could almost hear Katie rolling her eyes. “Oh man, good point. Well, hopefully, it won’t come to that.”

      We got off the phone on that warm and fuzzy note, and I spent the next few minutes tidying up my apartment in case he came in when he picked me up. A knock sounded at my door right on time, and yet it still made me jump.

      He was here.

      Theo was here, live and in person, ready to meet me.

      I smoothed my hands down the front of my high-waisted black pants and checked my reflection one more time. My cropped red sweater and short black boots made for the perfect Christmas date outfit, even though I didn’t know what we were doing beyond the fact that it was holiday themed and casual.

      With a shake of my wrists to calm my nerves, I crossed to the door and opened it. Theo stood in the hallway with a sideways smile, wearing dark jeans and a black V-neck sweater. His eyes were even more gorgeous in real life, especially since they held a hint of appreciation as he looked me over. I felt my body warming under his gaze.

      He held out a single red rose. “Don’t worry, it won’t die on you in a few days. It’s been preserved.”

      “What?” I reached for the rose with a laugh and studied it. It looked totally real, its silky petals perfectly curled around each other.

      “Apparently, preserved roses can last up to three years. I’ll get you another one when it starts looking off.”

      I’d never heard of preserving a rose before, but my lips twitched slightly at the thought of him being around to buy me a new one a whole three years from now. “That’s very thoughtful. And a little strange. Kinda gives me mortician vibes or something. But that’s probably just because my friend and I were just talking about Dateline.”

      “Dateline?”

      I shook my head. “Sorry, never mind. I love it.”

      “Good,” he said with a chuckle, stepping closer. “And now for that hug I promised you.”

      My skin tingled as I stepped into his arms, beyond proud of myself for not leaping into them instead. He smelled just as good as he looked–just as good as I imagined he would–and I seemed to fit against him like a puzzle piece locking into place. He rubbed my back in the most comforting way, like he was trying to pour all of the support he’d been giving me from afar into this moment. And it worked. I totally felt it.

      When I stepped back and met his eyes, I could see he’d felt something too. “You’re a great hugger.”

      “As are you,” he replied, biting his lip like he was holding something back. “We should get going.”

      “Right,” I replied, ducking back into the apartment to grab my purse. “Stupid question, but do I need to put this in water?”

      He laughed from the doorway. “No, you don’t.”

      “I was just testing you.”

      “Right.”

      “Ready,” I said, setting the rose on the table and looping my crossbody over my shoulders.

      “After you.”

      I crossed the threshold into the hallway, then turned to lock the door behind us. When I faced him again, I caught sight of movement at the end of the hall. A large man in a black suit stood there with his back to us. Figuring he must be someone else’s guest, I linked my hand in the crook of Theo’s elbow and let him lead me down the hall. But the man looked at us over his shoulder and spoke into his wrist like a secret service agent or something, and my steps faltered.

      “Wonder what’s up with that guy,” I mused under my breath.

      Theo looked down at me with a hesitant expression. “He’s, uh, with me.”

      “With you?”

      “Yes. We have a fair amount to discuss on our date tonight, I’m afraid.”

      Alarm bells went off as I gazed up at him. “Oh, really?”

      “Would it be okay if we talked about it when we arrive rather than here?” Theo looked around the empty hallway of my apartment building before meeting my eyes again as we walked toward the man.

      “I’m not sure. Is it bad?”

      “I don’t think so,” he said with a half-smile. “But we’ll see what you think.” When I didn’t say anything, he pulled me to a stop and took my hands in his. “Maya, I really like you.”

      My heart fluttered. “I really like you, too.”

      “Great. So, I’m just asking you to trust me.”

      I pursed my lips, giving the man in black one more discreet look. I knew Theo worked in politics, and I assumed from his trip out here that he might be higher up, since it didn’t appear to be an issue for him to come all this way. Clearly, he was even more important to his small–but mighty–country than I imagined if he rated a security detail. I highly doubted this guy was some kind of highly-paid, traveling prison guard, so really, how bad could it be?

      Nodding, I squeezed his hands. “You definitely have me curious.”

      “We can stay and talk in your apartment if you’d rather,” he offered, looking up and down the hallway again.

      “Just in case you’re a rich ax murderer, talking in public would be best.”

      He grinned. “Sounds reasonable.”

      We made our way down the hallway and out to the parking lot, where another guard stood outside a black SUV. He opened the door as we approached, nodding at us as we got in the back. The two men got into the front of the vehicle and we took off, heading for the freeway. This was definitely not how I pictured this date starting.

      “So, how was work?” Theo asked.

      I quirked a brow at his conversational tone. “Okay, yeah, no. I changed my mind.”

      “About what? Going on the date?”

      “I don’t know about the date yet, but I changed my mind about waiting to hear about all of this.” I swept my hand out, including the fancy SUV and the two well-dressed men in the front. “Who are you?”

      Theo could barely contain the smile on his face, rubbing a hand over his mouth as if he could smear it away. “You know, I really enjoy how direct you are.”

      “Well, your turn, bud.”

      “Fine, fine. All right. I suppose I should just rip the Band-Aid off, then.” He rubbed his hands on his thighs, then let out a shaky breath. “I wasn’t lying when I said my name is Theo. But my full name is Theodore Alexander Edward James Astor, Crown Prince of Arnada.”
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      You could have heard a pin drop at that moment. Maya stared back at me with her beautiful brown eyes, blinking slowly, still taking in my words. My heart was beating so hard in my chest that I was sure I was going to go into cardiac arrest and make this situation even more painful than it already was.

      Why wasn’t she saying anything? Was she mad that I’d been lying to her? Lying by omission was still lying, after all. Ask anyone. I should have told her right from the start. Or at least, right when I knew we had great chemistry and she liked me for me, not the title I carried. That would have been weeks ago. I’d known that for probably half of the six weeks since we’d first started talking.

      This was a terrible idea. Keeping this from her and then springing it on her at our first meeting was an ill-fated plan to be sure. If only I’d listened to Zara when she’d told me as much. Even Greer had given me a few choice words via eyebrow raises and harrumphs that I knew well enough to translate.

      Just when I was about to ask her if she’d heard me–her silence was killing me–Maya opened her mouth to speak. But instead of words, a loud, honking laugh of unbelievable volume burst forth. I reared back in surprise, which only made her laugh harder.

      My eyes shifted to the front of the SUV to find James and Stuart giving each other sidelong glances. They were just as confused as I was. As much as I hadn’t planned to have them this close when I told Maya the truth, at this particular time, I was glad for witnesses to her potential insanity.

      Maya slapped my leg–harder than was probably necessary–and wiped the tears from under her eyes. “Wow. Okay, you got me. That was pretty good, Theo, I have to admit.”

      “Pardon?”

      She let out a breathy laugh and waved at her face. “What, do you really expect me to believe that you’re the Prince of Arnada? I mean, I know you told me you’re in politics, and I figured you were rich to be able to take a quick trip to another country like this. But come on. The prince? The crown prince?”

      I crossed my arms over my chest. “Why is that so hard to believe?”

      “Because.”

      “Because why?”

      Maya blinked at me, sobering completely. “Because, Theo, crown princes don’t go on dating apps and start chatting up singles in America. Give me a break.”

      I shrugged. “Well, to be fair, I didn’t go on a dating app with the intention of chatting up singles in America.”

      “Oh, really? Then why did you?”

      “My sister got involved with First Comes Love, and I wanted to check out the company to make sure it was legitimate. Then I found their app and read about the blind dating concept behind it, and it appealed to me.”

      “Why, so you could talk to girls on there and pretend to be someone else?” she asked.

      “I never pretended to be someone else, Maya. I just didn’t disclose my … vocation.”

      “Vocation? Really? Being royal isn’t a vocation.”

      “It is, in a way. It’s my job.”

      “It’s your entire identity.”

      I stiffened. “Is being a Marine your entire identity?”

      Maya cleared her throat and looked away. “Honestly? I think it is. Which is why I’m so freaked that they’re kicking me out.”

      Despite the tension between us, I couldn’t help but reach over and take her hand. “Maya, you’re more than a Marine. And I’m more than a prince.”

      With a heavy sigh, she looked at me again, studying my face for a long moment. The only thing I could do was hold my breath and hope she liked what she saw there. I hoped she could feel that I didn’t mean her any harm by keeping my title from her.

      “You know this is weird, right? I don’t even know how to act around you now.”

      “The same as you did before.”

      She shook her head. “Uh, no. I feel like a lot of my teasing would be grounds for beheading or something. I’m pretty snarky, not sure if you’ve noticed.”

      “Thankfully, we don’t behead people. Anymore.”

      “Stop.” Maya pulled her hand out of mine so she could playfully push my arm before turning back to the window.

      “Look at me, sweets.” I took her hand again and used the same nickname I’d been using, trying to remind her that I was the same person she’d been talking to all along. When her eyes found mine, there was deep concern in their depths. “I know this is a lot to digest. But we can talk about everything. I’ll answer all of your questions, and I promise to be one hundred percent truthful. It wasn’t my intention to deceive you. It’s just that … you have no idea how good it felt for you to talk to me like I was a regular guy, not the future king.”

      Maya gaped at me. “Future king?”

      “Well, yes. That’s what crown prince means.”

      “I didn’t even think about it. I was still getting past the prince thing. Now you’re telling me you’re going to be the king someday?”

      I swallowed. The gravity of that reality was never far from my mind. “Hopefully, not anytime soon.”

      “Of course,” she said quickly. “Sorry.”

      “It’s quite all right.”

      “So, crown prince. Okay, so all of those meetings you go to?”

      “Usually with heads of state, foreign dignitaries, other royals, or to manage one of the many charities and organizations of which I’m on the board,” I replied.

      “Wow. I literally thought you were some kind of political aide, until this trip came up.”

      I chuckled and hung my head. “If only.”

      Silence engulfed us then, and I snuck another glance to the front of the SUV. James and Stuart were silent, and through the windshield, I saw that we were arriving at the San Diego Zoo just as the sky faded from dusk to night.

      Maya followed my gaze as if she’d just remembered that we were on our way to a mystery location for our date. Her eyes widened. “You’re taking me to ZooLights?”

      “Well, if you’re still willing to come with me, yes. But if all of this was too much and you’d like us to take you home, just say the word.”

      She shifted in her seat as she thought about it. I wouldn’t blame her if there was just too much deception for her to forgive. It had seemed like a lot better plan in theory than in practice, I’d admit. But that didn’t stop the aching in my chest that hoped beyond all hope that she’d accept me–all of me–now that she knew.

      “Let me ask you this: what are we doing?”

      I looked out the window at the crowded parking lot with Christmas lights wound around all of the light poles. “Well, from what I could tell online, we’ll walk around the dark zoo and look at the lights. It’s supposed to be romantic.”

      “No, silly, I’m not asking what we’re doing at ZooLights.”

      “Oh, sorry. What are you asking?”

      “I meant, what are we doing? Are we just casually dating from a couple of countries away? Indefinitely? Because it seems pretty clear that you won’t be able to move to America if things go well between us.”

      I almost smiled at her then, her directness warming me as much as ever. But given the seriousness of her question, I refrained, simply nodding once. “I planned to talk to you about that on this trip.”

      “I see.”

      James pulled into a parking spot and relaxed in his seat, seeming to understand that we weren’t ready to get out of the car yet. I scratched my head as I considered my options. If I asked her to come to Arnada now, on the heels of this conversation, would it tip the scales from a lot to digest to too much? Yes. More than likely, that conversation would not go well. But then again, if I held something back from her once again, it felt like I would be betraying her trust.

      Deciding to go with a safer middle ground, I cleared my throat. “I planned to ask you to spend Christmas with me in Arnada.”

      Her lips pulled into a thin line. “Spend Christmas with you, at your palace, in Arnada?”

      “I could probably arrange for us to stay elsewhere, we have several other residences. But it would be more convenient if we were in the palace so I could continue to conduct my business while you’re in town.”

      “Uh-huh.” Maya nodded slowly. Then she held up a finger and pulled out her phone, the bright light casting a blue glow around her in the darkness of the car. “I’m Googling you.”

      “You’re what?”

      “I’m Googling the royal family in Arnada. Just so I can verify–” Her words cut off then, and she sighed. “Okay, yep. That’s you.”

      I leaned over and looked at the photo that I’d hoped would come up when she’d originally searched for my home country. In it, I stood behind my mother where she sat on a regal chair next to my father’s simpler one, with one hand on her shoulder. Zara sat on her other side, looking trapped. I hadn’t noticed it any other time I’d seen that photo, but now that I’d watched my sister give up her title to follow her dreams in America, it was plain as day.

      “That’s me,” I said, leaning back.

      “So, you really are the Prince of Arnada.”

      “I really am.”

      Glancing at the photo again, she quirked a brow. “So the sister who wants to become a doctor is a princess, your soft-spoken and aloof dad is a king, and your overprotective mother is the queen?”

      I tilted my head from side to side. “Well, my father isn’t the king, he’s the Prince Consort. My mother is a royal by blood. He married in.”

      “I see.” She turned to look out the windows of the SUV. “And now we’re going to stroll through the zoo like a couple of regular people? Do royals often stroll through zoos?”

      “Not often, no. But tonight, we are a couple of regular people.”

      “Well, I am. You’re the future king of a small country.”

      I grinned. “This is going to take some getting used to, isn’t it?”

      “Yes. Maybe you should have told me six weeks ago. Or put it in your bio. Then I’m pretty sure I’d be used to it by now.”

      “Ah, yes, but honestly, would you have been as candid with me if you’d known I was a prince all along?”

      “That’s no excuse for lying about it, Theo.”

      Pursing my lips, I nodded. “Fair point.”

      “But,” she said with a sigh, “I guess you’re also right. If I’d known I was talking to a prince, I might have censored myself a little bit.”

      I looked down at my hands, knowing full-well how right she was about that. When I talked to women, it was almost like I was talking to a shell of the person they really were. They never fully let me in. They never let me see who they really were, behind the “future queen material” mask they wore. I was sure that if it had taken Maya that long to connect “crown prince” with “future king,” she still hadn’t realized that dating me put her in the “potential future queen” category. And I didn’t plan to bring it up.

      “So,” I said, lacing my fingers in my lap, “what do you say? Would you still like to go on this date with me? And then will you spend Christmas with me in Arnada?”

      Maya’s eyes were hesitant, but still warm, when she looked at me then. “I would like to go on this date with you. But as for Christmas in Arnada…”

      “Yes?”

      “Let’s take that one a bit slower. You may be a prince, but you could still be an ax murderer.”
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      “Hey,” Katie said when she opened the door with a bright smile. Then as she realized I stood at her front door alone, the smile fell to the ground between us. “He’s not with you? Was the date that bad?”

      I sighed. “No. The date was amazing.”

      Theo’s handsome face flashed in my mind. The colorful glow from the Christmas lights over our heads danced across his strong features as he smiled down at me. His hand had been warm and strong as he’d held mine, leading me through the dark zoo with his security detail in front of and behind us. It was just as romantic as he promised it would be.

      Except that we were avoiding talking about the fact that he was a prince and that he’d invited me to his palace for Christmas. We talked about everything else we could think of, desperately clinging to the notion that we were the same couple we had been before his big confession. But if I ignored that touch of awkwardness–phew–great first date.

      “Then why didn’t he come over with you?” she asked as she opened the door wider for me to pass through.

      “Because he dropped a five hundred pound bomb on me tonight and I wanted some space to think about it. We ended the night on a good note, but I just need a minute.”

      Katie’s eyes bulged. She shut the door and looped her arm into mine, turning us to face her brother and his friend on the couch. “Guys, we’re heading to the balcony. You can play the movie.”

      “Bad date?” Chandler asked as we crossed the living room.

      “None of your beeswax,” Katie retorted.

      I chuckled as we stepped outside and she slid the door shut behind us. We sat at the cafe table and I let my head fall back with a sigh. “I don’t even know where to start.”

      “Start with the bomb.”

      I looked up at her, getting straight to the point. “He’s a prince.”

      “Aww, how so?”

      “No.” I leaned forward, putting my hand on the table between us. “I’m not saying he’s a prince like some kind of a sweetheart. I’m saying he’s literally a member of the royal freaking family.”

      Katie’s jaw dropped. “Are you serious?”

      “Dead serious.”

      “That’s the bomb he dropped? He showed up and told you he was a prince?”

      “Yeah, right after his security detail loaded us into what I assume was a bulletproof SUV.”

      “Did you confirm his story? What if he’s lying?”

      I picked up my phone and pulled up the Google page that was still there from when I’d searched his name in the parking lot. Handing it over, I waited while she skimmed through it with wide eyes. I already knew what she was looking at. Pictures of the royal family. Articles about Theo and his time in the military. Interviews with Zara about her leaving the monarchy to become a doctor. And way too many fashion magazines discussing every article of clothing they wore in excruciating detail.

      After a minute, she handed the phone to me with a shocked grin. “Holy crap. He’s a prince.”

      “Yep.”

      “What the heck was he doing on the First Comes Love app?”

      “At first, he was checking up on his sister because she started going to their in-person dating events.”

      She held up a hand. “His sister? As in the princess in those photos I just saw?”

      “That’s the one. He said she gave up her title to move to America to become a doctor. Now she’s engaged to a Marine who works at Pendleton.”

      “Oh wow. These royals love our Marines, huh?”

      I rolled my eyes at her. “Yeah, well, soon-to-be former Marine in my case.”

      Katie patted my knee. “I’m sorry, friend.”

      Waving a hand, I sighed. “Hey, at least Theo is continuing to take my mind off it. First as a doting long-distance boyfriend, and now with all this royal business. I’m distracted from my work stuff, that’s for sure.”

      “So, wait, go back. After he told you he was a prince, then what happened?”

      “Well, once I got over the shock of the whole thing, I asked what that meant for us. Like what are we doing together if he’s the future king of Arnada and I live here?”

      “And what did he say?”

      “He didn’t really answer the big-picture part of that, but he did ask me if I wanted to spend Christmas with him in Arnada. Later, when he dropped me off, he said I could go back with him next week and spend all of December there.”

      “Are you for real? You’re going to spend a month with him in his castle?”

      “I’m not sure if it’s a castle, per se.”

      “We should look it up.” Katie pulled out her own phone, talking as she typed. “Where does the royal family of Arnada live.”

      When her brows went up, I moved so I could see the screen. “What does it say?”

      “Looks like the royal family lives in the Palace of Astor in the country’s capital city, but they have a number of other residences on the island, including one castle,” she read from the search results. “It was built in 1143 as a fortress, and their military has had to defend it many times over the years due to the country’s strategic position in the Baltic Sea.”

      “Oh, wow. That reminds me, he mentioned he was in the military at one point.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah. He said he got in a plane crash once and then had to get out of the military due to his other responsibilities. I wonder if it was because they couldn’t have their next king dying during peacetime operations.”

      “Seems logical.” Katie shrugged, then turned back to the photos of the palace. “I bet this place looks gorgeous during Christmas.”

      I moved back to my own seat. “I haven’t agreed to that yet.”

      “Why not?”

      “Uh, because that’s kind of a big deal.”

      “Exactly.”

      I leveled her with a glare. “Katie, I’m not just going to hop on a plane with him and fly to a country I hadn’t even heard of before two weeks ago and spend a month there.”

      “I’ll ask again. Why not?”

      “Because,” I said, pursing my lips to think of concrete reasons why not. There had to be something. “Because it’s crazy.”

      “You can handle a little crazy. You hail from crazy. Besides, you’ve spent the last eight years living your life totally by the book. Go relax in a palace for the holidays.”

      I stood to pace on the small balcony. “And then what? We should have talked about the logistics of this whole thing a lot sooner. What happens if we fall in love and don’t want to live an ocean away from each other?”

      “Then you don’t.”

      “Okay, well, the Crown Prince of Arnada isn’t going to be able to move here, so are you saying I should move there and become a princess?”

      Katie laughed. “I mean, when I said I didn’t want my best friend to move that far, I didn’t realize we were talking about making you royalty. What kind of friend would I be if I discouraged that? Besides, you’ll probably be able to fly back and forth to see me whenever you want. Better yet, fly me there and find me a royal hottie, and then we can both live happily ever after.”

      I rolled my eyes at her, but then I couldn’t help but smile at her excitement. “You’re nuts.”

      “No, you’re nuts if you don’t take this guy up on his offer to spend Christmas there,” she replied. Then her face grew serious. “Maya, I’ve been here since the first time you talked to him on the app. You said he was a huge help when you were going through all of your medical stuff, and I could tell he made you feel better after you got the bad news. Plus, I’ve never seen you this happy, even with everything in your work situation. Take away the last few hours and think back to the Theo you’ve been talking to online for the last six weeks. Tell me you weren’t already falling in love with him.”

      I did as she instructed and thought back, and, of course, she was right. Talking to Theo–even when I only knew him as Phoenix–was the best part of every single one of those days. With all of the uncertainty I was facing in my career, he was a serious bright spot.

      And on his end, he’d vented to me about the pressure he felt at his own job and how talking to me was like a mini-vacation. I hadn’t known at the time just how much pressure we were talking about, but still. I loved that we were able to give each other that gift. And I definitely think I was on the path to falling in love with him, one sweet message or video call at a time.

      Sitting back down in my chair, I scrubbed my hands over my face. “Okay, yeah. I do think love was on the table. But I don’t love the idea of leaving the Marines to sit around in a fancy dress all day, doing nothing. Honestly, it sounds pretty lame.”

      “Oh, come on. William and Kate do a lot of charity work.”

      I blinked at her. “I’m sure they do. But I don’t know, the whole princess thing has never been my style, I guess. I was more into Power Rangers and Hot Wheels when I was a kid.”

      When I met Katie’s eyes, I could see the shadow of sadness there. She knew all about my past, bouncing around all over the country. Which meant she knew I didn’t have much of my own, so I only played with the toys that the other kids had. Or sticks in the dirt. It wasn’t like my motorcoach had a closet full of dress-up clothes and plastic jewelry to run around in. So no, I wasn’t the type of girly girl who dreamed of being a princess, and living happily ever after was never on my to-do list.

      “Maya, come on,” Katie pleaded. “It’s not every day you meet an honest-to-goodness prince on a dating app and get invited back to his castle–er, palace–for Christmas. Stop overthinking it and just go. Worry about the rest later. Who knows, maybe when you get there the glass slipper will fit so well, you’ll never want to leave.”

      I considered her words for a long moment, pursing my lips. Finally, I slumped in my chair. “I’m really not big on dresses. But I guess Christmas at a palace could be kind of cool.”

      “You deserve happiness, Maya. You deserve an amazing fairytale romance. Not just because you’re amazing, but because of everything you went through to get to this point.”

      All at once, memories of my strange and confusing childhood flashed before my eyes. Christmases on the road with no trees or presents. Packing up the show because it was time to move on once again. Meeting new kids in new cities while telling myself not to get attached because I wouldn’t stay very long. Was Katie right? Could this really be the start of a fairytale, just for me? Or would this month in Arnada turn out to be yet another good experience that was only temporary?

      Katie reached forward and picked up my phone, handing it to me before heading for the sliding glass door. “I’m going back inside to pretend I’m not secretly in love with my brother’s best friend. You call Prince Charming and tell him you’re excited to spend Christmas with him. At least one of us should get our happily ever after, right?”

      “Right,” I said to her retreating form. Before I could talk myself out of it, I pulled up my message thread with Theo.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Hi.

      

      

      

      

      

      He started to reply almost immediately, and my stomach flipped at just the sight of the three dots that signified he was typing.

      
        
          
            
              
        Theo: Hello, gorgeous.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me: I’ll come to Arnada with you.

      

      

      

      

      

      Biting my lip, I typed up another message and hit send before he could answer the first one.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: For Christmas, that is.

      

      

      

      

      

      The dots appeared, then disappeared, then re-appeared. I wasn’t sure how far ahead Theo was thinking, but I had to cover my bases. If he thought me agreeing to go on this trip to Arnada meant I was willing to become a princess, I needed to pump the brakes before he went too far down that road. I was agreeing to a vacation, not a vocation.

      
        
          
            
              
        Theo: That’s a good start.
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      Thanksgiving dinner with Huck’s family had been everything they promised it would be. We stuffed ourselves on a traditional American meal that was largely new to me. Huck’s mother had prepared an amazing assortment of dishes. There was turkey, stuffing, green bean casserole, corn casserole, yams with marshmallows, and the famous cranberry jelly from a can. Which, by the way, was actually better than I expected. I’d been sure to send my mother a photo of that particular side dish.

      Now, as Maya and I sat outside on their porch swing with my guards posted around the house, I struggled not to fall into an apparently common post-dinner coma.

      “Terri and Alice are really cool,” Maya said as she tucked herself closer against my side.

      I rubbed my hand down her arm, enjoying the feel of her against me. “I agree. I’m glad they’ll be joining us in Arnada for Christmas.”

      “Me, too.”

      I couldn’t help but notice the quieter tone to her words, so I dipped my head to catch her eyes. “Everything all right?”

      “Yeah. Just thinking, I guess.”

      “What about?”

      She hesitated, then gave me a small smile. “Family.”

      My throat grew tighter. I knew about Maya’s past. She’d told me all about it back when we still hadn’t even shared our real names. I knew her parents were members of a traveling carnival, and she’d left them as soon as she’d turned eighteen, so she had no real family to speak of until the military came into her life. The holidays must be a difficult time for her, even more so now, as she was facing the end of her time in the Marines.

      “Would you like to talk about it? I’m a great listener.”

      “I know you are. And I love that,” she said, resting her head on my shoulder again. “It’s okay. I don’t want to bring down the night. That was fun.”

      “It was. But I promise you, between that satisfying meal and the fact that I get to sit here with you, you couldn’t bring down the night if you tried.”

      Maya let out a laugh and pushed away from me then, shaking her head with a wide smile. “You’re too much.”

      “What?”

      “I don’t know. Between the accent, how sweet you are, plus the whole prince thing, I feel like you can’t be real.”

      “Well, I am. And I could say the same about you, you know. Minus the prince thing.”

      “I don’t have an accent.”

      I flashed her a smile. “Neither do I.”

      She laughed again and settled close to me once more. “Whatever.”

      We swung back and forth on the swing for a few moments, enjoying the peaceful night around us. Huck and Zara were inside with his mom and sister watching American football. I knew Maya was a fan, but I wondered if the fact that she was playing the sport when she injured her knee kept her from being able to enjoy the game.

      Personally, I didn’t understand the appeal of such a brutish sport. I much preferred our football. As for my sister, she loathed sports, so I took it as a sign of her love for Huck that she was even attempting to watch it.

      “What was it like growing up knowing that you would one day be King?” Maya asked suddenly.

      I pursed my lips, considering my answer. “I’m not sure. I don’t have anything else to compare it to. It was just a fact of life. But I would say it rather felt like living in a fishbowl.”

      “Hmm, yeah, I can see that. Everyone was probably watching every move you made.”

      We both eyed the guards in the darkness nearby and I nodded. “They were. But I also spent a lot of time watching others. It felt like real life was always on the other side of the glass. I was a spectator, rather than a participant.”

      “You know, I think I can relate to that.”

      “Oh?”

      “Sure. At the carnival, I’d see kids with their family and the friends that they’d had since they were little. They didn’t move around all the time, so they weren’t so sick of making new friends that they’d stop trying. At the end of the night, they’d get in the car with their parents and they’d go back to their actual houses that didn’t have wheels on the bottom. I felt a little like I was watching them live a life that was off-limits to me.”

      Guilt washed over me at that. There I was lamenting over being in a glass bowl of privilege, while she was living in a very different sort of bowl. I had no experience with her exact situation, but with as much work as I did for the families in Arnada who lived below the poverty line, I knew the sadness in those children’s eyes. The very idea that Maya grew up in that way had me aching for her. Wishing I could somehow turn back the clock and give her everything she ever wanted.

      While I didn’t know if she even cared about money or expensive things at this point in her life, there were other things I could be sure to give her. An actual home. A family. Stability. The peace of knowing that your needs could always be taken care of, and your wants only needed to be expressed and they would appear.

      “Thank you for agreeing to come to Arnada with me,” I said quietly, rubbing her arm. “I’m excited to share my world with you.”

      “I’m nervous, but I’m excited too,” she admitted. “I’m trying not to overthink it. I tend to do that.”

      “At the risk of ruining everything, will you promise me something?”

      She angled her face so she could see me. “What?”

      “I care about you, Maya. I’ve never been able to talk to a woman the way I can talk to you. It’s so hard to know who to trust. It’s hard to know who likes me for me and who wants to sell my secrets to the media. I know what we have is real. So, I want you to be in my life.” I took a beat, momentarily lost in the emotion I found in her expression. Shaking my head, I got back to my question. “You know I have a duty in Arnada. I can’t stay here. So, will you promise to consider staying with me? While you’re there, will you think about it?”

      And there it was. The conversation I knew we were both avoiding like the plague, splayed out in front of us, acknowledged for the first time. I couldn’t leave. She had the option to stay. As much as I hated that she was hurt by the military’s decision to let her go, a big, selfish part of me was glad that it gave her the option to be mine. She just had to want to.

      “I don’t know if I’m cut out to be a princess, Theo,” she replied in a low tone.

      I brushed a stray hair back from her face and smiled down at her. In the six weeks I’d spent getting to know this fierce, powerful woman, I couldn’t imagine a kingdom that wouldn’t be lucky to have her. “Wait and see what it’s like before you decide that. You may find that you’re better suited for it than you think.”

      “Okay,” she said after a long moment. “I promise I’ll think about it.”
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        * * *

      

      One of my favorite things about bringing Maya to Arnada was almost certainly going to be watching her face as she experienced it. When she stepped out of the SUV and took my hand, she couldn’t take her eyes off the pristine white Boeing 747-8 on the tarmac before us.

      “Is this your plane?” she asked, eyes scanning the length of the closest wing.

      “I don’t own it, no. It’s a private charter. You’re not afraid of flying, are you?”

      She snorted before turning back to me. “Now you’re asking?” Before I could reply, her full lips drew together into a thin line, like she wanted to take back the words.

      I laughed, threading my hands behind her back and pulling her close. “Maya, be yourself. You won’t be beheaded, I promise.”

      “I know, I know. You guys don’t do that anymore.”

      “Exactly.” I gave her a squeeze around the middle. “Honestly, I love your snarky comments. They’re you. Everyone is so unbearably polite to me all the time. It’s refreshing to have someone who is a little less agreeable.”

      “Gee, thanks,” she said with a chuckle.

      “Come on, let’s get going.” I took a risk and placed a brief kiss to her temple before I released her, then took her hand in mine and led her toward the jet.

      “Your Highness,” Greer said when we approached the stairs. “Ms. Boyd.”

      “Hey, Greer,” she said cheerily. She’d spent the last two weeks building up quite a rapport with my private secretary. “Does this thing have a mini-bar?”

      Greer quirked his brow over the top of his sunglasses as he leaned conspiratorially closer. “No, but it has a full-service dining menu and a waitstaff to attend to your every need.”

      “Sweet,” Maya exclaimed with a grin.

      I held out my hand for her to pass ahead of me. “I’ll be right up. Make yourself comfortable.”

      With a nervous chuckle, she ascended the stairs, stopping at the top to look back at me. The wind blew her long ponytail behind her, and though I could still sense apprehension in her posture, there was also a giddy gleam in her gaze that told me she was excited. And if that was all I could get right now, I’d take it.

      “I just spoke with Her Majesty,” Greer said from beside me.

      “Oh? And is she looking forward to meeting Maya?” I asked with a cheeky grin.

      “Of course, Your Highness.”

      “I’m sure she is.”

      “If I may,” he began, clearing his throat, “are you sure she’s ready for all of this? From what you’ve told me, I’m concerned that you might be moving rather quickly, bringing her home with you like this. The media will have a field day when they find out about her.”

      I sniffed. “I honestly don’t know if waiting longer would help. We’ve gotten to know each other as well as we can without her seeing my world. She needs to see what it would really mean for us to be together. For better or worse.”

      “As long as you’re sure, Your Highness. Forgive me if I’ve overstepped.”

      I patted him on the shoulder. “Greer, you’ve known me since I was five. You’re not overstepping. I’m glad you care.”

      He nodded once. “Thank you.”

      “But, since you care, I’d appreciate it if you could help me watch out for her. Keep the wolves away, if you know what I mean.”

      Even though the Arnadan royal family rarely made any kind of international news, we were consistently featured in the headlines of our own country. We had tabloids that loved to ensure that our private lives never remained private, and the more serious outlets commented on our actions in a big picture way.

      For this reason and more, I hadn’t had a girlfriend in years, the last one being a duchess with dreams of ruling Arnada one day. Even though the people had hoped she would be their queen one day, eventually they turned on her when photos of her out with another man had surfaced. They were baseless claims, and I knew it, but the onslaught of rumors in the media nearly destroyed her reputation. It wasn’t the reason we broke up, in the end, but it had definitely shown me how ruthless the media could be when it came to my love life.

      “I will do my best, Your Highness,” Greer promised.

      “Thank you,” I replied, looking up at the plane. “I’m going to settle in. See you up there.”

      Greer nodded once and remained at the bottom of the stairs until everything was in order. When I entered the main cabin of the plane, I found Maya seated on a plush couch in the larger of the two sitting rooms.

      “This plane is crazy,” she said when she saw me. “Look, I’ve been in your world for four-point-five seconds and I’ve already got a flute of champagne in hand.”

      “See? It’s not all bad, is it?”

      “I haven’t seen the bad, yet, Prince Theo.”

      “Fair.” I nodded behind me. “Come, let’s say hello to the pilots, and then I’ll give you a tour of the plane.”

      “There’s more to the plane?” she asked in a hushed tone as she stood and looked around the cabin.

      “Plenty more, yes.”

      “This thing is like a Mary Poppins bag.”

      I chuckled. “You have no idea.”
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      We left the cockpit and went back into the main cabin. Greer sat at a table with his trusty iPad and keyboard, clicking away. I had no idea what he was always working on, but in the last two weeks, I swore he had that thing open in front of him more often than not.

      “What’s he always so busy with, anyway?” I whispered to Theo.

      Theo shrugged. “Answering emails, making appointments, arranging appearances. I’d be lost without him.”

      “So do you have to check with him before you make any plans of your own to make sure there are no conflicts?”

      “I do, yes. He wasn’t around when I was active in the military, and I loved the freedom.” Theo put his hands on his hips and looked up like he was picturing it, a wistful smile on his face when he exhaled.

      Shaking my head, I smiled up at him. “Most people think being in the military is too restrictive. Personally, I like the structure.”

      “Yeah, I can see that. Thankfully, while I was on holiday, we didn’t have anything on the schedule. But I must warn you, when we return, my days will be much less flexible.”

      I swallowed, looking around the bright cabin of the plane. When Theo was visiting California, he spent his days adventuring with Zara while Huck and I were at work. As Marines, we couldn’t always take off whenever we wanted. So, now, the tables were turned. Theo was the one with obligations to his country, and I was the tourist. Only I didn’t have anyone to hang out with while he worked.

      “What will I do while you’re busy working?” I asked.

      Theo led me through the cabin. “Well, you can explore the grounds. It will be quite chilly, however.”

      “I hope you have some extra coats then because pants and light sweaters are all I have as far as winter wear.”

      “I figured as much. I suppose you don’t have much use for a heavy coat in San Diego.”

      “Exactly.”

      “We also have an indoor pool, a spa, and a fitness room. Do you play the piano?”

      I chuckled. “Nope.”

      “Oh, well, if you’d like to learn while you’re there, you can use Zara’s, and I can arrange for lessons.”

      “Great,” I replied with what I hoped was a convincing smile. So far, royal life sounded exactly like I thought it would. Relaxing to the point of boredom. I couldn’t imagine spending the rest of my life wandering the halls of a palace looking for something to do while Theo was at work. I’d go nuts. I already knew it, and the plane hadn’t even taken off yet.

      “There’s also the stables,” he offered, opening a white door and holding it for me to walk through. “Again, it will be chilly, but I find the cold can make for quite an exhilarating ride.”

      This had my interest. “Ooh, horses? Now you’re talking.”

      “Do you like to ride?”

      “I’ve never done it, but I’d definitely be down to try.”

      “Great. I’ll tell Greer to arrange it. And I’ll have him block off some time so I can join you.”

      I grinned. “That would be cool, thanks.”

      Theo’s eyes were warm as he smiled down at me. “This will be fun. I promise. Come, I’ll show you to your room.”

      “My room?” I stumbled after him as we passed through a galley.

      Theo opened another door, and my eyes bulged out of my head. How the heck did a compact hotel room fit inside this jet? There was a double bed with a beautiful spread, like the kind you’d find at a five-star resort that was known for its heavenly bed situation. A beige leather armchair sat at the foot, facing the flat-screen TV that was mounted to the opposite wall.

      “How many bedrooms does this plane have?” I asked as I took in the luxurious space.

      “Just the one. I’ll sleep on one of the sofas in the sitting room.”

      I balked. “What? No. I’m not taking your bed.”

      “It’s quite all right, I assure you.”

      “No, it isn’t. You’re the future king of Arnada. You can’t sleep on a couch.”

      Theo crossed his arms over his chest, his shoulders bouncing with his quiet laughter. “I want you to treat me just like you did before you knew about that. What would you tell me if I weren’t a prince? Would you accept the room?”

      “Hmm, that’s hard to say. We wouldn’t be standing on a jet with a bedroom if you weren’t a prince.”

      “Maya, take the room. Greer and I will take the sofas, and James and Stuart will have recliners. I don’t always fly on a jet with a bed, so it won’t be the first time I’ve slept on a plane without one. Besides, I had a cot on deployment, the same as you probably did. I’m tough and rugged.”

      I raised a brow and let my eyes wander over his perfectly styled hair, elegant posture, and tasteful button-down shirt and slacks. He stood on a spotless private plane with his fancy leather shoes, and all of the adjectives that flew through my mind were exact opposites of the ones he’d used.

      I bit back a laugh. “Oh, yeah. You look real tough and rugged right now.”

      Theo narrowed his eyes at me just as a man appeared in the doorway with my suitcase. “Your Highness.”

      “Ah, thank you.” Theo took the suitcase and wagged his brows at me before setting it down at the foot of the bed. “Now that that’s settled, let’s check out the rest.”

      I rolled my eyes and started to follow him out of the room, then stopped in the doorway and turned back. I pictured the bed I’d slept in on the motorcoach. It was a bunk that flipped down over our couch, and it had a pole that went through the middle that left me constantly tossing and turning all night. Even the twin bed I’d slept in when I lived in the barracks had felt like a royal arrangement compared to that. But this? This room was nicer than any room I’d ever stayed in, and it was on a plane. It wasn’t even our destination, and yet it was like a destination all on its own.

      “Maya?” Theo called from the other side of the galley.

      “I’m coming,” I replied, giving the room one last look before following him to the other side of the plane.

      We stepped through another doorway that led to a smaller sitting room than the first. It was about the size of the bedroom, with a couch that I imagined would be Theo’s bed for our overnight flight. There was another TV, a small desk with a leather chair, and a basket of snacks on a short counter.

      “I’ll stay in here,” Theo said, nodding at the duffel bag at the end of the couch, “so if you need anything during the night, I’m just through the galley.”

      “Okay,” I replied.

      “Back there is the lavatory, and beyond that, there’s an office and a conference room. But we won’t be needing them on this trip, of course.”

      “Of course.”

      Theo searched my face, and whatever he saw had him stepping closer and taking my hand. “I’m really glad you decided to come with me.”

      “Me too.”

      And I was. As nervous as I was about the fact that this plane was only a tiny taste of the luxury we probably had waiting for us on the other side of the world, I was glad I’d decided to come. I just needed to get over what I figured was probably a bit of culture shock.

      Stepping onto this plane and into his world was going to be a whirlwind of emotion for me. After everything I’d been through, glimpsing his wealth and power wasn’t the kind of giddy Cinderella moment that Katie made it out to be. Was something wrong with me? Should I be bouncing around this lavish plane with childlike enthusiasm right now instead of feeling out of place?

      Theo’s hand came up to rest on my cheek, and his thumb tenderly brushed over my face. Suddenly, all of my insecurities vanished, and it was just the two of us. The sweet man that I’d been getting to know over the last couple of months stood in front of me in the flesh, his kind eyes staring into mine, and warmth spread through me.

      Okay, hang on. If I took away the rest, I could find that giddy feeling. Because it was him. He brought out those excited butterflies in me, whether he was a political aide or a crown prince. And that was what I needed to remember.

      I stepped closer to him, lost in the moment. His head dipped slightly, and I knew that if I tipped my face up to meet him…

      “Your Highness?”

      I jumped, and Theo dropped his hand and stepped back, looking over my shoulder. “Greer.”

      “Excuse my intrusion,” he said. “I just wanted to let you know we’re about to take off.”

      “Thank you,” Theo replied in a clipped tone.

      Greer bowed his head and ducked back out the way he came. Theo and I watched him go before turning back to each other. His jaw was tense, but there was humor in his gaze. Blowing out a breath between his lips, he managed a small smile. “Um, I suppose we should take our seats.”

      Even though I knew we were both silently screaming at Greer for ruining what was probably about to be our first kiss, my heart soared almost as high as if it had actually happened. Theo was right. This trip was going to be fun. And I really was glad I came.
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      After we arrived in Arnada–after a much less restful night’s sleep than I planned–I escorted Maya to her rooms and skipped the grand tour that I had planned for her. After the way the tour of the jet had practically made her crawl out of her skin, I figured it might be best to slow things down a bit on that front.

      We spent the rest of the afternoon relaxing over tea–for me–and coffee for her, chatting about inconsequential things. It was simple and easy, like it was when we were just two anonymous people talking online. I could tell she was trying to make an effort to think of me in that way again, and I was glad for it.

      While we were in America, my sister had told her about our famous Christmas market, so that was on the agenda for tonight. I wanted to fit in some fun before my work week started again, so we decided to do it right away, despite jet lag and fatigue.

      White Christmas lights were strung from every possible angle, illuminating the hundreds of vendors in the large cobblestone square. They sold everything from ornaments to nutcrackers to holiday decor. Food vendors contributed to the intoxicating aroma wafting through the stalls. The combination of the fresh gingerbread cookies, hot mulled wine, bread with candied fruit, and bratwurst made for a simultaneously sweet and salty scent that instantly made me hungry.

      “Would you like to get something to eat while we shop?” I asked, tucking her close against my side for warmth.

      “Definitely something hot to drink,” she replied through a shiver. Her breath came out in tiny puffs in front of her, despite the warm coat she’d borrowed from the guest collection.

      “Hot chocolate or mulled wine?” I asked.

      “Chocolate, for sure. I don’t even know what mulled wine is.”

      “Essentially, it’s red wine with spices, served hot.”

      She made a face. “That sounds disgusting.”

      “Hot chocolate it is.” I laughed and scanned the booths, catching sight of at least five of my security guards strategically stationed around us. They would keep their distance so as not to draw attention to me, but I knew they wouldn’t stray far.

      “You look like a secret agent,” Maya said with a wrinkle of her nose, eyeing the black-rimmed glasses I wore with my thick beanie and scarf. “Does that disguise actually work?”

      I winked at her. “You’d be surprised. Most people won’t look twice at me. The very fact that they don’t expect to see me means I should be able to blend in for at least a little while. If it gets too out of hand, my team has an exit strategy. Or two.”

      “Or three, I bet.”

      “You may be right.” Spotting a stall selling hot chocolate and Christmas cookies, I nudged her to the right. “Ah, victory.”

      We stepped up to the booth, and I ordered our drinks and a bag of cookies, acting casual and polite, but speaking as little as possible. My disguise would work for a time, but not if I interacted with anyone for too long. When we had our steaming cups of chocolate and the cookies that I knew wouldn’t do much to help my hunger, we turned away and continued to browse the market.

      Maya sipped her drink and hummed, her pretty face tipped up toward the cloudless night sky. “This is the best hot cocoa I’ve ever had. Ever.”

      I swallowed the bite of cookie I’d just taken. “I’m glad you like it. I made it myself.”

      She chuckled and bumped me with her shoulder as we strolled along. “This reminds me of our ZooLights date. But colder. And it smells better.”

      “Ugh, yes. That flamingo area was a bit pungent, wasn’t it?”

      “I will never understand how such a pretty bird can make such a nasty smell,” she said as she reached for a cookie.

      I held the bag away for a second before winking and letting her have one. “Almost as bad as the air around that fast food place you took me to. What was it called again? Jim in a Box?”

      “Jack in the Box,” she corrected through a mouthful of shortbread. “And you liked those mini tacos, admit it.”

      “The regular ones were okay. The spicy ones had me in fear of spending the rest of my life on the toilet.”

      Her unabashed laughter came again, making me grin. I loved her laugh. It wasn’t delicate and musical, or even stifled, like she didn’t want to embarrass herself. It was loud and real and often involved some sort of very unladylike snort. It was a sound that made me want to hang up my title and spend the rest of my life doing standup comedy in a dive bar in San Diego if it meant I could hear it every day. Not that that was an option, but it was appealing, nonetheless.

      She closed her eyes then, tipping her face up and inhaling deeply. “You know what it smells like, actually?”

      I sniffed. “The food?”

      “Snow. Or, I guess, it smells like it’s going to snow.”

      “It smells like it’s going to snow? What exactly does that smell like?”

      She shrugged. “It’s hard to explain, but it’s like a fresh smell. We did a carnival in this small town in North Dakota pretty regularly, and I always could tell when it was going to snow. The air just has this scent that’s like … get ready.”

      I rubbed a hand down her back, the urge to kiss her so strong that I thought I might burst. Just as I was about to turn her into my arms, Maya eyed a stall full of handmade Christmas ornaments. She smiled and wandered over, but I hung back, looking up at the night sky. Would it snow?

      When I followed Maya into the booth, I saw her reach out to touch one of the tiny figurines of Santa hanging by a golden thread. It was carved out of wood and painted with muted colors. It was a nice ornament, for sure, but the face painted on the Santa was something out of my nightmares.

      I started to make a joke about it to Maya, but her eyes were soft as she stared down at it. “Do you decorate a tree for Christmas?”

      I shook my head. “Not personally, no. Mother has an entire interior decorating department that handles all of that.”

      “Really?”

      “Really. Can’t have it look like it didn’t come straight from a magazine, can we?”

      “I guess not.”

      “When we were children, Zara and I would make ornaments and hang them on a smaller tree in the sitting room between our bedrooms. But once we were older and moved into larger rooms across the hall from each other, we stopped doing it.”

      Maya nodded and continued browsing the ornaments. “My parents didn’t do Christmas. They said because it was an over-commercialized load of crap, but I think it was because they couldn’t afford it. Plus, carnie life is all about minimalism. I mean really, where were we supposed to store the decorations? Strapped to the roof?”

      My throat tightened, but I gave her a small smile when she glanced my way. “Do you put up a tree in your apartment?”

      “No. But I guess I should have, huh?”

      Images flashed in my mind of us decorating a tree together. Maya laughing as I poked her side, while she reached up to hang a high one. Kids running between us and the tree, nearly toppling it. I shook my head to clear it, knowing we had a long road ahead of us before thoughts like that made any sense.

      “Come on, let’s see what else is here,” she said, taking my hand and leading me out of the stall.

      We meandered through the market, stopping at most of the booths to take a look at the trinkets inside. I kept asking if she wanted any of the trinkets we saw, but she kept turning me down, saying she didn’t need anything. That was until we came upon a vendor selling scarves. For this, I wouldn’t take no for an answer.

      I stepped into the booth and selected a crimson scarf from the shelf. The fabric was soft and silky between my fingers as I carried it to the register and paid without even a glance over my shoulder at Maya. When I returned to where she stood outside the stall, an amused half-smile curved her lips upward on one side.

      “You needed another scarf?” she asked.

      I looped the scarf around her neck, holding onto the ends as I pulled her close. “No, but you needed one.”

      “This won’t be practical for San Diego winters.”

      I leaned my face down toward hers, enjoying the warmth of holding her against me. “Maybe not, but it’s perfect for winters here.”

      Before she could reply, I drew her closer and pressed my lips to hers. Maya immediately relaxed into me, winding her hands around my neck as I let go of the scarf and locked mine behind her back. Her lips were cold, but quickly warmed as they moved against my own. My heart pounded against my ribs as I registered the feel of her. The rightness, the unmistakable sense that this was not only my best first kiss, but I wanted it to be my last.

      She tasted faintly of chocolate and cookies, so sweet and addicting that I had to work to stop myself from completely devouring her right here in this Christmas market. If I thought our connection was strong before, this kiss cemented her into my heart even more.

      When our lips parted, the smile on her face nearly knocked the wind out of me. But then a hushed voice entered my consciousness and I turned around, seeing two women whispering to each other behind us. Seeing a couple of lovebirds embracing at a Christmas market was common, to be sure. But to see a man who looked suspiciously like the crown prince, incognito? Much more exciting, indeed. At least they didn’t have their phones out. Yet.

      “Come on, let’s get out of here before my cover is blown,” I whispered against her ear, putting my arm around her shoulder and leading her away.

      “To be continued?” she asked as we hurried from the crowded market, just as a flurry of snowflakes started to fall.

      “Without a doubt.”
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        * * *

      

      Upon returning from the market, I was immediately summoned into a meeting with my mother. My sister’s former secretary, Ophelia, had been assigned to look after Maya while she was here. She promised to show her to her room and get her settled for the evening, so I begrudgingly strode through the palace to find the queen.

      “Ah, Theodore,” she greeted me when I entered her study, “how was your flight?”

      “Lovely, thank you.” I took a seat in the chair across from her desk and linked my hands together. “Working late?”

      She took off the dainty glasses she wore and placed them on the table between us. “The job of a monarch is never done, I’m afraid.”

      “I won’t keep you, then. What can I do for you, Mother?”

      She straightened in her chair, brushing a swath of her impeccably styled brown hair over her shoulder. “You can tell me why you brought that American woman to my palace.”

      Straight to business. Good.

      I shifted in my seat. “Because I care about that American woman, who has a name, by the way. It’s Maya. And I brought her here because I want her to see what being with me is really like.”

      “To what end?”

      I blinked at her. “To what end? Seriously?”

      “Do you honestly expect to make her your wife? Theodore, please. You’ll be the king someday. An American woman fresh out of the military is hardly a proper choice for a bride.”

      Anger boiled up inside of me, but I squashed it down and forced my tone to remain even. I knew she was testing me. I knew she was doing what she felt was her duty as the queen to make sure I was serious about Maya before we took this any further. But the insinuation that Maya wasn’t good enough to be with me had my blood boiling under the surface.

      “The proper choice and the right choice aren’t always the same thing,” I said simply.

      “For you, they are. The right choice is always the choice that most benefits Arnada. Giving them a queen who was not only raised in another country, but has absolutely no idea what it means to be royal, is not what is best for Arnada.”

      “I disagree,” I replied with a shrug. “I think Maya will bring a fresh perspective and a sense of relatability that none of the noble-born women from our country could provide.”

      “Her parents are carnival workers, Theodore.”

      I stiffened. “Excuse me?”

      “Her parents–”

      I held up a hand to stop her. “What do you know about her parents? I haven’t told you anything–”

      “Believe me, I know you haven’t,” she cut in, picking up a file from the corner of her desk. She opened it and scanned the contents. “That’s why I had to resort to this.”

      My eyes were focused on the file in her hand, totally unblinking. “And what is that? Did you have them run a background check on her?”

      “Theodore, please. Did you really think I wouldn’t do my due diligence on this woman? The moment I found out you were flying to America to meet her, I had the team look into her.”

      Unable to sit still any longer, I bounded out of my chair to pace the study. My mother was too much. She could have asked me for more information about Maya and I would have told her everything I knew. She didn’t need to run a background investigation on her like she was applying to become a royal staff member.

      “I see that she moved around quite a lot,” my mother went on, browsing the file again. “That must have been an interesting way to grow up. And then, of course, she appears to have served her country well for the last eight years. Thankfully, there’s nothing in here that points to her being anything other than an accomplished Marine, but still. You know the media will look into her. I can only imagine the headlines about the future queen hailing from American carnival employees rather than a noble bloodline.”

      My stomach turned, imagining how Maya would feel about that invasion of privacy. Not to mention this invasion, which I still didn’t know how to properly handle.

      Rubbing my palms together, I faced my mother once more. “Are you suggesting that Maya’s upbringing would be enough that the country wouldn’t accept her as their queen, even if she proved herself to be a worthy one?”

      She dropped the file on the desk and rubbed her temples. “Do you really think she would be?”

      “I do.”

      Mother looked up then, her sharp eyes scanning my face. “I have always trusted you, my son. You seem to have understood your position in life, even before we explained it to you.  I want to trust that you know what you’re doing, but I have to admit, this worries me.”

      Her softer tone encouraged me, so I took my seat once more and leaned forward so my forearms rested on the desk between us. “You’re right to trust me. I do know what I’m doing. I wouldn’t have continued my online relationship with Maya–or brought her here–if I didn’t think she was up for the challenge.”

      “Do you love her?”

      I hung my head. “I think we’re moving in that direction. For the first time, I feel like I have a connection with someone based on real intimacy. Which is apparently the point of that blind dating app that you were so opposed to.”

      “Is that so?” she asked with a short laugh.

      “Yes. Having nothing but our words–no romantic dates, no physical distractions, no expectations from the outside world. It worked. It brought me to a point where I could see myself being that open and honest with her for the rest of my life.”

      My mother considered this in silence for a long moment, then sighed. “You will need to prepare her for what the media will expose about her. I can’t imagine they wouldn’t use this information to make headlines.”

      “I will,” I replied.

      “And while she’s here, show her the reality of our lives. The responsibility of your station cannot be downplayed. If she is to stay, she needs to stay with the knowledge that she is stepping into a role that is bigger than herself.”

      “Understood.”

      “Good.” She sighed again, shaking her head. “You and your sister are trying to age me, aren’t you?”

      I chuckled, understanding that in the last few months, my mother’s perception of her children had completely changed. She’d gone from having two perfectly trained royal heirs who never rocked the boat, to a daughter who gave up her title to move to America and a son who brought an American home to potentially rule beside him in the future. Thinking of it from that perspective assuaged my remaining anger.

      “I know you wish you could continue to pull our strings. But you must have known that, eventually, we’d want to stand on our own.”

      She pursed her lips. “Do not misunderstand me, Theodore. Nothing makes me happier than to see you and your sister standing on your own and fighting for what you want. But that’s me, as a mother. As a queen, my concerns are much bigger. Which is why, with you, I have to be even more strict than I was with Zara. When I’m gone, all of this will be yours. It’s my job to make sure I leave this country in capable hands.”

      Maya’s earlier words about my title being my identity crossed my mind then. I’d brushed it off out of sheer childish rebellion, but she was right. As much as I wanted to believe that being a prince was my job, it was more than that. It was my duty. Could she accept that? Would she even want to?
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      After our first kiss at the Christmas market, Theo and I took every possible opportunity over the next few days to steal a moment alone so we could do it again. It was as if, after two months of getting to know each other without that piece, now we couldn’t get enough.

      While they were happening, Theo’s kisses took away every bit of anxiety my surroundings caused. They centered me. Grounded me. Reminded me that I wasn’t being dropped into this unfamiliar world alone. I had him. At least, when he wasn’t busy being the prince of Arnada and doing all of the random princely things that took up his days. During those times, I was much less at ease.

      Ophelia did her best to make sure I was comfortable while Theo was working. The problem was, I was almost too comfortable. Just as I’d feared on the plane, while there were endless things I could do with my time, none of them held any real sense of purpose for me. A person could only hang out in a fancy bubble bath for so long before they turned into a prune, right?

      Katie’s face appeared after the first ring, and I sighed with relief. “Hey.”

      “Well, hello, Princess Maya,” Katie said in a horrible British accent. “How do you fair?”

      I rolled my eyes at my best friend. “Girl, stop.”

      Katie giggled. “I’m sorry, I couldn’t help it. How are you, really?”

      “I’m great. This place is amazing. It’s a dream.”

      “Then why do you look like you want to wake up?”

      Flopping back against the pillows–I had to call her while it was still dark here to catch her at a good time for her–I let out a muffled scream. “Because I’m a horrible person, obviously.”

      “No,” Katie said, drawing out the word. “I won’t accept that. You’re the best person I know. Tell me what’s up.”

      “Well, Theo’s perfect. Like, gets me on a deeper level than anyone I’ve ever dated, acts like a complete gentleman, and is basically the best kisser on the planet. Not that I’d know because my list of kisses is short, but still. I’d put money on it.”

      “Okay, what’s the problem?”

      “I just … I don’t know what the heck I’m doing here.”

      “You’re spending Christmas with the hot prince who brought you there. Duh.”

      “No, Katie. Seriously. He wants me to stay here and be with him. Which means all of this fairytale stuff would actually be my reality, and I really don’t know if I can do it.”

      Katie frowned. “I mean, first of all, I’m sure you can. How hard can it be?”

      “That’s kind of my point. While Theo’s out there presumably making a difference in his small corner of the world, I’m in the palace doing laps in their indoor pool feeling like the Little Orphan Annie to his Daddy Warbucks.”

      For a second, we just sat there in silence, digesting the ridiculousness of my comparison. Then we both burst out laughing and Katie wrinkled her nose. “Yeah, let’s not make that reference again, okay?”

      “Deal. That was weird.”

      “Anyway, look. I get it. You want to feel like you’re accomplishing something. So, let’s see what you can do. Have you made any progress with applying for government jobs in the US?”

      I pursed my lips. “Yes, actually. I applied for a few last night. Just in case. Is that bad?”

      “No, it’s good. You know I’m Team Theo, but if this doesn’t work out, I don’t want you to be scrambling to find a job when you get back. And honestly, he probably wouldn’t either. He doesn’t strike me as the petty type.”

      “Agreed.”

      I waited while Katie thought about her next words, so thankful that I’d decided to call her. I’d been feeling so guilty over not being completely head over heels in love with the idea of staying here, and I knew one way or the other, she’d make me feel better. Best friends were great like that. Which was just one more reason I was nervous to stay, actually. She was the only friend I had. I didn’t want to lose her.

      “All right, here’s the thing. If you’re going to stay, you need to figure out what you can do to start making a difference like Theo is. Like I said before, William and Kate do a lot of charity stuff. Together, but also separately. See if there’s something you can do. Ask Greer to hook you up with some kids in need.”

      The wheels started turning in my head, so I got up to walk around the gorgeous gold-and-white bedroom. “Hang on, this might be crazy, but I have an idea.”

      “Tell me.”

      “What if I could do something like a Make A Wish thing for some kids out here? Maybe we can sponsor some children for Christmas and deliver gifts to them on Christmas morning. I know what it feels like to wake up not expecting anything on Christmas morning. That would be such a cool thing to do for the local kids.”

      Katie put a hand on her heart. “Maya, that would be so sweet. I love that. Obviously, it would check all of the boxes, as far as you looking for something meaningful to do there, and you’d be doing a really great thing for your future subjects.”

      I smirked. “Easy with all that. Baby steps.”

      “Whatever you say.”

      “Thank you, Katie. I’m really excited now. I just hope Greer will be on board. Do you think they have a budget they’ll have to worry about? I don’t want to make it seem like I’m just looking for ways to spend their money.”

      She snorted. “Judging by the pics you’ve sent me over the last few days, I highly doubt it. Besides, you’re not spending the money on yourself. You’re spending it on underprivileged children in their community. At Christmas. I’m sure it’ll be fine.”

      Nodding once, I grinned. “Okay, that makes sense. Thanks.”

      Katie and I continued to expand my idea until I was ready to present it to Theo. This plan seemed like the perfect marriage between a sense of purpose and a fun way to spend my time here. And more than anything, I hoped it would show Theo that I was making a serious effort to figure out the place I had in his world. Because if I was going to stay, I needed to figure out how to stand next to him, not behind him.

      By the time I was ready to meet Theo for breakfast, I was feeling much lighter about everything. I’d dressed in dark jeans and a royal-blue sweater, taking the extra time to curl my hair. I swiped on some lip balm, grabbed my crossbody and phone, and opened the door to my suite, jumping when I found Theo standing there with his fist raised like he was about to knock.

      He wore a black suit with a charcoal tie, and despite the fact that my heart skipped a beat seeing him looking so good in that suit, I frowned when I saw his expression. He looked wary, his eyes slightly red, like he hadn’t slept well. His lips were pulled into a thin line. It wasn’t quite a smile, but it appeared that he was trying to make it look like one.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      Theo let out a shaky breath and dropped his hand, tucking it into his pocket. “I have a long list of engagements today, but I have something I need to discuss with you first.”

      “Is it bad?”

      He sighed, stepping back and holding out his arm for me to take. I cautiously placed my arm in the crook of his elbow and let him lead me down the ridiculously long hallway with its ornate gold designs on the cream-colored walls.

      “I met with my mother the other night when we returned from the market,” he said, his voice stiff.

      “Uh-oh. She’s not happy that you brought me here, is she?”

      The queen had been “otherwise engaged” for the last few days, so I still hadn’t even met her. I wasn’t sure if I should take that personally or not. Maybe she was trying to make me sweat. Or, you know, maybe she really was busy being the queen of their small but mighty country. I imagined that kept her pretty busy.

      But it could also be because of me.

      Theo kept his eyes straight ahead. “It’s a complicated issue.”

      “I’ll take that as a confirmation.”

      He stopped walking and turned to face me, looking up and down the deserted hallway. Then he tucked both hands in his pockets and pursed his lips. “Considering my position, I imagine you know that bringing you here, being in a relationship with you, holds weight.”

      “What, you mean because if we get married I’ll eventually be the queen? That kind of weight?”

      He chuckled slightly. “Yes.”

      “I get it, trust me.”

      “Do you? We’ve spent a fair amount of time avoiding the gravity of this situation, but I think it’s time we discussed it.”

      My stomach flipped. “Okay.”

      “I know you’ve only been here for a few days, and my hope was that you’d have more time before you had to make any major decisions about whether or not you’d like to stay. But the reality is that being here means there will be speculation about our relationship. I want to make sure you’re ready for that when it happens. And to be perfectly honest, I should have done that before you even arrived. I should have prepared you.”

      I reached out and touched his arm, concerned that the light that was always so present in his eyes had gone so dim. “Theo, it’s okay. I’m not dumb. I knew before I got on that plane that this would come with a lot of extra noise. It’s fine. We’ll figure it out.”

      He stepped away, leaning his back against the wall behind him. “Maya, my mother had her team look into your past when she found out you were coming.”

      I blinked at him. There was nothing in my past that I felt the need to hide, but the idea of being investigated without my knowledge had the hair on the back of my neck standing up. “She did?”

      “Yes.”

      Chewing on my lip, I thought it over. Being in the military, I knew the government had plenty of information on me. Was it really that hard to imagine that Arnada’s ruler would want to know who was coming into her household? Background checks were standard procedure for a lot of places. This didn’t have to be a big deal, if I didn’t let it become one.

      “Okay,” I said slowly, deciding to use humor to lighten the mood, “was she mad when she found out I was an international spy?”

      The corner of his lips quirked, and he shook his head. “She was quite displeased.”

      The joke hung in the air between us, but he was still tense. “Hey, come on. What’s the problem? It’s not like I’m a criminal or something. You said it yourself, I’m an injured veteran. Doesn’t that give me some kind of brownie points?”

      He chuckled and pushed away from the wall. “It’s just that the media will dig into your past looking for whatever they can use to make headlines, and it will probably be really uncomfortable to be on display like that. I’ve grown up with it, so I’m used to the lack of privacy and the constant speculation. But if you don’t want to have to deal with that, we can get you home before it starts. I won’t subject you to all of this if it’s not what you want.”

      The earnestness in his eyes made my chest hurt, and I stepped forward, wrapping my arms around his waist. “Theo, I want to be with you. I need to figure out my place here, and I have some ideas that I think will help with that. But I promise that, even if it’s uncomfortable, I’m willing to try it if it means we get to be together. Theo, I’m … I’m falling for you.”

      He smiled then, putting his arms around me and pulling me closer against him. “You are?”

      “I am.”

      “I’m falling for you too,” he replied, touching his lips to mine. I leaned into his embrace, enjoying the way his kisses somehow felt new and exciting while also as familiar as the back of my hand.

      After a moment, he pulled back and took my hand again so we could walk. “We should get breakfast. I can’t be late for my first meeting. But while we’re eating, you should tell me about those ideas you mentioned.”

      I grinned. “Sounds good.”
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      After breakfast, my steps were light as I headed to the drawing room where I was supposed to meet Ophelia to discuss my big plans. Theo had loved my idea of sponsoring children for Christmas and had immediately arranged for Ophelia to help me make it happen. The project was completely mine to spearhead, and it felt good to flex the leadership and organizational skills that I’d learned during my time as a Marine.

      Obviously, our talk this morning about the media getting all up in my business had been difficult. But I loved how concerned he was for me and my comfort level. It was like he really understood how hard it would be to jump into this without knowing what I was in for, and he wanted to mitigate that. I appreciated it more than he knew.

      “Good morning, Ms. Boyd,” Ophelia greeted me when I entered the opulent room. “Would you like some tea? His Royal Highness requested this particular flavor for you to try.”

      I eyed the cart with its delicate teapot and bowls for cream and sugar. Theo knew I didn’t like tea, so if he’d arranged for a special kind that he thought I’d like, I should probably give it a taste. If anything, it would be good training, in case I had to drink it with the queen and had to pretend to like it.

      “Sure, thank you,” I replied with a smile.

      Ophelia poured the tea and added lots of cream and sugar. She handed me a white-and-gold tea cup, and I sipped it cautiously. “Oh, wow.”

      “Do you like it?” she asked.

      “I actually do. I’m shocked. I’m not really a tea person.”

      Ophelia leaned closer. “Neither am I. Hence the cream and sugar. It helps.”

      We sat down at a shiny wooden table, and Ophelia opened a large folder, handing me a piece of paper with the monarchy’s crest at the top. “This is a list of foster families for your Christmas-morning deliveries.”

      I scanned the list. “This is great, thank you.”

      “If you’re ready to proceed, I can arrange for the gifts to be purchased this week, wrapped next week, and delivered on Christmas morning.”

      Frowning, I set down the paper. “So, someone else would do all of that?”

      “The staff will take care of it, yes.”

      “I see,” I replied. “It’s just that I was hoping there would be more for me to do. I want to be involved. Is this normally how it goes? All it takes is coming up with the idea and you guys handle the rest?”

      Ophelia smiled kindly. “Well, yes. That’s why we’re here.”

      “How about this. What if you and I went shopping this week, wrapped the presents next week, and then Theo and I delivered them personally on Christmas?”

      She stared at me, processing my request. “If that is your wish, Ms. Boyd. I will have them bring around the car. What time would you like to leave?”

      “It’s a big list. Let’s go now.”

      Ophelia chuckled and gathered her papers. “Now, it is.”

      “Thank you,” I said, taking another sip of my tea. Then I sighed. “Am I messing this up already?”

      “Pardon?”

      “I’m not supposed to do any of the dirty work, am I? Should I just back off and let you guys do this?”

      Ophelia smiled again. “You remind me of the princess.”

      “Zara?”

      “Yes. She always wanted to be involved. His Royal Highness has so many obligations that sometimes it’s impossible for him to do everything himself, and he understands the importance of delegation. I think you will too, in time. You can’t be everywhere. But if something matters to you and you want to participate, there’s nothing wrong with that. I think it will make you a wonderful addition to the family. And I’m sure the people will appreciate it.”

      I grinned. “Great. Thank you.”

      “You’re very welcome. Now, let’s go shopping, shall we?”
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      For the next week, Maya and I had settled into a peaceful routine. We’d have breakfast together, then she and Ophelia would leave to shop for the children in the foster homes, and I would head to my meetings. Whenever possible, I’d take a break and meet up with her so we could go horseback riding or some other form of recreation.

      Greer and I stepped out of my final meeting for the day, and my feet carried me faster than usual away from my office. I was anxious to see Maya. She’d been wrapping presents for the children all day, and with any luck, she wouldn’t be too tired of it by now and I could join her for a bit before we cleaned up for dinner.

      “Your Highness,” Greer said from behind me.

      I stopped and turned, praying he wouldn’t have another item on my to-do list that I’d forgotten about. “Yes?”

      Greer looked up from his tablet with a grave expression. “It seems the cat is out of the bag.”

      I moved toward him and held out my hand for the device. He hesitated for only a second before giving it to me. The first thing I saw was a photo of Maya and me that had apparently been taken using a long-range lens from just outside the palace grounds. We’d been horseback riding, and Maya had practically fallen off the horse when she was trying to dismount. I’d caught her under the legs and swooped her into my arms, kissing her fiercely as she’d squealed with laughter. And there was the moment right there in color, at the top of a tabloid article. It was actually a nice photo of us, privacy violation aside.

      I used my finger to scroll through the article. The headline called her a mystery woman, which was a good start. They didn’t know who she was, just that she was clearly in a romantic relationship with me. Relief swept over me. The longer we could keep it that way–the longer Maya could remain anonymous–the better.

      I handed the tablet back to Greer with a nod. “Well, I wouldn’t say the cat was out of the bag, necessarily. Just that there is, in fact, a cat.”

      Greer narrowed his eyes slightly. “I’m not sure she’d appreciate being referred to as a cat, Your Highness.”

      “Fair enough.”

      “I’ll tell the team to figure out where this photo was taken and tighten up their security around the perimeter,” Greer said. “But I recommend that you refrain from leaving the palace with her until you’re ready for the next steps. They’ll be watching closer than ever now.”

      “Understood.”

      “That being said, you have the charity ball this weekend. Perhaps it would be prudent to introduce her to the people before then, just so it doesn’t overshadow the cause.”

      “I’ll speak with her about it. At least she’s finished shopping for the children now, so she won’t have to worry about getting hounded. And we’ll need to assign a security detail to her if she wants to head into town.”

      “Of course, Your Highness.”

      I hooked a thumb over my shoulder. “I’m going to see if I can help her wrap some presents. Ophelia should be with her if you’d like to tag along.”

      Greer looked down at his tablet, but I didn’t miss the small smile that he’d tried to hide. “It’s quite all right. Have fun.”

      “Okay, if you’re sure,” I said in a teasing tone.

      Greer shook his head and bowed, so we parted ways with one final wave. I headed for the drawing room that had turned into something closely resembling Santa’s workshop. When I entered, Maya greeted me with a wide smile from where she stood tying a big red bow around an emerald-green box.

      “Hi,” I said, stepping over to her and placing a brief kiss on her cheek. “How’s Operation Christmas Morning coming along?”

      She grinned. “It’s great. We wrapped all of those today, and still have those left to do.”

      I looked at the mountain of presents she and Ophelia had already wrapped, then found the even bigger mountain that had yet to be finished. Whistling, I picked up a giant blue bow. “Well, it’s a good thing I’m here to help then. You’ve got a lot of work ahead of you.”

      “Are you? That’s awesome. Here, I’ll make some room.” Maya moved a pile of presents so I had room at the table next to her. “I told Ophelia she could take off, so it’s just us.”

      “Ah, it’s a good thing Greer didn’t join me then. I tried to get him to come help us, since I thought she was here.”

      “Matchmaking efforts still failing?”

      “I can’t tell if he’s not interested or if he’s just immune to my efforts.”

      Maya giggled. “I don’t know, but I think it’s cute that you keep trying.”

      “Oh, do you?” I leaned forward and kissed her, my chest tightening as she placed her hand there. Then I laughed when she pushed me back. “What? No kissing until the work is done?”

      Maya’s eyes were fixed on the door, so I turned, swallowing when I saw my mother standing there with a raised brow. “Oh, hello, Mother.”

      “Theodore.” She stepped into the room, hands clasped in front of her charcoal skirt and suit jacket.

      “I’d like you to meet my girlfriend,” I said, placing a hand on the small of Maya’s back. I almost tripped over the words, since referring to her as my girlfriend didn’t seem to be the right way to encompass how I felt about her. But that was something to consider another time. “Mother, this is Maya. Maya, this is my mother, Queen Adela. But you can call her Queenie. She likes that.”

      My mother’s jade eyes flicked to me before giving Maya her most diplomatic smile and extending her hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Maya.”

      “You too,” Maya replied. “And don’t worry, I won’t call you Queenie.”

      “Thank you, dear.” Mother looked around the room with wide eyes. “This is quite the operation you have here. How is it going?”

      “Great, thanks,” Maya answered. “There are going to be a lot of happy kids on Christmas morning.”

      “Indeed,” Mother replied. “I have to admit, I was impressed with your initiative on this.”

      Maya smiled up at me before turning back to my mother. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome,” she replied. Then she squared her shoulders. “Have you both seen the photo?”

      Maya’s brow furrowed. “Photo? What photo?”

      I cleared my throat. “I was about to tell you. Someone took a photo of us while we were out riding the other day. There’s an article speculating on my new mystery woman.”

      “Oh, wow,” Maya said through a breathless laugh. “The fun has begun.”

      “It seems it has,” I said. “But obviously they still don’t know who you are, so it’s not too late to run away if you want to.”

      I was kidding, obviously, but my mother’s eyes widened slightly at the suggestion. But then Maya pushed me on the shoulder with a snort. “Sorry. I’ve got kids to surprise on Christmas. You’re not getting rid of me until after that, at the very earliest.”

      “And will you be accompanying Theodore to the ball this weekend?” Mother asked her, not even acknowledging our banter.

      Maya blushed. “Yes. I still have no idea what to wear or if I’m going to embarrass the monarchy by falling flat on my face, but I’m going.”

      “Well, I can’t help you with the falling part, but your wardrobe is actually something I wanted to discuss,” Mother said.

      Maya pursed her lips like she was trying to hide a smile, then looked down at her hooded sweatshirt and black leggings. “Sorry, yeah, I guess I’m a little underdressed for … well, this house. And everything else.”

      “You’re beautiful, no matter what you wear,” I said, rubbing her back while shooting my mother a look.

      “Of course, you’re beautiful,” Mother said with a chuckle. “No one is denying that. But I’ve arranged for you to try on some proper attire. Both for the ball and for any other engagements where your presence will be required.”

      “Thank you,” Maya replied.

      So far, I hadn’t given a thought to Maya’s clothes. She’d brought several nice sweaters with her that she’d pair with black pants or jeans, and since we hadn’t gone to any formal events or dinners, it hadn’t mattered that she wore her own clothes. But as obnoxious as it was, my mother was right about her needing a broader range of styles for public outings. What we wore was always a hot topic in the media for some strange reason.

      “Well, I suppose I’ll leave you to your wrapping,” Mother said with a light clap of her hands. “Will you be joining your father and I for dinner this evening? He returned from his trip today.”

      My father had been on a press tour for the last two weeks, so we hadn’t seen him yet either. I looked down at Maya. “Would you like to do that?”

      “Of course,” she replied quickly.

      “Then we’ll be there,” I told my mother with a tight smile, daring her to take issue with the fact that I’d asked for Maya’s opinion before I agreed. I wouldn’t always do that, depending on the situation, but when I could, I would.

      “Lovely. We’ll see you then,” she replied easily. “It was wonderful to meet you, Maya.”

      “You too,” she said with a stiff wave.

      When my mother was gone, Maya turned to me and pushed my chest. I wrinkled my nose at her. “Ow, what was that for?”

      “I just met the freaking Queen of Arnada after she walked in on us kissing, Theo.”

      “That’s not my fault. She doesn’t wear a bell around her neck.”

      Maya put her hands on her head, then shook her wrists like she was trying to shake off her nerves. “Ugh, that was intense. She’s intense.”

      “She definitely can be. But don’t worry, you’ll get used to her. I can’t believe you didn’t take the bait and call her Queenie. I would have loved to see that.”

      She pushed me again and laughed. “I knew better, jerk.”

      Grinning, I took her hand and tugged her against me. “I’m glad you’re back to not worrying about being beheaded. I like the feisty side of you.”

      When I dipped my head down to kiss her again, she picked up a bow from the table and quickly stuck it to my lips. “No more kissing until the presents are wrapped.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            14

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          

        

    

    







            MAYA

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      When I’d first arrived at the palace and had been shown to my room, I’d been given a fancy armoire for my one suitcase full of belongings. Theo had shown me the closet and laughed when I’d commented that I could fit my entire bedroom in San Diego inside it. At the time, it had been empty. But now, the room–er, closet, if they insisted on calling it that–was completely full of clothes, shoes, handbags, and accessories.

      I turned to Ophelia with my eyes nearly bulging out of my head. “What is all of this?”

      “Your wardrobe, Ms. Boyd.”

      “Okay, but like, where did it come from?”

      Ophelia chuckled. “I’ll refrain from making Fairy Godmother jokes and just say the staff was instructed to fill it with suitable attire for you.”

      When the queen had basically told me she wanted me to step it up in the wardrobe department, I didn’t think that meant I’d be provided with a new closet full of clothes the very next day. Man, she worked fast. All anyone had to do around here was snap their fingers and stuff would get done.

      “Here are your purses and clutches,” Ophelia said as she entered the room, gesturing to a wall of handbags. “It’s important that you always hold your purse in your left hand, so your right hand is free to shake hands and wave at the people.”

      “Got it. Crossbodies are good for that, you know. Then I can wave with both hands.” I demonstrated this by waving both of my hands in the air with a goofy smile, letting my tongue fall out and my eyes cross.

      Ophelia stifled a laugh and shook her head. “Please don’t do that around the queen. She’ll have my head.”

      “I thought you guys don’t behead people anymore.”

      “We might for that,” Ophelia replied without missing a beat. “Here you’ll find your dresses and skirts, color-coordinated with matching blazers. Some of the skirts have penny weights sewn into the hems to prevent wardrobe malfunctions, so you’ll want to choose one of those for windy days.”

      I snorted, then covered my mouth with my hand. “Sorry.”

      “This is the winter color palette, as you can see, and I think you’ll look beautiful in them with your brown hair and eyes.”

      I studied the wall full of outfits in various shades of blue and gray, with the occasional deep purple or maroon thrown in. “Thank you.”

      “There are a few other outfits designated for specific events, like your Christmas-morning outing, Christmas dinner, and the like. I’ll give you advanced notice on those so you know what to wear.”

      “I have a feeling you’re going to have to pick out my clothes every day,” I said under my breath.

      “I would be more than happy to. Oh, and you’ll find the spring color palette when we do the seasonal changeover in early March,” Ophelia replied, moving on before I could digest the idea of staying long enough for the seasons to change. “Here are your semi-formal dresses and formal gowns.”

      My eyes swept over the dresses and my stomach tightened. “You know, I’m really not a huge fan of dresses. Do I have any pantsuits or anything?”

      “No, Ms. Boyd,” Ophelia replied. “But these drawers hold new jeans and pants for casual events or for exploring the grounds. And the top drawer over there has your pantyhose for when you wear knee-length skirts and dresses. They aren’t required, necessarily, but highly recommended.”

      I pursed my lips. This was definitely going to take some getting used to. Then a thought occurred to me, and I tilted my head. “Wait. How did you know what size to get me?”

      “The wardrobe department is very good at their job. They’ve been dressing the royal family and their guests for long enough to just … know.”

      “Wow. Cool.”

      “Of course, alterations can be provided as needed. Especially on the gowns.”

      My eyes flicked to the long row of gowns. There were less of them, but they took up as much room as several sections of the other stuff. There were sequins galore, shiny satin, and whatever other fabric was used to make dresses that I had absolutely no name for.

      “Over here,” Ophelia said as she pointed to the last section of the closet, “you’ll find your outerwear. Coats, shawls, and wraps for all occasions. And don’t worry, the palace has a strict cruelty-free policy. Your fur coats are made of faux-fur.”

      “Good to know,” I replied.

      Truthfully, I hadn’t even thought about it. I was still hung up on the sheer number of dresses. What the heck did this queen have against pants? Maybe when I became queen I’d start a pantsuit trend. Blushing at the realization that my thoughts had led me there, I turned away from Ophelia.

      “Lastly, the drawers along the bottom are full of shoes for all occasions. Let me know if you would like any of them to be broken in for you.”

      I spun around. “Broken in for me?”

      “Yes. We’ll have someone wear the shoes for you so they are more comfortable.”

      “Are you kidding?”

      “No.”

      Nodding slowly, I stopped myself from commenting on what a painful job that would be. Hopefully, whoever she was got a big fat check for her efforts.

      “Lastly, the table in the middle serves as your jewelry station.”

      I turned back to her. “I’ve heard of a jewelry box, but…”

      Ophelia grinned and began sliding open the thin drawers to reveal a flat tray with a velvet bottom, absolutely littered with sparkling accessories. “There are varying levels of formality. I’m always available if you need help pairing anything with your outfits.”

      “Holy crap,” I breathed, stepping closer to examine the diamonds and other dazzling pieces. “Why the heck do they trust me with all of this?”

      “You won’t get very far if you try to steal it, I promise you,” Ophelia teased.

      “Yeah, guess not.”

      “Would you like to try on some gowns for the ball now? It’s in two days, so if you need alterations, it would be best to do it sooner rather than later.”

      “Of course, she does.”

      I spun on my heel, grinning when I saw Zara striding into the closet-room. Her long, red hair blew behind her like she had an invisible fan to make her look like a model at all times. “Zara, hi!”

      “Hey, Maya,” she replied, giving me a huge hug. Then she stepped over and wrapped her arms around her former private secretary. “Phe! Agh, I’ve missed you so much.”

      “I’ve missed you too, Your Grace,” Ophelia replied as she returned her hug. “How was your flight?”

      “Lovely, thank you. Huck is just getting freshened up, but I heard you two were about to play dress-up, and I had to come see.”

      “I feel like Pretty Woman,” I said with a laugh.

      “Well, you are a pretty woman, so that’s good.”

      I narrowed my eyes at her. “You’ve never seen that movie, have you?”

      “Um, no,” she confessed. “How about we have a girls’ night and watch it later? And you can tell me all about how you’ve been enjoying your time here.”

      My heart squeezed in my chest. I hung out with Zara a handful of times when Theo was in San Diego, and she was amazingly welcoming to me right from the start. But this felt even more than welcoming. This felt like she knew she might be dealing with her future sister-in-law and she wanted us to be friends. Or family. And she had no idea what that meant to me.

      “That sounds great,” I replied with a grin.
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      “So, Huckleberry,” I started, resting my glass of scotch on the arm of my leather chair, “how are you and Zara settling in? Are you happy to be back in Arnada for another ball?”

      Huck smirked over the top of his glass. “Yeah, I'm glad to be back. As long as the Duke of Kinnish stays away from me.”

      “Don't worry about him. He's out of the country for the holidays.”

      “Good.”

      Huck met the duke while he was here visiting the palace with Zara a couple of months ago. It was essentially understood that Zara and the duke were to be married someday, even though neither one of them particularly wanted that. Zara was in love with the idea of moving to America to become a pediatrician, and the duke was in love with one of his maids. But that didn’t stop him from trying to ruffle Huck’s feathers when they met at the last ball.

      “Your cigars, Your Highness,” a butler said when he entered the room with a flat mahogany box.

      I nodded in thanks, holding out my hand for Huck to take one before I did. Then we each used a straight cutter to cut the cigar before lighting it.

      Huck let out a puff of smoke and looked around the elegant cigar room. “Pretty sweet little setup you got here. But aren’t you worried the smoke is going to ruin the books? I’m not much of a reader myself, but those look like fancy books.”

      I puffed on my cigar as I looked at the floor-to-ceiling books full of leather spines. “The books aren’t real.”

      “What?”

      “This is a state-of-the-art cigar room that my father installed. The spines are for the ambiance, but the library is down the hall. No smoking allowed in there.”

      Huck’s brows reached his hairline. “Huh. Like I said, fancy.”

      “There are several silent smoke eaters throughout the room to keep away the haze, but still.”

      “Cool. So, is this what you do for your guys’ nights? Sit around and smoke cigars and drink scotch?”

      I let out a short laugh. “I confess I rarely have time for guys’ nights these days. In my twenties, sure, when I was home from the military, this is what we’d do. I can’t exactly hang out at the local pub, unfortunately.”

      “That is unfortunate. You’ve got some good pubs here. My buddy, Mateo, and I went to a couple while he was in town with his wife last time.”

      “I know. I was jealous.”

      “I can’t imagine what that’s like, man. Er, Your Highness. Sorry, is that how I should address you? I usually just avoid it.”

      I grinned at my future brother-in-law. “Call me Theo. We’re about to be family, aren’t we?”

      “We are,” he replied, the corners of his mouth lifting at the thought. “Anyway, yeah. Zara has told me a lot about what it was like to grow up in the palace. It sounds intense. Obviously, there are perks.”

      We both looked around the cigar room. It had lavish–yet manly, of course–decor, with rich mahogany wood and warm tones of brown and maroon. “Yes, plenty. But you’re right, it does have its restrictions.”

      I stared down at the amber liquid in my glass and swirled it gently. Knowing that I was first in line for the throne meant I grew up with a sense of acceptance of my station. There was nothing I could do to change it, so why yearn for something I could never have? I got tastes of freedom here and there, most predominantly when I was in the military, and that was enough for me. But ever since Maya came into my life, I had to admit that part of me wished for the first time that I could just be a regular guy like Huck.

      If I was a regular guy, I wouldn’t be concerned that the woman of my dreams would find herself unable to handle the pressures of my world. If I was a regular guy, we could be together in a much less complicated way. But I wasn’t a regular guy, and my duty to my country had to come before matters of the heart. If Maya couldn’t accept this, I’d have to let her go. And that pained me more than I could put into words.

      “Is brooding into your scotch a normal guys’ night activity too?” Huck asked with a chuckle as he took a drink.

      I let my head drop back. “I apologize. I’ve got a lot on my mind.”

      “Future king stuff? I won’t be much help with that, if so.”

      “Ah, it turns out future king stuff is the least of my concerns. I can handle that. It’s trying to have a personal life while also being the future king that worries me.”

      Huck nodded slowly. “Maya.”

      “Maya,” I confirmed.

      “Well, I’m no expert in love or anything, but I’m a good sounding board if you need one. Is everything okay with you two? Or is she as freaked out by all of this as I was the first time I came out?”

      I sighed, grateful for his offer. I hadn’t realized how much I wanted to get all of this off my chest to someone who wasn’t relying on me. I had a few other friends, but given their own stations, they likely wouldn’t understand why I’d want to complicate my life by falling in love with a commoner.

      If they were in my position, they would find a noble-born woman and make her their bride just because it was what was expected of them. Truthfully, it was always what I’d planned to do eventually. I hadn’t expected the luxury of love. And then Zara had to go and break the mold, and that must have subliminally given me permission to do the same.

      “I do believe there was a moderate amount of freaking out when she first arrived,” I said. “She wants to make sure she has a plan for her life, now that her time in the Marine Corps is ending. She’s been applying for federal jobs in the States while she’s been here so she has something to go back to.”

      “Yikes. So if she gets one of those jobs, she’ll have a big decision to make.”

      “She will,” I said, my throat tightening. “But she’s also started a project to give Christmas presents to foster children in the village, which she seems excited about.”

      “That’s good.”

      “I just hope it will be enough.”

      “Well, being that she’s a Marine, I can promise you that she understands having a duty to your country better than a civilian would. So, when you think about it like that, if you were going to pluck a commoner out of their regular life in America and plop them into this one, it could be worse.”

      I laughed. “Fair point.”

      “Marines have a decent amount of restrictions, too. She’s already had eight years of being told what to wear, how to do her hair, where she can and can’t go, who she can associate with, and a bunch of other stuff. It might be easier for her to transition than you think.”

      “Huh, I hadn’t thought about it like that. Thanks.”

      “Happy to help,” he replied, tipping his glass at me in salute. “I think you guys are on the right track with her doing stuff where she can make a difference out here. If I were her, or I guess, if Zara wanted to stay a princess and move me out here, I wouldn’t be cool with sitting around looking pretty all day, either. I’d want to do something worthwhile. It’s probably because the Marine Corps is so ‘mission over everything’ all the time. We need a mission.”

      I shook my head. “It will never cease to amaze me how many people think we just sit around and enjoy being royal. There’s a lot more to it than that.”

      “My best advice would be to show her that as often as you can while she’s here, then. Show her the real deal. Put her to work.”

      I puffed on my cigar. “Now you sound like my mother.”

      Huck shuddered. “Ugh, you better step it up in the guys’ night department then. I can’t handle being compared to the queen.”

      “Deal. What do you say we put these out and go down to the billiards room?”

      “There’s a billiards room?”

      “There is. When you can’t go out and have fun, you have to bring the fun to you.”

      Huck drained the rest of his glass. “I’m in. What do you think the girls are doing for their girls’ night tonight, anyway?”

      “Knowing Zara, they’ll stay in for a bit then venture out. She gets to have all the fun. With heavy security, of course.”

      He laughed. “Man, it’s like I’m visiting a friend in jail or something.”

      Even though I chuckled along with him, I couldn’t help but resent the truth of his statement. I just had to hope that Maya wouldn’t eventually feel the same way. Unfortunately, it was too late for her to slip back to America unnoticed because we’d already let the news of our relationship–and her identity–reach the people.

      So far, the reports seemed to be favorable. I imagined I had the British royal family to thank for that. It appeared the residents of Arnada were pleased to have their own version of a Cinderella story. And I couldn’t have been more relieved of their reception of her. When we appeared at the ball this weekend, I knew they’d find her to be just as stunning and fit to join our family as I did.

      “Come on,” I said, standing, energized by the thought of showing her off in a few days. “Let’s venture over to the garage before we head to the billiards room.”

      “The garage, huh? Whatcha got in there?”

      “A couple of motorcycles, a collection of luxury cars, and a small plane. When I do break out of jail, I like to do it in style.”

      “Okay, yep, jail is sounding better and better.”
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      “Are you ready for your first royal ball?” Zara asked with a wide smile.

      “Ready as I’ll ever be,” I replied, taking a deep, calming breath.

      We stood in a gorgeous suite off to the side of the main ballroom. Theo and Huck would be here any minute to escort us, and my nerves were through the roof. Even though everyone seemed cool with me after we announced our relationship, I still worried that I wouldn’t live up to the fairytale narrative that they’d dreamed up. I was a freaking Marine, not a Disney princess. And yet, here I stood, looking like I was trying to be one. I felt like a poser.

      “I’m used to wearing my uniform to the ball,” I admitted, staring at myself in a nearby mirror that was framed in what I thought might actually be real gold. I wouldn’t put it past them.

      Zara stepped back and her gaze swept over my deep-red gown. “Well, you look gorgeous. I’m so glad you picked this one. There were so many amazing options in your closet, but the red is perfect for the occasion.”

      “Thank you.” I put a hand over my stomach, feeling the embroidery on the bodice of the gown. “But I also can’t breathe. Why the heck do these things need to be so tight?”

      “That is an age-old question, my friend. It helps to breathe from your diaphragm. A lot of being able to breathe is where you’re breathing from.”

      I blinked at her. “You know, I never thought I’d need lessons on breathing.”

      “Ah, but we have lessons on everything here. At least the Marines have done wonders for your posture. Otherwise, I’m sure you would have had to walk around with a book on your head like I had to do when I was little.”

      “You did not.”

      She giggled. “Oh, I definitely did. And then when I turned fifteen and had to start wearing higher heels, I had to do it again.”

      “Wow. You guys are intense.”

      “Why do you think I moved to America?” she teased.

      I loved Zara. I barely knew her, but man. In the running list of pros and cons that I always had in the back of my mind, potentially being Zara’s sister-in-law someday was definitely at the top of the pros column. Her easygoing nature and the way she was so ridiculously sure of herself and what she wanted were nothing short of inspiring. If only I could be like that.

      Shaking my hands to clear the nerves, I turned back to her. “So, what’s this ball for again? It’s a charity ball?”

      “Yes. This one benefits the health service workers in our country. We host it annually at Christmas as a way to thank them for their long hours and how they often have to miss holidays with their own families while they care for others.”

      “I love that,” I replied with a genuine smile. “Your family really does a lot of good for the people here, don’t they? I mean, beyond the whole keeping-the-country-running side of it. I feel like I’m constantly hearing about charity work and donations.”

      “Yes, it’s a big part of what we do. I’ll admit that I’m going to miss working with all of the organizations here. But I know I’ll get back to helping people in a different way soon enough.”

      “Yeah, can’t find much more of an honorable profession than being a doctor for kids. That’s awesome.”

      “Says the Marine. You know a bit about honor, as well.”

      My lips pulled into a thin line, the familiar ache of having lost my career coming back to the surface. “Right.”

      A knock sounded at the door, and we both turned to find Huck poking his head in. “Everybody decent?”

      “We are,” Zara replied with a smile. When her fiancé stepped into the room wearing a black tuxedo with a royal-blue tie that matched her gown, her eyes widened. “Wow. I need to bring you to Arnada more often. I love you in a tux.”

      Huck rolled his eyes. “I’d make a joke about not being down for that, but I get to see you looking like this, so I guess I agree.”

      Zara giggled and stepped toward him, taking his hand. “Are Alice and Terri already down there?”

      “Yep. They’re looking for the dessert table.”

      “I made sure there were extra macarons for Alice. Let’s join them,” Zara said, leading him to the door. Then she turned, smiling encouragingly at me. “Don’t worry, Maya. Just be yourself. They’ll all love you.”

      “Thanks,” I replied with a small wave, watching them leave.

      Before I had time to wonder where Theo was, he stepped into the room, taking all of the air out of my lungs. He wore a red military dress uniform with a blue sash, complete with gold trimmings and buttons down the front. And he looked devastatingly handsome. Like, rivaling our own Marines in their dress blues, handsome. Which, I would admit, even though I rarely dated Marines because they were more like brothers to me than anything else, was a sight.

      I cleared my throat, fixing a mocking frown on my face. “No fair. How come you get to wear your uniform and I have to wear this?”

      Theo let out a noise that was something between a laugh and a sigh, shaking his head. His eyes were wide as he looked me up and down. His mouth opened like he was going to speak, but when no words came out, he chuckled again and closed the distance between us.

      Taking my hands in his, he lifted them between us and kissed my knuckles. “You’ve stolen my words. You’ve stolen my whole brain. You look beautiful.”

      My throat tightened as I gazed up at him, losing myself in the depth of emotion in his stare. “Thank you.”

      “No, thank you. Thank you for being here. Thank you for allowing me to have you on my arm tonight. I know how overwhelming it’s been, and I just want you to know I appreciate your effort.”

      The corners of my lips pulled up into a genuine smile. “You’re welcome. Thank you for being patient with me. I know it’s probably really lame that I didn’t come in here lunging for a tiara, but at least you know I’m taking it seriously.”

      “I wouldn’t have it any other way,” he replied, touching his lips to mine. “Besides, you can’t wear a tiara unless we’re married. So hands off the merchandise until you agree to be mine.”

      “Deal.” My tone was light, but my whole body had warmed at his words. Well, it was either that or I was having a reaction to my gown being too tight.

      “Are you ready?” he asked.

      “No.”

      A crease appeared between his brows. “If you need another minute–”

      “No, sorry. Yes. I’m ready.”

      “You’re sure?”

      I nodded shakily. “I’m sure.”

      “Okay.” Theo leaned down and pressed another brief kiss to my mouth, smiling when he pulled back. “Then let’s go. I can’t wait to show you off.”

      We stepped out of the sitting room and into the hallway, and the music from the ballroom carried through the air and up the stairs. Theo looked down to where the hem of my gown brushed the shiny tiles beneath our feet, frowning.

      I followed his gaze, trying to see if I was about to trip over something, then looked up at him with a chuckle. “What?”

      “How are your shoes?” he asked.

      “My shoes?” I parrotted as we stepped toward the stairs. Then I noticed how long the grand staircase was and I nodded in understanding. “Ah, my shoes. Well, they’re high. Don’t let me fall.”

      He winked. “Never.”
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      As soon as we made it to the top of the stairs, a hush fell over the room. This never happened when I entered the ballroom alone. Normally, I’d get the usual smiles and nods, the occasional flirtatious wave from a single woman of nobility, and handshakes from my many acquaintances. But an open-mouthed stare from almost every face in the room? Never. This was for Maya. All eyes were on her.

      I looked over at her as we descended the stairs, watching my footing more than usual. I wouldn’t be any good to catch her if she fell if I tripped over my own feet. She looked radiant in her dark-red gown, the color making her light skin glow in contrast. Maya was beautiful to me before I’d ever seen her face, and gorgeous even in a pullover and jeans. But tonight, she was breathtaking.

      By the time we reached the foot of the stairs, Maya’s cheeks were pink from all of the attention she received on the way down. She smiled up at me nervously, whispering, “We made it without falling.”

      “See? The hard part is over.”

      “Oh, that was the hard part?” she asked under her breath just as the first of many guests stepped forward to greet us. And so it began.

      Forty-five minutes later, Maya had been introduced to countless people. I would bet my life on them being completely charmed by her, despite several small faux pas that my mother would have disapproved of had she been within earshot. But the guests were gracious, making her feel welcome and not pointing out her minor slip-ups.

      “You’re doing great,” I said in a low tone, leaning close during a break between greetings.

      “Thanks. Is this what you do the whole time at a ball? Or is it just because of me?”

      I nodded at a butler with a tray of champagne, taking one for Maya and then myself. “What?”

      She accepted the glass and shrugged. “All the talking. I guess I figured there would be less talk and more dancing.”

      “Would you like to dance?”

      “No. Er, sorry, if you’re asking me to dance, then yes. But I wasn’t fishing.”

      I laughed heartily and took a large sip of champagne, then took her glass and placed them both on the table behind us. Then I turned to her and bowed, knowing it would freak her out. I was rewarded with a blush and a giggle when I held out my hand. “Ms. Boyd, would you care to dance?”

      “I would love to,” she replied, placing her hand in mine.

      We moved onto the dance floor, and as I expected, the other dancers cleared the floor when they spotted us. The crown prince twirling his new girlfriend into the center of the room was bound to be a spectacle. In fact, judging by the way Maya’s jaw tightened when she realized the spotlight was on us once again, I figured she probably regretted her choice to bring this up.

      Placing one hand at the small of her back and the other holding her hand in mine, I gently led her around the floor with the expertise of someone who’d been waltzing since he was five.

      “I’m so bad at this,” Maya said through her teeth as she smiled up at me.

      “Your gown hides it,” I assured her.

      “Oh, sweet. Maybe dresses aren’t as bad as I thought.”

      “Don’t you dance at the Marine Corps Ball?”

      She chuckled. “Yeah, if doing the Cupid Shuffle with a bottle of beer in my hand counts as dancing. We don’t do this. This is like I’m auditioning for The King and I.”

      “Except that I’m not the king yet.”

      She rolled her eyes, then put the fake smile on again. “Stop joking around with me in front of all these people. You’re going to blow my cover.”

      “Your cover?”

      “Yeah, you know, I can’t be out here acting goofy. I’m pretending to be princess material and all that.”

      I leaned down so that my mouth was closer to her ear. “You are princess material.”

      As I pulled back, I saw a trail of goose bumps appear on her neck where my breath must have touched her, and I swallowed, looking away. The urge to close what was an appropriate level of distance between our bodies and press my mouth to that spot had me yearning for a distraction.

      Unfortunately, I found one. And not the kind I was hoping for. My ex-girlfriend, the duchess everyone thought I’d one day marry, stood on the edge of the dance floor with a smirk. My steps faltered only slightly when her eyes met mine, and I quickly averted my gaze.

      Alarm bells went off in my mind. Catherine was a regular guest at these events, and yet it hadn’t even crossed my mind that she’d be here. I didn’t think she’d confront Maya or cause a scene–she was much too polished for a public spectacle–but I knew it would be an awkward meeting nonetheless. I made a mental note to keep an eye out for her for the rest of the night so we could be sure to avoid running into her.

      “What’s wrong?” Maya asked, apparently sensing my sudden tension.

      Unwilling to lie to her, I kept the smiling mask on my face, even as a sigh escaped from my lips. “I just caught sight of one of my exes.”

      The corners of Maya’s smile dipped slightly before she caught it. “Oh, lovely. Can’t wait to meet her.”

      “With any luck, you won’t have to. I’ll try to avoid her.”

      A slight crease appeared between her brows. “Why? Was it that bad? The breakup, I mean.”

      “Not exactly. But she did spend a decent amount of time positioning herself to become part of the royal family, and I imagine her pride was hurt more than anything else when our relationship fell apart.”

      “I see.”

      I expertly turned Maya around the dance floor, nodding and smiling at a few people in the crowd as we went. “Trust me, it’s nothing to worry about.”

      “Which one is she?”

      I swallowed. “Black dress, blonde hair.”

      We continued to dance, but I could feel Maya’s back straighten slightly when she found Catherine in the circle of onlookers. “Wow. She’s really pretty.”

      “She is,” I replied noncommittally.

      “Like, really pretty. And so … well, she looks like she’s already a royal or something.”

      “She’s a duchess.”

      “Ah. Cool.”

      I looked down at her as we moved around the floor, one corner of my mouth quirking up. “Do I detect a hint of jealousy there? Have you not seen yourself tonight? You’re the most beautiful woman in the room. Hands down.”

      Maya blushed and shook her head slightly. “Shh, don’t let the queen hear you say that.”

      She had a point there. My mother was very attached to her beauty, always working hard to maintain a youthful appearance. She had an entire team of stylists to make sure that her hair and makeup were always perfect, and her gowns were always the most elaborate and dazzling ones in the room.

      “Don’t worry, she hasn’t bugged the dance floor. Other parts of the palace, maybe, but here, we’re safe.”

      Maya snorted. “You’re joking.”

      “I am. At least I hope I am.”

      The song wound down, so I took the opportunity to ruffle Maya’s feathers a tad more by releasing her waist and holding our hands over our heads, twirling her in a circle before dipping her in my arms. She laughed as I gave her a chaste kiss, holding the pose for a second. I knew the cameras would love it, and for once in my life, I was happy to give them a show.
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      Between the meet-and-greets with Theo, dancing, and hanging out at the dessert table with Zara, Huck, and his family, I had to admit that my first Arnadan ball was turning out to be a lot of fun. I’d even figured out how to breathe properly so that I didn’t think I’d pass out at any given second, so that was also a win.

      But when Zara came up and asked if I’d like to go with her for a bathroom break, I paled, leaning close so we wouldn’t be overheard. “Wait, how the heck am I supposed to go pee while wearing this? Do you know how many layers I have under here? Not to mention the Spanx.”

      Zara laughed quietly. “It’ll be difficult, but you can do it with plenty of help. In that gown, you’ll probably need at least two attendants.”

      “You can’t be serious.”

      “You can always wait until after the ball, if you prefer, but I’m going now if you’d like a break from all of the smiling.” As quickly as the words left her mouth, someone appeared at our sides and began complimenting her gown. She thanked her with a face-splitting grin. Then she turned her head in my direction without dropping the smile. “My cheeks are on fire. Come on, let’s escape for a moment.”

      “I’ll take the break, but I’m not letting anyone help me pee.”

      “Suit yourself.”

      Chuckling, I let her lead me away from the crowded ballroom and into the sitting room where several attendants were waiting. Zara disappeared through what I assumed was the bathroom door with one of the attendants.

      I smiled politely at the remaining attendants. “I’m good. I’ll wait until later.”

      They nodded in unison and left the room, so I wandered over to the table where I’d left my clutch next to Zara’s. I pulled out my phone, grinning when I saw a text from Katie asking for a selfie of me all dressed up. I stepped over to the long, gilded mirror and took a photo, shooting it over to her with a couple of crown emojis.

      Theo’s earlier words about how I wouldn’t be able to wear a tiara until we were married floated through my mind. You would think with all of the uncertainty I had–and the fact that I had an actual pro and con list about staying–that the idea of marrying him would have made me uncomfortable. But instead, it made me feel lighter than air.

      Before I put down my phone, a notification about an email from the government website where I’d been applying for jobs flashed across the screen. I clicked on it with a shaky finger, my heart kicking up a notch when I read the words on the screen.

      I’d gotten an interview.

      One of the federal positions I’d applied for–the highest paying one, no less–had an opening in January, and I was being invited to interview for it. I knew that this particular job was highly desirable for vets, so when I’d applied, I hadn’t held my breath. But just getting to the next round in the application process was huge, considering how competitive it was out there.

      So, then, why wasn’t I happy about it? Why did this email feel more like bad news than good?

      “Everything okay?” Zara asked when she and her attendant stepped out of the bathroom.

      I pursed my lips. “Uh, yeah. I just found out I have an interview for one of the jobs I applied to back home.”

      “Ah,” Zara said, crossing her arms over her chest, “and now you have to decide if you want to go back to everything you know or stay here in the Land of Oz.”

      “Exactly.”

      “Well, what does your heart tell you?”

      I looked down. “My heart wants to stay.”

      “Then that’s your answer.”

      “Is it? Can it really be that simple?” I asked, my voice cracking slightly.

      Zara stepped forward and put her hands on the tops of my arms. “Yes, Maya. It really can be that simple. Trust me. I followed my heart right out of here, and it was the best decision I’ve ever made.”

      “True,” I said, tilting my head, “but then doesn’t it seem kind of weird that you’re encouraging me to stay? You know, since you hated it enough to leave.”

      She dropped her hands. “I’m not encouraging you to stay. I’m encouraging you to follow your heart. My heart led me to step out of my comfort zone and forge a new path. That’s what I’m encouraging.”

      “That makes sense.”

      “What’s holding you back?”

      I took in a shaky breath. “Fear, I guess.”

      “What are you so afraid of?”

      Lifting my hands to run them through my hair, I caught myself before I could ruin the updo that had taken a stylist at least an hour to design. “I don’t know, Zara. Fear of failure, maybe? I don’t know how much you know about my history, but I come from almost nothing, so all of this is a lot to take in. And it’s not just about the money, either. Growing up in such a crazy world, and even now after what happened with my injury, I’ve learned two things: nothing is permanent, and the other shoe will always drop.”

      Zara’s face was full of sympathy as she watched me, staying quiet until I finished my rant. Finally, she let out a breath, taking my hands in hers. “Maya, I know we’ve only just met, but I’ve known my brother for my entire life. He is so happy with you and so sure that you will make an amazing member of this family if you’ll give it a chance. Do you love him?”

      Since I hadn’t even said those words to Theo yet, I felt weird admitting them to Zara. But I couldn’t pretend that I didn’t, so I nodded. “Yes. I really love him.”

      “Good. Then let him in on your fears and allow him to help you get through this. And I’ll let you in on a little secret, just between us girls.”

      “What’s that?”

      “You’re not the only one who is scared in this situation. I can tell that Theo is terribly afraid that you won’t want to accept him as a prince the same way you accepted him as a random guy on a dating app.”

      I looked down as the guilt washed over me. I hated the idea that I’d caused him to feel that way. “Of course, I do. It’s not him. I was freaked out by the role I’d play in it.”

      “Well, I speak from experience when I say that your role here is what you make of it. I could have been a party-girl princess like some others out there, only doing the bare minimum to save face but shirking most of my responsibilities in favor of living my best life. But instead, I chose to participate in a lot of wonderful charity work that benefitted my country, and I left here knowing that I accomplished a lot. So if you don’t want to lead a meaningless existence in this palace for the rest of your days, then don’t. Make a difference. And do it your way, just as you did with the Christmas-morning project.”

      I grinned at her, feeling just as light as I had before I got the email. “Thank you, Zara. I really appreciate you.”

      “You’re welcome. I’ve always wanted a sister. Now, I’ll have Huck’s sister, Alice, and I hope to one day have you, too.”

      She stepped forward and wrapped her arms around me, hugging me close against her. I closed my eyes, an overwhelming sense of gratitude circulating throughout my entire body. For once in my life, I had a chance at a real family. A home, with people in it who actually cared about me. Well, across the ocean, in Zara’s case, but still. The dream that I’d never let myself have was on the verge of coming true. All I had to do was let it.

      Zara pulled back and gave me a small smile. “Are you ready to re-join the ball now?”

      I wrinkled my nose. “Actually, think I’ll go ahead and try to use the restroom.”

      “Would you like me to call for some help?”

      “No,” I said quickly, holding up my hands. “I’m not ready for that kind of privacy violation. The media, sure. But in the bathroom? No, thanks.”

      Zara laughed. “Okay, but don’t say I didn’t warn you. Good luck.”

      “Thanks.”

      When she left, I tucked my phone back into my clutch and headed for the restroom–alone. When I opened the door, I was surprised to find more than just one toilet and sink situation. It was a full bathroom, with several stalls and a long mirror with six golden sinks in a line beneath it.

      I stepped into one of the stalls–the largest one, so I could fit this monstrosity of a dress between its taupe walls–and locked the door. I looked down at my gown, trying to figure out where to start. Should I try to take it off? Reaching behind me, I realized pretty quickly that undoing the corset in the back would be impossible alone. I’d needed plenty of help to lace it up, after all.

      Even though I’d somehow need to wriggle out of my Spanx before I could sit, I knew that bunching up the full skirt of the gown was my only option. I bent down and scooped my arms around the bell shape, ready to lift. Then I heard the door open. I froze, bent at the waist, fifty pounds of lush fabric between my arms.

      From my vantage point bent over like that, I could see three women entering the bathroom in their long dresses. I was immediately jealous of the fact that, like Zara’s, their skirts weren’t nearly as round as mine. I bet the three of them didn’t need an attendant to help them go pee. Maybe Ophelia would let me swap out the rest of my big gowns for slimmer ones like theirs if I asked really nicely.

      “Are you sure we’re allowed in here?” one of the women asked.

      Someone scoffed. “Who cares? This was the one I used when Theo and I were dating, and it’s so much nicer than the other one.”

      I closed my eyes. Great. Now I was stuck in the bathroom wrestling with my gown with Theo’s ex-girlfriend chatting it up with two of her besties on the other side of the stall door. I knew I should have just held it. I was a Marine. I’d once held my pee for three hours while standing at attention with drill instructors yelling in my face. I could have held it this time, too.

      “It really is,” the third girl said. “Anyway, Catherine, have you met her yet?”

      The ex, Catherine, I assumed, sighed. “No, Anna. And I don’t even want to.”

      “You don’t?” Anna asked. “Why not?”

      “Because she’s a carnival worker,” Catherine replied with a catty laugh. “What could we possibly have to say to each other?”

      “Don’t forget the military thing,” the other girl said.

      “Right,” Catherine said. “She and Theo have that in common at least. They can bond over what it was like to sleep in the dirt.”

      I almost snorted at that. I highly doubted Theo had ever needed to sleep in the dirt. Not only was he a prince, but he was a pilot, and that meant he was an officer. I couldn’t even remember the last time I’d seen an officer in the dirt with the rest of us. Maybe it happened with some occupational specialties, but definitely not with the pilots.

      “I still can’t believe he’s parading her around like this. He won’t actually marry her,” Catherine went on.

      “You don’t think so?” Anna asked.

      “Absolutely not,” she answered icily. “Theo is duty over everything. He’ll cave to the pressure eventually, just like he did with me. In fact, I wouldn’t put it past him to never marry. He’s all work and no play.”

      This made me smile, and I silently let go of my dress and straightened, leaning my shoulder against the wall of the stall. Theo may have been all work and no play with Catherine, but the man had rearranged his entire life to fly to America to see me just so he could hug me after I’d lost my job. That didn’t sound like duty over everything to me.

      “Still,” Catherine continued, “it’s so annoying that she’s even here. He announced their relationship as if she mattered. She’s no one. And if she thinks she can show up to the ball in a borrowed gown and fit in with this world–let alone be the queen someday–she’s an idiot. Which makes Theo an idiot for even being with her.”

      I stiffened, angry now. Who did this duchess think she was? Before I could talk myself out of it, I unlocked the stall with a flick of my wrist and pushed the door open. The women gasped when they saw me standing there, and there wasn’t an ounce of remorse on Catherine’s face when she turned to face me. She squared her shoulders and fixed me with a polite smile. What, was I just supposed to pretend she hadn’t been talking crap about me only a second before? She might be fake enough for that, but I wasn’t.

      “You must be Catherine,” I said, stepping forward and washing my hands. I hadn’t actually managed to use the facilities, of course, but still. I’d just come out of a bathroom stall. Not washing my hands would be really weird.

      “I am,” she replied as she held my gaze through the mirror. “And you must be … Mary, was it?”

      “Maya,” I corrected with a tight-lipped smile.

      “Maya, right. What a lovely name. Is it a family name?”

      I shook my head with a wicked grin as I turned off the faucet and reached for one of the soft towels from the basket on the counter. “Actually, no. I was named after a Ferris wheel operator.”

      “A Ferris wheel operator?” the quieter of the three of them repeated with a smirk.

      “Yeah, you know,” I drew a big circle in the air with one hand as I tossed the towel in a nearby bin, “the big wheel with buckets. Usually found at carnivals.”

      “I know what a Ferris wheel is,” she said under her breath.

      “How charming,” Catherine said. “I was named after my great-great-grandmother, who was also a duchess.”

      “Was she also a vapid elitist with no sense of spatial awareness?” I asked. I mean, honestly, how did they not see the hem of my gown underneath that stall?

      Catherine blinked and jerked her head back as if I’d slapped her. “Oh, my. Quite the mouth you have on you. Do you speak to the queen like that?”

      “Of course not,” I said with a weary sigh. “But I do speak with her. And the reason I’m able to do so is that I’m with Theo now, and you’re not. And someday, because Theo and I are together, I’ll be the queen. And you better believe that when I am, your invitation to events like these will magically get lost in the mail.”

      I brushed past them as they stared at me with open mouths, then stopped before I reached the door and turned back. “Oh, and to be clear, it’s not because of anything you said about me. Sticks and stones, and all that. It’s because you called the future king of Arnada an idiot. That’s bound to be grounds for banishment.”

      And with that, I heaved open the door and sauntered out, not releasing my breath until I was out of the sitting room and back at the top of the stairs. I didn’t know if being banished was any more of a thing in modern Arnada than a beheading was, but at least I hadn’t said that. There was no need to threaten bodily harm.

      I put my hand on the golden railing and started down the stairs. My eyes searched the crowd for Theo, careful not to close out my triumphant moment by tumbling to the ground in a heap of red fabric.

      Just like before, when I was on Theo’s arm, the guests watched me. But this time was different. Instead of open curiosity on their faces, most of them were smiling. I’d shaken hands and traded stories with so many of them tonight. I had no idea at the time if I was making a good impression, but judging by the way they gazed up at me now, I had a feeling that I’d won them over. And that caused pride to swell through me. It was the pride of belonging that I thought I could only get from the Marines.

      I found Theo in the sea of people and quickened my steps–carefully. When I made it to the bottom of the stairs, I maneuvered through the other guests until I reached him. I placed my hands on either side of his face and stood up on my toes, planting a fierce kiss right on top of the surprised smile he wore.

      His arms encircled my waist, and I was faintly aware of the crowd around us taking photos and giggling. But I didn’t care. I’d decided to choose this life–to choose Theo, all of him, prince and all–before I’d stepped foot in that bathroom. But then my conversation with Catherine had made everything even clearer. I wanted to be with him. He wanted to be with me. I would fight to defend our relationship for the rest of time if I had to.

      I pulled away and rested my forehead on his, the adrenaline from the moment causing my chest to rise and fall in the most uncomfortable way. “Theo.”

      “Maya?”

      “I want to be with you. I choose you. Forever.”

      A smile so bright it made the rest of the ballroom lights look dim spread over his face, and then he kissed me again.
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      Several days later, Maya stood proudly by my side in the December chill as I prepared to cut the ribbon for the playground we’d constructed. She wore a brown wool coat over her matching knee-length dress, with a faux-fur lined hat that Zara had picked out for her. And she looked like the perfect future queen standing with my family while I gave my speech to the administrators, media, children, and their families.

      “And now, we present, your new playground,” I said, beaming at the crowd before me and stepping over to the giant red bow that encircled the playground. I opened the scissors and slipped the ribbon between the blades, pausing briefly for photographs before slicing cleanly through it.

      The two halves of the ribbon floated toward the ground, and the children cheered, rushing forward with limbs flailing. I laughed and dodged them as they ran past me with all of the gusto of children who hadn’t seen a playground this elaborate in their entire lives.

      The adults clapped and chased after the children, while the media immediately circled me for interviews. My security team kept them at bay, restoring order to the madness, and I was able to answer a few questions about the project. And, of course, field a couple of errant ones about Maya. Because, clearly, nothing was sacred when it came to extracting juicy gossip.

      When I finished with the interviews, I turned to find Maya and my mother engaged in conversation alone. I swallowed. Hopefully, whatever Mother was saying to her wouldn’t be anything I’d have to make her feel better about later.

      But now that I thought about it, there hadn’t been any need for that kind of thing ever since the night of the ball. Something had changed in Maya that night. Over the last few days, she’d been like a completely different person. She no longer appeared timid or unsure of herself within the palace walls. Instead, she was just as spirited as she had been online or when we were in America together. She seemed to be completely at ease for the first time since we’d arrived. And I loved it. I loved her.

      “Mother,” I said when I approached them, “what are you two over here whispering about?”

      “I was just telling Maya how proud of her I am,” my mother replied, shocking the wind out of me.

      I cleared my throat and tried to act normal. “You were?”

      “I certainly was,” she said. “She handled herself quite well with Catherine and her friends at the ball the other night, and I can tell she’s serious about joining our family. I could have done without the public displays of affection between the two of you, but I suppose it made for ample positive press about your relationship to see you so in love.”

      Gulping, I looked down at Maya and rubbed a hand over her back to fight the chill in the air. Maya and I still hadn’t officially told each other that we loved each other, but I think we both knew it was true. And apparently, so did my mother.

      “Thank you, again,” Maya said, grinning. “But I have to ask, how did you even know about my conversation with Catherine?”

      “Nothing happens in my palace that I don’t hear about,” Mother replied with a shrug of one shoulder. “I’m going to the car. Enjoy the rest of the event.”

      “Thanks for coming,” I called after her. Then I turned to Maya. “Wow. That was something.”

      “Yeah, it was something, all right. Do you think she bugged the bathroom?”

      I chuckled. “I wouldn’t put it past her.”

      Maya had told me all about her showdown with Catherine while we were playing billiards with Huck and Zara after the ball, so I had a feeling Zara was my mother’s source. They may have a relatively formal relationship compared to most mothers and daughters, but they weren’t too elevated for that kind of news. Besides, they’d both hated Catherine. If Zara saw the opportunity to share a story about Maya giving her a verbal lashing, she’d take it.

      “So, now what?” Maya asked, gazing at the children playing on their newly constructed playground.

      “Now,” I said, checking my watch and nodding at Greer where he stood nearby, “we stand here for a few more minutes and watch the children play. After that, we’ve still got a full day of meetings and appearances.”

      “Ah, the work of a royal is never done, is it?”

      The fact that she’d quoted my mother’s words without even knowing it made me smile. “Indeed.”

      “Well, I’m excited to join you. Thanks for letting me.”

      “Of course. Tomorrow’s meetings will be less fun, I’m afraid, so you’ll likely have to find something else to entertain you while I’m working.”

      Maya grinned. “I actually have plans tomorrow.”

      “Oh? And what might those be?”

      “First, I’m having brunch with Zara. Then, we’re meeting with a local church to discuss a Christmas caroling event to benefit their parish.”

      My brows furrowed. “Wow, when you said you wanted to do more charity work, I didn’t think you’d move that quickly.”

      “I’m an overachiever, what can I say?”

      “You can say you’ll never change. And that you love me.”

      Maya’s eyes left the playground and met mine, happiness swimming in their depths. “I do love you.”

      “I love you, too.”
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      Later that afternoon, I stood with Greer in the vault, scanning rows and rows of dazzling engagement rings. “What about this one?”

      Greer examined the emerald stone with diamonds surrounding it. “Emeralds are Zara’s favorite stone. The media will comment on it, to be sure.”

      “Good point.” I moved on, zeroing in on a simple–but massive–diamond ring with a platinum band. “How about this one?”

      “It’s very simple.”

      “It is.”

      “Maya doesn’t strike me as the type for a diamond. Perhaps something more unique would suit her better.”

      I pursed my lips. “Yes, that was my thought, as well.”

      All of the rings in front of me had stones that were somehow important to my family. I couldn’t remember exactly which ones were which, but Greer had a list, and he referenced it often as we browsed. I’d loved one ring right away, but when he’d told me it had once been worn by a great-aunt that once smacked her grown son’s hand with her cane when he reached for more bread rolls at dinner, I’d changed my mind.

      A sparkling ruby with diamonds along the band caught my eye, and I plucked it from the velvet stand, looking it over. “Maya looked beautiful in her red gown at the ball. This one seems to suit her.”

      “Excellent choice, Your Highness,” Greer said, consulting his list. “It appears the diamonds were taken from one of your grandmother’s tiaras, and the ruby was from a necklace worn by her mother.”

      Satisfied, I nodded. “This is the one. She’ll love it.”

      “The color makes it perfect for a Christmas proposal, I imagine?”

      Sliding my gaze to his, I nodded once. “It is. In fact, I think I have an idea. Come, let’s go make some arrangements.”
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      By the time Christmas morning arrived, I couldn’t even handle how excited I was to deliver presents to the children of Arnada. Theo and I were ready and standing outside the palace before dawn, making sure each of the seven SUVs was loaded up and ready to go.

      “I’m so proud of you,” Theo said, looping an arm behind my back and tugging me against his side. “This is amazing. The children will be so happy.”

      “Thank you. I’ve never gotten up on Christmas morning all giddy like this. And it’s not even about what presents I’ll get. It’s about giving them. I feel like Santa.”

      “Wait, shouldn’t I be Santa, and you Mrs. Claus?”

      I scowled at him and playfully pushed him off me. “No, Theo, because this is my show. I’m the Santa. You can be my Mr. Claus.”

      His smile broadened then, and he opened his mouth like he wanted to say something before snapping it firmly shut. Before I could ask him what he’d been about to say, Ophelia approached us from behind one of the SUVs. “We should be ready to go in a few minutes. Would you like to sit in the car to keep warm while you wait?”

      “Sure, thanks,” I replied.

      We moved to the front of the caravan, and Theo grinned when he saw a man I had never met before standing off to the side of the first vehicle with a clipboard. “Julian, it’s good to see you.”

      “It’s good to see you, too, Your Highness,” he replied, returning Theo’s handshake.

      “Maya, this is our head of security,” Theo told me. “He used to be Zara’s lead security guard, but after he failed to stop her from running away to America, he didn’t get fired like I thought he would.”

      “Ah, yes, it seems a promotion was warranted instead,” Julian joked. “That tells you everything you need to know about what a pain she was to keep track of.”

      I laughed. “Right, I heard all about how she ditched you guys in America for a few weeks.”

      “Oh, come on, we always knew where she was,” Julian groaned.

      Theo wagged a finger at him. “Hence the promotion.”

      “Everything is in order for your trip, today, Your Highness,” Julian told him, getting back to business. “We’ve got the route mapped out–with alternates if needed. And remember that if we have a security breach and it’s time to go, please don’t deviate from the outlined exit strategies.”

      “Understood, thank you,” Theo replied, turning toward our SUV.

      “Hey, guys,” I said as James and Stuart rounded the car to greet us and open the door. Before I got in, I stopped and smiled up at Theo. “This reminds me of our first date.”

      He grinned. “Me too.”

      We got into the SUV and got settled, and my whole body warmed when Theo reached over to take my hand. James and Stuart stood outside the vehicle until it was time to leave, so I relaxed deeper into my seat and sighed.

      “This is going to be the best day ever,” I said, beaming at Theo.

      He swallowed hard, his jaw tensing as he nodded in agreement. “It is.”

      “All of the foster parents are ready and waiting for us. I seriously can’t wait to see the looks on all of their little faces. The kids, not the foster parents.”

      “I know,” he said with a nervous laugh.

      “What’s up with you?” I asked, leaning away so I could examine him closer. “You look weird.”

      “Why, thank you.”

      “Sorry, that came out wrong. Aren’t you excited?”

      “I am.”

      “Then why do you look all jittery?”

      He frowned at me, making my stomach clench with worry. “Because I have something I need to talk to you about.”

      Slowly, I looked around the SUV. “Oh, man, now I’m really having deja vu. Is it going to be a normal thing for you to drop bombs on me while we’re sitting in the back of an armored SUV?”

      Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out a black box, holding it between us. “Yes, I do believe it is.”

      My eyes grew wide as I stared at the box. “Is that what I think it is?”

      “That depends. What do you think it is?”

      “A five hundred pound bomb.”

      Theo laughed out loud. “Then yes, that’s exactly what it is.”

      Opening the box to reveal a ruby ring with a sparkling array of diamonds, he grinned when my hands flew up to cover my mouth. “Yep. Yep. I was right.”

      “Maya Boyd,” he said, his voice hoarse with emotion, “I started falling in love with you before I even knew that was your name.”

      My eyes welled up with tears as I stared at him, and the raw nerves mixed with happiness filled me with an unbelievable amount of wonder. This man–this incredible, kind, honorable man–was proposing to me. How did I possibly get this lucky?

      “You gave me an incredible gift during our first thirty days of talking online. You let me be myself in a way that I have never been able to do before, and I’m honestly not sure how else I could have found the love of my life in any other way. I got to be more than a prince with you.”

      “And you showed me I was more than a Marine,” I said in a quiet voice, hating to interrupt but needing to let him know how much that mattered to me.

      His lips tipped up in the corners, and he looked down before meeting my eyes again. “We both know what it’s like to see other people experiencing life in a way we can’t. And I know I’m asking you to step into a very complicated world–a very complicated sort of fishbowl, if you will–but at least we won’t be in there alone anymore.”

      I laughed, loving that even a moment as serious as this had our usual joking tone.

      Theo looked around suddenly, furrowing his brow. “I do believe I’ve messed this up.”

      “No,” I said, waving my hands. “You haven’t messed it up at all. What are you talking about?”

      “I wanted it to be this whole romantic thing, proposing to you in the SUV like this because it’s how I first told you I was a prince.”

      I looked from side to side. “It is. So do it already.”

      “I can’t get down on one knee,” he said, hanging his head dramatically. “I didn’t think it through.”

      “Theodore Astor, Crown Prince of Arnada, I’m going to punch you if you don’t get on with it,” I warned, pointing a finger at him and barely containing my laughter.

      “You forgot all of my middle names, didn’t you?”

      “I did, yeah,” I said, the laugh bursting through.

      “Well, you can spend a lifetime trying to remember them. Will you marry me?”

      I lunged toward him, wrapping my arms around his neck and kissing him firmly before I pulled back and met his gaze again. “Yes.”

      Theo kissed me again and then pulled back so he could take the ring from the box and place it on my finger. Then he kissed my knuckles, holding my hand in front of his lips. “Merry Christmas, Maya.”

      “Merry Christmas, Theo.”
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      As was our Christmas tradition, Maya and I hopped out of the SUV, ready to shower a foster home with presents on Christmas Day. This was the last of over a dozen houses we’d visited today, and since we spent about thirty minutes at each one, it was well into the afternoon.

      Maya grinned up at me. She balanced the presents she held in her right hand while she lifted her other fist to knock on the door of the small home in the village. “Ready for our last one of the year?”

      “Ready,” I replied, kissing her forehead. When she knocked on the door, I caught sight of the simple platinum band she’d paired with her ruby engagement ring after our wedding last spring. My heart swelled remembering that day and thinking about how happy she’d made me every day since.

      And we weren’t the only ones who’d gotten a happy ending recently. Much to my shock, it turned out that my efforts to match up Greer and Ophelia were completely pointless, as they’d been carrying on a secret romance for the better part of the last fifteen years. Right after Maya and I got engaged that Christmas Day two years ago, our private secretaries finally came clean about their relationship. And as much as I’d felt like a fool for continuously trying to set them up, I’d also been extremely happy for them.

      As the foster mother opened the door and held it wider so we could enter with our piles of presents, the scent of freshly-baked bread hit me with a surprising force. We’d started our day before dawn and hadn’t stopped to eat all day, knowing we had dozens of children to shower with gifts in a timely manner. But as soon as we were finished here, I was going to need to get some food in me. And fast.

      At their foster mother’s call, six children raced through the house with wide eyes. They clasped their hands with glee, seemingly holding back from attacking the mountains of presents we held. Maya and I stepped into the small living room and set down the presents, grinning from ear to ear as we handed them out.

      There were plenty of royal engagements that called for so much smiling I thought my face would surely crack under the pressure, but during this Christmas morning event, it never seemed to bother me. Whether that was because of the joy on the children’s faces or the fact that Maya was by my side, I didn’t know. But I was grateful for it.

      Thirty minutes later, Greer stepped in to wrap up the meeting, punctual as ever. Maya and I said our goodbyes and hugged each of the children, wishing them a Merry Christmas. The foster parents–just like all of the ones before them–were close to tears as they thanked us on our way out.

      When we made it back to the SUV, James and Stuart opened our doors, then stood outside, folding their hands in front of them in a pose I knew well. It was a pose of waiting. A pose of staying. A pose of not driving me back to the palace so I could have the kitchen sneak me some appetizers from the Christmas Day dinner, because I definitely wouldn’t be able to wait that long.

      I frowned at them through the windows, then glanced at Maya. “What are they doing? I’m starving.”

      Maya grinned conspiratorially. “Avoiding the blast.”

      “The what?”

      “You know. Avoiding the blast. From when a bomb goes off.”

      My tired and hungry brain worked hard to process her words. “From when a bomb…”

      The realization hit me then, and I watched her with sharp eyes as she pulled a wrapped present out of the bag at her feet. “Merry Christmas, Theo.”

      I took the wrapped box from her hands, chuckling as I realized my own were shaking. I didn’t allow myself to hope that her surprise was what I thought it might be. Just in case. But what else could it be? What else would be worthy of bringing back our old joke about dropping bombs in this SUV?

      I untied the large red bow, ripping off the green paper with all of the enthusiasm of one of the children we’d visited with that morning. Maya and I had given each other gifts over the last two years, but the bomb reference hadn’t been made since the morning of my proposal. Whatever this was, it would be huge.

      Inside the box, I moved aside the tissue to find a handmade Christmas ornament. I could tell right away that it was from the Christmas market we’d visited last weekend, and my chest tightened as I stared down at the small wooden crib with the words, “baby’s first Christmas” painted on the side.

      Unshed tears clouded my vision as I looked up at her to find her grinning back at me. “I thought it might be nice to hang on our tree next year, since we’ll have a new addition to the family by then.”

      I reached up and cupped the side of her face, bringing her close so I could kiss her long and hard. When I pulled back, she swiped at the lone tear that fell onto her cheek.

      “You’re going to be the most amazing mother,” I told her, rubbing my thumb against her smooth skin. “Thank you for the gift. And for the ornament.”

      Maya rolled her eyes with a shaky laugh. “You’re too much.”

      “You’re everything.”
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      Thank you so much for reading A Royal Christmas for the Marine as part of this lovely Christmas anthology!

      This is the last book in the First Comes Love series, so if you’d like to get the first book for free, click here and I’ll send it to you!

      (This will also subscribe you to my newsletter, and you can unsubscribe at any time. But if you stay, you’ll get bonus content, sweet romance recommendations, and never miss a new release!)

      Thanks again for reading the book!

      xo,

      Jess
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      Ripley almost ignored the ringing cell phone. After all, she was driving, and it was night. She should focus on the road. But it was her mother’s ringtone, and Ripley had been ignoring her mom for almost a week. She was one more call away from her mother reporting her as a missing person.

      Never mind that she was a full-grown adult at twenty-three. Or that with Christmas a few days away, working at Sandover Events meant a slew of corporate parties and Christmas weddings. With one big New Year’s gala left, Ripley had some space to breathe, but hadn’t gotten around to returning her mother’s phone calls. And her mom would definitely suspect foul play first and ask questions later.

      “Hi, Mom.”

      “Ripley Allister Johnson!”

      “That’s my name.”

      “Where have you been?”

      She could almost hear young lady at the end of that sentence. “Right here, Mom. I’ve had three weddings this week and—”

      “Your father and I have been worried sick about you. Walter! WALTER! I’ve got Ripley on the phone. She’s alive!”

      Ripley clutched the phone tighter to her face, caught between laughter and a frustrated groan. She could hear her father in the background saying something, but her mother must have put her hand over the mouthpiece, because now all she could hear was a lot of muffled shouting.

      “Mom! MOM!”

      “Sorry, dear. You don’t have to yell! Your father and I have just been worried about you.” Her voice took on a whiny, clinging quality now. “It’s just that we normally hear from you every few days. But it’s been a week since you called. You didn’t even answer my texts. There was that one with the GIF in it. Or was it a meme? It had the man from that show you like who puts on the sunglasses. What’s that show?”

      Ripley tried to stifle her laughter before answering. “CSI: Miami, Mom. And it was a GIF. That’s where the pictures move. A meme is—never mind.”

      “I thought you’d be proud of me for my foray into the world of the internet! But not a word of thanks. What if Nana had died?”

      “Is Nana okay?” Ripley clutched the steering wheel tighter.

      Her parents had told Ripley and her two older brothers that this might be the last Christmas with Nana. Her father’s mom had moved in with the Johnsons about six months before when her health started declining. Nothing specific, but she was eighty-seven. Nana’s doctor, whose bedside manner needed an overhaul, compared her to a battery, winding down. But it couldn’t have happened so quickly, could it?

      “Nana’s fine. We’re just finishing up Jeopardy.”

      Ripley could hear Nana’s muffled voice from the background. “Quiet! Wheel of Fortune is starting! Forget Jeopardy. It’s dead to me ever since Alex Trebek shaved his stache.”

      “See?” Ripley’s mom said. “She’s just fine.”

      Ripley would have laughed except her heart still had that squeeze of panic from thinking something happened to Nana. “Don’t scare me like that. It’s only been six days since I’ve called. I’m just busy. It’s Christmas, so I’ve had back-to-back events.”

      “Exactly, it’s Christmas. Are you ready for us yet? We’re excited to meet your new boyfriend! Why haven’t you told us his name yet? What’s the secrecy about?”

      Ripley would have closed her eyes had she not been driving. Not that it would have blocked out her mother’s words. Ripley could hear the hope and desperation in her mother’s voice. It was the same hope and desperation that Ripley felt in her chest, tightly coiled with expectation. Her mom probably had no idea how much it hurt to be constantly reminded that she was single.

      Yep. She was single. The new boyfriend? A total fabrication she had made up to get her parents off her back. Just for their visit. Ripley wanted to enjoy Christmas, not hear about all the eligible men she should be dating. So, she invented a fake boyfriend and planned a breakup just before they arrived. No one would pressure her when she was on the rebound. And no one got hurt.

      This wasn’t like her, the lying. But the planning and execution? She had a spreadsheet for it. Every detail nailed down. For years, she’d been living by this mantra: You can’t control everything, so control what you can. Ripley had no idea where it came from, but it had seen her through four years at UVA and was getting her through her job just fine.

      Too bad she couldn’t control her family.

      “Mom, I’m actually—”

      Boop boop. Wee-oo wee-oo. The sound of a police siren almost made Ripley jump. The red and blue lights flashed in the dark behind her.

      No! No no no no. How long had he been behind her? Ripley glanced at the speedometer, but she’d already tapped the brakes and didn’t know if she’d been speeding. That wasn’t like her, but she’d been on the phone and driving on autopilot. If she hadn’t seen the police cruiser, maybe she hadn’t been paying attention to other things as well. Did she run a stoplight?

      This is why she shouldn’t have been talking on the phone while driving.

      Biting back any kind of remark to alert her mother about the cop, Ripley pulled her car slowly to the side of the busy road. Her mother’s voice was still in her ear, saying something about the sleeping arrangements for Christmas, as panic rose in her chest.

      Are my taillights out? Did I swerve over the line?

      Her mother had moved on to talk about the ugly sweaters she had found this year and how she wanted to try a new breakfast casserole on Christmas Day. Ripley pressed the mute button so her mom wouldn’t hear her conversation with the cop.

      With dread and a thumping heart, Ripley watched as the officer got out of his cruiser and stalked toward her in the dark. And then he was at her window. She pressed the button to roll it down. Her heart only sped up as he bent over. Broad shoulders and a square jaw. Dark, tousled hair and a trim beard. But it was his piercing blue eyes that caught and kept her attention. He was gorgeous, but very, very ticked off. At her.

      He was also familiar. He had been a groomsman at a wedding she had coordinated a few weeks before. The couple, Emily and Jimmy, were beautifully, disgustingly in love. It was the kind of relationship that made her equal parts jealous and irritated. Emily had been one of her more difficult clients to work with. Though she didn’t remember this guy’s name, she couldn’t forget his handsome face and eyes that seemed to cut right through her. Then and now.

      More than once at the wedding, she thought she caught him staring. Doubtful. Most guys tended to run when they noticed her obsession over details. At a wedding? It was like her normal controlling tendencies on steroids. If he had been staring, it was probably in horror.

      He may have recognized her now, but he didn’t show it. “License and registration,” he said in a clipped tone.

      His accent surprised her, sounding more like the North Carolina mountains than the beach. Had she not spoken to him at the wedding? She would have remembered the accent. It made her think of sitting on a back porch in summer with a glass of sweet tea.

      “Sure,” Ripley said, still holding the phone in one hand. Her mother’s rambling continued. She leaned over to the glove box, which was empty except for the registration paper, still in the envelope. She handed it to him.

      “Thanks,” he said. She reached for her purse to get her license.

      “Who are you talking to?” her mother shouted in her ear. Ripley realized she had somehow taken the phone off mute. “Ripley? Is that your boyfriend? WALTER! Ripley is with her boyfriend! Let me talk to him!”

      Ripley should have hung up, but instead ignored her mother as she fumbled for her wallet. With no warning, the cop plucked the phone from her hand.

      “Driving while talking on the phone?” he asked.

      Ripley’s hand shook as she unzipped her wallet. There were few things she hated as much as getting in trouble. She was a rule-follower, through and through. “It’s not illegal in North Carolina, is it? I moved from Virginia earlier this year, and I thought—”

      “It should be illegal,” the officer said. “It causes distracted driving. Case in point.”

      Ripley’s mother began shouting hysterically again through the phone. The officer put the phone up to his ear.

      “You don’t want to do that,” Ripley said, but it was too late.

      The cop gave her a look like he had everything under control and then opened his mouth to speak. But he didn’t get so much as a word out. Even though the phone was pressed to his ear, Ripley could hear her mother’s voice.

      She closed her eyes and banged her head back up against the headrest. What a night! A ticket and now Mom thinks hot, cranky cop is my boyfriend. Just perfect.

      The officer had moved quickly from angry to embarrassed. Her mother was that overbearing. Ripley could only imagine what she was saying. She trained her eyes on him, watching his cheeks burn red. Or maybe that was just the lights from his car?

      No, definitely a blush. Oh, no. How bad could this get? He shifted from foot to foot.

      “Cash. My name is Cash.”

      Ripley rested her head on the steering wheel. This was so not good.

      “No, I don’t have other plans … yes, actually I—”

      His eyes flicked to Ripley’s, looking even angrier. As though it was her fault that he took the phone from her and got sucked into the conversation with her mother. Serves you right, buddy.

      “Yes, ma’am.” He pulled the phone away from his face and pressed a button. Ripley’s mom was now on speakerphone.

      “Can she hear me?”

      “I’m here,” Ripley said.

      “I can’t believe your boyfriend is right there with you and you didn’t tell us. And I’m not sure why you wouldn’t tell us his name! Cash is a lovely name. Like Johnny Cash. Right, dear?”

      “Johnny and June!” her father’s voice called from the background.

      Cash’s glare burned right through Ripley. She could only shrug and look at him helplessly. Again, his fault. She could no more control her mother than the high and low tides.

      “And you told us he had plans for Christmas! Shame on you!”

      “They must have fallen through,” Ripley said weakly. “I didn’t know.”

      “I love his accent. S-E-X-Y.”

      Nana’s shout came faintly through the phone. “I can spell, you know! And I know what sexy is. How do you think I—”

      For once, Ripley was thankful to hear her mother’s voice, cutting off whatever Nana was about to say. Nana lost her filter when she hit her eighties. Actually, it might have been her seventies.

      “Where is your family from, Cash? And why aren’t you spending Christmas with them?”

      “I’m from Boone.”

      Ripley noticed that he didn’t answer the second question, but her mother didn’t. “Wonderful! Well. It’s settled. He’ll spend it with us. We’ll be delighted to have you, Cash. Are you allergic to nuts of any kind?”

      Cash’s brows furrowed. “No, but why—”

      “I’ve got so much to prepare! Ripley, you better call me tomorrow. I have so many questions. Cash, we can’t wait to meet you. Make sure to take good care of our girl.”

      “I’m bringing my shotgun!” her father called.

      Cash’s mouth dropped open, and Ripley shook her head wildly, mouthing, It’s a joke! He did have a shotgun. But she could almost guarantee he wouldn’t bring it to Sandover Island. Almost. Her two brothers, on the other hand …

      Her mother’s voice dropped to a whisper. “You may not realize, but Ripley has a very sensitive heart. Delicate, she is. She’s been single for so long that we really thought she’d end up as one of those cat ladies. Not that there’s anything wrong with cats.”

      “Mom!” Ripley shouted. Mortified, she stared out at the dark road ahead, not able to look at Cash. Every time she thought the conversation hit rock bottom, her mother dug a deeper hole with her words.

      “Well, Cash. We’ll be seeing you on Christmas Eve. What did you say you do again?”

      “I’m a police officer.”

      “Ohhhhh! A man in uniform! Wear your uniform! We would all love to see that!” her mother said, almost squealing.

      Nana shouted again. “My husband was in the navy. And I can still remember how he looked in his uniform. Especially from the back!”

      Ripley wanted to die.

      She considered speeding away, leaving Cash with her phone. Her Toyota was fast, but probably wouldn’t outrun his patrol car. She would at least have a head start … Then again, he still had her phone. And her license. She dropped her head to the steering wheel, groaning.

      “Ripley! Are those make-out noises?”

      Her head snapped up, eyes locking on Cash’s. Was that amusement in his gaze? “Mom! No!”

      “Well, you know it’s okay if you do. I’m not getting any younger and your brothers don’t seem to be moving on the grandchild boat fast enough. I think that little Tommy might have scared them sterile for any more. But you, on the other hand. You can start thinking about grandbabies—”

      “Mom! Goodbye!”

      Cash seemed on board with this plan, because he hung up before Ripley’s mother could say one more thing. She had said more than enough.

      He held out the phone and she took it. Their fingers brushed for half a second, but even in that blip of time, Ripley found herself drawn to the warmth of his skin. That’s how she knew she’d been single for too long. After that humiliation, romantic feelings for Cash should be the last thing on her mind.

      Ripley stared at the screen. The call lasted eight minutes and thirty-five seconds. That’s how quickly Ripley could be totally and completely humiliated.

      She didn’t want to look back at Cash. How was she going to explain it to her family when he didn’t actually show up for Christmas? Why had she thought lying about a boyfriend was a good idea? This did not fit in with her spreadsheet. Not at all.

      And how was she going to explain her family to the very handsome police officer still standing outside her car?

      “I’m so sorry,” Ripley said, still not looking at Cash. “My mother is … just … I’m sorry. About all of that.”

      She threw the phone in her purse and clamped her hands around the steering wheel, waiting for his reaction. But he didn’t speak. She finally let her eyes drift up to his face. Cash still held on to her license and registration. His eyes were unreadable, but they didn’t look any less intimidating after her apology. If anything, his irritation level had jumped up from a six and a half to a solid nine.

      “You don’t have to come for Christmas Eve dinner,” she went on, hoping he would hand her back her documents and be on his way. “Obviously. I lied to them about having a boyfriend so they’d stop asking. I planned to break up with him before they got here.”

      For a moment, there was only silence. “What kind of person breaks up with someone right before Christmas?”

      Ripley could only stare. Why did he sound so angry?

      She spoke slowly, just in case he didn’t understand. “Well, it’s a fake boyfriend. And if I said he broke up with me, I’d have to pretend to be all sad. I wanted to have a nice holiday with my family. This will keep them from bugging me about being single or trying to set me up. It’s the perfect solution to an overbearing family. Except for the whole lying part.”

      She winced. That was the only flaw in her plan. And, as evidenced by how the last ten minutes had gone, it was a big one.

      “So, you just ditch your boyfriend at a time that’s already very emotionally difficult for people?”

      Now he sounded disgusted with her. As if she would really break up with someone right before Christmas!

      It was Ripley’s turn to get angry. He might be able to tell her how to drive, but he didn’t get to tell her how to handle her family or her pretend relationship.

      “My fake, pretend, nonexistent boyfriend. Anyway, it doesn’t concern you. You and I aren’t really dating. Or fake dating.”

      “Of course not.”

      Oh, so now she wasn’t good enough for him, fake or otherwise? His scoffing tone infuriated her.

      She opened her mouth to say something else, but he cut in. “License and registration.”

      “They’re in your hand!” That came out a little more shout-y than she meant for it to. This whole night was turning into a massive headache of variables she couldn’t control.

      He looked down where the registration was now crumpled in his fist. “Right.” Spinning on his heel, he walked back to his cruiser.

      Her cheeks burned. The nerve of this guy! To knock her choices about a fake boyfriend after butting in on a phone call with her mother. And now he was going to give her a ticket on top of it? Classy.

      Her fingers itched to call someone about this and complain. She didn’t have a lot of friends since she moved here in May. Co-workers she liked, but no real friends. Why was it so hard to make friends after graduating? It really was.

      She thought about calling her best friend. Abby would love this story. But talking on the phone while waiting for him to write her a ticket or a warning seemed like a bad plan. Instead, she rested her forehead on the steering wheel again, wishing Cash would hurry.

      When he appeared at her window, Ripley sat up and met his gaze again. Man, he was handsome. Too bad they met like this instead of some normal way. Would it all have gone so wrong? She shook off that thought. He was a jerk, plain and simple. Then again, he had been put into a ridiculous position by Ripley’s mother. He was probably in shock.

      She softened slightly, sighing before she spoke. “Look. I’m sorry again for getting you involved in this mess. My mom is so pushy. Just don’t worry about it, okay?”

      “My mom was pretty pushy too,” he said.

      Was? He looked surprised that he had even said the words, but the look quickly morphed back into the cool hardness she was getting used to. Cash handed her license, registration, and a ticket through her window.

      “A ticket?”

      He shrugged. “You were going ten over. Maybe next time, consider saving your phone calls for when you aren’t driving. It may not be illegal, but clearly you need all your focus on the road.”

      Ripley just blinked at him, holding the ticket in her hand.

      And then Cash spun on his heel and made his way back to his cruiser. Before she could even start her car again, he pulled away. Ripley watched his taillights disappear ahead of her.

      Merry Christmas to me.

      The whole way home, her anger simmered as she replayed their conversation. Each time made her angrier. One thing she knew: breaking up with her fake boyfriend was going to feel a lot more satisfying now as she pictured Cash’s face.
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      Cash was starting to hate breakfast.

      Not the food part of breakfast. He was partial to waffles with butter, along with bacon and what his father had always called runny eggs. Sunny-side-up was the term Cash used when ordering, but in his head, they were always runny eggs.

      No, he had no problem with breakfast foods. It was the company. Specifically, the three other guys he met with for what Beau had named Bible & Breakfast. Which this past nine or so months had morphed into what Cash thought of as Talk about Our Ladies Breakfast. Their Ladies, to be more accurate. Cash was the only one of the four not married or engaged.

      So, yeah. He was starting to hate breakfast.

      “How was the honeymoon, man?” Beau clapped a hand on Jimmy’s shoulder as he sat down at the booth. The two of them could have been brothers with their broad shoulders and tousled blond hair. They definitely looked like guys who lived at the beach. The booth could hardly contain them. Cash was equally as squished on his side next to Jackson. At least he had the outside so he could stretch his legs a bit.

      “Two weeks on an island with Emily? It was epic.” Jimmy grinned, his eyes looking slightly glazed, as though images from the honeymoon played through his thoughts.

      “You already live on an island with Emily,” Jackson said, chuckling.

      “True. I guess getting to a different island made it feel new somehow. Or the getting married part. Either way, I’m happy to report that the first two weeks of marriage have been great.”

      “Just wait,” Jackson said. “It will only get better.”

      And then the next five or ten years will make you wish you’d never gotten married.

      Cash managed to keep his eye roll to himself and tried to shove down the chorus of negativity in his head. The wedding had been two weeks before. Jimmy didn’t need to hear Cash’s thoughts about how easily vows could be broken. About how quickly the honeymoon could end, leaving him broken and hurting, wondering where it all went wrong. In fact, it was good for Cash to have this reminder.

      After pulling over Ripley two nights ago, his thoughts had been invaded by the pretty blonde. It wasn’t the first time, either. At Jimmy’s rehearsal dinner and wedding, the event planner had caught his eye. He found himself admiring her, despite his best efforts not to. Now, the attraction had been tempered with equal parts irritation, but that only seemed to keep his mind circling back to her.

      Talking on the phone while driving was strike one. And lying to her parents about having a boyfriend? It had been the opposite of how he saw her at the wedding, where she had been cool, calm, controlled. But lying to her parents confirmed his opinions on women: they weren’t to be trusted.

      So why couldn’t he stop picturing her green eyes?

      Jackson nudged Cash, giving him a questioning look with his eyebrows raised. Cash sighed, pushing Ripley back out of his thoughts, and gave a small nod as if to say, I’m fine.

      By now, the guys were all used to Cash’s pessimistic view of love, even if he hadn’t shared—and wouldn’t share—why. His story was the kind that would shut down any and all conversation. It sounded more like a soap opera storyline than real life. That’s how he preferred to think of it, actually. Fiction. Not his real life.

      The guys probably thought he was just bitter because he was the only single one. Cash had watched Jackson and now Jimmy get married this past year. Beau had proposed to Mercer but not yet set a date. It wouldn’t be long. And then Cash would be the only holdout. The seventh wheel for good. It wasn’t that he didn’t like the women his friends were with, but more that he didn’t trust relationships period. Or the idea of love.

      “I’m happy for you,” Cash managed to say. Thankfully, the food arrived, allowing him an easy out as the conversation continued around him. Cash spread butter over his waffle and took small bites, chewing longer than he needed. Anything to keep him from speaking up and raining on the love parade.

      As though reading his thoughts, Beau asked, “Are you heading home for Christmas, Cash?”

      “Nope.” He hadn’t returned home since he left two years before and didn’t plan to. Ever. No matter how many times his father called. He’d even enlisted Olivia to call and text recently. As though Cash would be any more likely to pick up for his stepmother. That was the right term, technically. But he would never be able to even think it without a sneer.

      “You’re welcome to spend the day with me and Jenna,” Jackson said. “Her sister and family are coming down on Christmas Day. We’d love to have you.”

      “Offer is open at my family’s house too,” Beau said.

      “You probably don’t want to join me and Emily for Christmas in Richmond with our families, but we’ll be back that afternoon. I can only take so much of Emily’s parents.”

      “I’m fine, guys. Thanks.” Cash hadn’t finished his plate, but he was done. Standing, he dropped some cash on the table. “I better head in to work.”

      “Isn’t it a little early?” Jackson asked.

      “I’ve got some paperwork to finish up before patrol. Glad you’re back, Jimmy!”

      Beau held his gaze before he left, as though seeing right through his excuse. Jackson had obviously noticed too, but subtlety was more his style. And Jimmy was too wrapped up in his post-honeymoon glow to see anything. Which is exactly the way Cash wanted to keep it.

      Driving to the station, Cash’s thoughts turned back to Ripley yet again. For a moment, he let himself indulge in the memory of pulling her over. His heart had sped up when he got to her car window and recognized her. He asked for her license and registration like he would anyone else, even though those were the last words he wanted to say to her. Her long blonde hair had been tumbling down around her shoulders.

      At the wedding and rehearsal dinner, that gorgeous hair had been locked up tight in a smooth bun. Cash liked it that way too. It fit her personality—the way she ran that wedding with a calm control and precision, despite how far that was from Emily’s personality.

      He could see when Emily frustrated her and how well Ripley hid it, maintaining a professional composure. Even when Emily didn’t hide her own irritation or complained about things being too rigid. What people like Emily didn’t seem to understand was how things would all fall apart without someone strong and firm like Ripley managing the details and keeping things on track. She was great at her job. Cash could respect a job well done.

      You couldn’t pay Cash enough to plan weddings. Attending them was bad enough. And he had already vowed to himself that he would never be a groom. Even if the single life was admittedly lonely.

      Despite that, he couldn’t help but notice the lack of a ring on Ripley’s hand. And then he had the luck—or, maybe misfortune—to pull her over. Still no ring. This time, with her hair down. Cash had found himself imagining how it would feel under his fingertips. How it would smell. What it would be like to press his lips to the top of her head. Or her lips.

      Before he got steamrolled by her family, that is.

      The parking lot at the station was pretty empty. Getting out of his car, Cash shook his head at the thought of Ripley’s mother. Talk about overbearing. Though overbearing often meant that you cared. Cash couldn’t remember the last time someone had shut him up that way. Ripley had looked mortified, but the pink in her cheeks only made her more alluring.

      At least until she started talking about her fake boyfriend plan. His irritation rose again. On the one hand, he got it. He didn’t even speak to his family. Lying couldn’t be worse than that, even if Cash felt totally justified after what his father had done.

      But Ripley had hit a nerve, first with the lie, and then with the breaking-up-before-Christmas idea. He could see now that it was ridiculous of him to get angry with her about breaking up with a fake boyfriend. But it still got under his skin. Maybe because it reminded him of his mother, walking out on them the week before Christmas. She’d left nine-year-old Cash presents under the tree but took herself away. She never came back. He doubted that she even looked back.

      And then Olivia broke up with him just before Christmas. The holiday essentially was dead to him.

      Ripley faking a breakup with a boyfriend that didn’t exist should not have mattered to him in the least. But it still sent him back to that first lonely Christmas morning when his father had tried to hide his tears as they opened gifts, just the two of them. He could hear the echo of Olivia’s voice as she confessed that she hadn’t been faithful. Cash ground his teeth. This was exactly why he had to stop thinking about Ripley. Or any woman.

      His phone began ringing as he walked inside the station. His dad. Again. He sent it to voicemail but a moment later the phone buzzed again with a text.

      

      Dad: We miss you. Please consider coming home for Christmas. Or at least picking up so we can talk. I can’t tell you how sorry I am. Even if you don’t do it for me, consider your little brother.

      

      Half brother, Cash thought, his mood turning even more sour.

      “Hey, Cash!” the station manager called from behind the main desk. “Something arrived for you this morning.” Bill shuffled behind the desk and then pushed a decent-sized box across the counter. “Christmas came early, I guess.”

      “Huh.” Cash glanced at the label with narrowed eyes. It was handwritten to Cash the Police Officer with the station address and the return from Virginia. He didn’t know anyone in Fredericksburg. Where was that city? He couldn’t remember if it was north or out west. There were too many Virginia towns with similar names. He picked up the box and shook it, then sniffed it. It smelled like packing tape and cardboard. He wasn’t sure what he was expecting or why he did it.

      Bill laughed. “If it’s something good, promise to share?”

      “Of course.” Cash took the package back to his desk. He technically didn’t need to start his shift for another forty-five minutes, which gave him some time. Good thing, because he wanted to straighten out whatever this was.

      With a quick flip of his pocketknife, he cut through the packing tape. For a few beats, he stared at the contents of the box, trying to make sense of them. Only when he picked up the card did he realize who had sent this and why. It still took his brain a few beats to understand.

      He read through the note once. Twice. Then, without looking at the rest of the box, Cash stuffed the note in his pocket and closed the box.

      Jaw clenched and cheeks flaming, Cash grabbed the package and stormed out to his cruiser. He had to straighten out some things. More like, someone.
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      Ripley heard Cash before she saw him. The glass door to their strip mall office space slammed open. His footsteps were purposeful and furious. Even before she saw the anger in his face, it filled up the room.

      Immediately, her mind went into panic mode.

      Did he know she hadn’t paid her ticket yet? Had she violated some other law she didn’t know about?

      How was he still so attractive even when he was angry?

      Briefly, she hoped he might be here to exact whatever vengeance flashed in his eyes on someone else. There were only three other team members at Sandover Events, so this wasn’t likely. Even though someone should really have taken Phyllis’ license away years before. She was over sixty-five and hadn’t lost her ability to drive, so much as her ability to care about following the law.

      But no, Cash zeroed in on Ripley. And though it terrified her a little, she also couldn’t deny that she loved watching him walk right to her. And for reasons that clearly didn’t match reality, she imagined him striding to her desk, grabbing her face in his strong hands, and kissing her senseless. Clearly, the whole pretend-boyfriend situation had her mind in a weird place.

      He bypassed Amber at reception and stomped right to Ripley. Her blush was at maximum volume before he opened his mouth.

      “What. Is. This?” Cash dropped a box down on her desk. It sent the contract she had just signed scattering to the floor and knocked over her mug of pens. Cash crossed his arms over his chest, which looked even broader in his uniform now that he was in good light.

      Stop thinking about how attractive he is. This guy gave you a ticket and is now disrupting your work environment.

      Ripley mustered her best glare and stood to face him. “I can’t say that I know, Officer.”

      His expression didn’t falter. “Why don’t you take a look? Then tell me.”

      Sighing, Ripley looked inside the cardboard box. The first thing she noticed was garish fabric. It took her a moment to unfold, and the thing jingled as it moved. With a twist in her gut, she realized what she was seeing.

      “Oh no.” Her shoulders slumped as she clutched the fabric in her fists.

      “Oh yes,” Cash said.

      Ripley shouldn’t laugh. In truth, she was horrified. Humiliated by her mother in front of Cash. Again. But the laughter came anyway. She tried to hold it in. There was exactly zero humor in Cash’s expression. But she couldn’t stop a small giggle from escaping.

      “This is a joke to you?”

      “No.” But Ripley could only laugh harder. Every time she glanced down, she saw the snowman on the front of the sweater, wearing a police uniform and writing out a ticket for Santa and his sleigh. It even had bells sewn onto the reindeer. She couldn’t be serious while it was staring up at her. Where had her mother even found something like this?

      To distract herself from Cash’s intense gaze, Ripley set the sweater aside and looked down in the box, a few stray giggles still escaping. There was a container of decorated sugar cookies, a bright red stocking with Cash’s name on the top, and a box set of the TV show Brooklyn Nine-Nine.

      Her laughter quickly dissipated, replaced with a catch in her chest that she didn’t want to examine too closely.

      This was the ultimate care package for Ripley’s pretend police officer boyfriend, Cash. It was ridiculous and over the top but also sweet. And it made Ripley feel even worse about the whole situation. Not just the one where she had a fake boyfriend, but the one where she didn’t have a real boyfriend for her mom to send packages to. And most especially the one where she lied to her family about everything.

      Carefully folding the sweater, she placed it back in the box. “I didn’t give her your address,” she said, not wanting to look up at Cash.

      “She sent it to the station. Along with a note.”

      He didn’t elaborate, and the note wasn’t in the box. Ripley could only imagine the embarrassing contents. Oh, Mom. Her parents had been pressing her for years to find a man. And now, Ripley took in just how much it mattered to them. Not because Ripley wasn’t enough on her own. But because they loved her and wanted what was best for her. They wanted her to be happy.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, closing the flaps on the box. “I’ll take care of it.”

      “You mean, you’ll tell them we broke up.”

      There was a collective gasp in the small office. For the past few minutes, Ripley had been so caught up in Cash and the drama unfolding before her that she had forgotten about Amber, Phyllis, and Deondra, her boss, who were all obviously listening. Ripley took in their shocked expressions. She would have some explaining to do later. Or by dinnertime, everyone On Island would think that she and Cash had been dating.

      “Yes. I’ll tell them.” Ripley swallowed. It took effort, like her throat was closing up, aching from the pain that had started right in the center of her heart. “I’m sorry I didn’t do it sooner.”

      “And then what? You’ll give all this stuff back to her?”

      “I’ll probably eat the cookies. The rest, I’ll donate.”

      “Cookies?” Cash’s voice softened slightly.

      Ripley blinked at him. Had he not looked through the whole box? Maybe he stopped looking once he reached the sweater. She pulled out the tin of cookies and shoved them at him. “You keep them. Consider it payment for your trouble.”

      The cookies were her mother’s famous recipe. They were the only sugar cookies Ripley had ever eaten that weren’t completely bland. The royal icing hardened, so they had a satisfying and delicious crunch that paired well with the softness of the cookie itself. Because her mom grew up in Texas, she didn’t use the normal Christmas shapes. Instead, there were green alligators, yellow armadillos, red peppers, and a few more. All trimmed in white piping. She could see them through the clear window at the top of the tin.

      Cash didn’t speak, staring down at the alligator on top.

      “I’ll just go put this in my car,” Ripley said, hoisting the box in her arms. She couldn’t stay here any longer, letting her co-workers witness any more of this humiliating exchange. And still worse, she knew tears were only moments away. Her plan seemed so safe, and now it had gone completely off the rails.

      Brushing past Cash, Ripley walked by Amber’s desk, and strode out into the bright, cold day. The chill in the air made the tears sting as she worked to hold them in. The sun punished her with its brilliance. Ripley almost ran to the car, ignoring the pinch of her heels.

      “Wait!” Cash’s voice didn’t slow her, but his strong hand gripped her arm just as she reached her Toyota.

      Ripley didn’t turn, but she did stop. She couldn’t face him. “What?”

      Cash dropped her arm and moved to fill the small space between her and the car. This close, she could smell his masculine scent. He smelled like fall—warm and spicy. Of course he wasn’t just handsome. He smelled great too.

      And was a jerk. Who humiliated you in front of your office.

      Cash stared at her face, his eyes following the tracks of the tears she’d failed to keep in. Without warning, he reached out and pulled the box out of her arms. “I’m keeping this.”

      Ripley’s head shot up, and her eyes met his. For once, they didn’t carry the rage of a thousand suns. The softness in them, which looked a lot like pity, only stoked her anger. Without thinking, she shoved the box, which knocked him back into the car. Shock colored his face, which gave her no small satisfaction. Ripley ignored the panicked voice in her head telling her she just assaulted a police officer.

      “I don’t think so. You don’t get to keep this.”

      Cash fumbled with the box. Ripley grabbed it, trying to yank it away. But his grip was strong. His brows lowered as he pulled it back to his chest.

      “It’s mine. Your mother sent it to me,” Cash said.

      “No. She sent it to my boyfriend. Which you most certainly are not.”

      “Seeing as you never broke up with me, technically I am your boyfriend.”

      Ripley could only stare. “You’re ridiculous! You aren’t my boyfriend! You never were!”

      “Not according to your mother. As evidenced by this very thoughtful care package she sent to me.”

      Ripley gave up on the losing battle of tug-of-war over the box and strode away from Cash. Making a loud groan of frustration, she dragged her fingers through her hair. The rubber band holding her ponytail snapped. Because when one thing goes wrong, why not several? Smoothing her wild tresses, Ripley tried to compose herself.

      She needed to treat Cash like a problem client. The kind who wanted to leave the reception in a hot air balloon or have a ten-foot ice cream sundae instead of a wedding cake.

      Be reasonable and calm. Listen to his opinions. Offer a word of encouragement. Then present your case as clearly and logically as possible, making him forget his original idea altogether. Control what you can. And you can most definitely control yourself.

      Spinning to face him, Ripley fixed a particular look on her face. One she homed in college while interning in DC for a cutthroat event company that worked mostly with lobbyists and political figures. She hated every minute but learned a ton. Mostly the hard way.

      “Cash,” she said, placing her hand over his on the box. His skin felt warm and rough, and she would be lying if she said she didn’t crave more of his touch. “I appreciate your patience in dealing with my mother. She can be quite overbearing. But she will completely understand why you aren’t going to be there for Christmas. She wouldn’t want you to feel pressured by this gift or in any way obligated. You’ve been a real trooper and I thank you.”

      She tried peeling his fingers off the box and was shocked when his grip tightened.

      His eyes narrowed. “You’re good at that.”

      “What?” Ripley stepped back.

      “I noticed it at Jimmy and Emily’s wedding. You can really turn people where you want them to go.”

      He noticed that? He noticed me?

      Heat filled her cheeks again. Especially when his firm mouth suddenly softened. It wasn’t a smile—she had yet to see one of those—but it felt unnervingly like he understood her. Like he really saw her.

      “You’re very good, but it doesn’t work on me. I’m keeping the package.” Cash pushed past her and strode away. “I’ll be sure to tell your mother thanks. See you on Christmas Eve.” Ripley still hadn’t managed to find her words or close her gaping mouth when Cash called over his shoulder, “Oh, and I saw the ticket on your dashboard. Don’t forget to pay it.”

      Then he tucked the box into the cruiser, closed the door, and was gone. He was so infuriating.  Beyond frustrating. A real piece of work.

      But wait— he planned to come on Christmas Eve?
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      What has gotten into me?

      Cash scarfed down the fourth sugar cookie he’d eaten that morning. Or fifth? It was hard to remember. They were addictive. Maybe the best cookies he’d ever had. Right now, he was parked at the beach access next to Jackson’s house, watching the waves beyond the dunes and doing paperwork. Possibly because of his foul mood after the run-in with Ripley, he’d given out twice the normal number of tickets.

      And now, he was inhaling cookies like it was his job.

      Cash couldn’t blame the sugar overload for his word vomit with Ripley. No, the enormous lapse in judgment that led him to tell Ripley that he would be coming over Christmas Eve had been all Cash, sugar-free. Something about her fiery response when he showed up at her office made him dig in his heels. It was a huge mistake. One he wasn’t quite sure how to fix.

      He took a bite of a cactus cookie. Who makes Christmas cookies shaped like alligators and cowboy boots and cactus—cacti?—anyway?

      Apparently, the same woman who sent a very thoughtful—and pretty hilarious, if he was being honest—care package for Ripley’s boyfriend. The sweater, although horrendous, couldn’t have been easy to find. Cash didn’t even know they made police-themed Christmas sweaters. Yet Ripley’s mom had gone to whatever trouble to find one and then overnight it to get to him in time.

      Not to me, Cash reminded himself. Not really. To Ripley’s fake boyfriend.

      What a mess.

      But as much as Cash hated lying, he could understand her reasons. Sometimes family made you do things you wouldn’t think you could do. After his mother left them, Cash never thought he would do the same exact thing. But that was really his father’s fault. He made his choice, and it effectively cut Cash off from his life.

      “Penny for your thoughts?”

      Cash startled at the sound of Jackson’s voice. Jax stood outside the open window, looking like he just got done with a round with his punching bag under the deck of his big house. Sweat made the ends of his hair curl slightly and his forehead glistened.

      “What?”

      “You look like you’ve got a lot on your mind. Everything okay?”

      “Just writing up tickets,” Cash said. “People seem to be in a real hurry to Christmas shop.”

      “Planning to go into a sugar coma?” Jackson hummed appreciatively, eyeing the cookies. “Those look homemade.”

      Cash only grunted, then held out the cookie tin. Lifting a brow, Jackson picked up an alligator. “Interesting choice.”

      Jackson took a bite of the cookie, then looked at it, as though surprised. Just watching Jax eat made Cash grab another. This one was a palm tree, yellow and green with tiny red dots in the fronds, meant to look like Christmas ornaments. He was almost to the bottom of the container. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d eaten like this.

      Was this emotional eating? Had it come to that? No, these cookies were simply excellent. And addictive.

      “These are fantastic,” Jackson said between bites. “Where did you say you got them?”

      “I didn’t.”

      “Ah.”

      Cash wasn’t about to explain, though he could sense Jackson’s curiosity. But he wouldn’t ask. Maybe because he was almost a decade older than Cash and the other guys, Jax was better at knowing when to hold back and when to push.

      Which made Cash suddenly want to spill his guts.

      But what would he say? These cookies were made by my fake girlfriend’s mom and I agreed to meet her parents in two days. Advice?

      Nope. Even thinking about saying it out loud made it worse. Cash needed to back out of this whole thing with Ripley somehow. In a way that didn’t hurt her or hurt her mother. And her whole family. How big was her family? He’d heard Ripley’s mom, dad, and nana on the phone the other day. He didn’t even know how many brothers and sisters she had, if any, or brothers- and sisters-in-law, nieces, nephews …

      Though none of this was his fault, Cash suddenly felt the weight of disappointing her family. And how would it be for Ripley to deal with the fallout? Meanwhile Cash would spend Christmas alone, just as he planned.

      Why did that suddenly sound so incredibly lonely now?

      “Have you ever done something completely out of character?” Cash blurted.

      Jackson smiled, easy and kind. “Plenty of things. Usually when I was in love.”

      Cash made a face. He shouldn’t have been surprised by the answer. A few months ago, Jackson had married Jenna, the girl he’d crushed on since high school. It was a sweet story, even seen through Cash’s jaded perspective. But it didn’t have any bearing on Cash’s situation.

      “I’m not in love.”

      Jackson nodded and took another bite of the alligator, chewing for a moment before he answered. “Well, if I wasn’t in love, the out-of-character things I did either involved alcohol or women. Not ones I was in love with, but ones I liked. I know you hardly drink, so …”

      This conversation would have driven Beau crazy. It felt like he and Jackson were having a whole conversation under a conversation. Beau would have tried to drag the full story out of Cash through probing questions. And Cash would have already walked away. Despite his closeness with the other three guys, he still managed to hold most things back.

      Jackson’s subtext, he could handle.

      “I’m not in love,” Cash repeated. Even though he knew the words were true, his need to say it again made him wonder what feelings, exactly, he did have for Ripley. “But there is a girl. I’ve gotten myself into a bit of a mess.”

      Jackson finished the cookie, licking crumbs from his fingers. Cash handed him another, this time a red pepper. Jackson smiled at it before eating it in one bite. Cash looked out over the waves. The day was sunny but cool, and a single surfer in a wetsuit dotted the waves. That was commitment in weather like this. Or maybe stupidity.

      Jackson’s voice pulled Cash out of his thoughts. “The crux of the matter is whether you want to stay in that mess or get out of it.”

      That rang true. But even as his heart agreed, Cash felt torn. Because his answer to that made no sense.

      Cash, avoider of family and Christmas, staunch critic of marriage and relationships, didn’t want to get out of his mess. A growing part of him wanted to spend the holiday with Ripley and her family. He wanted to be around family, a healthy family, to hear the laughter and feel the warmth that came from people who loved each other. Even as Ripley’s mother embarrassed her on the phone, it came from a place of love. He could hear it in her voice.

      More than that, Cash found himself wanting to be the man that Ripley’s mother thought he was when she packed the ridiculous sweater, the cookies, and the note.

      Ah, the note.

      If he was feeling drawn toward this messy situation, much of it came back to the note, which he still had in his pocket. He had read it countless times over the past few hours. To the point that he could almost recite it from memory.

      It was short but held more tenderness and care than anything he could ever remember receiving from either of his parents. And, of course, a healthy dose of the overbearing, no-filter woman he’d talked to on the phone.

      

      
        
        Cash,

        We are so thrilled to meet you in a few days! I can guess the kind of man you must be because I know my girl. She’s a treasure. If she trusts you, we consider you family. (And whenever you decide to officially become family, we’re on board for that as well! I’m a romantic. Don’t waste time getting my girl to the altar once you know. Wink, wink.)

      

        

      
        Since my dearest daughter didn’t tell me much about you, I’ve included a few things I thought you might like. My famous cookies (don’t even ask— secret recipe), an ugly sweater for Christmas morning (that’s our tradition), a stocking (we’re big on stockings—NO ORANGES OR COAL, please), and Brooklyn Nine-Nine (the humor may be an acquired taste, but one you should acquire if you plan to stick with us). I’ll do better next time, when I know you well.

      

        

      
        Merry early Christmas! Can’t wait to officially welcome you to the family. Fair warning: I’m a hugger.

      

        

      
        -Mrs. Johnson, aka Virginia aka Mom

      

      

      

      The woman did love parentheses. Despite her questionable use of punctuation, it practically sang with warmth. How could he shatter this idea she had of him?

      It wasn’t just the note and the idea of Ripley’s family that drew Cash toward this situation. It was Ripley. He had seen two sides of her now. The calm, buttoned-up, in-control side at the wedding and then the fiery, passionate, off-the-cuff Ripley. Both intrigued him. Had he met her a few years ago, he would have asked her out on the spot. But everything had changed. He really needed to extricate himself from the situation and stay as far away from her as possible.

      Cash realized that he had drifted off into his thoughts again. Jackson still stood outside the window, a concerned expression on his face.

      “Anything I can do?”

      “Nope. I better get back to it,” Cash said.

      “Good to see you. Before I forget, are you going to bring this messy girl in question to my farewell dinner?”

      Cash had forgotten all about the dinner. More like, he had pushed it out of his mind. After years of slowing sales and a particularly bad stretch, Jackson had decided to close Bohn’s, the island grocery store his family owned. It was more of an island institution than a store. But sentimental feelings hadn’t translated to sales. Jackson had planned an intimate farewell party with their group of friends the day after Christmas. In addition to the history of the place, Emily and Mercer had both worked there. The whole group planned to go to the store to say goodbye, then have dinner at Jackson’s beach house, ending with a bonfire on the beach.

      Suddenly, Cash could picture Ripley beside him. Her hand through the crook of his arm, her soft hair brushing against his neck as she snuggled close in the cold. He could imagine her delicate features bathed in the flickering light of the bonfire.

      He shook the thought off. “No,” he said firmly.

      “Okay, then. See you at church for the Christmas Eve service!”

      Jackson rapped his knuckles against the side of the police cruiser, then jogged back to his house. Cash piled his paperwork in the passenger seat and then pulled back out onto the road, ready to get back to work, where he could hopefully stop thinking unrealistic thoughts about a very un-real situation.

      But he couldn’t shake the image of Ripley standing beside him with his friends. Like most of the gatherings with them for the past six months, if Cash didn’t bring a date, he would be the only single guy. The odd man out. Whenever it bothered him before, he had reminded himself of his own family and why he didn’t want a relationship. Now, though, something was shifting in him. He might not trust women or relationships. But he was starting to recognize how lonely he was. The walls he’d put up to protect his heart also left him isolated.

      This whole mistaken-boyfriend thing with Ripley’s family had the effect of making him consider something he hadn’t ever let himself consider. And it wasn’t just the idea of falling in love or having someone by your side. It was Ripley. Instead of letting work distract him, Cash’s thoughts instead found their way back to her. What was it about her that had him reconsidering everything? Especially since she didn’t seem to care much for him.

      At Jimmy’s wedding Cash didn’t stop himself from admiring Ripley, not thinking he would see much of her again. Sandover wasn’t a large island, but big enough that not everyone crossed paths. He hadn’t met her before the wedding, and until he pulled her over, hadn’t seen her in the two weeks since.

      There was just something magnetic about her. She carried herself with a regal grace. Except when that outer control fell away, revealing an inner fire. Now that he had seen her flustered and even a little angry, he was even more intrigued.

      He liked the way she fought back with him just as much as he liked the way she dealt calmly with challenging clients.

      It was a ridiculous idea, but Cash found himself wishing he actually could spend Christmas with Ripley and her family.

      Maybe he and Ripley could come to an agreement. They would be friends. But play the part, at least a little, for her parents. Then she could come with him to Jackson’s farewell dinner. Her family wouldn’t be disappointed, and Cash wouldn’t be so alone in a room full of happy couples. He wouldn’t be the only guy without a partner at Jackson’s farewell dinner.

      Of course, bringing Ripley even as a friend would also attract a lot of attention. Everyone would have questions—ones he didn’t want to answer. He had the same questions himself.

      No, the whole idea didn’t hold water. Yet he couldn’t stop thinking about it.

      About her. This strong, fiery woman. Beautiful even as she tried not to fall apart earlier. Delicate, her mother had said on the phone. Cash would have used different words for her. Precious. Capable. Rare.

      Too good for him, surely. But Cash couldn’t stop seeing her face just before he walked away earlier, stunned that he had seen her. Shocked that he wanted to keep the care package from her mother. His mind went back to the note.

      What did her mother write? Right—that Ripley was a treasure.

      He agreed.

      Which is why, at the end of his shift, Cash showered, changed into fresh clothes, and drove back to Ripley’s office. It was ridiculous. A long shot. But for the first time since Olivia, Cash wanted to put himself out there. Ripley might laugh in his face or tell him that this idea of spending Christmas together was laughable.

      But a part of Cash that he thought to be long-dead hoped that Ripley wanted him there as much as he wanted to be.
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      See you on Christmas Eve.

      Cash’s words had been cycling through Ripley’s mind the entire day since he stomped out, as unshakeable as one of those annoying commercial jingles that got stuck in your head. She tapped her pen on her desk, staring past Amber and out into the parking lot where she and Cash had fought over the box. Her lips tilted up just thinking about the ridiculous argument over her mother’s even more ridiculous present.

      Everyone in the office had been busy for most of the day, too busy to ask her about the scene earlier. They all wanted to get as much done as possible on the New Year’s gala so they could all enjoy Christmas Eve and Day out of the office.

      Ripley’s red eyes and tear-stained face may also have had something to do with the wide berth they gave her. But there was a tension in the air that told her they were biding their time. Ripley could feel it, the sensation not unlike the nervous flutter when playing hide-and-seek, waiting to be found. Soon, her co-workers would pounce. Especially now that it was almost time to go home, and the office had fallen into a late afternoon lull.

      Low Christmas music was the only sound besides fingers on keyboards. Deondra had made them block off the ten days before the big New Year’s event so they could give it all their focus. Three environmental groups that worked with various areas of the beach ecosystem were coming together to throw one large gala. It was the biggest client Sandover Events had ever landed and Deondra wanted everything perfect. Ripley had four folders, all color-coded, and three spreadsheets on her computer.

      But even as she made phone calls and checked things off her to-do list, Ripley had way too much time to worry about when her co-workers would ambush her. And too much time to think about the man who had possessed her thoughts for the past few days.

      What had made Cash say that he was coming for Christmas Eve? Did he mean it?

      And why did Ripley find that idea so thrilling?

      Too bad it was all built on her lie. She dreaded the conversation where she would come clean to her parents. And Nana. At this point, Ripley had abandoned the idea of adding on any more lies. She wouldn’t spin the story about the fake breakup with the fake boyfriend to her family. She already saw where her lies had gotten her—into a big mess. No more lies. Even if the truth hurt.

      She closed her eyes briefly. Lord, forgive me for lying. Help me figure out what to do to fix this mess I’ve made. Please let my family understand. Also, while you’re at it, I’d really like to find someone. No rush. Just kidding. Right now, please.

      At first, telling her parents she had a boyfriend seemed like such an innocent lie. Though, even at the time, she felt conflicted about it. That little tug at her heart reminding her of the truth. No lies were innocent. And now that her mother had an actual person that she thought was Ripley’s boyfriend, the gravity of her deception hit her.

      She had simply wanted to enjoy the holiday without the well-meaning comments from her parents and the jokes from her two married brothers. They had no idea how much their words hurt. Ripley wanted to fall in love as much as her family wanted that for her.

      Lately, her hope had hardened into a cold dread: she might never get married.

      Planning wedding after wedding felt like torture sometimes. Not the planning itself, because nothing made Ripley feel so alive as a solid plan coming to action. More the wedding part. She could only watch so many couples say I do without wondering if she’d ever be the one up at the front of a church. Not that the wedding details mattered to her. She hadn’t already thought of what style of dress or flowers or any of that. No, she’d only thought about a guy. The guy. The kind that made you want to say yes to forever.

      When it came down to it, Ripley longed for companionship. A best friend. A person waiting at home or a person coming home to her, pushing out the emptiness she felt like a poison in her small apartment. One who didn’t mind her extreme need for planning and organization. If she never heard the phrase “control freak” again, it would be too soon.

      Amber’s voice startled Ripley out of her silent pity party. “We gave you privacy for the day. Now we’re off the clock, and it’s time to spill.”

      She hadn't even noticing Amber approaching. “Oh, um …”

      Not to be left out, Phyllis made her way over. Though she was in her late sixties, the petite woman could move. “I want to hear this too! You’ve been holding out on us. I had no idea you snagged one of Sandover’s most eligible bachelors.”

      Deondra joined the other two women, making Ripley feel completely caged in. Normally, their boss didn’t engage in office gossip, but her dark eyes glinted with curiosity. “Will you be needing our services sometime in the near future? Or did we witness a breakup?”

      Ripley’s stomach fell. Why was it so disappointing to have to confront the truth of the situation?

      With a heavy breath, she said, “It was all a big misunderstanding. Cash and I aren’t dating. We never were.”

      Deondra frowned. “I’m confused. From the conversation, it sounded like you were fighting about your family and a breakup.”

      “And you were crying,” Phyllis pointed out.

      Yes. She had been crying. But more from being smacked with the reality of her singleness than from losing Cash. Right? It should have been the truth. But Ripley had a sneaking suspicion that her tears had to do with the man, not just the lack of a man.

      “No breakup. No relationship. It’s a long story. But there’s nothing going on between us.” Not entirely true. But whatever Ripley felt was surely one-sided. After the mess she had gotten Cash into, there was no hope for anything else. He would probably give her a very wide berth. Or maybe more tickets.

      Unless he really planned to spend Christmas Eve with her family as he’d said. But that would be … ridiculous. Right? Just the thought had her feeling hot and nervous.

      “Hmph.” Phyllis pushed her glasses up her nose. “You fought like boyfriend and girlfriend. There is definitely something going on between you two.”

      “Definitely not.”

      “I agree with Phyllis,” Amber said. “It looked like something. For what it’s worth, despite how things turned out with me and Jimmy, if you can snag one of the guys in that little group, you should. And don’t let go.”

      Her smile still seemed a little sad. It had been six months, and Amber had only gone on a few dates with Jimmy. That’s when Emily showed up on the island and the rest was history. It’s also why Ripley got to handle their wedding instead of Amber, despite the fact that Ripley was newer, and it was a big account.

      “Cash does seem great, but nothing’s happening. I promise.”

      “Not good enough.” Phyllis pulled a chair over and sat down, crossing her arms over her chest. “I don’t care if it’s a long story. I want to hear it.”

      “Maybe we can help,” Amber suggested.

      Ripley looked between the three women’s faces. They weren’t giving up on this. Maybe they could help her figure out how to get out of the hole she’d dug for herself. She didn’t see an easy way out of it. That was for sure. Someone was going to end up getting hurt. Maybe her entire family. At the very least, Ripley would be hurt. She already ached for reasons she didn’t want to examine too closely.

      She sighed. “You might want to sit down for this.”

      Deondra’s eyes lit up. “Wait! I’ve been saving something for a special occasion!” She darted back to the small kitchen while Amber dragged two more chairs over. After Deondra returned with a beautifully wrapped gift basket full of gourmet sweets and snacks, Ripley launched into the story.

      Though they made encouraging noises (and a few disapproving clucks and a bit of laughter from Phyllis), no one interrupted Ripley. When she stopped speaking, the three other women sat in a silence that felt heavy.

      “You made a spreadsheet?” Phyllis’ lips curved up in a smile.

      “That’s what you took away from that?”

      Phyllis chuckled. “I’m just impressed by your dedication to your plan. Though, I guess that’s what we do here.”

      Ripley didn’t feel better after getting all this off her chest. In fact, she felt more nervous and stressed about the unresolved situation. She straightened the multicolored sticky notes she kept on her desk. “Any thoughts? I’m at a loss here.”

      Amber’s brow wrinkled. “So, the last thing he said was that he was going to see you Christmas Eve? As in, he’s willing to play along and pretend to be your boyfriend?”

      “I don’t know,” Ripley said. “He was probably just kidding. Or trying to get under my skin.”

      “Sounds like you should sit down and talk this out,” Deondra said. “Call him.”

      “I don’t have his number.”

      Phyllis chuckled. “Sure you do. It’s 911.”

      Ripley rolled her eyes. “Ha ha.”

      “You should ask him to the New Year’s gala,” Deondra said.

      This wasn’t the first time she had encouraged them all to bring dates. Ripley and Amber were single and had planned to have each other’s backs. Plus, she knew herself. Work would take priority. Having a date would be challenging. And it’s not like Cash would want to go with her anyway.

      “I’m working.”

      Deondra laughed. “Yes, but we’ve also got a lot of other support from the various catering and serving companies. You’ll have to work some, but you can also have some fun. Cash definitely seems like he could be fun.” She winked.

      Ripley had just opened her mouth to respond when the front door opened. And for the second time that day, Cash strode into the office.

      This time, he wore a fitted gray sweater and dark jeans. His hair looked almost black, and as he approached, Ripley realized it was wet, as though he had just stepped out of the shower.

      “Speak of the devil,” Phyllis muttered. “And a handsome devil he is.”

      Then the three women scattered in a way that made it very obvious what—or, whom—they had just been talking about. Ripley swallowed hard. She thought Cash had looked amazing in his uniform, but casual Cash? Jeans had never looked so good on a man.

      Her nana’s voice rang through her head, remarking on how good her husband had looked from the back in his uniform. Ripley would have placed a very good wager on Cash’s backside looking as good in his jeans as he did earlier in his uniform. Not that she planned to check it out.

      I’m just appreciating. The same way I’d admire a lovely painting. Or a vase. A very attractive vase.

      The man she had been appreciating stopped in front of her desk, eyeing the gift basket and empty boxes of treats scattered around. He lifted an eyebrow.

      “Christmas party?”

      “Something like that. How can I help you, Officer?” Ripley closed her mouth with a snap. Why did he drag this reaction out of her?

      The corner of his lip twitched, like he wanted to smile but fought down the errant urge. “I wanted to see if we could talk.”

      “Haven’t we done enough talking?” Ripley couldn’t explain why she felt the urge to fight with him. Hadn’t she just spilled her story and agreed that they needed to have a conversation? Wasn’t all this her fault?

      No. It was definitely his. For pulling her over. For picking up the phone and talking to her mother. For storming into her office that morning. For making a promise—or joke?—to spend Christmas Eve with her. And now for returning to the scene of the crime.

      “How about talking and eating? Dinner. My treat.”

      Ripley didn’t miss the reactions of the three other women in the office. Subtle, they were not. Cleared throats, slamming desk drawers, and a laugh from Phyllis.

      Cash stood with a face like stone. She searched his blue eyes, looking for a hint of something. Softness. Care. Apology. Desire. They were gorgeous eyes, but she couldn’t read them.

      “Depends on where.” Ripley crossed her arms over her chest.

      “Anywhere that would make you say yes.” His eyes sparkled suddenly, like he enjoyed the challenge.

      She hadn’t expected that. Phyllis made an undignified snort, and Ripley caught Amber’s smile from the corner of her eye.

      “Fine. But I’m driving my own car. We can meet there.”

      “Given the still unpaid ticket, I’d say you’re probably safer riding with me.” Again, his lips twitched, but he did not smile. That same light shone in his eyes, making them the kind of blue of the sea when the sun hits it just the right way.

      Ripley stood with her chin lifted high. Without a word, she stalked out of the office, not bothering to hold the door open for Cash.

      Her cheeks flushed from the cool air, but also something else. Why was she being so difficult? She couldn’t remember the last time she spoke to anyone this way. And why did it feel so exhilarating?

      It was her lie that started all this. Other than picking up her phone, Cash had done nothing to get into this mess. Yet she was punishing him as though he were at fault. Maybe she just wanted to throw the same attitude back at him that he had given her the other night. Or maybe she just wanted to draw out his reaction. He certainly seemed to pull this snappy attitude out of her.

      Either way, it worked well as a defense mechanism. One designed to keep her physical attraction at bay. Because that’s all it was. Nothing in Cash’s demeanor led her to believe he was anything other than a gorgeous man with a grouchy attitude. She needed something to keep her from feeling like this was a date, which it suddenly did. Her very first date since moving to Sandover, a fact she didn’t advertise. If her prickly responses were meant to guard her heart, they were doing a very ineffective job. Her heart was already loose in her chest, singing musicals and spinning in a field while looking up at the clouds.

      “I’ll just follow you then?” Cash called out.

      “If you can keep up.”

      Ripley slammed the door to her car. Cash wasn’t in his cruiser tonight but a medium-sized black SUV of some kind. Ripley pulled into the gravel lot of her favorite restaurant. It was a family place, serving American food, mostly fried, and seafood, also mostly fried. Comfort food. Calming food.

      Somehow, Cash managed to reach her door before Ripley got out. He swung the door open. This feels like a real date.

      This. Is. Not. A. Date.

      But I want it to be.

      She couldn’t pretend to ignore the very real bit of hope unfurling in her chest at the idea of being on a date with Cash.

      “Thank you,” she managed to say, in a voice that didn’t sound very grateful at all.

      Cash jogged to catch up as she walked quickly toward the restaurant. He opened that door too. This time, she only nodded her thanks. But when she brushed by him, her body trembled at his nearness and his spicy, masculine scent.

      Stop it.

      She glared, and though he didn’t smile, this seemed to amuse him. That sparkle in his eyes returned. Ripley had to look away.

      “Table for two,” Cash said to the hostess.

      “A big table,” Ripley said.

      “One large table for two. Follow me.” Even the hostess seemed amused at the odd tension stretched almost visibly between them. She also walked too closely to Cash, brushing her arm against his and giving him a coy smile. Ripley wanted to shove the woman away and growl like an animal. Clearly, she had lost her grip on things.

      That’s what you get for trying to distance yourself from the man. If you don’t claim him, he’s fair game.

      Despite the hostess’ obvious attention, Cash didn’t take his eyes off Ripley when the hostess leaned a little closer to him. Ripley’s jealousy tore through her chest like a hot desert wind, scorching and bitter. She managed not to rip out a chunk of the woman’s hair but couldn’t stop herself from giving her a dirty look that sent her scampering away.

      Who was this rude girl and what had she done with cool, calm, and controlled Ripley? Clearly, Cash was a bad influence on her.

      “I love this place,” Cash said. “Great choice.”

      “Glad you like it. Hard to mess up fried food.”

      They didn’t speak again until the waiter brought out their waters and took their orders. Then the silence became like a living thing, coiled and dangerous as a snake.

      “So,” Ripley said. “You wanted to talk. Talk.”

      As she watched, the amused expression died on Cash’s face, pulling back like a wave over the sand. His blue eyes fell to the table between them. He fidgeted with the silverware, rolled into a napkin and bound with a little paper cuff. Ripley watched his hands as though mesmerized as he placed the silverware to his left. He had strong hands with long fingers and clean, blunt nails. They disappeared under the table. While she watched, he pulled out a white box about the size of a coffee mug.

      “I, um, bought you something.”

      Every cell in Ripley’s body froze. Her heart paused in its beating. Her breathing stilled. Nerves stopped sending their signals, having shorted out at his words. She hadn’t even noticed him carrying the box into the restaurant.

      When she came back to herself, she tore her gaze from the box to Cash’s face. He looked at her with pleading, vulnerable eyes. The rest of his face gave nothing away.

      “Why?”

      She hadn’t meant to voice the question out loud. Did she even want the answer?

      “I’m not sure,” Cash said. “I saw it, and I thought of your mother.”

      Ripley stared so hard that Cash probably felt it in the back of his skull. “You bought something for me because you thought of my mother?”

      With a groan, Cash opened the top of the box. He pulled out a small plastic snowman. Placing it on the table, he gestured to it. “There. It made me think of the sweater your mother sent. Which made me think of you.”

      Ripley watched as the snowman began to shimmy, a slow dance. “How is it …?”

      Cash tapped at a small black rectangle at its base. “Solar powered. It’s meant to go on the dashboard of your car. It will keep dancing as long as it gets daily sun.”

      Ripley had seen something like this at the dollar store. Flowers wearing sunglasses and swaying in a display case near the door. This probably came from there or cost as little. A small, cheap gift. He thought of her mother when he saw it.

      Both of those facts should have made this a tiny, insignificant gift. Thoughtful and cute. The kind of thing you give a quick thanks for, smile, and move on. Yet, as Ripley reached out to touch it, giving it a little more sway to its dance, she felt something shift inside her chest. A mini earthquake.

      “You don’t have to keep it,” Cash said, reaching suddenly and attempting to stuff it back in the box. “It was dumb.”

      Ripley grasped his wrist with a strength that surprised her. The effect of her skin against his also surprised her, creating a much larger seismic shift in her heart. “No. I love it. It’s … perfect.”

      Perfect for their weird first conversation, for the ridiculous situation, the care package, the argument in the parking lot, their odd push and pull, and this date.

      “Really?”

      Ripley’s heart broke a tiny bit at the look in his eyes. There was a wild desperation in them, a desire to please. She got the sudden sense that there were a lot of wounds underneath his hard exterior. Ones he tried very hard to hide.

      “Yes,” she said, dropping her grip on his wrist to pull both the snowman and box to her side of the table. She set the snowman next to her water glass and put the box in her purse. “I love it. Thank you, Cash.”

      His grin, all gorgeous white teeth against his dark beard, took her breath completely away. Alarm bells were sounding, or maybe those were chapel bells, because her mind immediately went to white dresses and bouquet tosses and first dances.

      Wow. She clearly hadn’t been out on a date in too long. There didn’t seem to be a normal speed setting on her heart. It went from no way to I do in the span of an hour.

      The arrival of their food let her recover from his brilliant smile. But she didn’t miss the way relief passed over his eyes and how they shone at her. For her. The small gift and her response to it both felt far more significant than they should. Not just to her but to him too.

      As soon as the waiter left, Cash shocked her again by reaching for her hand. “I’d like to say grace now. If that’s okay with you.” He seemed to expect her to argue.

      But a guy who wanted to say a blessing before a meal? That was a rare find. Her hand in his felt warm, secure. “More than okay,” she said. Cash seemed to have a way of knocking her totally off-balance. He still wasn’t smiling but there was a warmth in his gaze.

      “Good. And then I’d like to start over. Like we just met tonight for the very first time,” Cash murmured, his voice throaty and low like the purr of some jungle cat. It sent a shiver through her.

      “I’d like that,” Ripley said, surprised at just how much.
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      Staring at the snowman swiveling his hips next to Ripley’s water glass, Cash wondered again what he was doing here. He hadn’t meant to ask Ripley to dinner. When he walked into her office for the second time that day, he planned to bring up the idea of spending a few days together this week with her family and his friends. Purely platonic.

      Somehow that turned into him asking her to dinner. Which felt very much like a date. And Cash found himself shocked at how well it was going.

      For the last hour and a half, they’d played a kind of twenty questions, getting to know the big and small details of each other’s lives.  He now knew that Ripley majored in communications at the University of Virginia and moved here to take the job at Sandover Events because she loved the beach. She hadn’t made a lot of friends yet but had been too busy to care. At least, she didn’t admit that she cared. If he was reading her correctly, he saw a bit of sadness in her eyes.

      She had two older brothers, both married, one with a three-year-old that she swore counted as five typical kids. “You’ll see,” she warned him. “Oh. I mean, you would if you met him.”

      That was a perfect opportunity to bring up his plan, but Cash couldn’t do it. Not yet. She moved right on to talking more about her family. The sound of Ripley’s voice, lilting and melodic, drew his gaze to her lips. He found himself staring, watching the way her mouth moved as she formed certain words. Why was this so fascinating?

      “... don’t you think?”

      He had been so distracted by the movement of her mouth that he hadn’t heard a thing she said. What had they just been talking about? “Mm-hm,” he said, in a tone that he hoped was noncommittal enough to cover all the bases.

      She lifted a brow. “You do? You think that feudal law should be reestablished?” Now, she smirked.

      Cash cleared his throat and leaned forward. “I mean, I guess it depends on my social caste. Noble or royal I could handle. Peasant doesn’t sound as pleasant. And I will admit that I’ve always wanted a fiefdom.”

      Her lips twitched before she burst out laughing. Cash watched the way her delicate throat moved. He wanted to reach out and trace a finger along the soft golden skin there. Or place a kiss right at the spot where he could see her pulse. She slapped her palms down on the table and pierced him with an intense gaze. Her green eyes flashed still with laughter and with something else he couldn’t name. The look had him squirming.

      “I don’t get you,” she said.

      He didn’t get himself either. Shifting in the booth, he rested his hand on the table, playing with the crumpled straw paper. “What’s to get?”

      “You’re witty. Smart. And, I’m beginning to suspect, maybe even sweet.” Cash felt his cheeks begin to flush as she continued. He didn’t blush often. But when he did, even his trim beard couldn’t cover it. “And yet, you bury it all under this.” She waved a hand around his face and shoulders.

      “This what?”

      Ripley looked frustrated, like she couldn’t find the right word. “This whole thing. The grouchy demeanor. You’re like a grumpy old man in a hot cop body.”

      Her words took a moment to settle over them. And then Ripley was the one blushing furiously as she slapped a hand over her mouth. Cash couldn’t stop the grin that overtook his face. He fought the urge to tease her, only because she looked like she literally might bolt.

      “Interesting. Let me turn the tables for a moment. When I saw you at Jimmy’s wedding, you were cool and professional. Nothing ruffled you, not even Emily or her parents. Yet, since I first pulled you over, you’re like this.” Now he was the one struggling for the right words.

      Her eyes narrowed but there was a trace of a smile on her lips. “This what?” She repeated his question from a moment ago, a teasing note underneath it.

      “This beautiful, sassy woman who can’t seem to stop speaking her mind. Even when it’s clear she’d like to.”

      Ripley blinked. Her full, gorgeous smile took a moment to stretch across her face, and her already-pink cheeks took on a deeper red hue. She dropped her gaze, touching the snowman again, making him shimmy faster.

      “Thank you,” she said quietly. Then she looked up at Cash, her green eyes softer than he’d seen them. “Maybe we bring out something in each other.”

      “Maybe we do.” Ripley definitely brought something out in him. But before he could say any more about it, the waiter reappeared, clearing the plates that had long been empty. Terrible timing. But it did give Cash a chance to breathe and collect himself.

      “Can I get anything else for you?” the waiter asked.

      Cash wasn’t ready to let Ripley go. “Coffee?” he asked her.

      “Only if you’re having some.”

      It was late. He might not sleep at all. But if coffee kept Ripley here with him, Cash would drink all the coffee in the world. “Two coffees,” he told the waiter.

      “I’ll be right back with that. We might have to make a fresh pot.” He looked slightly annoyed, but Cash ignored it. He would tip well, and it’s not like the restaurant was busy.

      Ripley smiled at him across the table, then leaned back in her seat, propping her feet up on the booth next to him. He resisted the urge to loop his hand around her ankle, which was just visible between the hem of her pants and the ankle boots she wore.

      How had this happened?

      As he stared across the table of the restaurant at Ripley, he found an unfamiliar contentment growing in his chest. Ripley touched the snowman again, and Cash watched the way her features softened. It made him wonder if any man had treated her the way she deserved. Had she never been cherished? Treasured?

      Not like I’m the right person to do that for her.

      What did he know about treating a woman well? Very little. He didn’t have a good example of healthy relationships to follow from his parents. It didn’t take a genius or a well-paid psychiatrist to explain why Cash had only one serious relationship. And that one relationship had been the nail in the coffin to make him want to avoid them all forever. He didn’t want to think about Olivia right now.

      “Here are your coffees,” the waiter said, leaving two steaming mugs and a basket of creamers between them.

      “Favorite color?” Ripley asked, sliding right back to their question and answer game. She stirred her coffee, which had so much cream that it looked more like dirty milk.

      The color of your eyes would probably be too telling of an answer. “Green,” he said simply. “You?”

      “Blue.”

      It probably wasn’t because of his eyes, Cash knew that, and yet her sly grin had him feeling self-conscious. And hopeful.

      “I love your accent,” Ripley said. “But—and don’t take this the wrong way—you’re very well-spoken. I typically associate a deep Southern accent with a little more slang. You speak very …”

      “Proper English?” Cash asked, in a perfect British accent. Ripley’s eyes widened in shock. Then she giggled, and he wanted to bottle the sound up and play it on a loop whenever he needed to feel alive.

      “I did not expect to hear that coming from your mouth.”

      “You’d be surprised to know that the British accent and the Southern accent are very closely related.”

      “Seriously?”

      Cash repeated a few phrases for her, first with a little more of a Deep South flair, then sliding in a British accent. “Speed up the Southern accent a bit and you’ll hear it more. Of course, my western North Carolina accent is not the accent you would have heard in the Deep South where it morphed from English.”

      “Wow. I never would have thought, but I can totally hear it now. Where did you learn that?”

      “English major. I took a few linguistics classes along the way. I find language interesting.”

      “English major turned cop.” She wrinkled her nose. “Police officer. Do you mind the term cop?” She propped her chin in her hand, leaning a little closer across the table.

      “No. Just don’t make oinking noises at me or ask if I want donuts.” He paused, then patted his flat stomach with a smirk. “I’ll always say yes to donuts. But they’re bad for my figure.”

      Her giggle gave way to a full-on laugh. Cash watched, enraptured by the way her lashes rested on her cheeks, dark and full. Her golden hair rippled with the sound. Cash clutched his coffee mug to keep himself from reaching out to touch her hair. He could hear the whirring thrum of his heart in his ears. Ripley was so alluring, and not just because of her bright green eyes and the perfect pink bow of her lips.

      Cash tried to drag his gaze from where it had fallen on her mouth again. “So, where is your family staying when they come?”

      This was getting closer to the question he really wanted to ask. Or, rather, the dumb idea he was going to propose. He needed time to psych himself up for that. The almost two hours they’d spent at this table hadn’t quite given him the courage.

      Ripley made a face and took a sip of coffee before answering. “With me.”

      “Wow. Do you have a house or …?”

      She was already shaking her head. “A two-bedroom apartment. Which feels fairly spacious for me. But is going to be essentially a nightmare for the next three days.”

      “Everyone is staying with you?” He couldn’t imagine the family she’d described and he’d “met” briefly on the phone all sharing a small space.

      “No. Seth and Gillian are getting a hotel. They’re still in the honeymoon stage and he said …” Ripley’s cheeks flushed as she trailed off. She fanned herself with one of the plastic menus. Cash could guess what her brother said.

      “Anyway. Don’t worry about why. But yeah, everyone else is with me. I’ve got it all planned out. My parents are taking my room. Chris and Mel are taking the guest room. They’ll have Tommy Terror, though they’ll probably try to pawn him off on me and Nana. We’ll be sharing the foldout couch.”

      Cash leaned back in the booth, studying Ripley as she took a long sip of water. Her cheeks finally returned to normal color. Too bad. He loved that spot of color on her golden skin.

      “Wow,” he said. “That sounds … crowded.”

      “It’s not ideal. But I’ve got a huge work thing on New Year’s, so leaving Sandover wasn’t possible. And they said they wanted to see the beach. I’m excited, but it will also be great when they leave. I take it your family doesn’t do this kind of thing?”

      Cash had so far kept all of his family talk to a minimum and planned to keep it that way. “Definitely not.”

      The waiter appeared at the table again with a pot of coffee for refills. He set the check down first. Cash took it quickly, seeing Ripley’s fingers twitch toward it. “I’ve got this,” he said.

      “Okay.” She gave him a small smile, looked like she wanted to say something else, but then excused herself to use the bathroom. Cash’s mind was still stuck on her family staying in such a small space. He had an idea, and as soon as Ripley disappeared behind the bathroom door, Cash fired off a text to Jackson.

      
        
        Cash: Any chance you have any available properties over the next few days?

        Jackson: One. Remember the balcony collapse? It’s finally up to code. Passed inspection this morning, but too late for the Christmas crowd.

      

      

      Just before summer, Emily and some of her friends had been staying at one of Jackson’s many properties when the balcony collapsed. Thankfully, no one was hurt, but Emily had been left clinging to the structure. Cash could still remember the horrifying sight of all the broken lumber at the bottom and Emily swaying on a thin beam of wood, three floors up. Jimmy had to rescue her with the fire station’s ladder truck.

      It was actually the start of Jimmy and Emily’s relationship. They had grown up together in Richmond, and Jimmy had crushed on her for years. But they’d fallen out of touch—until Jimmy climbed up to rescue her.

      
        
        Cash: As long as the balcony is safe.

        Jackson: Trust me. I’ve upgraded all my properties after that nightmare.  If you need it this week, it’s yours.

        Cash: Not for me. For someone else. Is that okay?

        Jackson: The code for the door is 5613. I’ll have a cleaning crew stop by and make sure the heat is on.

        Cash: I owe you one. A big one.

        Jackson: Nope. But I would love to hear about this woman. Whenever you’re ready.

      

      

      “You should do that more,” Ripley said, sliding into the booth.

      “What?”

      She pointed to his face. “Smile. It looks good on you.”

      He was smiling? Cash hadn’t realized. Had he not smiled enough tonight? That was hard to imagine, given how much he’d enjoyed her company. But now that he was thinking about it, he probably hadn’t smiled much. “Oh, um. Thanks.” He wanted to tell her that he liked her smile too but couldn’t seem to form the words.

      Now she gestured to his phone. “Is it work? Do you need to go?”

      He tucked it back into his pocket. “No. Actually, I have an offer for you. It’s going to sound a little wild, but listen before you say no.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “I’m intrigued. Go on.”

      “I happen to have a house on the beach for you and your family. If you want it. Five bedrooms. Four baths. Elevator, in case Nana has mobility issues. Totally free. Before you say no, just think about it.”

      Ripley jumped out of the booth and wrapped her arms around his neck before he could even lift his arms to respond. Cash tipped over, barely able to keep himself upright with his arms pinned to his sides. Her hair grazed his cheek and a scent like coconut and something else he couldn’t identify rose from her hair.

      “Yes! A thousand times yes! Why would I say no?”

      Her breath tickled Cash’s neck and he shivered. As though suddenly realizing that she was still holding on to him, Ripley let go, standing and smoothing her shirt before returning to her side of the booth. Her cheeks had taken on that adorable flush again.

      “I wasn’t sure if it would feel too much like charity. Which it isn’t. Just a practical solution to your overpopulation problem.”

      “Charity, pity, I don’t care. This is going to save Christmas. Thank you. Seriously. You have no idea. Is it one of Jackson’s properties? I know you two are close and that he owns half the island.”

      “Being friends with a billionaire has perks.”

      “Clearly.”

      Her bright mood suddenly clouded over and Ripley became very interested in her coffee. She looked like she wanted to dive right down into the mug and disappear. Cash was trying to find the right words to form a question when her eyes lifted to his. They looked a little misty. Was she going to cry? Cash swallowed hard.

      “Why are you being so nice to me?” she whispered.

      Cash could only stare. Because he didn’t fully know why, or what had shifted today between him and Ripley. Something certainly had. And he hated the implication that she had seen him as rude or unkind. He hadn’t meant to be that.

      “I mean, I know you probably think the worst of me. Distracted driving, lying to my family.” She shook her head, her gaze back down on her coffee. “I lied to my nana. I really am an awful person.”

      Cash reached across the table and placed his hand over hers. She looked at their linked hands with surprise but didn’t pull away. He curled his fingers around hers, loving the way her hand fit inside his.

      “I don’t know you well, but I can tell that you are not an awful person. Family has a way of bringing out the worst in us sometimes. They know just how to push our buttons. And their words and actions can cut the deepest, even when they don’t mean them to. I’m sure your family just wants you to be happy, and that’s why they push you.”

      From everything he’d learned about her family, he knew this was true of them. Even if it wasn’t true for his own family. Pain surged through his chest. He tried to push it away and focus on this moment. On Ripley.

      “They do want me to be happy.” She groaned. “What was I thinking? It’s really going to suck having to own up to my lie. I guess that’s what I get. It’s not just that they’ll be disappointed that I lied, but I know they want me to be happy. Which to them equates finding a good guy.” She squeezed his fingers. “Thank you. For being nice. For dinner. I had a surprisingly good time.”

      A smile tugged at his lips. “Surprisingly, huh?”

      “Unexpected. I mean, you did storm into my office and throw a box on my desk. Then you fought with me over said box in the parking lot. All after giving me a ticket. So, yeah. I wouldn’t have expected to enjoy a date with you.”

      Cash hated that she was so right in how she saw him. He felt like a coward, hiding behind the walls he’d put up years ago. Walls that were being tested every minute he spent with Ripley. His plan to hang out as friends this week wasn’t enough. He wanted more. And she had used the word date …

      Taking a sip of coffee for courage, he set down the mug and turned all his attention on her. “I have a proposal for you,” he said.

      “A proposal after just one date? I think you’re the one who needs a speeding ticket, Officer,” Ripley teased.

      Somehow, her light tone fueled his confidence, her fire drawing out his own. And there was that word date again. He could do this. What was the expression? It was just like riding a bike. Except asking a woman out after having his heart crushed and then burned and then trampled for good measure felt nothing like riding a bike.

      Cash took a breath. “I’ve got this dinner party thing with Jackson and my friends the night after Christmas. And I know your family expects to meet Cash, your ‘boyfriend.’ What if we were each other’s dates this week? You come with me to Jackson’s thing. I spend some time with your family.”

      Originally, he had planned to say this much more smoothly. And add a bit about being just friends. But he didn’t feel that way anymore. Though it terrified him, he didn’t want to only be her friend. The fact that he was still holding her hand on the table was evidence of that fact.

      The pause stretched out between them. He didn’t know her well enough to read her expression. He was about to tell her to forget the whole thing when she held up a hand. Her face looked perplexed.

      “You want to be my pretend boyfriend for Christmas? Because I don’t want to lie anymore. That’s actually on my list of things to do tomorrow: come clean with my family. No more lies.”

      “I don’t want to lie,” Cash said.

      Ripley pursed her lips. “Then, what? I don’t understand. You want to date me?”

      He shifted in his seat. “Yes.” That one word felt like such a huge weight. Saying it also felt incredibly freeing. “Is that so surprising?”

      “Yes. I mean, I’ve shared a lot, but you still seem closed off. And you’ve only smiled like twice. Based on your body language and how little you’ve shared, I wouldn’t have thought you were interested in me.”

      Guess he wasn’t being nearly as obvious as he thought he was. “I tend to hold back a bit.”

      “You think?”

      “That doesn’t mean I’m not interested.” He squeezed her hand as though to remind her that their fingers were still laced together.

      A smile played on her lips, though he could see her trying to hold it back. “You are?”

      “I first noticed you at Jimmy and Emily’s wedding. Not only your beauty, though I did notice that. Kind of hard to miss. But the way you handled all the demands and the lack of thanks with grace and professionalism. You didn’t break. You didn’t even crack. I may not have introduced myself, but I admired you from a distance.”

      “Stalker.” She looked up at him through her lashes, a smile on her lips.

      Cash chuckled. “Guilty. I remember wondering what you’d be like when you let your hair down.” With his free hand, he reached out and touched a strand of hair that draped over her shoulder. He wrapped the end loosely around his finger, then let it spring free. “I like you this way. And that way. Hair up, hair down.”

      Ripley shook her head. “I did not expect this when you showed up at my office today. In fact, I wouldn’t have thought this side of you existed.”

      Cash grimaced. “I know I can be somewhat of a …”

      “Grump? Grouch? Sourpuss? Cranky old man? Scrooge?”

      “Ouch.” When he playfully tried to pull his hand away, she grinned and tightened her grip on his fingers. He smiled, which made her grin in return.

      “That’s three smiles tonight. I’m counting. Are you denying your cantankerousness?”

      “Trying to impress me with your big words?”

      “You were an English major. Is it working?”

      “I’m already impressed,” he said. “As for the allegations of cantankerousness, I won’t deny that I can be a bit closed off and … serious.”

      “Is that what we’re calling it? Serious?”

      “Stoic?”

      “Grumpy,” she said firmly.

      He blew out a breath. “Fine. Grumpy.”

      Ripley gave him a wide smile. “Well, maybe I like that side of you too. You get me fired up. But that’s not all bad.”

      “I like your fire,” he said.

      “Good. Because tomorrow, I’m going to seem like the tiniest flame next to the roaring wildfire that is my family.”

      “Does that mean you’re in? Meeting the family, hanging with friends—all that?”

      She grinned. “I’m in. Though I do plan to tell my parents the truth.”

      “I think that’s a good idea. No more lies or misunderstandings.”

      “I have to tell you that as a planner, this feels very much like going off-script. A little scary. Maybe we can match up our schedules? That would make me feel better about it.”

      Ripley pulled out her phone and opened up a calendar app. “I need to go grocery shopping in the morning to stock the fridge.”

      “I could meet you at Jackson’s rental in the morning. Maybe ten o’clock? I can show you around the place and we can go from there.”

      “Let’s make it eleven,” she said. “I’ve got to do a few more things at work in the morning. Just text me the address.”

      Once he’d sent the text, she tapped on her screen, updating her calendar. Somehow, knowing she had put him on her schedule made him feel both elated and a little scared of how official it was. He had taken this big step, and he couldn’t go back now. Not that he wanted to. Or, at least, most of him didn’t want to go back. He could still hear that bitter whisper telling him that he was only going to get hurt. He chose to ignore it. Ripley’s sparkling green eyes made that easy.

      “Great. I’ll see you in the morning for our second date, Officer.”

      She beamed at him and Cash tried to smile back. But the nerves in his gut were swirling, and he didn’t know if it was from excitement, panic, or maybe the start of an ulcer.
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      “You and Ripley. I’d love to hear this story,” Jackson said, grunting as he lifted his end of the pine tree.

      Cash groaned, partly because of the question and partly because they were losing more needles with every level they climbed in Jackson’s rental house. The cleaning service had already been through, and he would have to vacuum again. This tree had been a stupid idea. Was decorating a tree for her family too much?

      “A little higher? That’s better.” He hoisted the tree to clear a part of the railing.  They made it around another corner. One more level to go. Like Jackson’s house, this one had three floors, but the house was on stilts, which really meant four. They really should have just taken the elevator. Jackson tended to avoid them, even in his own house, after getting stuck in one with Jenna.

      “So? Story?”

      “The official story is that Ripley and I went on a date,” Cash said. “We’re … dating.” The words tasted strange on his tongue. Amazing, but strange.

      “Uh-huh. And the unofficial story? I’d like to hear what’s got you calling in favors and decorating a Christmas tree.”

      They reached the top floor and navigated the tree to the stand Cash had purchased that morning. It was near the balcony doors, as far from the gas fireplace as it could be. A few unopened boxes of lights and ornaments sat next to it. Cash hadn’t felt like it would be right to have Ripley’s family stay in a house that looked so much like a rental and not a home. Before he and Ripley parted ways the night before, she had mentioned that the only downside to staying there was the fact that it wouldn’t be decorated like her tiny apartment.

      Cash managed to secure the trunk into the stand before straightening up and brushing his hands off on his jeans. He measured his words carefully. “The unofficial story is a bit more unconventional.”

      “I’m all ears. No judgment.”

      Cash opened the first box of lights. Might as well keep moving while talking. He had chosen all white lights and glass ornaments in silver, red, and green. He didn’t know what kind of decor Ripley or her family liked, but he figured he couldn’t go wrong with classic. Jackson grabbed a second box and they began stringing the lights around the tree, working well in tandem as though they’d decorated trees together dozens of times. In truth, Cash couldn’t remember the last time he’d decorated a Christmas tree.

      “I pulled her over for speeding last week.”

      Jackson barked out a laugh, then saw that Cash wasn’t laughing. “Oh, you’re serious.”

      He continued as though Jackson hadn’t interrupted. “She was on the phone with her mother, who thought I was her boyfriend.”

      Jackson paused, holding lights up to the tree. “Wait—she has a boyfriend?”

      “No. She told her family she had a boyfriend so they’d stop pressuring her to find one. Then her mom assumed that was me.”

      “Okay. Take me from being the pretend boyfriend to decorating a tree for her.”

      As they finished up the lights and moved on to the ornaments, Cash explained about the care package, the argument about it, and his dinner date with Ripley. “So, I went from pretend boyfriend to guy she’s dating.”

      “Huh. Do you like her?”

      “I do.” Cash didn’t need to even think about the answer. Though it scared him to admit it out loud.

      Jackson grinned. “I’m a little surprised. You’ve always seemed pretty anti-relationship. To put it mildly.”

      He had his reasons for that. But he wasn’t about to share that with Jackson. Not today. “I guess I tend to be a little bit of a pessimist.”

      “Well, I’m happy for you.”

      “You don’t think it’s really weird?”

      “Relationships have had much rockier starts. You know that I tried to kiss Jenna’s sister back in high school?”

      Cash couldn’t help the face he made. “You tried to hook up with her sister?”

      Jackson mirrored his expression. “I know. I was a different guy back then, but no excuses. I was trying to get Jenna’s attention. And oh, I got it. But not in the right way. At all.”

      “And she still married you. Guess there’s hope for us all.” Cash grinned.

      “I’m definitely proof there’s hope for us all. In all senses of the word.”

      For a few minutes, they decorated the tree in silence. Cash couldn’t stop thinking about Jackson’s words. Even though Beau had a position at church as a youth pastor and was the unofficial leader of their little group, Cash had always been drawn to Jackson.

      Not just because he had a good decade on the rest of them, but because Cash could relate to his story. Unlike Jimmy and Beau, who both grew up in church and never wandered far, Jackson had pretty much been somewhere between an atheist and an agnostic when he walked through the doors of their church.

      This was before Cash had arrived on Sandover, but Jackson still had a bit of a hard edge to him when Cash came in with his own questions. He wasn’t sure why he even came.

      He’d been full of the kind of anger that never stopped burning. It may have calmed sometimes into embers, but never went out. Whenever his dad called, those embers raged into a wildfire in the center of his gut. Anger with his father. Anger with Olivia.

      But most of all, anger with God.

      Because how could you not be bitter when your girlfriend leaves you for your father? Yep. that was Cash’s too wild to be true story. The start of it, anyway. It got much worse. But that was bad and shameful enough to rock his world, make him put up giant walls, and swear off relationships. Until now, apparently.

      He never told the guys the full story. One day, he would. Just like he would tell Ripley if things kept going. But not yet.

      The guys took him in despite—or maybe because of—that anger and bitterness. Jimmy and Beau made him feel welcome. He could rage and ask hard questions and be bitter, so long as he showed up. It truly was a safe space. But where those two let him in, Jackson made him feel understood. Cash knew that neither Jimmy nor Beau had felt the deep wound of bitterness that he had. Jackson did.

      Cash’s anger and bitterness had quieted. At least … some. With surprise, he realized that in the last few days, he hadn’t thought about it as much. He had smiled more. For the first time in years, he had looked forward to Christmas.

      “You don’t think this is a bad idea?” Cash asked, hooking a red ornament over a branch near the top of the white pine.

      “I think if you were lying to her family and pretending to be her boyfriend, that could end badly. Though, heck, God uses all kinds of things. I feel certain of this—if Ripley is part of his plan for your life, you can’t screw it up.”

      Those words were like a balm to his soul. “That’s freeing.”

      “Yeah, it is. So, if you feel something for her, which you certainly seem to, don’t worry so much about how it got started. Be in the moment. See where it goes.”

      Cash was about to ask a question when a door closed below and Ripley’s voice called up the stairs. “Cash?”

      “Top floor. Come on up.” He lowered his voice to Jackson. “I forgot to tell you she’s meeting me here. We’re going shopping to stock the fridge before her family gets here later.”

      Ripley’s voice came up again, closer now. “What are all these pine needles? It looks like a Christmas tree threw up on the stairs.”

      His panicked eyes met Jackson’s. The other man only grinned, stacking the empty boxes in his arms. “You got this, buddy. You can’t screw it up, right?”

      “Right.”

      But Cash didn’t feel so confident as Ripley reached the top level, a little out of breath. Her eyes moved from Cash to Jackson and then widened as she took in the tree. He was about to offer to take it down or even just throw it off the balcony if she didn’t like it, when she launched herself at him.

      Her arms hooked around his neck and he found his arms going around her waist as her sweet scent made his heart go off the rails.

      I can’t screw it up. I can’t screw it up.

      He repeated this in his head while waiting for her to say something. But the part of his brain that knew how screwed up things got with his last relationship kept whispering to him, getting louder all the time.

      You are a screw up. You are.

      “Cash, this is amazing. You didn’t need to do this. But oh, how I love that you did.” She pulled back and looked directly at his face. Her eyes were shiny with unshed tears. “Thank you. You have no idea. My family will love it. I love it.”

      She hugged him again, tighter this time, then stepped away. Cash resisted the urge to grab her and pull her back into his arms.  She held out a hand to Jackson.

      He set down the empty boxes and shook her hand. “Thank you so much for letting us stay here. I’m Ripley. We met in passing at Jimmy’s wedding.”

      Jackson smiled. “I remember. Good to officially meet you. If you have any questions, just direct them to that man there. He can get you my number. I’m here all this week.”

      She forgot the handshake and hugged Jackson too. He grinned at Cash over her shoulder and gave her a friendly pat on the back until she released him.

      “You didn’t need to do this. Either of you.” Her head swung between the two men, and she sniffed. The tears were now running freely down her face. “I’m sorry. I’m not usually like this.”

      Cash couldn’t help himself. He stepped forward and wrapped her up in his arms, pressing a quick kiss to the top of her head, hoping that was okay with her. She didn’t pull away, so that seemed like a good sign.

      Jackson gave him a thumbs-up. “I’ve got to get back. Enjoy your stay, Ripley.”

      “Thanks again, Jackson. If I can ever do something for you, just let me know.”

      “Will do.” His footsteps echoed down the stairs until the door closed at the bottom.

      Cash wasn’t about to let go of Ripley. Not until she let go of him first. Despite his questions and doubts about everything, this certainly felt real. The way she melted into his arms and fit so snugly against his body. The way her golden hair looked over his arm. The rise and fall of her chest against his.

      Shoving that dark voice down, Cash repeated Jackson’s words like a mantra: If it’s meant to be, I can’t screw it up.
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      Ripley couldn’t help grinning at Cash’s back as he grumbled through the cereal aisle in Harris Teeter. Not just because he looked totally out of place here, but because he couldn’t stop scowling and making remarks. As long as they weren’t directed at her, she found them kind of adorable. She trailed behind him, watching the stiff line of his shoulders. Leave it to Cash to be grumpy about groceries.

      The whole thing felt oddly domestic. And she didn’t mind one bit.

      “We need Lucky Charms, Cheerios, and Weetabix,” Ripley called, following Cash with the cart. She had her list in front of her, color-coded for each person’s requests, plus what her mom needed to make dinner tonight and breakfast tomorrow. There was a backup list on her phone. She had it memorized, but you could never be too prepared.

      Cash turned around and stalked forward with narrowed eyes, stopping just short of her, making her breath catch. “What is Weetabix?”

      “A really gross cereal from England. They usually have it in the cereal aisle, but sometimes it’s in the international section.”

      “Who eats English cereal?”

      His scowl deepened, and Ripley began to laugh. A few days before—heck, even yesterday—she would have found herself scowling back. But after their dinner the night before, Cash’s bark had no bite. Increasingly, she thought it was adorable. Though she had been counting his smiles. Last night, she got four. So far today, she was already at five, which she counted as a win.

      They were so infrequent that when she earned one, it definitely felt like a prize. And not just because Cash became infinitely more handsome when he smiled. The scowl worked for him as well. But the smile? She was a goner.

      “Nana eats Weetabix.”

      He tilted his head to the side. “Do I want to know why?”

      “I don’t even know. But I bet it has something to do with television. Nana has a bit of an addiction.” His eyes went wide, and she grabbed his arm. “Wait—I was so distracted by the Christmas tree that I didn’t look. Does Jackson’s rental house have a TV?”

      A slow grin moved over his face. Ripley found herself transfixed in the subtle changes in his face. His jaw softened, and his eyes sparked. His white teeth gleamed, and she found herself caught up in the way his trim beard outlined his lips.

      Six, she thought. Six smiles today. For me.

      “Yes. Jackson’s luxury beachfront rental has a TV. I think it’s like eighty-five inches.”

      She punched him lightly in the arm. Which was a mistake as his arms were clearly made of reinforced steel under his shirt. It only made his smile widen though, so that was a win. “Fine. That was a silly question. I’m nervous.”

      “You’re nervous? I’m the one who should be nervous.”

      Her lips twitched, but she didn’t want to smile when he looked so vulnerable. “Are you? Sorry. I guess that’s another dumb question. They’re going to love you.”

      “How do you know?”

      She had a lot of things she could say. About how he had a genuine kindness and a surprising humor. He liked to do small things, like give her solar-powered snowmen and decorated Christmas trees. In addition to the fact that he was very easy on the eyes. Any of those things, though, felt like too much for a second pseudo-date in the grocery store.

      Ripley began pushing the cart forward while she spoke. “They have really low standards.” It took him a minute. She had pulled a box of Lucky Charms into the cart before he caught up with her.

      Wrapping his arms around her waist from behind, he lifted her off the ground and tickled her sides. Ripley couldn’t hold in her laughter. His lips brushing against her ear stole her laughter and her breath. “That was a low blow. I expect an apology.”

      Cash ran his nose up her neck, stopping at her jaw. For a brief moment, she thought he was about to kiss her. She froze. Not because she was uncomfortable, but because she wanted him to kiss her so badly. It took everything in her not to tilt her head to the side to give him access to her lips.

      Sensing the tension in her body, Cash set her down and stepped back. He shoved his hands in his pockets. “Sorry.”

      “You don’t need to apologize.”

      “I overstepped. The last thing I want to do is push you. I mean, I know this is all a little fast. Meeting the parents after a first date—”

      “Second.”

      “What?”

      Ripley smiled and touched his arm. “We’re on our second date now. So, you’re meeting my parents after our second date.”

      His lip lifted slightly, but he still wore that apologetic look. “Still. I don’t want to rush you.”

      Ripley felt like all the progress she’d made getting him to take down his walls had been erased. She didn’t want to take a step back and watch Cash close off again. That’s what fueled her to invade his space and press a kiss to his cheek. His beard tickled her lips. She loved the feeling and wanted to linger, but she forced herself to step back quickly.

      “You’re not rushing me,” she said. “In fact, you’re slowing down my grocery shopping. Come on.”

      For a moment, Ripley worried he wasn’t following her. She tried to focus on the shelves, scanning for the Cheerios. Was he coming? She didn’t dare look back. Now she was the one worried. It was just a kiss on the cheek. Surely that wasn’t too much?

      “You walked right by these.” Cash tossed two boxes of Weetabix in the cart.

      Relief blanketed Ripley’s shoulders as he fell into step beside her. “Two boxes? Nana can’t eat that much.”

      He shrugged. “I wanted to try it. If Nana likes it …”

      “Trust me. It’s disgusting. Now, Fruitibix is another story.”

      “Fruitibix?”

      They talked about the merits of cereal for another two aisles, then breakfast overall. While Ripley tended to stick with coffee, Cash preferred actual breakfast foods. Eggs, bacon, and waffles.

      “I can’t see you eating a waffle.”

      “Maybe for our third date, I’ll take you to the diner. I have breakfast with the guys there once a week. If you don’t want to eat, you can just watch me eat waffles and drink your cream with coffee.”

      “Hey, don’t knock my coffee fixings.”

      “You mean your cream fixings.”

      Ripley bumped Cash’s shoulder with hers. He looked like he was about to smile, then caught sight of something that wiped it right from his face. He stopped in the middle of the aisle, muttering something under his breath.

      Confused, Ripley stared ahead at a banner welcoming Bohn’s customers. Cash’s hands were clenched in fists at his sides. Tentatively, she covered his hand with hers. He looked down at her, startled.

      “Everything okay?”

      “Yeah. I just … really hate this place.”

      “The grocery store?”

      Cash shook his head and sighed. Nodding to the banner, he said, “Did you know Jackson owns Bohn’s?”

      Suddenly, Ripley’s stomach soured. She had always avoided the place because it had much higher prices than Harris Teeter. “I didn’t.”

      “This place put his store—which was family owned for the last fifty years—out of business. The dinner we’re going to in a few days is a farewell dinner. Bohn’s is closing its doors forever this week.”

      Ripley felt like a traitor. Which was a ridiculous thing to feel for shopping choices. But after meeting Jackson and being on the receiving end of his kindness, she felt terrible for being part of the problem. “Why didn’t you say something? We could have gone there.”

      “The store is all but empty. Now they’re selling everything—fixtures, lights, the works. It’s picked over. I’m going to have to get used to shopping here too. But for now, I can still hate it.”

      “Well, this has turned into a stinky second date.” Ripley stared down at her shoes, wishing she was the kind of rule-breaker who could kick over the display of fruitcakes next to them and not feel badly about it. But she wasn’t. If she did that—and it was tempting—she’d have to pick them back up.

      Cash unclenched his fist and slipped her hand into his. “The success of a date is about the company, not the location,” he said. His eyes crinkled up at the corners, but he still didn’t smile.

      “How’s the company?” Ripley asked, her tone light and flirty.

      There was his smile. Seven. He leaned closer until his lips hovered near her ear. “I couldn’t ask for better company. Sorry if I haven’t been the best.”

      Goose bumps broke out on her skin. Ripley pulled back and held up seven fingers. He stared in confusion. “Is that part of the grocery list? Seven what?”

      “Seven smiles.”

      “You’re counting my smiles?”

      “They’re rare. And I told you I liked them.”

      The intensity in his eyes sent her stomach plummeting down into her feet. “If I recall, you said that smiling looked good on me.”

      Ripley grinned. “Wow. You are a stalker. Memorizing my words and everything.”

      His eyes glinted, and he advanced toward her. She got the distinct impression that he was about to tickle her.

      He stopped just short. His phone buzzed in his pocket and he slipped it out, a frown marring his face as he stared at the screen. After a moment, he put it back in his pocket and sighed. Ripley didn’t want to pry, but this was the third or fourth time today this had happened. It seemed pretty clear that Cash was avoiding phone calls from someone.

      He said he didn’t date much, but was it an ex? It couldn’t be work. Maybe his family? He’d hardly mentioned them.

      But every time he tucked the phone away without answering, his jaw tightened, and he seemed lost in thought. It was a slap-in-the-face reminder of how little she knew Cash, the guy she was about to introduce to her family as her boyfriend. Because she never did get around to telling her parents the full story.

      She would … probably.

      Maybe because calling Cash her new boyfriend didn’t feel the least bit like a lie. Then something like his mysterious dodged phone calls would remind her that she hardly knew this man. Even if she was falling for him a little bit more every moment. Being with him felt kind of like a time warp, where every minute actually counted for an hour, a day, or a week. It was the only explanation for how quickly she was losing her heart to this man that she hardly knew.

      “Everything okay?” That seemed to be the closest Ripley could come to asking what she really wanted to ask. She tried to keep her voice level so that he wouldn’t hear the hope in it that he might share.

      “Yep. What else is on your list?”

      Ripley didn’t need to look at the list but did anyway to hide her disappointment. “Milk, butter, bread, and beets.” She giggled a little over that last one.

      Cash tilted his head. “Should I ask?”

      “Definitely not. Just know that they’re for Nana, and I promise, you won’t have to eat them.”

      “Great. Because beet-eating definitely falls under something you do after you’ve been on at least sixty-seven dates. If at all.”

      And just like that, they slipped back into their back-and-forth. As though there weren’t a million stories they hadn’t yet told and truths that hadn’t been uncovered.

      We have time, Ripley thought. Lots of time.

      So why did it feel like a giant timer was steadily counting down the hours to an end?
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      “Are you sure about this?” Ripley bit her lip and glanced over at Cash.

      Looking at his handsome face and the way his broad shoulders stretched beneath his Henley didn’t help. It only sent more nervous flutters through her. The same ones that had been there all day, from the moment she saw the decorated tree in Jackson’s beach house. Such a small thing, but it felt huge to her. His gruff exterior hid a secret softie. One he seemed to struggle with reconciling even in himself.

      Ripley had dated a few guys through college, but not one of them seemed as attentive or thoughtful as Cash had been in the last twenty-four hours. In fact, few of them made it past three dates. They all seemed to get scared off by Ripley’s intensity. More specifically, her need to plan and her extreme attention to detail. She didn’t have OCD, though one guy accused her of that, as though it were a personality flaw, not a disorder. She was, however, the epitome of type A.

      Cash didn’t seem put off. At least, not yet.

      He studied her face, eyes finally landing on hers. Affection and a hint of amusement lit his blue eyes. “No. I’m not sure. This could be a disaster.”

      “That’s helpful, Cash. Thanks.”

      His lips twisted in an almost-smile, and he nudged her shoulder. “Even if it is, I’m all in for this. I’ll be here no matter what.”

      How did he know just the perfect thing to say? Or maybe Ripley had just lost herself in the ocean blue of his eyes. Words like that were why this felt like a real relationship after a day. It’s why her body kept urging her to lean closer to him. And her heart? Well, forget it. She’d lost control of that hours ago. Maybe around smile number eight. Whatever this was would either be the best thing that ever happened to her or leave her completely crushed.

      Ripley looked away, back toward the corner where her parents’ car would turn any minute. Her mother had called when they reached the toll booth, which meant they were probably ten minutes away. This had to be a mistake, right? They hardly knew each other. If you counted grocery shopping as a date, which she jokingly had, they had gone on two dates. In less than twenty-four hours. Even if they were the two best dates of her life, it was still barely a beginning.

      And now she was introducing him to her family as her new boyfriend. Sweat gathered on her lower back, even as a cool wind made her shiver.

      What am I doing? Does he really even want to date me? Why did we decide—

      Cash laced his fingers through hers. Just like that, her questions scattered, and her overthinking brain stuttered to a stop. His palm against hers felt too nice to think about anything else.

      Get a grip. It’s like you haven’t held anyone’s hand before.

      But it felt new. Different. Everything about Cash did, and Ripley didn’t know if it was just because it had been so long since she was in a relationship or if it was something about him. When she glanced up at his strong jaw and intense eyes, she was leaning toward the second option.

      Tugging her closer until she was pressed into his side, Cash leaned down so his breath tickled her ear and his beard rasped against her skin. “If this doesn’t work out, would it be awkward if I asked your nana out?”

      Her laughter was the kind that was impossible to hold back. The kind that made her sound ridiculous—it wasn’t just laughter but guffaws and snorts and all kinds of unattractive. It had her bent over at the waist, clutching her aching stomach. It wasn’t so much that it was a good line as it was a good line from Cash. Completely unexpected.

      “What else are you hiding under those walls?” Ripley asked, when she could find enough breath to speak.

      For the briefest moment, something like panic flashed across his face. And then a horn honking repeatedly grabbed their attention. Her parents’ minivan picked up speed and her mother stuck her head completely out of the window as she waved.

      Her voice came out almost like a squeak. “Are we doing this? Oh my gosh. We’re doing this.”

      She smoothed back her hair, which she’d worn down. Cash seemed to like it down. Or at least, he seemed to like touching it when it was down. And she really, really liked it when he touched her hair. This shirt, though—she really should have ironed it. And skinny jeans? Maybe she should have worn khakis. Or leggings. But Nana said leggings weren’t real pants. Khakis made her feel too much like her mother. It was too cold for skirts.

      As though Cash could hear her spiraling thoughts, he said, “You look great. This is going to be fine.” His low voice sounded so firm, so strong. Its rich tenor held a promise even apart from his sure, calm words.

      “Promise?” Ripley turned her terrified eyes up to Cash as her parents’ van turned into the driveway.

      He brushed his rough fingertips over her cheek. “I won’t make a promise that I can’t keep. But what’s the worst that can happen?”

      You leave me in three days and break my heart. Forcing a smile, Ripley turned back to the minivan pulling into the driveway. “You’re right. Thanks.”

      “Ripley!” Her mother was out of the car before it stopped rolling. With surprising speed, she went right for Cash. Throwing her arms around him, Ripley’s mom knocked him back a few steps. He sent her a panicked look over her mom’s shoulder. Like Ripley could do anything to help.

      “I told you I’m a hugger,” her mother said. “And boy, can you hug. I can already see what you like about him, Ripley. What a man.”

      Closing her eyes, Ripley tried to will her body to disappear. No such luck. When she opened her eyes, her mother was attached to Cash like a climbing vine. She better not try to climb him.

      “Sweet pea,” her dad said, leaning in to kiss her cheek. Ripley wrapped her arms around his back and clung to him for a moment. The scent of Old Spice reminded her of childhood, sitting in his lap as he read her Go, Dog, Go over and over.

      “It’s good to see you, Daddy.”

      “Forget something? ME, MAYBE?” Nana’s shouts were slightly muffled from the back of the van, and Ripley pulled away from her father to slide the door open.

      “Hi, Nana.” Ripley leaned in and kissed her lined cheek.

      “Don’t you hi, Nana me. I get stuck back here even though I get car sick and now I’m the last one to see your new man.”

      Ripley chuckled as she took Nana’s arm and helped her stand. She tried not to think about how Nana seemed to have shrunk since she last saw her. Thinner and more stooped over, she looked every bit of her eighty-seven years. Ripley’s heart constricted.

      “Well, hurry up, then.”

      Ripley grinned. “You’ll have plenty of time to see him, Nana. And just think—you’re getting to see him before Chris and Mel and Seth and Gillian. Where are they, anyway? I thought you guys were caravanning.”

      “Bathroom breaks, scenic stops, who knows.” Her dad joined them and waved his hand dismissively as he closed the door and took Nana’s other arm.

      Nana’s voice dropped to a whisper. “Your father only stopped once for me to use the ladies’ room. It’s a good thing I’ve got Depends.” She patted her crotch area and Ripley almost dropped the arm she was holding.

      Did she mean …?

      Had Nana really …?

      “Now, now.” Ripley’s father put a strong arm around her waist and they began shuffling toward Cash. “Let’s stop with the stories. Okay, Ma?”

      “I don’t need help!” Nana shouted. “I can walk just fine.” She most definitely could not. Despite her protests, she clung to both of them to stay upright.

      “I know,” Ripley’s father said.

      “Fine. You never did listen. Now, let me meet this man. Your wife is hogging him. I hope you’ve got your eyes on her.”

      Ripley and her father shared a smile over Nana’s head. She bit her lip to keep from laughing. Her father didn’t hold back, his laughter echoing against the concrete driveway.

      “I’m not worried about it, Nana,” Ripley said. “I think Cash knows that Mom is taken.”

      Cash looked relieved when they reached him. Ripley’s mother finally pried herself away from him, giving him a last pat on his stomach that seemed like a not-so-discreet way of checking out his abs. Ripley wanted to give him some kind of warning about Nana and full diapers, but maybe it was better not to mention it. Hopefully, they made those Depends really well.

      “Cash, this is my nana. Nana, this is my … This is Cash.”

      Maybe it was cowardly or maybe simply being cautious, but she couldn’t call Cash her boyfriend. It wasn’t that it felt like a lie, but more that she didn’t fully believe it.

      Or maybe because she wanted it to be true too much. Saying it out loud felt like it might jinx the whole thing.

      For his part, Cash didn’t seem fazed by her awkwardness. “Nice to meet you, ma’am.”

      Nana straightened up and held out her hand, clearly meant to be kissed, not shaken. Ripley tried to remind herself that she didn’t need to be embarrassed by her family’s behavior. She couldn’t control them. Not even if she wanted to. And Cash agreed to this. It wasn’t like he didn’t know. From the first phone call to the care package, he had been warned.

      When Cash lifted Nana’s hand to his lips and pressed a kiss there, warmth flooded Ripley’s belly. The gesture was meant to charm Nana, but it worked on her just as well. At a glance, Cash looked like a tough, strong man. But he had a tenderness to him and a sweetness that she suspected not many people got to see. She felt lucky to be one of the few.

      “You may call me Eloise,” Nana said, her soft cheeks turning pink. “And before you ask, I’m much too old for you.”

      Cash grinned. “I can see where Ripley gets her beauty from. And her fire.” His glance moved from Nana to Ripley’s mother, who giggled and fluffed her shoulder-length gray hair.

      Ripley realized she was grinning at Cash like a fool. It had not gone without notice. Both her parents and Nana were grinning right back, looking between Ripley and Cash. He looked like the cat who ate the cream. So much for playing it cool about her new boyfriend. On the plus side, there was no need to sell them on their relationship.

      “Nana, didn’t you need the bathroom? Let’s get you upstairs. We can come back for the bags later. The elevator is over here.”

      “Elevator? How much are they paying you to work at weddings? This is like one of the Kardashians’ houses,” Nana said.

      Ripley could hear Cash chuckling behind her. “This house belongs to one of Cash’s friends. He owns a lot of rental properties. This one happened to be open this week and so he offered it to us. And why are you watching the Kardashians?”

      Ripley was scared of the answer, but Nana didn’t seem to hear the question.

      “Right on the beach? This friend of Cash’s must be filthy rich. Not that I mind a wealthy man.”

      “He grew up here and his father started a development company before Sandover became a tourist destination. He’s done well,” Cash said.

      “I’ll say. Make sure you introduce me. Is he single?”

      “Nana!” Ripley couldn’t look at Cash.

      But he chuckled. “Nope. Got married earlier this year.”

      “Too bad. The good ones are always taken.” The elevator dinged. “Is this thing safe? It’s tiny!”

      “Safe but slow,” Cash assured her, putting a hand on the door to keep it open.

      It was small. Definitely not big enough for all of them. Ripley’s mother pushed past her and took Nana’s arm. “You young people can take the stairs. In case you need privacy for any reason,” she said, shooing Ripley away with a wink.

      Her cheeks went pink. “The main area is on the third floor!” Ripley called as the elevator doors began to close. She pulled Cash’s hand toward the stairs.

      “No need to rush,” he said. “That thing will take like ten minutes to get up to the top.”

      Even so, he didn’t let go of her hand, but laced their fingers together as they started up the steps to the first level. He had been doing that a lot today. It felt both familiar and also new enough that every time he did it, she felt the heat travel up her arm and straight to the center of her chest.

      Ripley couldn’t say she minded. Not a bit. But it worried her. Every moment with him seemed to solidify her feelings into something very real. He seemed to feel the same way. Could she trust this? Trust him?

      “Nana’s really something.” She almost didn’t want to look at Cash. But when she did, his eyes were so full of mischief that she elbowed him in the side.

      Ripley groaned. “Will you come to my funeral?”

      Cash’s brows knit together. “Are you … okay?”

      “I’m pretty sure that I’m going to die of embarrassment sometime in the next two days.”

      Cash pulled her around to face him. She was surprised by the earnestness in his face.

      “Don’t be embarrassed by your family. They are quirky and a little pushy. I know they’re going to spill all your stories. But they love the heck out of you. It’s obvious. You are lucky to have them. And I feel lucky that you’re sharing them with me for Christmas.”

      If the words hadn’t shocked her enough, Cash leaned forward and pressed a whisper of a kiss on her forehead. Before she could find her voice, he opened the door and pulled her inside to find her family.
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      “No. I didn’t bring my uniform tonight,” Cash said to Nana, not for the first time. Her eyes twinkled at him and he couldn’t help the chuckle that escaped.

      Ripley looked like she wanted to crawl under her chair again. Sorry, she mouthed to him, giving him pleading eyes across the dinner table.

      He shook his head. He couldn’t get annoyed by Nana. Sweet wasn’t the right word for her, but it was hard for him not to be charmed. He could put up with her feistiness and the repeated questions. As a bonus, whenever Nana did something to embarrass her, Ripley’s cheeks turned pink. Cash loved that look on her. With her family constantly jibing her, it had been a constant look throughout dinner.

      Nana winked at Cash, as though sharing a secret, then bent closer to him. “I’m not really senile, you know. Perk of being an old bag. I can repeat myself a million times and people just assume I don’t realize. You can get away with everything when you’re older. File that away for later.”

      His chuckle became a laugh. “I guess this means you really do want to see me in my uniform?”

      Her eyes lit up. “Young man, you’re a very good listener.”

      Cash could see Ripley leaning forward across the table, trying to catch their conversation without even being subtle about it. He turned to whisper in Nana’s ear. “Maybe for Christmas morning? Though something tells me you aren’t on Santa’s nice list.”

      “Oh, I’m most definitely on the naughty list. Eighty-seven years running.” Nana’s laugh sounded deep and throaty, like in her younger days she had spent a lot of time smoking. Patting him on the shoulder, she spoke to Ripley, who was watching the two of them nervously. “This is a good man you found yourself. Don’t let him go.”

      He grinned at Ripley, who smiled back, then flashed ten fingers at him. Ten smiles. She told him after the grocery store that she had been counting each one. Cash wondered if he would get to a point soon when she’d stop counting, because smiling would be more normal. Honestly, until she mentioned it, he hadn’t realized how seldom he smiled. Ripley made it easy.

      It was moments like these where the reality of what they were doing suddenly hit him square in the chest. In a normal relationship, you wouldn’t spend Christmas with the other person’s family after one date. But nothing about this was normal. Not from the start, not now. Even if it felt somehow completely right. Cash fit in with her family. He liked them. Even Ripley’s brothers, despite their drive to humiliate her as much as possible. They all seemed to wholeheartedly approve of Cash too.

      Could this be real?

      Cash had shoved feelings so far down inside himself for years that in these moments of clarity, he had to take a moment to get his bearings. The strange thing was, this lighter, more relaxed Cash felt more like him than the closed-off man he’d been for the past two years. Being around Ripley made him feel like he was peeling back the layers to find himself again. The idea both thrilled and terrified him.

      Ripley smiled, reaching between the empty dishes to find his hand. Instantly, he shoved the questions back where they belonged. Which was far from this table filled with noise and laughter and light. But most importantly, Ripley.

      “Oh, Cash!” Seth, the younger of Ripley’s older brothers, slung his arm around Gillian’s shoulders, a gleam in his eyes. “Did we tell you about Ripley’s first boyfriend?”

      “Seth! You promised!” Now, even the tips of her ears were red. She pulled her hand away from Cash to cover her face, and he immediately missed the contact.

      “But I didn’t pinky swear,” Seth said. Apparently, pinky swears were hot currency in the Johnson family, and as binding as a blood oath.

      “This story isn’t so bad,” Chris said. He was wrangling the aptly nicknamed Tommy Terror, who was driving a toy car through the bowl of mashed potatoes. No one but Cash seemed bothered by this. It definitely curbed his appetite for seconds. “It could be worse. He could tell the one about—”

      “Stop!” Ripley held up her hands. “Please. I was not this bad when you guys brought home dates.”

      Her sisters-in-law exchanged glances, then said in unison, “Yes you were!”

      “Worse!” Seth said. “Cash, do not let Ripley fool you. She may seem sweet, but the girl is vicious. Utterly. Especially when it comes to playing poker or dominoes.”

      “Poker, huh?”

      She sniffed and lifted her chin. “We play for candy, not money.”

      He didn’t care what they played for. Poker had just been added to his ever-growing mental agenda of things he wanted to do with her. He hoped it was a Christmas tradition, but no one had mentioned it.

      “Poker for candy sounds delicious.” Cash turned to Seth. “Tell me more about this viciousness. I think I need to be fully prepared for what I’ve gotten into.”

      Laughter filled the room. Even Ripley, who was now shoving Seth, giggled. When she turned to glare at him, Cash reached across the messy table and took her hand again. Seth launched into the story about her first date, where the guy told her to dress up. Apparently, she thought that meant in costume.

      “Rather than change, when the guy showed up in a dress shirt and nice pants, Ripley held her head high and went out to dinner with him dressed as Where’s Waldo.”

      “I made a choice to fully commit and see it through,” Ripley said.

      Cash could see a glimpse of that determination in the set of her jaw now as she defended herself. He tried to picture her years younger, going on a date in costume. What did Waldo wear? He could only picture a red and white striped hat—or was it a shirt?—and a walking stick.

      “Tell me you had a walking stick?”

      “She borrowed my cane,” Nana said. “I never use the thing.”

      The table roared with laughter, Cash included. He couldn’t actually remember the last time he laughed so hard. Ripley shook her head at them all, but even she had a smile. More importantly, she didn’t let go of Cash’s hand.

      He glanced up and down the table at the warm, laughing faces. They were teasing, but the laughter held no malice. It was playful and fun. The kind of ribbing that came from a place of love. He had no doubt now that Ripley would give it right back. The ache of longing that had been growing in the center of his chest fanned out like a flame. He wanted this.

      Despite a few years of pushing away the thought of love and marriage—for very valid reasons—the past few hours had stirred awake his desire for a family around a table. Teasing, laughter, inside jokes. And a woman whose hand he could hold right next to the almost-melted stick of butter and the green bean casserole.

      He didn’t just want this with someone. Cash wanted this with Ripley.

      It was way too much and way too soon. Especially given that two days ago, he would have said that he never wanted this. A few days ago, Ripley was simply a woman he’d given a ticket. One who got under his skin.

      She was definitely under his skin now. But he needed to slow down. The change was too fast. He knew that. Yet he wasn’t having much luck putting on the brakes. Especially not when her thumb began tracing the back of his hand. Heat traveled from her touch up his arm, not stopping until his whole body felt like it might ignite.

      “Cash, is this different from how your family celebrates Christmas Eve?” Ripley’s mother leaned her elbows on the table and rested her head in her hands, waiting for his answer.

      All that heat turned to ice.

      In his conversations with Ripley, he’d managed to say as little as possible about his family. On the spot, with everyone staring, he couldn’t brush the question aside as easily. He should have been more prepared though. It would have helped him not have such a visceral physical reaction.

      Ripley squeezed his fingers, and he met her eyes. Her look was encouraging and soft. There was no pressure there, only understanding and curiosity. But he could see beneath that, a steady warmth and support. As though whatever he said here wouldn’t make or break things between them.

      His eyes dropped to the table as Ripley continued making small circles on the back of his hand with her thumb.

      “My mom left when I was nine,” Cash said. “It was just me and my dad. So things were a lot quieter.” He really didn’t want them asking for more details, so he did his best to smile and turned the conversation. “Thank you for letting me join you this year. The food was amazing and I’m really looking forward to tomorrow.”

      Ripley’s mother glanced at Cash with concern. “Are you not joining us for the Christmas Eve service? Tell me we’re going to a Christmas Eve service, Ripley.”

      Her face paled. “Oh, I hadn’t realized—”

      “You hadn’t realized that this is something we do every year? And you’re the one who works as a planner. Get out the Yellow Pages, Walter. Find a church. Any church.”

      In all the teasing, Cash hadn’t seen Ripley actually look upset. But now, her eyes darted as though she was going through mental lists. Her free hand was clenched around her water glass. He hated seeing her stress.

      “We can go to my church,” Cash said. The table quieted. “There are a few services tonight. We’ve missed the early family service, but there’s one at seven thirty and then a midnight service that starts at eleven.”

      Cash glanced at his watch, then at Tommy Terror, who had moved to the living area and now looked like he was trying to unstuff the throw pillows.

      “Good man,” Ripley’s dad said. He got up from the table and stretched. “Better take my nap so I can be ready for the eleven o’clock.”

      Cash didn’t hide the surprise on his face. Guess they were all night owls. Was that true for Ripley as well? One more detail to find out. He wanted to learn all the small parts that made up this gorgeous, fun, amazing woman with the wild and loud family.

      Jackson, Jenna, Mercer, and Beau would be at the later service. Other than Jackson, none of them knew about Ripley. They were in for a shock when he showed up tonight with her and her whole family. Maybe it would be better to drop that bomb now rather than at Jackson’s dinner. He felt a tiny flicker of nervousness, but it was quickly eclipsed by excitement. He couldn’t wait for them to see Ripley on his arm. Ripley seemed to think there might be some awkwardness with Emily after the wedding, but she and Jimmy were in Richmond until the day after Christmas.

      “Why don’t you two lovebirds take a walk?” Nana said. “It’ll be hard to find time for kissing with all these people around.”

      “Nana!” Ripley pulled her hand away from Cash to fan her hot cheeks. Cash felt heat creeping up his neck, but not from embarrassment. The idea of kissing Ripley had that heat returning to his body. He pulled at his collar.

      “Kissing! Gross!” Tommy yelled from the couch, which he was now using as a trampoline. Cash really hoped Jackson would be understanding about whatever state the house was in at the end of her family’s visit.

      Nana squeezed Cash’s arm and waggled her eyebrows at him. “Well, if you’re not going to kiss him …”

      Cash pushed his chair out from the table as Ripley’s family roared with laughter.

      “How about a walk on the beach? Kissing optional.” He winked, and Ripley’s cheeks went from pink to bright red. Even her neck and chest flushed. Her gaze snapped to his. Cash swore that underneath the embarrassment, there was a different kind of heat in her eyes. Did the kissing talk have the same effect on her as it did on him?

      There were whistles and catcalls as Ripley hooked her arm through Cash’s. They headed for the stairs, but she turned back before they started down.

      “You are all horrible and I hate you.”

      “You know you love us!” Chris shouted. “Have fun making out!”

      “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do!” her mother called.

      “Do anything you want!” Nana yelled. “Just remember you’ll have to sit in church in a few hours.”

      As they walked down the three flights to the bottom level of the house, Ripley sighed and rested her head on Cash’s shoulder. “Still glad you agreed to this?”

      He grinned. “I wouldn’t have wanted to miss a moment of this. Trust me.”
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      Ripley rubbed her hands together, then shoved them down into the pockets of her coat. The breeze coming off the ocean was unforgiving. But despite the fact that every exposed bit of her skin was freezing, being away from her family for a few minutes was worth any cost. And walking next to Cash, their shoulders brushing with every step, had her nerves firing on all cylinders.

      “It’s not fair that the beach is cold at Christmas,” Ripley said. “When I moved here, I assumed it would be warmer. I hate winter. Like, really hate it.”

      Hate might not have been a strong enough word. Ripley had realized the last year of college that her struggle through winter was a touch of seasonal depression. She’d invested in a sun lamp, which helped nominally, and also indulged in small doses at a tanning salon.

      That wasn’t something doctors recommended, but she heard about it on a message board for women struggling with seasonal depression. The coconut smell of tanning lotion, the sweat-inducing heat, and the brightness beyond her protective goggles did wonders. She only did five to ten minutes at a time, once or twice a month, and slathered herself in sunscreen. Hopefully, her skin wouldn’t be too damaged. But the way it lifted her spirits made it totally worth it. There was only one tanning salon on the island and she’d purchased a monthly membership in early November.

      “You’d really hate Boone. This is nothing. Winter in the mountains is pretty dismal. Unless you love that kind of thing. Which I don’t.”

      She gave an involuntary shiver. “Charlottesville was close enough. The rest of the year was great. But not winter. Do you get a lot of snow in Boone? I’m sure it’s beautiful.”

      “Beautiful, yes. But kind of a cold beauty.”

      That was a lovely description. Cash really did have a way with words. He was almost poetic at times.

      “Do you like living here? On Island, as they say.” Cash didn’t remove his hands from his pockets, but she could almost hear the air quotes when he said On Island.

      Ripley smiled. “They, huh? You don’t see yourself as an On Islander yet?”

      “Yes and no. The community has been very welcoming. I love it here, but I can’t say I feel like I fully belong. Or that it feels like my home. Yet. You?”

      Ripley was quiet for a moment, working through the words before uttering them. “I’m not sure that I even halfway belong. I’ve actually thought about moving home when my lease is up. I haven’t really made many friends.”

      “That surprises me.”

      She felt like there was a compliment in there somewhere, but he didn’t elaborate. “I work a lot. I’m pretty close with my co-workers. But I tend to be a little set in my ways. Getting out of my comfort zone can be hard. I probably haven’t made as much effort as I should. Like with going to church. Thanks for letting us come with you tonight. I can’t believe I forgot. That’s a huge part of our family tradition.”

      “Of course. It’s no big deal. You’ve had a lot on your mind this week. No pressure, but if you’d like to go with me again, you’re welcome anytime. That’s where I met all my friends. They’re some of the best I’ve ever had.”

      “I did visit once,” she said, chewing her lip.

      “I don’t remember seeing you. And I think I would have remembered.” He gave her a sideways glance that sent her heart racing.

      “I came in a little late and sat in the back. Left as soon as it was over.”

      “Huh. You don’t strike me as shy,” Cash said.

      Ripley shrugged. “I’m not exactly shy. But there’s something about walking into church alone, sitting alone, and having no one talk to you. Doesn’t really inspire confidence, I guess.”

      “Doesn’t sound like you made it too easy for people to talk to you. Coming late, leaving quickly.”

      He was right, of course. She hadn’t really given it a chance. “We’ll see how tonight goes.”

      Cash chuckled. “You won’t be able to hide in the back with your family.”

      “Definitely not. We’re more likely to get kicked out.” A harsh wind picked up, colder and more blustery than the ocean breeze. Ripley took her hands from her pockets again and blew on her icy fingers.

      Cash grabbed both of her hands in his and spun her to a stop. Immediately, she felt ten degrees warmer. And not just because his hands were big enough to fully envelop hers. No, the heat was more of an internal flush that started in her chest every time Cash touched her or gave her one of those smiles that made her jittery.

      Like the one he flashed her now, his teeth gleaming in the moonlight. “If you wanted to hold my hand, you could’ve just asked,” he said, his tone light.

      “Oh, I didn’t mean—I was just …”

      Cash made like he was going to drop her hands. “You don’t want me to hold your hands?”

      “It’s fine,” she said.

      “Just fine?” His eyes twinkled. When he started to pull his hands away again, she grabbed them.

      “Frustrating man,” Ripley said, narrowing her eyes. “You need me to say it?”

      Cash shrugged, a smile playing on his lips. Ripley realized that she had lost count somewhere during dinner.

      “Communication seems like a good start to a relationship,” he said.

      Relationship. He said relationship. Is he thinking of this like that too?

      Her heart sprinted wildly. She had to swallow twice before she could find her voice again. She tried to keep it light so he wouldn’t suspect the inner freak-out she was having.

      “Cash, would you mind holding my hands? They’re freezing,” she said in an overly sweet voice.

      His grin widened. “Is that the only reason you want to hold my hands?”

      Rolling her eyes, Ripley snatched her hands back and started off down the beach. It was hard to storm away in the dark while walking in sand, so she only got a few feet before Cash caught her. His strong arms wrapped around her waist, and he pulled her tight against his chest. Ripley struggled a little but not enough that he would let her go. That was the last thing she wanted.

      With a sigh, she stopped fighting and leaned back against him. His hands found hers and covered them, even as his arms stayed tight around her. “Much better,” she said. “You’ve been holding out on me. You’re like a furnace.”

      “Are you saying I’m hot, Ripley?” His beard brushed over the shell of her ear, making her shiver. He started to pull away. “Aw, you’re shivering. We can go in.”

      “No!” She wouldn’t let him remove his arms and settled back against his chest. “I need a breather from my family. And I guess the company isn’t too terrible. If you don’t mind.”

      “Mind? I could get used to this.”

      “Are you flirting with me, Officer?”

      “It’s perfectly legal when I’m not on the clock.”

      Ripley felt like someone should pinch her. His flirty words, his warm chest against her back, his lips close to her ear—it all felt like the kind of thing she’d dreamed about. And yet, even a few days ago, she never would have imagined it.

      “Well, then, I won’t try to stop you. Or give you a ticket. Unlike some people I know.”

      “You were speeding,” he said. “And I’ve already said I’m sorry.”

      “I know.”

      Cash rested his chin on her shoulder, and she could smell him over the salty ocean breeze. It couldn’t be aftershave, since he had a beard. She wondered if it was cologne, body wash, or just something distinctly Cash. Despite the bitter wind and the cold that still seeped into her, Ripley didn’t want this moment to end.

      Was it really this easy to slip into a relationship? Could she trust in something that felt so good, so perfect, so fast? Especially when it all hinged on a lie she still hadn’t cleared up with her family.

      “Do you have any nicknames?” he asked.

      “What?”

      “I was just thinking about your name. Ripley. Doesn’t lend itself to nicknames so much. Rip sounds too … violent. And Lee doesn’t quite suit you.”

      “I guess I really haven’t had any.”

      “Where’d the name come from? Is it a family name?”

      She snorted. “Hardly. In addition to my brothers, I have a long list of male cousins on both sides. I was the first girl in years. My parents thought it was cute.” She waited for him to get the joke. He stared blankly at her and she sighed. “As in, Ripley’s Believe It or Not? Believe it or not, we had a girl! They thought that was hilarious.”

      “It fits you though. I like it. And makes perfect sense given your family.”

      Ripley’s chest tightened. “They’re a lot to handle. I’m sorry. Do you have any brothers or sisters? I don’t know how we got away from dinner last night without me knowing that.”

      It felt as though an iron box came down around Cash. Every bit of his body stiffened. And then his arms slipped away from her waist and he stepped back. She turned to face him, wishing she hadn’t asked the question. But it was such a simple question. What was so bad about his family that he completely shut down about them?

      “I was raised as an only child,” he said. In the darkness, Ripley couldn’t make out his eyes, but she could read the stiffness in his body. Tension practically radiated off him. “We should head back.”

      Ripley’s disappointment came in waves. She felt like she had gotten beyond Cash’s outer surface. But one wrong question and he closed another door and flipped a deadbolt. The disappointment eased slightly when he took her hand, lacing their fingers together. It surprised her, as she half-expected him to storm back to the house in front of her.

      Ripley was thankful for the ocean’s roar and the whistling wind. It kept the silence between them from being too overwhelming, too conspicuous. Maybe he wouldn’t realize that she was hurt at being shut out.

      What did she expect? That he would spill all of his secrets to her? Share whatever hurts he’d faced in his past? They barely knew each other.

      Yet, after an evening spent with her family, things felt deeper between them. More real. And Ripley had been totally vulnerable. Cash knew her now in ways that she wouldn’t have necessarily wanted him to. He’d heard embarrassing stories from her childhood and he had whispered secrets with Nana. With her family there, she had no choice but to let Cash all the way in. Even though his hard exterior had melted into smiles and teasing, she still felt like she didn’t know him. Because he kept holding back.

      She felt laid bare, and he kept closing the door on her. It was a simple question, but she knew that his answer about being an only child wasn’t the full story.

      “I’m sorry.” She almost missed his whisper over the roar of the ocean. “I’m not used to opening up. It’s something I’m working on. It may not be fast.”

      “That’s okay. As long as you know that I’m here.”

      He pressed a quick kiss to her head. “Thank you.”

      As they made their way back to Jackson’s, Ripley leaned further into the warm solid protectiveness of Cash’s shoulder. She promised herself that she wouldn’t push him, as much as it was hard to be missing key details about his life. She would give him as much time as he needed. But even as she made that vow, the busy part of her brain was already wondering how she could help fix whatever it was.
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      As Ripley drove them to church, her family following in a small caravan, Cash smiled at the snowman dancing away on the dashboard. Her car was immaculate and had no personal touches except for the snowman. It had been an impulse buy. Maybe it was small, but it was the first gift he had bought for a woman in years. He loved that she had put it right in the center of her dashboard where she would see it every time she drove.

      She yawned.

      “You okay?” he asked.

      “I’ll get a second wind.” She waved a dismissive hand. “I do every year. If I happen to fall asleep in the service, poke me before I start snoring.”

      “You snore?”

      Her eyes went wide, and she shot him a quick glance. “No. It was just a joke.”

      They met up with her family in the parking lot. Cash could feel Ripley’s nerves in the way she clutched his arm as they walked into the building. Her family had the subtlety of a traveling circus, drawing immediate attention. Ushers by the sanctuary doors handed them small white candles with a paper cuff to catch the wax.

      “This might be bad,” Ripley said, eyeing the candle, then Tommy. He was already chewing on a candle while his mother tried to pry it from his hands. “Tommy and open flames don’t mix.”

      “Good thing Beau’s a firefighter,” Cash said. “We should be fine. Just in case. But I do think you’re right to be concerned.”

      “Based on your vast experience of my family?”

      He nudged her shoulder. “Yep. I’m ready for my Johnson family pop quiz. Anytime.”

      Cash caught sight of Beau as they moved toward the sanctuary doors. He and Mercer were up on the stage, tuning their guitars. Tommy broke away from his mother, who looked exhausted, and made a run for the stage, where some decorative candles were already lit.

      “Fire!” Tommy said. “I like fire!”

      “Get back here, Tommy! Chris! Can you catch him? You’re faster than me.” Mel groaned in frustration as her husband chased after Tommy. The little boy had almost made it to the front of the church where candles were lit when Beau stepped down from the stage and blocked him.

      Beau knelt down, and Tommy’s fixation on the flames moved quickly to the guitar strapped to Beau’s chest. Beau simply smiled as Tommy pulled the strings and put his probably sticky hands all over the glossy wood. Beau’s eyes met Cash’s and then flicked to Ripley with surprise. A grin broke out over his face. A few days ago, Cash might have felt embarrassed and exposed by the attention, but right now, he felt a swell of pride being with Ripley.

      “We should probably sit near the back. Just in case Tommy …” They both watched as Chris managed to scoop him up, carrying him away from Beau kicking and screaming.

      “Say no more,” Cash said. He turned and held an arm out to the empty row near the back of the room. “Is this okay?”

      “Only if I get to sit next to you, handsome,” Nana said. Ripley’s parents supported her, but she shook them off and reached for Ripley and Cash instead. The rest of her family filed into the row, Tommy practically being restrained by his dad. Cash found himself sitting with Nana on one side and Ripley on the other.

      Jackson strode over with a brilliant grin as they settled in. “You must be the Johnsons,” he said.

      Ripley stood to shake Jackson’s hand. “Thanks again. Everything is perfect. A vast improvement over my tiny apartment.”

      “Glad to hear it. Let me know if you need anything.”

      “You might need new throw pillows,” Cash muttered. Jackson only chuckled.

      “This is the billionaire who owns the beach mansion?” Nana practically shouted. A few people turned in the rows ahead of them.

      “Nana!” Ripley whisper-shouted.

      Cash put his arm around her and pulled her back down to the seat beside him, tucking her into his side. This made Jackson grin even wider.

      “Jackson Wells, ma’am. It’s a pleasure to meet you.” Jackson took her hand and pressed a quick kiss to Nana’s knuckles.

      “My my.” Nana fanned herself with the paper program for the service. “This island must have something in the water to breed such handsome men. Know any octogenarians looking for love? Or a good time?”

      Cash wished he could have taken a photograph of Jackson’s face. His mouth opened and closed several times before he could respond. Even Ripley giggled. Jackson shot them both a look but quickly recovered and smiled at Nana. “Not at the moment, but I’ll keep my eyes out.”

      Ripley’s father stood and shuffled down to shake Jackson’s hand, but before he could say more than a quick thanks, the music started. Other than Nana, who waved them off, they all stood for the first song.

      “Where’s Jenna?” Cash asked before Jackson moved away to his row.

      “Not feeling well. She went to bed early.” With a pat to Cash’s shoulder, Jackson moved away to a row closer to the front.

      “You’ll like Jenna,” Cash whispered to Ripley. “Mercer too. I even think you and Emily will be friends.”

      “I hope so.”

      They turned toward the front and joined in the traditional carols, led by Mercer’s rich voice. Cash could hardly carry a tune and mouthed the words, but Ripley had a clear, high voice that matched well with Mercer’s as she picked out a harmony to “Away in a Manger.” Cash put his arm around her shoulders, leaning closer to hear her better.

      The Christmas Eve service reminded Cash a little too much of home. After his mother left, he and his father had become Christmas and Easter churchgoers. But still, the memory hit him deep. He had to choke down the bitterness rising in his throat. His own family had fallen apart. Yet here he was with Ripley’s family, who brought him in immediately.

      Was his father attending a church service tonight with his new family?

      As though sensing his conflict, when they sat down after a few songs, Ripley pressed closer to him, her scent rising up to fill his nose. I’m making new memories, Cash thought. I don’t need to let the old ones ruin these.

      Without so much as a second thought, he pressed a kiss to Ripley’s temple. She gazed up at him with a smile so gorgeous that he struggled to catch his breath. Panic shot through him, and as the pastor led them in prayer, Cash lifted up his own silent one.

      Lord, what am I doing? I didn’t want to meet someone else. I didn’t want to let myself feel again. Was this a mistake? I don’t want to get hurt. I don’t want to hurt her.

      His scattered thoughts began to settle as he prayed, even though he didn’t have any answers or any kind of sudden assurance to ease his worries. When the pastor spoke of angels telling Zechariah and Mary not to be afraid, Cash felt that same promise being extended to him.

      Pastor David’s voice was warm and sure. “Jesus told them, ‘I have told you these things so that in me you may have peace.’ In him. Not in our financial security or our love. Not in our families or the gifts under the tree. Not our homes, not our jobs, not our identity. Our peace is in him. Perfectly guarded. Fully trustworthy. Do you know what else he promised? He promised trouble. We will have trouble in our lives. But we will always have his peace.”

      That was just the assurance Cash needed. It might not be easy. Things with Ripley could crash and burn. But he still had peace. Jackson’s words came back to him: If it was part of God’s plan, Cash couldn’t screw it up.

      Ripley squeezed his hand. They exchanged a glance that felt much too weighty for how long they’d known each other. Definitely too emotionally charged for church. Tommy interrupted the moment, appearing at Cash’s feet suddenly and climbed up into his lap. Down the aisle, Chris whisper-hissed, “Tommy! Tommy!”

      Cash waved Chris off and let Tommy settle in on him and Ripley. Within two minutes, he was asleep across both of their laps. Just like Nana, whose soft snores had both Cash and Ripley fighting off giggles.

      “Based on genetics, I’m going to go ahead and hazard a guess that you do snore,” he whispered to Ripley.

      She jabbed a finger into his ribs and Cash tried not to stir Tommy awake as he flinched. When the lights went down, Tommy was still sleeping. Ushers lit their white candles from the Christ candle in the advent wreath at the front of the church. Right as they lit Ripley’s candle, Tommy wiggled to life and made a grab for it. Hot wax fell on Cash, who tried to keep it—and the flame—from Tommy.

      Cash could not remember wrestling a more slippery suspect. By the time Chris made it down the aisle and plucked him from Cash’s lap, his pants were dotted with wax. He even had some on his wrist that he suspected would leave him a little bit hairless when he pulled it off.

      “Guess I should have just blown this out,” Ripley said quietly as she lit Cash’s candle from her own. Nana slept through it all. “Sorry about your pants. Feel free to send me a bill. I’ll pass it right on to Chris. I have a feeling it will just be the start of a long line of bills he’ll get because of Tommy.”

      “Nope. This is all on you. At any time, you could have blown out that candle, instead of wrestling with a toddler and destroying my pants. I’ll pass on the bill to you in the morning.”

      “You just try,” Ripley said.

      Cash loved teasing Ripley, and he loved whispering to her even more. It meant he got to lean close, feeling the warmth rising from her skin and her intoxicating scent. She smelled like tropical beaches and summertime.

      “I’ll do more than try,” he said.

      She shivered at his words, and as they raised their candles, standing to close out a chorus of “Silent Night” with only voices, Cash heard his watch beep the midnight. He leaned close once more until his lips were close to Ripley’s cheek.

      “Merry Christmas, beautiful.”

      Cash realized as the words left his mouth that he’d just given Ripley a nickname. It couldn’t have suited her more.
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      Ripley woke Christmas morning to the sound of Tommy shouting, “Is Christmas! Is Christmas!”

      His small but mighty footsteps thundered on the stairs above her. She could hear Chris shouting at him to be quiet. Smiling, she stretched in the queen-sized bed, which was much larger than her bed at home. More comfortable too. She could get used to this: a large, lavish home right on the beach. Too bad she’d have to move back to her cramped apartment in a few days.

      Her belly felt aflutter with the excitement of Christmas morning, except her thoughts weren’t on gifts under the tree. They were on three words Cash had whispered in her ear the night before: Merry Christmas, beautiful.

      Cash thought she was beautiful. Her lips stretched into a wide smile. When she looked at herself in the adjoining bathroom mirror, she even looked different somehow, as though Cash’s words played out on her skin. Her cheeks were flushed, her eyes brighter. Her hair seemed shinier. Even with her sleepy eyes and mussed hair, she looked like a woman in love.

      Love. Where had that word come from? It shocked her, but that didn’t make it a less apt description. Not that she was in love—it had to be way too soon for that—but she simply had that look about her.

      “Ripley! Roll yourself out of bed! Tommy wants to start opening gifts.” Her mother’s shout carried all the way down the flights of stairs to her room at the bottom.

      “Be right up!” she called.

      Ripley didn’t bother changing out of her pajamas but did put on a bra. She didn’t remember what time Cash had said he was coming. Checking her phone, she found a message from him, sent about ten minutes before.

      
        
        Cash: Morning, beautiful. Not sure what time y’all get up, but I’m on my way. Figured Tommy might be an early alarm clock. Need anything?

      

      

      Ripley made it up the last set of stairs, her fingers paused over the keys. Before she could change her mind, she bit her lip and sent a two-word response: Just you.

      Too much? It was hard to know anymore. Fighting this felt like fighting gravity. Whether she wanted to or not, Ripley was already going down.

      While watching Tommy open presents, Ripley started questioning her text. Especially since Cash didn’t respond. Or show up. She’d never been to his apartment, but he said it wasn’t far. The island was only so big. Did she scare him off? Shouldn’t he have been there by now?

      Her mother seemed to read her thoughts. “Where’s Cash? Did he tell you what time he’s coming?”

      “I’m not sure,” Ripley said. “Soon, I think.” I hope.

      “You’re in charge of the cinnamon rolls.”

      Rolling out the cinnamon roll dough and creaming butter and brown sugar was a great distraction. Her mother had been making cinnamon rolls for Christmas morning since Ripley was a girl. They were enormous and so rich that she only made them once a year. Her thoughts kept running back to Cash, listening for the door downstairs to open as she put the finished pan of cinnamon rolls in the oven.

      When she heard a door close and his feet on the stairs, relief flooded through her. She ran down the steps to meet him on the second level. Her brothers, jerks that they were, catcalled and whistled as she ran. Cash rounded the top of the stairs on the second floor, a tray of coffees in hand. Ripley stopped on the landing, blinking up at his handsome face and grinning like a fool. The smile dropped when she took in his uniform.

      “Oh no—do you have to work?”

      He grinned. “I promised Nana.”

      Ripley covered her face and made a strangled noise. “Oh no. She’s going to ogle you.”

      “It’s fine. And my Christmas sweater is in this bag, so I’ll have that too. Why aren’t you in yours?”

      “I try to delay as long as possible until Mom forces me,” Ripley said. She giggled. “I can’t believe you’re wearing your uniform for Nana.”

      He shrugged, and she swore that she saw his cheeks darken slightly. “What can I say, I’m a sucker for older ladies.”

      “Do I have something to be worried about?”

      “My only worry is that you’re about to spill the coffee.”

      Ripley had been so distracted by his uniform that she had forgotten about the coffees he carried. “You brought coffee! What’s open on Christmas Day?”

      “This place I like is open three hundred sixty-five days a year. It’s down at the southern end of the island, which is why it took me so long.” His eyes shifted up the stairs where voices carried. He leaned a little closer to her. “I didn’t bring enough for everyone. Do you think that’s okay?”

      Ripley gripped his shoulder for balance and stood on tiptoes to kiss his cheek. She loved—no, liked—the way his beard tickled her lips. “You couldn’t supply us all with coffee. There are too many of us. Mom has a pot brewing upstairs. So, who gets lucky?” She eyed the three coffees in the carry-out tray.

      “Oh, these are all for me.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “I’d shove you, but I might spill the coffee. But as soon as you set it down, you’re fair game, Officer.”

      Cash grinned. “I covered the most important bases: you, me, and Nana. I got her decaf.”

      She was touched that he remembered Nana saying how she loved coffee, but the caffeine was hard on her heart. Ripley tugged Cash’s elbow and began pulling him upstairs. “You’re brilliant. Now get up here before they start—”

      “Lovebirds! Stop making out and get up here!” Seth shouted.

      Ripley groaned, but she was still smiling. Even her brothers couldn’t dampen her spirits this morning. “Too late.”

      When they reached the top of the stairs, Nana caught sight of Cash and began to laugh. “Well, what a Christmas surprise! Put that coffee down and do a nice, slow spin for me, will you?”

      “Nana!” Ripley shouted, just as her father yelled, “Ma!”

      Her brothers laughed hysterically, and their wives tried to look like they weren’t looking as Cash stood in front of the fireplace and slowly turned. Ripley covered her eyes, but looked between her fingers, giggling the whole time. She told herself it was to be sure Nana wouldn’t try to stuff dollar bills in his pants or something.

      He didn’t swivel his hips or anything as he spun, but he didn’t need to. The man filled out his uniform well. But Ripley liked him almost as much in his ugly Christmas sweater and flannel pajamas when he changed a few minutes later. She suspected it didn’t matter what Cash wore. He was far too good looking.

      As the morning went on, Ripley felt love bloom like a hot flower in her chest. It was that sense of Christmas magic and having her family all together. The scent of cinnamon rolls baking and fresh coffee. The crinkle of wrapping paper and soft Christmas music playing underneath the laughter.

      But a big part of the warmth in her chest was having Cash beside her.  Sharing her family with him felt like a much bigger step than she’d anticipated when they agreed to this.

      She couldn’t remember a happier Christmas morning. Even Tommy calmed down some, which was shocking considering the massive pile of toys and candy he’d eaten. He channeled all that energy into building a small Lego set that Cash had brought for him.

      “I didn’t think he was old enough for that kind of set,” Chris said, straightening out the instruction booklet for Tommy.

      “Maybe you’ve got an engineer on your hands,” Cash said. He made his way back over to the couch, where Ripley sat with her coffee in hand and her legs tucked underneath her.

      “You didn’t need to bring gifts,” Ripley told him. “No one expected that.”

      “It’s not much,” Cash said. “I loved doing it.”

      His gifts might not have been big, but they were thoughtful. Warm socks for Nana, a subscription to a gardening magazine for her mother, a crime novel for her father, and gift cards to restaurants for her brothers and sisters-in-law. Her family, in turn, had showered him with gift cards to places like Home Depot and the big sports and outdoors place. Nana, oddly, had given him a leather-bound journal. It seemed like a very personal gift and more serious than what Ripley would have imagined.

      He hadn’t given her anything yet, other than a Santa hat that matched the one he wore. She got the sense he was waiting. Which made her feel terrible because she hadn’t thought to get him anything. A major oversight on her part. Between that and forgetting about the Christmas Eve service, Ripley felt like a total failure. Things like that never escaped her attention. Maybe it was the whole thing with Cash throwing her off. Or the New Year’s event, which was drawing closer and suddenly had all kinds of issues. She had to work in the morning but could get him something before the dinner at Jackson’s. Before she forgot again, she made a note in her phone.

      “What’s the rule with keeping the sweaters on?” Cash asked, leaning closer. “I’m getting pretty hot.”

      Yes, you are. Ripley cleared her throat. “You can take it off,” she said. Looking relieved, Cash began to lift the hem. It jingled as he did. “But you’ll face the wrath of my mother.”

      Sighing, he let the hem fall back down. Ripley couldn’t help the grin on her face. Her whole family looked like a tacky Christmas store had thrown up on them, and she loved it. It was the kind of silly tradition she hoped to carry on with her own family in the future. This year, her sweater was white and had real lights threaded all over. It even played music. After a few rounds of “Joy to the World,” her mom let her slip the switch to turn off both the lights and the music.

      Ripley crossed the room to the balcony and cracked the doors to let a little cool air in. Cash nodded his thanks. With the oven baking cinnamon rolls, a fire going in the gas fireplace, and the Christmas sweaters, the room had definitely gotten a little stuffy. Outside, the day was sunny but cold. The sound of the ocean filtering in mixed with the Christmas carols someone’s phone played and the ripping of paper.

      By the time the cinnamon rolls and breakfast casserole came out of the oven and they finished eating, it was almost noon. Cash scraped the last bit of cinnamon filling and a piece of pecan from his plate. Ripley watched as he drew the fork up to his lips. If she had to make a Christmas wish, it would definitely involve those. She realized that Nana was watching her as she watched Cash.

      Maybe she didn’t notice. Nana winked. Nope. She definitely noticed.

      Embarrassed at being caught, Ripley began stacking plates and carried them over to the sink. Cash invaded her space. “Move over, beautiful.”

      “You’re not washing dishes,” she said, not budging from her spot. “I’ve got this.”

      “It’s Christmas. Let me help.”

      Ripley flicked water at him. “It’s Christmas,” she said. “No.”

      “Don’t be a scrooge,” he said, sticking his hand under the faucet and flicking water back at her.

      Ripley squealed. “Fine. Fine. But be careful of the sweater. It’s very important to me. I wouldn’t want to get something on it.”

      “Clearly. I’m not sure how you wash a sweater that’s electronic.”

      “Dry-clean only,” she said. “And if you’re billing me for the wax on your pants, you better believe I’m giving you my Christmas sweater dry-cleaning bill.”

      Ripley loved the way their heated first conversations had melted into something softer, but still with spark. Outside of her family, she hardly talked to anyone this way.

      His phone buzzed a few times while they were washing plates, loudly enough for Ripley to hear over the sound of the running water. “Need to get that?”

      He dried his hands and pulled the phone out of his pocket. Without really meaning to, Ripley glanced down, seeing that it was a text from his dad, wishing him a Merry Christmas. There was more, but that’s all she could see before he tucked the phone away again.

      “No one important,” he said.

      His words chilled her. No matter how embarrassing her family could be, she loved them. This was exactly the way she would have wanted to spend the holidays. Even with all the teasing.

      What could be so bad about his father that Cash wouldn’t talk about him and screened his calls on Christmas day?

      It seemed so unlike the man she’d gotten to know the past few days. She had invited Cash right into the fray and he didn’t miss a beat. He put up with Nana’s inappropriate flirtations and all the teasing from her parents and brothers. He was open and gracious. Even sweet. He’d gotten them all presents and hardly knew them.

      Yet he was dodging his dad’s calls and had been for days. The thought hurt her heart. But maybe being with her family would help open him up to deal with the clearly unresolved issues with his own.

      Ripley and Cash washed dishes for a few minutes with the sounds of her family creating a happy cacophony in the background. It had been nine months since Ripley had been with all of them together. She’d had an event on Thanksgiving Day, so she hadn’t gone home. Too much time had passed, she decided. And having Cash beside her somehow made her feel like she fit in with them more.

      “Thanks for spending the day with us,” Ripley said. “It’s been really nice to have you.”

      “I hope it helped take the pressure off.”

      That’s right—taking the pressure off. That was the whole reason Ripley had pretended she had a boyfriend in the first place. Maybe he hadn’t meant it that way, but his comment suddenly made her wonder if this whole thing might be a charade.

      The words sent a shock through her system. Was that how he saw things? As simply an arrangement that benefitted them both? A way to take the pressure off? Did he simply feel sorry for her—the woman her own mother had said might turn into a cat lady? Insecurity washed over her like a tidal wave.

      Logic tried to fight off the onslaught, but she couldn’t seem to hold back the worries. Was he simply playing a part? Had she read him all wrong?

      “I’ve got to go to the bathroom,” Ripley said, practically bolting away from Cash. She made it down the stairs to her room before a single tear fell.

      Once she had closed the door behind her, she stood with her back against it, trying to talk some truth into herself. Crying over one comment was ridiculous.

      He said he liked you. He called you beautiful. He put on his uniform for Nana. He fits with your family.

      He fits with you.

      The truth was, this realization terrified Ripley. If it was real, she was terrified, just as much as she was if it were all what it started out as: a lie that got away from her. Could something real truly come from that?

      A knock sounded on the door at her back.

      “Ripley?” Cash’s low voice curled around her chest. She pressed a hand to her heart.

      “Yes?”

      “Is everything okay?”

      Not remotely. If all this ended in a few days’ time, Ripley didn’t know if she could recover. She could already imagine the cold, empty place that Cash currently occupied. And if it were real? If it were real, she was surely falling too hard, too far, too fast. At the least, she needed to get control of her heart. At the most, she needed to guard it and understand that he had not once said that he saw this arrangement going past this week.

      Trying to compose herself, Ripley opened the door. Her eyes moved from Cash’s questioning glance to the wrapped gift in his hands. A gift? That brought the tears right back.

      “I didn’t get you anything yet,” she whispered, not able to take her eyes off the box with a silver ribbon that looked to have been tied professionally. Okay, so she’d panicked for nothing. “When did you have time?”

      “You don’t have to get me anything,” Cash said. “I like giving gifts. That’s one of my favorite things to do. And it’s been a long time since I’ve had anyone to shop for.”

      Again, Ripley found her thoughts snagging on his past. Why didn’t he have anyone to shop for? What happened to his family? Why wouldn’t he tell her about them? Maybe she simply needed to push a little. Or give him the invitation to share.

      “First though, I wanted to say that this is more than simply something to get your parents off your back. I didn’t mean it that way.”

      Ripley smiled down at the carpet. “Was I that obvious when I bolted?”

      Cash chuckled. “If you were a cartoon character, you would’ve had smoke trailing behind you when you ran.”

      He lifted a hand from the gift box to touch her cheek. She looked up and met his blue eyes. In the light of day, up close, she could see flecks of gray mixed with the blue. It only made them look more like the ocean. She wanted to dive into them and lose herself in their depths. Ripley felt desire surge in her to know this man and to uncover the secrets he held behind his eyes. She wanted to earn his trust.

      Instead of taking the gift, Ripley reached up and covered his hand where it rested on her cheek. “I want to say something too. I don’t want to pry. If you don’t want to tell me about your family, you don’t have to. But I’m here. If you want to talk. You told me that my family is nothing to be embarrassed about, so maybe yours isn’t either.”

      “Thank you.” His voice was low and rough. He pressed the gift into her hands. “Are you going to open it?”

      She smiled, determined not to be upset that he hadn’t taken her invitation to open up. She needed to be patient with him. Even if that wasn’t her strong suit. “Okay.” She untied the ribbon and opened the box. Nestled on the tissue paper, she found a delicate chain with a thin silver feather charm. It was nothing she ever would have thought to buy for herself. She loved it instantly.

      “Wow. It’s beautiful.”

      “It will match your sweater perfectly,” he said, his eyes twinkling.

      “Put it on?”

      The moment felt oddly intimate as Ripley turned, lifting her hair away from her neck. Cash fumbled with the clasp for a moment and then she felt the slight weight of it and the cool metal against her skin. Cash’s fingertips grazed over her neck, then he took her by the shoulders, turning her to face him.

      Ripley let her hair fall over her shoulders. He tucked a piece behind her ear. “I love it. Thank you, Cash.”

      One minute, she was staring into his wild ocean eyes, and the next, his lips brushed over hers. It was a whisper of a kiss, a soft caress. When he pulled back, it took a moment for Ripley’s world to right itself again. Her eyes fluttered open.

      “Merry Christmas, beautiful,” he said, smiling.

      What number smile was that?

      Ripley found that she had completely lost count.
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      “I want all the details,” Phyllis said. “Even the dirty ones.”

      “You and my nana need to get together, Phyllis. But there are no dirty details.” Ripley had so much work to do. They all did. The catering company had several servers come down with the flu, and they had warned her they would be short-staffed. A few other last-minute issues had reared their heads, yet Amber and Phyllis were gathered around her desk. Probably because Deondra had a meeting at the location.

      “So, he hasn’t kissed you yet?” Amber asked, her eyebrows shooting up.

      Ripley’s blush answered that question. “Just a tiny one. It barely counted.”

      Phyllis cackled. Amber had a hazy look on her face. “And how was this tiny kiss?” she pressed.

      Ripley didn’t know how to put it into words. Not the quick brush of his lips, which felt like something much deeper and much more serious. It felt like, in that moment, something had been sealed between them. A promise of things to come.

      “It was good,” she said.

      “Good,” Amber repeated. “Nope. Not buying it.”

      Sighing, Ripley set down her pen. “Fine. Then we all need to get back to work. Okay? It was amazing. He’s amazing. I really like him.”

      “Where’s the but? I hear it in your voice,” Phyllis said.

      “It’s just so … fast. A few days ago, I barely knew him. Now? He’s spent time with my family. I feel like it’s moved really quickly. But we’re barely more than strangers.” She thought of his ignored phone calls from his dad. The way he kept his guard up.

      “Strangers who kiss,” Amber said with a smile.

      “Sometimes love happens that fast,” Phyllis said.

      Ripley looked horrified. “Oh no. I didn’t say love.”

      Phyllis winked. “Sure, sure. Whatever you say. I’ll let you work now. Just send me a wedding invitation.” The older woman made her way back to her desk.

      Amber sized Ripley up with a look. “Maybe it’s not love—yet—but you are smitten.”

      “That’s a good word for it. I’m a mess. And I don’t remember the last time I felt this way about a guy. Any guy.” Ripley paused. “You don’t think it’s too quick to feel this way? I mean, we were arguing in here just the other day.”

      “Fighting is just another way passion rises to the surface. Don’t question it. Just enjoy the ride.”

      Amber went back to her desk, but her words lingered. Ripley wasn’t good at enjoying the ride. Never had been. She thought long and hard about the ride, made lists, and finally, color-coded plans and spreadsheets. She had already thought way too hard about future plans with Cash. Not because she was one of those obsessive girls who latched on to a guy right away. It was simply how her brain worked. She had to think of best- and worst-case scenarios. This wasn’t something she was proud of about herself or openly shared. People didn’t tend to understand.

      Right now though, she needed to stop worrying about Cash and get working on the real-life worst-case scenario of their catering company being under-staffed because of the flu. When Deondra called the office an hour later, she hadn’t thought about Cash once. But she had found another company with servers to supplement the losses.

      Deondra’s normally cheerful voice sounded tight. “Can you and Amber come down here? Phyllis can lock up and work from home if she wants. But I wanted to get your eyes on the space.”

      “Sure,” Ripley said. “Is there an issue?” They’d made the reservation a year ago. New Year’s Eve bookings filled up quickly. A few months ago, all four of them walked through the space, finalizing plans.

      Deondra sighed. “Since we were last here, they did some renovations. It will impact everything from the band to where we set up tables. Really, everything needs an overhaul.”

      Tension built in Ripley’s shoulders. Her fingers were already itching to take notes. “Shouldn’t they have let you know? I mean, that’s usually standard in contracts. Right?”

      “Someone dropped the ball. What they’ve done falls within the contract, but it’s quite inconvenient. I think having you and Amber walk the space might help. My brain is fried.”

      “Understandable. We’ll be there soon.”

      “Great. Oh, and before I forget—did you ask Cash to come? How are things going?”

      Dang her co-workers for being so involved with her sudden love life. Then again, Cash ensured that by coming to her office twice. “They’ve been good. I haven’t asked him yet.”

      “Don’t forget,” Deondra said, a smile in her voice. “I’d hate for you to miss out on a New Year’s kiss.”

      Just the thought of another had Ripley’s stomach doing gymnastics. She’d been hoping for more, but so far, just the one. She drove separately, mostly so she didn’t have to answer any more of Amber’s questions about Cash. On the one hand, he was all she could think about and she would have loved a sounding board. But it was all so fresh and new. She didn’t have enough emotional distance to be objective about her feelings. And with Amber being single, she wouldn’t go on and on. She knew just how that felt. The happiness for someone else mixed with the ache of longing.

      As she drove, the dancing snowman kept catching her eye on the dashboard. Even though the day had been cloudy, he’d picked up enough sun to keep his hips moving. He had on a scarf and sunglasses, a forever smile fixed on his face. “That’s some easy life you’ve got there, buddy.”

      She wished for a little bit of that easy life when they walked into the Sandover Event Center. The permit taped to the glass doors was a bad start.

      “Uh oh,” Amber said as they walked into the event hall. There were painting tarps and ladders and power tools lying around the lobby. Part of the lush rug had been pulled away from the floor, exposing the concrete. “This is … different.”

      “It’s a nightmare.” Ripley felt sick looking at the space. She could visibly see the hours in the coming days, sucked away into whatever extra work this project would now take. How would this get done in time? What were they thinking starting something like this before an event?

      Deondra met them at the door to the main ballroom, walking with brusque strides. Her mouth was a firm line. “Thanks for coming. You can already see the issues.”

      “They didn’t tell you they planned to make massive changes?” Ripley asked. “Or think about how this would impact us?”

      “Apparently not,” Deondra said. “There’s a new manager and—well, a whole lot more I could say about it. Wires were crossed, mistakes were made. Too late to fix those.” She waved a hand and then smiled. “This is what we have to work with. They’ve assured me that the work will be done, and the space will be ready. But come inside to see how the design changes will impact everything. Then we can update our plans and contact vendors as needed. We’ve got this.”

      That was one thing she appreciated about Deondra. No matter what bumps in the road—or, in this case, cavernous sinkholes—she simply did her best to adjust and move on. Ripley pulled a notebook out of her purse and began jotting down notes as they walked.

      Though this would undoubtedly mean a lot more work between now and New Year’s, she was somewhat thankful. Without something like this to sink her teeth into, she had a feeling she would be obsessing over Cash. In only a few days, she already felt the tug of her thoughts toward him. What was he doing now? How was his patrol? Was he safe? Was he thinking about her? So, yeah. This would mean massive work, but a good way to keep her from becoming a little obsessive.

      When they hit a break and she had four pages of notes written, Ripley ducked into an alcove and sent him a text.

      
        
        Ripley: You might already have New Year’s plans, but if not, want to be my date?

        Ripley: I’m technically working, so I might be a little spotty. But it’s a black-tie gala at the Sandover Convention Center. Should be fun.

      

      

      His response came back almost instantly.

      
        
        Cash: I wouldn’t want to be anywhere else.

        Cash: I’ll pick you up at 6. Can’t wait to see you.

      

      

      Who would have guessed that underneath the grumpy cop, such a sweet man existed? In two hours, she would get to see him again. Not that she was counting. Smiling, she tucked her phone back into her purse and caught up with Deondra and Amber, who were headed out to the parking lot.

      “You’re glowing,” Deondra said. “Which is surprising, given the amount of extra work we’re going to have now.”

      “Cash is coming with me on New Year’s.”

      Amber pulled her into a hug. “I’m so happy for you.”

      “You don’t mind?” Ripley asked. “I don’t want to leave you in the lurch.”

      “Please,” Amber said. “I’ll be fine. I’m really happy for you. Just promise me one thing.”

      “Anything.”

      “If he has any friends who aren’t taken …”

      “All yours,” Ripley said with a smile.

      “I’ll see you both bright and early tomorrow,” Deondra said. “I hate to do it, but plan on living in the office this week.”
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      “Whatever you’re doing, don’t stop.” Emily hopped up onto the counter next to the sink, drying a platter with one of Jackson’s dish towels.

      “I’m sorry?” Ripley stiffened. That had been her reaction to Emily all night. She hoped it would get easier, but their interactions had been fairly awkward. After all the tension between them at the wedding, Ripley didn’t think Emily would want her crashing their tight-knit little group. She’d done her best to stick near Cash. Which wasn’t hard, considering he hardly went a moment without holding her hand or touching her in some way.

      But now the men reclined around the table, while Ripley, Mercer, and Emily washed dishes. Not—as Emily vehemently pointed out—because it was a woman’s job, but because the guys made dinner. Now, Emily nodded toward the table where Cash, Jimmy, Beau, and Jackson were talking and laughing. When Cash caught Ripley looking, he winked, his smile widening.

      “Cash,” Emily said. “Whatever you’re doing, don’t stop.  I’ve never seen Cash smile like that.”

      “I’ve never seen him smile. Period,” Mercer said.

      “Oh, really?” It shouldn’t have been that surprising to Ripley, but she had assumed that maybe with his friends he had been more open and easygoing. Like he was right now. “This isn’t normal for him?”

      “This is all you,” Mercer said. She handed another rinsed dish to Emily to dry.  Beau’s fiancée couldn’t be more different from Emily on the outside, though the two were best friends. Jenna, Jackson’s wife, had a headache and was lying down before they went down to the beach for the bonfire. She had been friendly, but it was clear to Ripley that she hadn’t been feeling well.

      “When we met, I thought he hated me,” Ripley said, smiling.

      “He’s like that with everyone. You’ve somehow managed to crack the iron barrier around Cash. You deserve a medal,” Emily said. “How’d you do it?”

      Ripley loaded a plate in the dishwasher and leaned against the island to face Emily and Mercer. “He gave me a ticket.”

      Emily threw her head back and laughed. “Best start to a relationship ever.”

      “Oh, that’s not all,” Ripley said. “Then he took my phone from me and my mom thought he was my boyfriend.”

      “Wait—why would she think that?” Mercer asked, her brow furrowed.

      “I might have told my mother that I had a boyfriend. It was just a ploy to get her to stop hounding me about being single.”

      Emily laughed again. “I like you. I wasn’t sure. But between Cash and this? Yep. You’re golden. I mean, wow. Cash has always been pretty stiff. He’s like a different person.”

      “That’s not fair,” Mercer said. “I’ve seen his good side. Even if it wasn’t a particularly jovial side.”

      “Exactly. He’s a good guy. But did he ever smile or look happy like this?” Emily countered. “My point is that I think he’s smiled more tonight than I’ve seen him smile since I moved to Sandover.”

      Mercer glanced over at the table. “Yeah. I guess you’re right. He was kind, but not … happy.”

      Ripley felt warmth ripple through her limbs. Did she really have that big of an impact on Cash? The insecure part of her that still didn’t trust in whatever was building between them wanted reassurance. Things had been good between them the past few days, but there was still the whole awkward start to this whole thing. The fake boyfriend aspect.

      It was hard to shake the very real fear that their rocky start based on a lie and a misunderstanding could result in heartbreak. That maybe they weren’t on the same page about all this. It also still worried her that he had no relationship with his family. It was a red flag for sure. But he had been so amazing with her family.

      “Sorry, Ripley,” Emily said. “You’re stuck with us. We aren’t going back to grumpy Cash. You’ll just have to stay. You don’t mind, do you?”

      Mind? Ripley hadn’t realized how lonely she had been at Sandover until this week. Not just the time with Cash. But having her family around, going to church, and now being around a group of friends—it only revealed the emptiness that had become her life.

      “I guess I can live with that. I’m a little surprised you seem excited. I mean, after the wedding, I wasn’t sure.”

      Ripley didn’t like confrontation, but she’d prefer getting this out in the open. Then she wouldn’t be constantly circling the drain in her thoughts. She felt it hanging between them all night.

      Mercer gave a small laugh and Emily elbowed her. “Sorry,” Mercer said. “But you were totally a bridezilla. Someone has to say it.”

      “I was not!” Emily said. She flicked the dish towel at Mercer, who backed up and used her hands as a shield. “I was super low-key about the whole thing. Totally chill. The opposite of my mother.”

      Ripley managed to keep her mouth from falling open, but Mercer met her eyes and then shook her head.

      “You may not have been your mom, but you were anything but chill,” Mercer said. “You were opinionated about everything. Just not the same things as your mom. Ripley did an amazing job and I’m shocked she didn’t lose it on you. Or quit.”

      Emily glanced at Ripley. “Tell her, Ripley. I wasn’t a bridezilla.”

      Behind her, Mercer nodded vehemently and mouthed Yes, she was! Ripley turned away from the sink to face Emily. “I don’t use that term. But you were a … challenging client.”

      She wanted to hold her breath as Emily’s jaw dropped. Maybe being so honest with her after one dinner was too much. Emily blinked and looked to Mercer, who nodded.

      After what seemed like too long, Emily shook her head. “Dang. Here I was thinking I was all actualized and self-aware. I didn’t want the fancy things my parents did, so I thought that meant I was easy. I was difficult?”

      “You were,” Mercer said. “But we still love you.”

      Emily turned to Ripley and stuck out her hand. “I’m sorry for being a problem client. Truly. Though I still think my mom was worse.”

      “She was.”

      Emily grinned. “Friends?”

      Ripley bit her lip to hold back her smile. “Friends. Don’t worry about it though. Weddings are amazing, but the planning and details are incredibly stressful. For everyone.”

      “You can say that again,” Emily said, turning back to the counter. They fell back into their routine of washing and drying. Ripley scrubbed, handed a plate to Mercer for rinsing, and Emily dried. After Ripley’s nerves about the evening, and about the conversation they just had, the routine action was soothing.

      Ripley glanced at Emily. “You and Jimmy seem really happy. I think I’m staying in the house where you guys re-kindled your relationship.”

      Emily grabbed her arm, her eyes wide. “The balcony house?”

      “That’s the one.”

      “Jax!” Emily turned back to the table, hands on her hips. “You’re letting Cash’s girlfriend stay in the house I almost died in? Have you no respect?”

      Ripley only half listened to Jackson’s response about codes and updates and permits. Instead, she was watching Cash’s reaction to Emily’s words. His face cracked open in a beautiful smile aimed right at Ripley. She couldn’t hold back her own wide smile.

      So, he didn’t mind thinking of her as his girlfriend. Good thing. Because Ripley didn’t just not mind. She liked it. A lot.
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      An hour later, seven of them huddled around a bonfire out on the beach in front of Jackson’s place. The crackle of the fire and the steady crash of the waves formed a perfect soundtrack to the end of the evening. Mercer passed out wire hangers that had been straightened for marshmallow roasting, while Emily fussed at Jimmy for eating chocolate straight out of the wrapper.

      Jenna still hadn’t emerged from her bedroom, and as they began roasting marshmallows and sharing memories of Bohn’s, Ripley could tell that Jackson missed her being by his side. He stood with one hand stuffed into this jacket pocket, letting his marshmallow burn into a black husk. The other couples were paired off, snuggling together for warmth against the cold breeze. Even Cash had given up roasting marshmallows to wind his arms around Ripley’s waist. The warmth of his chest against her back spread through her. She didn’t want to move again. Ever.

      “This okay?” Cash asked.

      Ripley couldn’t help the shudder that went through her at the feel of his lips so close to her ear. She wanted him to kiss her again, but he hadn’t. Was there a reason? Despite the way he had opened up, Cash still had so many mysteries under the surface. Though Ripley hadn’t dated much, the relationships had always seemed so much clearer. The expectations and understanding. A guy asked you out; you went out. It worked, or it didn’t. With Cash, one minute she felt secure and the next, he was pulling away and making her question everything.

      He said he liked me. He spent the last forty-eight hours with the circus that is my family. Emily and Mercer said I make him smile. He likes me.

      Doesn’t he?

      Cash must have felt her shudder and his arms tightened around her. “You’re cold. We can go in if you want.”

      “I’m fine. We’re staying.”

      Even if it hadn’t been for the amazing way it felt to be in his arms, Ripley wouldn’t have left. The night was supposed to be about Jackson and saying farewell to Bohn’s. They’d met at the store before dinner and done a walk-through of the empty space. Ripley didn’t tell anyone that she shopped at Harris Teeter, and Cash didn’t spill her secret, thankfully.

      Bohn’s was a different kind of store. Ripley had only been in it once and only noticed the prices. Tonight, she had followed along, listening to stories that they shared. About how Emily injured her toe on frozen ground beef while trying to sneak up on Jimmy. How Jackson gave Mercer a job, which led to her staying at Sandover and meeting Beau. Jenna had run into Jackson there when she moved back and apparently insulted him, thinking he was a bag boy, not the owner.

      “How was I supposed to know that the high school playboy became a billionaire?” Jenna had asked, giggling as Jackson kissed her neck.

      Ripley had felt like an outsider until Cash realized she was trailing them. He had snagged her hand and made her walk with him.

      But since then, they had almost forgotten about Bohn’s. It hadn’t been mentioned, but it seemed that a little melancholy washed over them all.

      Jenna walked out from the beach house then, a blanket wrapped around her shoulders. Jackson’s face lit up and he gave her a sloppy, happy kiss on the mouth.

      “Champagne time!” Emily said, pulling a bottle out from a bag that lay at her feet.

      “Champagne and s’mores?” Beau asked.

      “Champagne and everything,” Emily said. “Sparkling cider for Jackson, of course.”

      Jackson didn’t drink. What was the story there? The longer the night went on, the more Ripley wanted to know these people and their lives. Cash most of all. But she liked the added bonus of being friends with his friends. They were good people. Even Emily, who had surprised her.

      But if things didn’t work out … If this all ended after Christmas and the things they needed dates for …

      Ripley swallowed hard. She wanted to trust in the strength of Cash’s arms around her waist. In the solid feel of his chest, warm and supportive. But fear never seemed to stop creeping into her thoughts.

      “Cider for me too,” Jenna said.

      There was a beat of silence. The men might not get the significance there, but as Ripley glanced at Emily and Mercer, she realized that it was, in fact, a big deal.

      Emily squealed. “Are you serious? How long?”

      Mercer grinned and moved closer for a hug. Jimmy and Beau looked confused, and Jackson’s grin could have overshadowed the moon.

      “What’s going on?” Cash whispered.

      “I think Jenna’s pregnant,” Ripley said.

      She couldn’t see Cash’s face for his reaction but felt him tense as the nostalgic goodbye party turned into a celebration. Ripley dropped her roasting stick as Emily pressed a plastic flute of champagne in her hand. She offered one to Cash as well.

      “No, thanks,” Cash said.

      Emily moved on with only an eye roll by way of comment. Ripley felt the shift in Cash. What did this news mean to him? Was she imagining his reaction? She couldn’t have been. As the rest of the group moved into toasting and laughing, she suddenly felt more on the outside than she had when she was following them in the store. Cash was pulling away.

      But why?

      She never found out the reason. After the celebration wound down, Jenna went back upstairs, saying she still felt terrible. Now that everyone understood why, they all went their separate ways. No one else seemed to notice Cash’s sullen mood. Maybe because that was his normal.

      Ripley had been hoping for a goodnight kiss, but Cash didn’t get out of the car. Not even to open her door. He rolled down the window and called out to her. “Goodnight, Ripley.”

      “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      “Just fine,” Cash said.

      “Okay. I’ve got to work a lot in the next few days. I’ll be pretty busy.”

      “That’s fine.” She expected him to promise a phone call or a text. But he had rolled up his window and started backing away before Ripley had put her first foot on the steps. He was anything but fine. Would he ever tell her why?

      Or maybe—and Ripley really didn’t want to think about this—now that their Christmas week was over, their relationship was too.
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      I’m pregnant, Cash.

      As he drove his cruiser the next day, his eyes darted from the road to the rows of homes and the slope of dunes on his left. The sun felt too bright. Sounds were too loud. Just catching a glimpse of the ocean, dark gray and angry, helped drown out the voice in his head. Not the radio. Not his own shouts. Not covering his ears. Only the wildness in the waves helped silence her voice in his head.

      I’m pregnant.

      He pulled into the lot of a beach access, this one at the other end of the island from Jackson’s house. He couldn’t risk seeing anyone he knew today. Walking up the worn wooden steps to the beach access, Cash let the scent of the ocean fill his lungs. He leaned his hip on the rail and breathed deep. The sea and salt in the air soothed him, but the sand stung his cheeks as the rough wind tore by him. The weather had taken a decidedly nasty turn this morning. Just like his mood.

      Pregnant.

      Closing his eyes, Cash tried to pray, but couldn’t clear his mind enough, even with the ocean. This was usually his happy place. It’s why he ended up at Sandover almost two years ago when he left Boone. As he drove across North Carolina with only a few bags he’d tossed into his car, Cash had tried to erase the last conversation he’d had from his mind.

      Clearly, it didn’t work.

      “I’m pregnant, Cash.”

      He had stared at Olivia across the kitchen table in his father’s house. Even as they had sat down to talk, he had been thinking that it was high time for him to move out. For years, he had stayed. He didn’t need a shrink to tell him that it was partly because his mother left. He didn’t want to be anything like her, so he wouldn’t leave his father. The two of them were now more like a couple of bachelors in the big house that still seemed empty from his mother’s absence.

      What did Olivia just say?

      “I don’t understand. You’re … pregnant?”

      Before she dropped her gaze to the mug of tea in her hands, the look she gave him confirmed her statement. Her hands shook.

      It wasn’t his baby. It couldn’t have been. The physical part of their relationship consisted of a lot of restraint and hours of stolen kisses. Holding hands. Holding her in his arms. They were waiting for marriage. It was something they decided on together, that mattered to both of them.

      But she hadn’t waited with someone else.

      Someone else.

      She was cheating on him. And now was pregnant. The facts made their way through his consciousness one by one.

      “Whose is it?”

      He winced at his words. Cash never thought he’d use the term it for a child. A baby. While he feared that he might not be a great husband or father, he longed to be a daddy. To provide for his own child what he always wished he had growing up. A tiny he or she with ten fingers and ten toes. Not a bundle of cells. Not an it.

      The words tasted wrong in his mouth. Everything about the moment felt wrong.

      While he waited for an answer, he looked at Olivia. Really looked at her. Nothing had changed about her shoulder length blonde hair and big brown eyes. But those three words made him see her completely differently. Olivia wasn’t the woman he thought she was.

      He didn’t know her at all.

      “Whose?” His voice was rougher this time. He didn’t like the edge in it, the threat of violence that it held beneath it. Her head snapped up, mouth open. He had never spoken like this before to her. It was a voice reserved for his job. Dealing with criminals and law-breakers. Not his girlfriend. Ex. His ex-girlfriend. Because no matter what her answer was, this was over.

      “Mine.”

      It had been like something from a movie. Everything slowed down. Cash even turned around in slow motion to see his father standing in the doorway. Not standing, leaning. As though he couldn’t stand up under the weight of his confession.

      Cash hadn’t asked for any more details, though his mind surged with questions. Here, in the house? How long? When did it start? How could they? He stood from the table and walked away from them both.

      He didn’t speak again. Wouldn’t answer when his father called out to him. He simply packed a few bags and left. For good.

      It hadn’t even been so much about his feelings for Olivia or the distinct shame and humiliation of having her cheat. No, it was the gut-wrenching understanding that his own father had been the other man. They destroyed the only family Cash had left. The man who had done his very best to raise Cash alone had slept with his girlfriend?

      It was unbelievable. Yet, there it was.

      It didn’t take Cash long to get over Olivia. But he would never get over the betrayal. He would never be a part of his family again. How could he? Now, his ex-girlfriend was his stepmother and mom to his half brother. Twenty-four years between them.

      That had been a few days before Christmas, two years and three days ago. This was the first year he hadn’t spent the week of Christmas dealing with the still-raw emotions of it all.

      Because this week, he’d been with Ripley. He had her whole family around him, helping pull him up out of the darkness that usually consumed him around this time of year. And he’d had Ripley, with her coconut scent, her soft skin, and her easy smiles. The witty banter between them. For the first time in two years, Cash hadn’t been wearing the past around his neck like a chain. The pain and betrayal that stayed with him and reared up every year around Christmas had eased.

      Until Jenna’s announcement, which made the memories slam into him with the violence of a hurricane.

      I’m pregnant, Cash.

      He hadn’t seen Jenna’s announcement coming, and the onslaught of memories took him down to his knees. Not literally; he continued standing there on the beach with Ripley, his arms around her waist, her hair tickling his neck, while his world shrank into a tight ball of pain.

      He knew Ripley could tell something was wrong. Part of him thought to tell her. To confess for the first time exactly how much of a mess his family was. How much of a mess he was.

      In the end, Cash had driven away, knowing that he was shutting Ripley out. She had been nothing but open with him, inviting him into her family. But he still couldn’t talk about it. He didn’t know if he ever could.

      If he wanted to move forward with Ripley, he would have to. He knew that. He knew that she would understand. It’s not like Cash had done anything wrong. But it felt like a confession nonetheless. His dad and Olivia’s shameful secret had somehow become his own.

      Cash had to calm himself down. His breathing was erratic, his heart rate all over the place. Physically and emotionally, he ached. Every part of him. Leaning his elbows on the wooden railing, he let his face sink into his palms. The cold wind coming off the ocean bit into his skin, but he didn’t even mind.

      His phone buzzed, and he pulled it out of his pocket, halfway expecting another message from his father or Olivia. They had been relentless the past few weeks. Didn’t they know that pushing him only made him go farther away?

      But the message was from Ripley.

      
        
        Ripley: My family is headed out soon. I know you’re working this morning, but if you wanted to come say goodbye, you’ve got about an hour. I know Nana would love to see you in your uniform again.

        Ripley: Selfishly, so would I. ;)

      

      

      Cash couldn’t help but smile, though her words made guilt twist in his gut. Even after he pushed her away, she kept inviting him in. He didn’t deserve it. But he wanted to be that kind of man.

      Realization washed over him. It wasn’t enough to simply tell her about his family. He needed to deal with the bitterness and anger that he’d been holding on to for two years. Whether he had a relationship with his father moving forward or not, Cash had to forgive him. Forgive them. He had to let go.

      At first, the voice telling Cash that he needed to forgive them had been loud. The longer he ignored God’s prompting, the quieter that voice became. Today it seemed to be screaming at him, rivaling the sound of the wind.

      Cash needed to forgive his father and Olivia.

      The thought took his breath away. He straightened, his hands shaking. He clutched the railing, feeling the bite of the rough wood on his palms.

      He couldn’t do it. Even if it meant living with this pain buried deep in his chest. Even if it meant being miserable. It was just too hard. Too much to forgive.

      But could he move on in his life while holding onto his bitterness? Could he build a relationship with Ripley without dealing with his past?

      “You doing okay, Officer?”

      Cash hadn’t even heard the man walking up from the beach with his golden retriever on a leash. The man’s gray hair whipped around his face in the wind and he carried a tennis ball in his free hand. The dog stopped to smell Cash’s shoes. He knelt and scratched it behind the ears. Other than Tony, Mercer’s dog, he didn’t get a chance to be around them much. He would have loved to do a K-9 program, but Sandover didn’t have one.

      “Just taking a moment to enjoy the view,” Cash said.

      The man nodded. “I always like the ocean just before a storm. We’re due this afternoon.” His dog pressed his wet nose into Cash’s palm, urging him to keep up the scratching. “Don’t feel like you need to keep petting him. James won’t stop begging once you start.”

      “James?” Cash’s hand stilled on the dog’s neck until the wet nose nudged him again.

      The man chuckled. “My wife thinks it’s funny giving dogs human names. We’ve had Barry, Charles, and Michael before James.”

      Cash stood. He wasn’t taken aback that the dog had a person’s name. James was the name of his half brother. The one he’d never met. Because God hadn’t already been shouting loud enough at him. He had to send a dog named James too.

      “I know it’s a day late but Merry Christmas!” The man and his dog walked past Cash and headed toward the parking lot. He watched as they got into a battered Suburban and drove away.

      Cash still felt the turmoil seething in his chest. He knew what God was telling him to do but didn’t know if he could do it. Would he ever have peace if he didn’t?

      He climbed into his cruiser. Ripley’s family would be leaving soon. Though he hardly felt like he was in the right frame of mind to make polite conversation, he had to go. Ready or not, he needed to say goodbye.
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      Relief moved through Ripley when Cash pulled up in front of the house. After the way he closed down the night before, she wasn’t sure that he would come. Which certainly would have broken Nana’s heart. Her own too, if she was being honest. Cash hadn’t just gotten under her skin this week. He had climbed inside and carved out a living space for himself. How had that happened? She didn’t even realize until he suddenly pulled back the night before, leaving a cavernous empty space beneath her ribs.

      Ripley rolled the last wheeled bag to the back of the van as Cash climbed out of the car, looking broody and handsome. His expression was hard to read behind his aviator sunglasses. But he smiled and kissed Nana on the cheek, helping Ripley’s father walk her to the van.

      Maybe everything would be fine. But an unease settled in her gut. Especially when he didn’t come over to say hello. Ripley watched him saying goodbye to her family. Her heart felt tight when he shook her father’s hand, then did the whole hug with a lot of back-slapping with her brothers. The sisters-in-law and her mom got kisses on the cheek. Tommy Terror clung to his legs until Mel pulled him off.

      “He’s a good one,” her mother whispered in her ear as she hugged Ripley. “Hold on to him.”

      She could only smile, blinking back the tears. Somehow, she didn’t think that holding on to Cash was something she had the power to do. He finally came to stand next to her after everyone had loaded up into their cars.

      “Hey,” she said.

      “Hi.” He gave her a small smile but didn’t move to touch her in any way. She’d gotten so used to him holding her hand or putting an arm around her that the distance between them made her ache.

      What had changed the night before?

      Her brothers drove off, honking and waving. Only her parents remained, the minivan idling in the driveway. She wished they would all go, even Cash, so she could fall apart in private. Nana rolled down her window.

      “I’m thinking about relocating,” Nana called. “The views are much better, and the men are more handsome. Ripley, do you need a roommate? Or do you have other plans?” She winked at Cash, who took a small step away from Ripley.

      Her cheeks burned. The normal teasing felt like too much today. She did her best to fake a smile. “I can always use a roommate, Nana. But I get to hold the remote.”

      “Never mind, then. Cash, it was lovely to meet you. Take good care of our girl.”

      “Will do,” Cash said.

      “Don’t be a stranger!” her mother called as they backed away.

      Ripley waved until they turned the corner. Her dad honked the horn once and then they were gone. Wiping her eyes, she glanced at Cash. What she wanted was to lean into his chest and let him wrap her in his arms. But a gulf had opened up between them. She didn’t know why, and she didn’t know how to close it.

      “Thanks for coming. I know my family really enjoyed you being here.”

      So did I.

      Ripley couldn’t force herself to say the words. It felt too much like putting herself out there while he was pulling back. She’d already given so much of herself.

      “This week has been really nice,” Cash said.

      Nice. The word rolled around in her mind. It was a friend word. A breakup word. Tears threatened to resurface but she swallowed them down. She waited for him to finalize it.

      Instead, he gave her shoulder a quick squeeze. “I’ve got to get back to work. You said you’ll be pretty tied up until New Year’s?”

      When he let go of her shoulder, Ripley hated how much she missed the physical contact. “Basically, I’m going to eat, sleep, and breathe work. Our event has turned into a disaster.”

      Ripley wanted to ask if he still planned to be her date for New Year’s. Get it all on the table. Deal with the sting of disappointment. If he was pulling away, she’d prefer it like a Band-Aid, just ripping it right off. A quick bite of pain. Though the pain of losing Cash would be anything but quick.

      The part of her that couldn’t bear to see things end won out, and she stayed silent. Did it make her naive to live in denial a bit longer?

      A call came over his CB and Cash started off. “That’s my cue,” he said. “I’ll talk to you soon?”

      “Sure,” Ripley said. As he climbed into his car, the rain started, falling in sheets that stung her cheeks and hands. By the time she made it up the steps and inside the door, she was drenched. And Cash was gone.
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      “Do you want to talk?” Amber hovered over Ripley’s desk.

      She set her pen down on the desk and rubbed her temples. “Is it that obvious?”

      “Pretty much. Or, I’m observant. And I observed a big change in you this week.”

      Ripley thought that she’d hid things well over the past two days. The issues with the event space made it easy. All four of them had been working nonstop, with Deondra going back and forth to the space, making sure the renovation was on time. But even work couldn’t fully distract her from the fact that she hadn’t talked to Cash since her family left.

      Sighing, Ripley glanced around, surprised to see that Phyllis and Deondra were gone. How had she not noticed? She didn’t even know what time it was.

      “How about we grab dinner?” Amber asked. “You haven’t eaten all day. I noticed that too.”

      “I guess I’m not going to make any more progress tonight.”

      “Nope. So, come on. Let’s go out. Even if you don’t want to talk, we need a break. This event is killing us.”

      Ripley nodded, closing her laptop and packing up her things. Twenty minutes later, she sat in a booth across from Amber, twisting her hands.

      “Do I need to put out a hit on a certain hot cop?”

      Ripley snorted and Amber smiled, flashing her dimples. “Nothing like that.”

      “So, he didn’t break your heart? Because you seem deflated. Just a few days ago, you were floating. What happened?”

      “I don’t actually know. And that’s the problem.” As the food came, Ripley told Amber about her week with Cash, ending with the way he shut down after the night at Jackson’s. “Something happened. He shut down. I just don’t know why. I was thinking that maybe he always had an expiration date on this. Like, he just wanted to do the dating thing this week. And only this week.”

      Amber took a sip of her milkshake. “Is that what he said when he took you to dinner?”

      Ripley tried to replay the conversation. It made her heart hurt thinking about counting his smiles and the snowman that still danced on her windshield. “I’m not sure. I thought he was asking me to date him, but he specifically mentioned the time with my family and the dinner with Jackson.”

      “But he said yes to the New Year’s gala?”

      “Yes. We haven’t talked about it since. Or talked at all. I guess he’s still coming? I’m scared to ask.”

      Amber leaned forward. “Let’s go back to the night at Jackson’s. Things were fine until suddenly they weren’t?”

      “Yep. The girls were telling me they hadn’t seen him smile so much. When we were out by the bonfire, he had his arms around me.”

      “And then Jenna announced that she was pregnant?”

      “Yes. Which may be a secret for now. So keep that quiet.”

      “Of course.” Amber looked thoughtful. “What if it’s a baby thing? Or, if not a baby thing, a future thing.”

      Ripley let this idea turn over in her mind. “You think he got gun-shy? Thinking about commitment? Like the pregnancy talk made him think too much about the future or something?”

      “That or a secret-baby thing.” Amber laughed, then waved a hand. “Joking. My best guess is that things suddenly felt serious. You said it moved quickly, right?” Ripley nodded, and Amber continued. “A lot of guys have issues with commitment. From what I know, Cash hasn’t dated since he’s moved here. And believe me, there’s been interest. He’s a catch. But he’s been the uncatchable catch until you. Maybe he just got scared.”

      Maybe. But Ripley suspected there was something more. His reluctance to talk about his past. The screened phone calls from his dad. He fit seamlessly into her family yet acted like his didn’t exist. There was something bigger. She just didn’t know what. And he didn’t seem likely to tell her.

      Amber grabbed her hand over the table, her eyes wide. “You know what you need?”

      Ripley had no idea. Her relationship experience had clearly failed her. “What?”

      “A killer dress for New Year’s Eve.”

      Ripley tried to pull free from Amber’s grip but couldn’t. “Yeah, right.”

      “We’ll go shopping. I’m great at that kind of thing.”

      “I have a dress,” Ripley said.

      “You may have a dress, but you need a dress. Trust me on this. I’ll be your PSA.”

      “PSA?”

      “Personal shopping assistant,” Amber said with an exaggerated eye roll.

      “Right. And with our insane schedule, when exactly are we going shopping for this dress?”

      Amber finally dropped Ripley’s hand and pulled out her phone. She typed something into it while Ripley finished her water, trying to get her bearings. How could she tell Amber that a dress wasn’t going to fix what was wrong with Cash?

      “Done,” Amber said. “I talked to Deondra. We’re going shopping tomorrow afternoon. Before you argue, don’t worry about work. I’ve got it all figured out.”

      Ripley stared down at her plate, where half her chicken sandwich sat, uneaten. “I don’t know how a dress is going to make a difference.”

      “It won’t,” Amber said. Ripley’s gaze shot up to her face. “The most gorgeous dress can’t fix deeper issues. And if a guy only wanted to work things out because of how amazing you look, he’s not worth your time.”

      “Then, why can’t I wear the black dress I planned to wear?”

      “Because the dress I help you pick out will open the door to the conversation you need to have. It won’t close a deal. But it will start the conversation.”

      Blowing out a breath, Ripley leaned back in her chair. “Fine. But what about the actual conversation? What do I say to him?”

      “I mean, you’re asking the single girl.” Amber shrugged. “Hear him out. If he’s scared of commitment, maybe time will fix that. Maybe it won’t. But if you really like him, don’t give up so easily. Promise me that. Promise.”

      Amber held out her pinky. Ripley couldn’t help but smile. “Did you know that pinky swearing is my family’s thing?”

      “Nope. But smart family. Now promise me.”

      Ripley held out her pinky finger but pulled back from Amber. “What exactly am I promising?”

      “You’re promising not to give up too soon. You’re promising that if you really like him, you’ll put yourself out there. Even if you get hurt. You’ll try. I mean, if you think he’s worth it.”

      Ripley hooked her pinky around Amber’s. Cash was definitely worth it. The big question was whether or not he thought that she was worth it. She had much less hope of that.

      But she didn’t back out of pinky swears. Silly as it might seem, that was something her family had been doing for years, and Ripley took it seriously.

      Cash may not want to keep things going. But Ripley wouldn’t give up. Not without trying.

      On the drive home, Ripley couldn’t stop staring at the snowman dancing on her dashboard. Its smile mocked her. When she got caught at the never-ending light just before her apartment, Ripley rolled down the window, pulled the snowman from the dash, and tossed him out on the side of the road.

      At the next intersection she made a U-turn and went back to pick up the broken pieces. Ripley couldn’t decide if it was because she was sentimental or simply didn’t want to litter.
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      Cash walked through the doors, pulling at the sleeves of his tux jacket. He’d had to borrow one from Jackson for this event. Though they were close enough in size and build, it wasn’t an exact fit. Kind of like this whole event, which was far too posh for him. It was a charity gala, which meant lots of money. He didn’t know a designer anything from a knockoff, but he bet that the sparkling jewels adorning women’s necks were the real thing.

      Moving past the registration table, his heart knocked a crooked rhythm in his chest at the thought of seeing Ripley. He knew that she would be working and wouldn’t be able to get much time with him until later in the evening. Which is part of the reason for his late arrival. He also wanted to spend as little time as possible at such a formal event where he felt like an outsider. If it hadn’t been Ripley asking, he would have said no to coming anywhere near something like this.

      But she had outdone herself transforming a bland event center into magic. He would give her that. Cash walked through the space, which had been draped with dark fabrics and winking lights showing through. The theme, which he read on a sign as he passed into the main ballroom, was A Galaxy Away. He knew that Ripley worked with three other people, but after seeing how she handled Emily’s wedding, he could see her touch in everything. And he wasn’t one to notice these kinds of details.

      The main ballroom didn’t have the fabric that the entry did—it was far too big—but a special lighting effect turned the ceiling of the room into a changing swirl of dark blues, purples, and a hint of iridescent pink. Tiny lights winked like stars. He felt a warm rush of pride knowing that Ripley had helped create something so magical.

      But where was she?

      He needed to find her. And he was also terrified to find her. Because that meant telling her everything.

      Cash had already done it once, so in theory, telling Ripley about his dad and Olivia should be easier. Earlier that week, he’d finally broken down and told the guys. Who were, as he should have known, completely understanding. They listened, didn’t try to give unsolicited advice, yet still somehow challenged him to work up to forgiving his father and Olivia. At the least, privately. At most, by reconciling.

      “I don’t think you have to do that though,” Jackson had said, even as Beau looked like he wanted to protest. “I know this is a gray area for some people. But I think you can forgive someone without owing them the same relationship you had before. The boundary is yours to make. No one else can set that for you or tell you how it should be set.”

      It’s mine to make.

      Those words had given him almost as much comfort as the ones Jackson had told him before, about how he couldn’t screw things up if it was God’s plan.

      And while Cash had hoped that meant he could let go of the bitterness without having to talk to his father again, he knew that wouldn’t be enough. The more time he spent this week working through forgiveness, praying to let go of the bitterness and anger, the more sure Cash was that he needed to reach out. He didn’t know exactly what kind of relationship he would have with his father and Olivia. But he couldn’t go on pretending they didn’t exist.

      Cash couldn’t live with that. Or live with himself. As for what that meant for the future … he would find out. After Ripley. First, he needed to mend the distance he had put between them.

      At that moment, Cash caught sight of her across the room. He swallowed hard, heat moving through his chest as he watched her before she saw him. Tonight, Ripley’s golden hair had been pinned up in some fancy style that Cash didn’t know the name of. It lifted her hair back from her face on one side, exposing her long neck and gorgeous profile, then cascaded down on the other shoulder. He’d made the remark early on about liking her with her hair up as well as with her hair down. This showcased both perfectly.

      Her gown shimmered in a color somewhere between silver and blue. Tasteful, but draped perfectly over her curves. Ripley looked great in a tacky Christmas sweater in lights. Cash actually preferred her in that level of comfort to all this formality. But the sight of her in the dress made his throat dry and his palms sweat. It transported him back to being in middle school, trying to ask Julia Riggs for the homework assignment, in a poor excuse to speak to her. He never had worked up the courage.

      Tonight, he wouldn’t be a coward. Tonight, he would win Ripley over, or win her back. He would put himself out there for this woman who deserved honesty and bravery—and likely, someone much better than Cash. But if she would take him, he wouldn’t question whether she could do better. He would simply do his best to deserve this woman that, if he was honest, he was already falling in love with.

      He began to smile as he moved across the room with singular purpose toward Ripley, realizing the full truth. He was no longer falling, present tense. He had fallen.

      He only hoped that he hadn’t already lost her.
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      She sensed Cash before she saw him. A prickle along her neck made Ripley turn to see him striding across the room. His eyes blazed like blue flame, scorching her with their intensity. There was a tightness to his jaw that wasn’t anger but determination, she thought, as he neared her. Every cell in her body stood at attention, seemingly at his command. She couldn’t even find her breath.

      Guess Amber was right about the dress.

      Except his eyes weren’t on her dress. They were on her face, searing into her soul, and as he reached her, his presence was so large that she found herself backing into the catering person she had just been speaking to.

      “Sorry,” she stammered. By the gleam in her eyes, she completely understood, and disappeared through a doorway into the back with a smile.

      “Can we talk?” Cash asked.

      Ripley could only nod, brushing her hair behind her shoulder. As they moved out to the patio area, Amber caught her eye, giving two big thumbs up and a dimpled grin. When Cash held the door for her, pressing his hand to the small of her back, Ripley had to resist the urge to melt into his touch. For now. Cash had things he needed to say, and she hoped that whatever they were, the end result would put her back in his arms. But just in case, she needed to guard herself. Which was hard given how amazing he looked in his tux and how good that intensity looked on him.

      They made their way to a small bar-height table littered with discarded drinks and cocktail napkins. Even with the heat lamps around the patio, goose bumps popped up on Ripley’s arms. Before she even realized he had taken it off, Cash draped his tux jacket over her shoulders. Her skin hummed as he lifted her hair from underneath the collar.

      “Okay?” he asked.

      Ripley nodded, looking away. For the past few days, she had done her best not to worry. Not to think too hard about why Cash had put up walls. She forced herself to send the occasional text, which he responded to, but barely. He didn’t call. He didn’t ask to see her. He had jerked the rug out from under her. She didn’t want to hope for some quick fix and explanation.

      Yet seeing Cash only confirmed that she had lost control of her heart days ago. Maybe it’s the fact that they hit fast-forward on their relationship by having him spend so much time with her family. Maybe it was the Christmas magic in the air. But Cash held her heart in his strong hands. Ripley quaked at the thought of him letting go.

      “I want to start by saying that I’m sorry I’ve been distant since the night at Jackson’s.”

      Cash ran a hand through his hair, leaving it tousled in a way that made Ripley want to fix it. She balled her fists to keep from actually doing so. Maybe after this conversation. But she needed to hear him out.

      “It’s okay,” she said.

      His gaze pierced her. “Thank you, but it’s really not. I needed some time to work through some things, but I could have told you that. Will you forgive me?”

      “Of course.”

      Clearing his throat, Cash nodded. “Thank you. That night at Jackson’s triggered some hard memories. There are things from my past I need to tell you. I—”

      Cash paused and he pulled his cell phone from his pocket with a sigh. Ripley’s stomach bottomed out. This again? She swallowed, still wanting to give him the benefit of the doubt. He set the cell phone on the table between them, and Ripley forced herself not to look at the text lighting up the screen.

      Let him explain. Give him a chance.

      “Two years ago, I was dating a woman named Olivia. It felt serious at the time, though now—” He shook his head. “Anyway. We’d been dating for a few months until around Christmas.”

      Shouts suddenly drew both of their attention to the other side of the patio. It appeared that a fight was about to break out between two men. Ripley scanned the area for security, but no one else was outside.

      “I should do something about that,” she said, taking a step in that direction.

      “I’ll handle it,” Cash said. “Don’t go anywhere.”

      He jogged over to the group, where the men’s dates tried to pull them apart. Ripley felt like a mass of nerves watching Cash approach them, his hands up in a placating gesture as he stepped between the two men. Even in just his white button-down shirt and bow tie, he was an intimidating force. Still, she pulled out her cell and sent a text to Amber, asking that security be sent out to the patio. Cash seemed to be making some headway, but there was still shouting. The last thing she wanted was the event being ruined by some drunken fight, or with Cash taking a fist to the jaw because he stepped in.

      When she set her phone down on the table, Cash’s phone lit up. Ripley didn’t mean to look. She knew that she shouldn’t. But the deep-seated curiosity that comes from being human made her steal a glance. Enough to see that the text was from Olivia.

      Her eyes locked on the phone. When the screen went dark, she crossed the next line of trust and picked up the phone, pressing the button to light up the screen again. It revealed the text and image that had just come through.

      The picture showed a toddler, maybe a year or so younger than Tommy, as he smiled in the arms of a beautiful woman. But it wasn’t the child’s smile that caught her attention. It was Cash’s eyes. Clearly, right there in the little boy’s face. Having gone this far over the line of what was decent, she read just the excerpt showing on the still-locked screen.

      
        
        Olivia: He looks so much like you and it’s a reminder of all the mistakes I made. Don’t make him pay for what I did. He needs you in his life. At least meet him and …

      

      

      She could only read that much of the text, though it appeared there was more to read. Ripley set the phone down carefully, resisting the urge to smash the screen into the table.

      Cash had a child with Olivia.

      Cash was a father.

      Glancing over, she could see him still dealing with the two men, who had backed down. Tension was still visible in their shoulders and jaws. Security hadn’t arrived yet. Ripley didn’t want to be glad, but she needed a minute. That might not be long enough.

      Cash had a son. Knowing he had been that serious and that intimate with someone else made jealousy flare in her chest, an ugly emotion. It’s not like she could fault him for his past. She had plenty of regrets.

      None as big as deserting your own child.

      To her, the idea of Cash having a child wasn’t a dealbreaker. She wanted to know details and have some time to wrap her mind around this. But what kind of man had no contact with his own child? That thought had her heart curling in on itself.

      Ripley struggled to control the trembling in her legs and hands. Even her lip shook, which made her realize that she was on the verge of tears. She couldn’t fall apart now. She also shouldn’t jump to conclusions, though the text and image seemed pretty self-explanatory.

      Grasping the edge of the table, Ripley forced her shoulders back and did her best to shove the tears back. No, she would stand here and let Cash explain himself instead of running away. And if he truly was a man who would desert his own child, then she would—-

      “Hey, sorry about that.”

      Ripley squeezed her eyes shut for a moment before looking at Cash. She couldn’t meet his gaze, so settled for looking at his mouth. That was just as bad. She dropped her eyes to the ground. “You were saying?”

      “Right.” His fingers grazed her cheek, and she flinched. “Are you okay? You seem upset.”

      “I’m … I would really like for you to finish what you wanted to say.” Ripley felt Cash’s gaze but couldn’t bring herself to look at him. It would only make it harder if she had to walk away at the end of this conversation.

      “So, two years ago, I was dating Olivia. And then she told me …”

      Cash broke off, the low tenor of his voice becoming more gravelly before he stopped speaking. Despite the wall she had tried to put up to guard herself, Ripley glanced up. Cash’s expression haunted her. His eyes were dark, the blue almost eclipsed by his pupils, and shadowed with emotion. He ran a hand over his jaw.

      Despite herself, Ripley found that she wanted to wrap her arms around him, to cup his face. Thinking about the text she read made it easier to resist.

      “Go on.”

      He swallowed a few times, his jaw working, before he continued. “She told me that she was pregnant.” His eyes flicked to Ripley, who didn’t react. “You aren’t surprised.”

      The guilt over looking at his private messages ate at her. Huffing out a breath, she said, “Fine. I looked at your phone. Olivia texted you.”

      Cash’s brow furrowed, and he picked up his phone, typed in the passcode and read the messages. His eyes narrowed. “The phone was locked. How much of the message did you read?”

      “Enough.”

      He shook his head and Ripley wanted to punch the hint of a smile from his face. “I’m not sure that you did. The child isn’t mine, Ripley.”

      The words caused a cascade of emotions to ripple through her. Relief, confusion, and then a wash of empathy. “He’s not?”

      “No. But I’m guessing that’s what you thought from seeing the text. Let me read you the rest.” His eyes dropped to his phone. “‘He looks so much like you and it’s a reminder of all the mistakes I made. Don’t make him pay for what I did. He needs you in his life. At least meet him and consider having a relationship. For your brother’s sake. Even if you can’t forgive your father and me. I’m so sorry for how we hurt you.’”

      Ripley blinked hard. “I don’t understand. He’s your brother?”

      Cash tucked the phone back in his pocket and crossed his arms. “Olivia and my father were … together. They still are, actually. My ex is now my stepmother. That’s my half brother, James.”

      “Oh, Cash.” Ripley didn’t think twice before she wrapped her arms around his waist, pressing her cheek against his warm chest. After a moment, his arms slipped underneath the tux jacket, resting on the bare skin of her back. Unsure at first, then firm. Heat from his skin passed over her in a wave. “I’m so sorry. I can’t even imagine what that would be like.”

      “It was the worst moment of my life. I left that night and haven’t seen either of them since. I’ve never met James. It’s been eating me up inside and it’s why I’ve been so closed off. Until you.” Cash pulled back slightly so that he could see her face, his hands keeping her firmly in his grip. “I never wanted another relationship again, but something about you made me open up. Made me want more. Not just a relationship with someone but one with you, beautiful.”

      The tears that she’d barely held back a few minutes before slipped out. Ripley felt them, making cold tracks down her cheeks. Cash pulled his hands away from her back, brushing away her tears with his thumbs.

      “That’s so hard. Hard isn’t even a big enough word. Are you okay?” she asked.

      “I am. Well, that’s not completely true. I’m on the way to okay. A work in progress. Probably a lot more work to do.”

      Cash wrapped his arms around her and pulled her close again. Ripley sighed against him. “We’re all just works in progress, right?”

      “When Jenna made her announcement, it threw me back to Olivia telling me. I’ve been angry and bitter with her and my father. They did something awful, but I let it tear me apart. They’ve done their best to move forward from the mistakes they made. They got married. I imagine they’re great parents to James. They’ve begged for my forgiveness. Meanwhile, I’ve let my anger fester. This week, that all came to a head. I’ve been working through it. Praying through it. I finally feel like I’m at a point where I can forgive them. Where I have forgiven them. I’ve let go of the bitterness. And it almost made everything okay.”

      “Almost?” Ripley lifted her head to look at him. Cash smiled. The first real one she’d seen on his face in almost a week. It made her stomach jump.

      With one hand still on her back, the other cupped her cheek. “I met the most amazing woman. Her only flaw was that she seemed to be interested in a guy like me.”

      Ripley smiled, blinking back the happy tears that threatened to fall again. “Yeah? Tell me more about this flawed but amazing woman.”

      “Even though I was totally jaded and not interested in relationships, she got to me. Despite my rough and grumpy exterior, she liked me. I fell for her. Hard. But I couldn’t keep pursuing her while holding on to all this anger. I really should have told her instead of disappearing. I guess she’ll have no illusions about me being perfect.”

      “Not perfect. Maybe perfect for her though.”

      His gaze dropped to her lips. “You think so?”

      “I do.”

      Before he could close the distance to her lips, Ripley leaned forward and fused her mouth to his. If their first kiss on Christmas Day had been a whisper, this one was a shout. Or maybe more of a chorus singing, because Ripley swore she heard music as Cash took her breath away. His hand on her back pulled her flush to him, while his other found her hair, tugging lightly in a way that lit up the nerve endings on her scalp.

      Breathless, Ripley pulled back a few seconds—minutes? Hours?—later. “Wow. I think you effectively ruined me for any other kiss ever.”

      “I hope so. At the risk of scaring you, I’d prefer to be the last man who kisses these lips.” His voice had a possessiveness to it that could have been over the top but instead filled Ripley with warmth.

      “Is that a promise or a threat?”

      “In your family, it seems that a pinky swear is the most binding promise.”

      Ripley threw her head back and laughed. It felt so good to let loose. She hadn’t realized how much the waiting had weighed on her this week. “Dance with me?”

      “I’m a terrible dancer. But I will for you.”

      “Same. Maybe we could just sway and pretend that it’s a slow song, even if it’s not?”

      “Sounds good to me,” Cash said. He pressed another quick but searing kiss to her lips, then grasped her hand firmly and led her back inside to the dance floor.

      A slow song began, and Cash pulled his tux jacket from her shoulders, shrugging it back on, before his hands landed on her hips. Ripley clasped her fingers around his neck and grinned up at him. “You know, two weeks ago, I never could have imagined myself here.”

      “Me neither.”

      Her mouth kicked up in one corner. “So, you don’t normally pull women over, give them a ticket, accidentally become their fake boyfriend, then ask to meet their families for real?”

      “This is definitely a first.” Leaning forward, his lips found her ear, his breath and his beard making shivers move down her skin. “And I really do mean it when I say I want you to be the last.”
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      Cash ignored the fear and nervousness rolling around in his gut. Wiping his sweaty palms on his jeans, he glanced at Ripley. Her green eyes glowed with warmth and her smile gave him the push he needed.

      “Hey, buddy. Whatcha got there?” Cash knelt beside the little boy. James. His brother. The idea still made his head swim. Seeing him made it more than real. The pinprick of tears in his eyes evidenced just how real.

      James glanced up at him, his eyes a mirror of Cash’s own. They both got the blue from his dad. Their dad. This would take some getting used to. He suspected it would always be a little strange.

      “Vroom.” James held up a dump truck for Cash’s inspection.

      “That’s a nice truck you’ve got there.”

      When Cash didn’t take the truck, James pushed it into his hands. “You vroom.”

      His knees ached, so Cash sat down next to James on the rug, accepting the dump truck and diving into the imaginary world of trucks and cars. He had no idea how long they played, as he soon lost himself. When he glanced up, Ripley stood near his father and Olivia in the kitchen, watching the scene unfold.

      It still stung seeing Olivia. Forgiveness or no, seeing his father and Olivia had been awkward at best. Ripley had encouraged Cash to let go of any expectations—of himself or of his father and Olivia—and let things unfold. That helped. He wasn’t disappointed with how things turned out today. Maybe they would get better. Maybe not. The important thing was that Cash had come.

      James, on the other hand, was easy. Cash swallowed down his regret that this was the first time he’d ever met his little brother. It made his heart ache too much to think of all the time lost. After New Year’s Eve, it took Cash another few weeks to text his father back, a few more weeks after that to call, and now it was March. He had driven to Boone with Ripley beside him.

      “Want to join us?” Cash held out a fire truck to Ripley. She practically ran into the room. Maybe talking to Olivia had been just as awkward for her.

      “Thanks,” she said softly. “I’m not jealous or anything, but it is a little weird hanging out with her.”

      “I know. Thank you for being here.” Cash gave her a quick kiss on the cheek and watched as she entered right into James’ imaginary world without any hesitations or reservations. James brightened when she suggested making a racetrack around the coffee table. When James crawled into Cash’s lap a few minutes later and fell asleep, Ripley’s smile hit him solidly in the chest.

      “I like this look on you,” she said.

      He really hoped she did. Especially considering the ring that he’d been carrying around in his pocket for the last month.
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      “I’d hate the winter here, but the mountains really are beautiful.”

      Ripley squeezed Cash’s hand as they climbed the trail. She didn’t want to read too much into it, but he had been quiet since they left his father’s. She asked once how he thought things went, but he only said fine, and then stopped talking. Over the past few months, she’d learned that pushing didn’t make Cash open up. Giving him space, however, did. Over time, anyway.

      So, now she was doing her best to make small talk, while trying not to freak out as she waited.

      “You did a really great job with James. And also with your dad and Olivia. It was awkward, but how could it not be? You were gracious and mature. I’m really proud of you.”

      “Thank you. I don’t really want to talk about them, though. If you don’t mind.”

      Ripley didn’t mind. If she never had to have a conversation about his ex-slash-stepmother again, that would be too soon. Of course, if things stayed serious between them, that weird relationship would always be there. That’s how family worked. They were who they were and you had to learn to deal with them.

      If Cash was still thinking about a future with her. Normally, Ripley didn’t feel the need for that kind of reassurance. But the last time she’d seen him clam up this way had been after that dinner at Jackson’s where Jenna announced her pregnancy.

      He’s not breaking up with you, dummy. Remember how he looked at you an hour ago when you were playing with his brother.

      But she couldn’t help the worry from building as Cash’s silence and the tension between them grew. Had something changed?

      The past few months had been the best of her life. Not an exaggeration. The more Cash worked through his issues with his family, the more walls had come down. His smiles were too many to count.

      “Want to stop here before we head back down?” Cash tugged her hand, moving toward a scenic overlook. An outcropping of rocks formed an edge to the trail, giving a sweeping view of the valley below.

      “Are we heading back so soon?”

      Cash glanced at his watch. “It’s quite a drive to get back.”

      “Right.”

      Cash sat and patted the rock next to him. Ripley could practically feel the tension vibrating off him. Her own stress ratcheted up a few notches. She forced herself not to ask more questions. But she couldn’t keep her mouth closed. His silent brooding drew out her awkward small talk.

      “The view is really nice.” Ripley would always be a beach girl over the mountains, but there was something majestic about looking down into the valley below.

      “It is.”

      Something in Cash’s voice made her turn away from the view. He smirked, his eyes fixed firmly on her face. Some of her tension evaporated as he nudged her with his shoulder. He put an arm around her, pulling her close. She would never get tired of him holding her close, or his scent that reminded her of fall days, even in the spring.

      She blinked in surprise as Cash pulled away suddenly, a serious look on his face. A look that reignited her worry. Ripley crossed her arms, wishing for his warmth again as a breeze chilled her. She turned to look back over the valley, watching a slow-moving hawk circle the tree line below.

      “Maybe we could go? I’m a little cold.”

      “I can’t do this anymore,” Cash said.

      Ripley realized that he had gotten up and was pacing. Emotion knotted in her throat. “You can’t do … this anymore?”

      Cash stopped, eyes wide. “Oh!” He dropped before her, grabbing one of her hands. “That came out so wrong. I’m better at handing out tickets than giving heartfelt speeches.”

      Before her brain could catch up to what he’d said, Ripley took in his posture. He hadn’t just dropped to the ground. He was on one knee. Holding both her hands with one of his. And in the other …

      She gasped. “Is that— Are you—-?”

      “Ripley Allister Johnson. Beautiful. I love you. More than I ever thought I could or would. I can’t do this dating thing any longer because I want something bigger. I want everything with you. Though I’m sometimes still a grouch, and clearly I can’t do a proposal justice, will you marry me?”

      Ripley launched herself into his arms, almost taking them both down to the ground. “Yes. Yes! YES!”

      His laughter rumbled against her. Cash pulled back long enough to slip the ring on her finger and kiss her into silence, his warm mouth enough to make her forget where they were.

      “Oh, sorry!”

      They broke apart as a voice startled them. A family with two kids stood on the trail, staring. The mother looked like she was about to cover her daughter’s eyes.

      “This isn’t what it looks like,” Ripley started to say as Cash stood and pulled her to her feet.

      “She said yes!” Cash said, lifting their joined hands to flash the ring she now wore.

      The awkwardness turned into congratulations and smiles as the family wished them well before continuing on the trail.

      “I feel a little like I should be carrying you down the mountain,” Cash said as they started down.

      Ripley giggled and leaned into his shoulder. “I think we’ll be a little safer walking together. But I won’t protest being carried over a threshold in a few months. Wait—how soon were you thinking we’d do this?”

      Cash shot her a wide smile, the kind that still made her stomach do cartwheels. “You’re the planner. If you told me tomorrow, that wouldn’t be too soon. Otherwise, it’s up to you. I mean, within reason. Please don’t make me wait more than a year. I’ll beg if I need to.”

      Ripley laughed, squeezing his hand as she noted the difference in weight on her ring finger. She’d hardly even glanced at the ring, only enough to know that it was a glittering, round diamond. Stunning and simple.

      “A year? Nope. Too long. And there is no way I’m planning this. But I know just the right people to hire.”

      “Anything you want, beautiful.”

      “Anything? You should be careful with your promises.”

      “I stopped being careful when I fell in love with you. And I don’t plan to start being careful now. For you, it will always be a yes.”

      As they made their way down the mountain trail, Ripley couldn’t stop the huge smile that lit her face. Cash returned the grin, pausing at a bend in the trail to kiss her until her brain fogged.

      “One,” he said, when he finally pulled away.

      “One?”

      Cash flashed her a single finger and another brilliant smile. “One. One kiss since we’ve been engaged. I’m counting. Bad idea?”

      Giggling, Ripley pressed a quick kiss to his lips. “Depends,” she said. “How high can you count?”
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      For Violet Estrin.

      My best friend and Christmas decorating queen.  May we have many more holiday celebrations together.
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      Wesley

      

      I was fourteen the first time I came upon Luci Quick on a stark late-December afternoon that smelled of woodsmoke and pine needles. Atlas, my dog, was also fourteen. However, in the unfairness of things, he was already an old man.

      Our warm breath made clouds as we ran across a thin carpet of frozen leaves. The light was lonely this time of year, dull and gray, full of shadows. Icy snow fell from a low sky. White frost covered leaves and grass. Only last week, the sky had been blue and the last leaves of autumn had clung to the branches as one would an old friend about to depart for a long trip. Overnight, a cold front had arrived, freezing everything. But isn’t that the way of the world? In an instant, everything changes.

      We’d come farther into the woods than usual. Atlas led the way, as if he had a reason for taking us off our typical path. Who was I to disagree? Atlas asked for nothing. Never complained. He loved me unconditionally. All my life, it had been me and him. Wesley and Atlas. Boy and his dog. Whatever path he chose, I would follow.

      Lately, he’d slowed, his once youthful yellow Labrador body now stiff. He could still jump onto my bed, but it pained him, so I lifted him instead. Atlas wasn’t one to complain. Still, despite all that, when he entered the outdoors, he came back to life, seeming to forget his arthritis and creaky bones. He was as game as ever for our roamings through the wood. Our escape from my family’s estate where we could breathe.

      If rage and secrets had a smell, it would be my parents’ home. That morning, a crash had woken me in the early dawn, followed by the raised voices of my parents. I’d pulled the covers over my head and scrunched my eyes closed, willing it to stop. Atlas had whined and pressed his bulky warmth against my legs. We couldn’t make out the words, only waves of anger. Even so, this felt different. Usually, they didn’t argue out loud. No, their disdain was the quiet kind, like the frozen dirt under these leaves. After breakfast, Atlas and I made a run for it. We knew danger. Could smell it. Stay away, the instinct whispered. Whatever had angered them would be taken out on me one way or another. Father’s strap across my back. Or Mother’s cold banishment to my room. She was like the frozen ground, unmoving, impenetrable. Father was more like the unexpected cold front. A violent temper that came from nowhere and without warning.

      We came out of a thicket of trees into a clearing. Nestled between firs, pines, and maples stood a shack. Atlas went perfectly still, then sat back on his haunches. A girl held a crying baby close to her chest as she paced over the frozen dirt. In truth, she was more waif than a girl, as thin as the winter light. She wore a tattered coat the same gray as the boards of the sad dwelling. As motionless as a deer, I watched her. Beside me, Atlas did the same.

      I took in the shack. The roof sagged. One dirty window had a crack in the shape of a claw. A thin trail of smoke drifted weakly out of a tin stovepipe. In contrast, as if to make up for the sag of the roof, the girl’s back was straight as a board. Pink cheeks glowed from the cold. Snow settled on top of her head and shoulders.

      The baby continued to cry—not loudly, more like a kitten’s mew. She couldn’t have been more than a few days old, as she was no bigger than a loaf of bread. I didn’t think the girl old enough to be the baby’s mother. She seemed about the same size as my sister, Lillian. I guessed her to be about twelve. The time between a girl and a woman.

      A mound of freshly turned soil caught my eye. A crude cross made of tree limbs marked it as a grave. Someone had been recently buried. The mother of this girl and the baby?

      She moved the baby into a different position, cradling her in her arms instead of against her shoulder. The mewing creature seemed to like this better and stopped howling. A muscle in Atlas’s backside twitched. He inched forward little by little as if a rope tugged him to the girl. The small movement rustled the leaves underfoot, exposing us. Her head jerked up, toward the noise. We locked eyes. Hers were green and shaped like almonds. Her small pink mouth formed a circle before she stepped backward.

      I put up my hand in a gesture of friendship and attempted a smile. “Hello there.”

      She bobbed her head in greeting. Even under the dull sky, her hair was the color of wheat in the fall.

      I put up a hand in deference, hoping to reassure her. “Don’t be scared. I mean no harm.”

      The muscles of her face relaxed. She drew closer. “What do you want?” Her voice sounded raspy, as if she was tired and thirsty. With only a few feet between us, I could fully appreciate the beauty of her oval face and high cheekbones.

      “Nothing. I was here walking with my dog. We didn’t know anyone lived back here. I didn’t mean to disturb you. Or the baby.”

      The sharpness in her eyes softened as she turned her gaze toward Atlas. “What’s his name?”

      “Atlas. What’s yours?”

      “I’m Luci Quick.”

      Atlas sat back on his haunches and held up his paw. A trick I’d taught him after many days of tutelage.

      “Sorry, boy. I can’t shake with you right now with this baby between us.” She smiled for the first time. My knees weakened at the sight. An angel right here in the middle of the forest. Had she been here all along and I never knew?

      She returned her gaze to me. Neither of us spoke, but we didn’t look away. Seconds ticked along. Or was it years? Who knew? I was lost in her, swept into the tide pool of her green eyes. “Where have you been?” I asked finally.

      Another smile lit up her face. “Have you been looking for me?”

      “Not until I found you.” The clouds seemed to open suddenly, changing the snowfall from icy shards to flat flakes.

      Her thin brows drew together. “Can you search for someone you don’t yet know?”

      “Yes, I think so.” I touched my jacket where it buttoned over my heart. “In here. There’s an empty space that someone’s supposed to fill, but you don’t know who they are or where they are, maybe looking for you too.” How could I explain? All my questions were answered by this encounter. I now knew my purpose. And that purpose was bigger than just myself. These two were meant for me to find. Meant for me to care for.

      A fine layer of snow already covered the ground like a lacy handkerchief. The afternoon had grown so quiet I imagined I could hear the flakes landing on the dirt.

      We both jumped when a crash from inside disrupted the quiet. “You should go. Pa’s mean when he wakes up after the bottle. He won’t like it if you’re here.”

      Those words pierced through my chest. Pa’s mean. Her mother was dead. She had this baby to take care of all by herself. How would they survive the winter?

      “Will you be all right?” I asked, unable to think of anything else to say. A crushing instinct took hold. My hands twitched at my sides. I would take them away from here. Someplace where they would be safe and warm. But where? My home was also fraught with turmoil. Mother wouldn’t take kindly to a stray cat, let alone a girl and a baby. When I’d brought home a baby bird last summer, I’d been punished. Who knew what had happened to the bird?

      “I have to be.” She spoke no louder than a whisper, yet in that simple sentence the grit of thousands of women before her shouted in solidarity. “There’s no one for Sadie but me.”

      “I’ll bring you food. If you want?”

      A wariness like a startled animal came to her eyes. “Why?”

      “Because . . . because I want to.” What else could I say? Because you’re my purpose.

      “I’m ashamed.” Her eyes grew glassy with unshed tears. “But I’ll say yes.”

      “Don’t be. Sometimes things are bad for no good reason.”

      “Mama kept us from starvation. Now, I don’t know what will happen.” What had her work been? Probably a domestic like the ladies who worked for Mother. We had more staff than we did family members.

      “I’ll come back tomorrow. Mollie will have the cook put together scraps . . . whatever we don’t eat.” I flushed, imagining how that must sound and how she would probably hate me for it. No one likes to feel indebted to another.

      A shout from inside the house caused the girl to once again jump. “That’s Pa. You have to go.”

      “I’ll put the basket right here by the tree. Empty it and I’ll pick it up later. We’ll do it that way, all right?”

      “Step behind the tree,” she said. “He’s coming out.”

      I did as she asked, peeking from behind the tree as a man stumbled out to the porch. He wore faded red long underwear. It was baggy around his hips, with holes in the knees. Greasy hair stuck up on one side of his head. A full beard covered most of his face, but his small, hard eyes were starkly evident. “Luci, get in here and make me something to eat.”

      “Please go. I don’t want him to see you.” The fear in her eyes chilled me. Every good instinct I had told me to haul her and the baby out of there. But again, where would I take them? Where were a lone girl and a baby safe in this world?

      “I’ll come tomorrow, Luci.” I turned away, and despite my urge to stay and fight, I darted back into the forest.

      I needn’t have worried about getting lost. Atlas knew the way home. We gathered speed as we wove in and out of the trees. By the time we were back to the edge of my family’s property, I was out of breath.

      I opened the back gate to our estate. We ran past the empty vegetable boxes and dormant flowers to a bench near the rose garden.

      “Whoa, now, Atlas,” I said as I plopped onto the bench. “Let’s catch our breath before we go inside.” I lifted him up to sit next to me. He sat upright like a person. I put my arm around him. “I don’t want to go in there.”

      Atlas sighed in sympathy.

      My back still stung from the strap my father had used on me the night before. I’d been punished for leaving a book open in the library. Father took the care of his books very seriously. I’d spotted a bird while exploring, and I’d been looking up the type of bird in the big book of fowl. He had gray feathers and a white throat and a face with black stripes around his eyes. After some searching, I discovered he was a red-breasted nuthatch. I’d been so excited I’d run out to see if I could spot him again and left the book on the table. For my carelessness, I’d received two lashings from the strap Father had hung on the back of the door for just such occasions.

      Snow fell in earnest now. At least an inch covered the lawn. It was nearing dark, and the lights of our brick mansion shone brightly through the windows. From this vantage point, I could see the silhouette of my mother in the window of her upstairs bedroom. A shadow moved behind the curtain in my father’s study.

      Atlas shifted to put his head in my lap. I petted him as gently as I could. He let out another sigh, this one shaky, as if he couldn’t quite catch his breath. “I know, boy. You’re tired. We went too far today.” I tucked my chin, trying not to cry. The truth had crept into my chest of late. Atlas had lived a long life. I knew he would leave me soon, but I sensed he was worried to leave me alone. “When it’s your time to go, don’t worry about me. I don’t want you staying here just for me.” Tears leaked from the corners of my eyes. I lifted my face to the sky and closed my eyes. Snowflakes cooled my warm cheeks and wet eyes. I looked back at him. He’d closed his eyes. The fur around his eyes had turned white. “Don’t be gone for long, though. Come back to me, all right? Come back in a puppy’s body, and we’ll take up where we left off.”

      Atlas lifted his face and rose up to give me a lick on my hand.

      I smiled down at him. “All right, then. I’m glad you agree. But for now, let’s go inside. Mollie will have a good dinner waiting for both of us.”
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      Luci

      

      After the boy disappeared through the thicket of trees, I remembered I hadn’t asked his name. How was it possible to feel as if you knew a person without even knowing what they were called? With Sadie cradled in my arms, I went inside to answer Pa’s bellowing. He’d awakened from his drunken sleep mean and hungry.

      “Girl, where’s supper?” His hair stuck up on one side. He hadn’t shaved in weeks, and his beard had grown in patchy and uneven. I could smell his unwashed body from several feet away.

      “I don’t know.” My words came out as wooden and numb as I felt. “We don’t have anything to fix.”

      “Tomorrow’s Christmas Eve. Are we supposed to go to bed hungry?”

      Christmas? I’d completely forgotten. I rubbed my tired eyes. They felt as if I’d been in a sandstorm.

      How had Mama kept us from starvation? I’d not thought about it much when she was alive. I’d lived in the shadows to avoid my father’s fists. But now it was up to me to keep us all alive.

      Pa grabbed his jacket from the hanger by the door. “I’m going into town.”

      “Pa, what about Sadie? She needs milk.”

      He whipped back around to look at me, his eyes alight with anger. “That baby’s got nothing to do with me. Ain’t even mine.”

      I stared at him. Was it true? He hadn’t been here when she was born. Was that why? The reality of what this meant chilled me to the bone. I was truly on my own.

      He turned and walked out the door, his boots heavy on the rickety porch.

      Ain’t even mine. Who was the father, then? Mama had had secrets. And she’d gone to the grave with them.

      Reeling from this latest truth, I drew in a deep breath to steady my nerves. If I was going to take care of Sadie, I had to be strong and smart.

      I walked to the window to watch him lope across the yard toward the path we took to the dirt road that led to town. Once I was sure he was gone, I lifted the loose floorboard where Mama had hidden money. There were two nickels. Enough for the next few days. I’d go to town and buy flour and milk.

      I returned to the window, afraid he might have turned back for some reason. No sign of him. My gaze fell upon the old chicken coop. When Mama had started laboring, she’d told me she would have the baby outside in the empty chicken coop. “It’ll get real messy.”

      I’d had no idea exactly how messy.

      I shuddered as an image of all the blood came to me. After Sadie had come out, Mama had grown so pale I could see the veins through her skin. I’d held on to her as the life drained from her. The utter stillness of her body had been the opposite of the wriggling baby in my arms.

      By the time Pa had come home from the bar, Mama’s body was already cold. I’d tried to clean her up, but there was too much blood. I’d wrapped her in the bloody quilt and prayed that Pa would come and at least help me get her into the ground. I closed my eyes, remembering the last words she’d ever said to me. “Please, Luci, take care of the baby. I’m begging you.”

      “Yes, Mama. I’ll never let anything happen to her.”

      I blinked away the memories and warmed the last of the milk for the baby. Our only hand feeder was still in the pot on the stove. When she’d been carrying Sadie, Mama had told me how important boiling water was to kill bacteria and germs. Sadie was only a few days old, but I’d already come up with systems. Feed, sterilize, sleep, and repeat.

      I fed her in Mama’s old rocking chair. She’d brought it to the marriage, she’d once told me. The only thing she had of her own mother.

      “We have to survive,” I said to Sadie as she squeezed her hand around my thumb. I thought about the boy and his promise. Who was he, and where had he come from? I’d never seen him in town or during the time I’d attended school. At least I didn’t think so. Unfortunately, because of his cap and scarf, most of his face had been covered. It was only his dark-blue eyes that I saw clearly. Those eyes were seared into my memory. They were familiar, too, as if I’d known him my whole life.

      Then again, maybe I’d made him up. Had I been delirious with exhaustion and hunger and invented him?

      Not that it mattered. Even if he managed to make good on his promise, I had to come up with a plan. I was on my own.

      To keep us alive, I needed to make more money. How did a girl with no skills do such a thing?

      First things first. I would walk into town before it got dark and get supplies. If Pa came home, I’d have something to feed him. Carrying Sadie all the way into town and back would be hard, especially if I had flour and milk in my arms.

      Suddenly, I had an idea. I’d make a sling for her that would keep her close and safe but free up my arms. Working quickly, I cut up Mama’s old nightgown. The middle section was big enough for Sadie, and the sides narrowed into ties.

      I laid her on top of the newly cut pouch, then scooped my hands under the fabric to lift her into my arms. Sitting with her on my lap in the rocking chair, I tied the ends around my neck. I was pleased with myself, and my spirits lifted.

      The walk to town was a good three miles, so I had to go now or it would be dark by the time I started back home. With the nickels held tight in my hand, we set out.
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        * * *

      

      The town of Devon had a population of a few thousand. Brick storefronts lined each side of a main street. I kept my head down, avoiding eye contact with anyone who passed by going the other direction. As we approached the dry goods store, I clutched my nickels tighter and quickened my pace. Seconds later, we reached the front door. I tugged open the door and slipped inside the warm room. Sadie had fallen asleep during our brisk, cold walk. Although the ties around my neck seemed to be holding fast, I kept one arm under her.

      I hadn’t come to town often in the last few years. Since Mama had taken me out of school, I’d had rare occasion to make the trip. In fact, Mama had discouraged me from doing so. She’d said town was no place for a little girl. I wished she’d remembered that before up and dying on me.

      The store smelled of sawdust and brown sugar. Barrels with everything a person could want were lined up in rows with aisles between them. I passed by sugar, brown sugar, pecans, oats, and finally found the flour. A woman behind the counter watched me suspiciously, as if I might steal something. I wanted to run out of there and never look back, but I couldn’t. I had to be brave. Trembling, I dragged myself up to the counter.

      “Can I help you?” The shopkeeper was a stout woman with gray hair and small gray eyes. Her cheeks were round, like white pincushions. An apron covered most of her drab brown dress.

      “I . . . I . . . need some flour, please.”

      “What you got there? A baby? At your age?” Her small eyes bored through me.

      “No, ma’am. This is my sister. My mama died. My name’s Luci Quick, and I’m trying to figure out how to take care of Sadie, and I don’t know much of anything about babies or making bread.” All this tumbled from my mouth, as if this woman cared.

      Her jaw muscles twitched as she looked at me even harder. “You’re Connie Quick’s daughter?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “I hadn’t heard she was dead. Childbirth, I suppose?”

      “That’s right.” I swallowed past the painful lump in my throat. “She never even held Sadie here. Now it’s up to me.”

      “How old are you?”

      “Twelve.”

      “What a shame she left you alone with an infant. That’s what happens when you live the kind of life she did.”

      I wasn’t sure what she meant. Was being poor shameful and punishable? “I have these.” I put the nickels on the counter. “I don’t know what it’ll get me.”

      She shook her head, as if trying to make sense of what I was saying to her, then spoke in a tone that was flat and mean. “Where’d you get those? Are you already in the family business?”

      Was she talking about Pa and his drinking? She must be. Maybe she thought I was asking to buy drink. “I wouldn’t use it to buy whiskey like Pa. Not ever.”

      She folded her arms over her chest. “We don’t want your kind in our town.”

      My stomach churned with nerves. “Excuse me, ma’am?” If only Pa would stay home and drink instead of coming into town to go to the saloon and gamble away all the money Mama had managed to make.

      “Your mama wasn’t welcome in my store. I don’t take money earned from whoring around.”

      I flinched as if she’d smacked me. Whoring around? I only had a vague notion of what that was, but I felt almost certain it was when a woman lay down with men who weren’t her husband. Why would she say that about Mama? “I don’t understand what you’re saying.” I sounded like an idiot. Dull and stupid.

      “Everyone knows what she did. For as long as I can remember, she’s been the town whore. How do you think she kept your pa in his whiskey? Have you ever seen him work? Did you ever wonder where she went at night?”

      My legs weakened. I grabbed the edge of the counter to keep from falling. “He says poker is his work.” I said this under my breath, as shame flooded through me, made me hot and sweaty despite how cold I’d been only minutes before. Tears blurred my vision. Mama took money for lying with men? Everyone knew? “I was asleep at night.” Sadie. She ain’t mine. He’d known of her work and hadn’t cared? “How many men?” I had to know the truth now.

      “More than the wives of this community think. My own husband, may he rot in hell, used to be one of her regulars.”

      “I didn’t know,” I whispered, more to Sadie than to the angry shopkeeper. Keep your wits about you, I told myself. I swiped away my tears and straightened my spine. Survival was all that mattered. I had to get this woman to sell me flour. Even if it took groveling, I had to leave with a sack of flour or we weren’t going to make it until next week. After wiping my tears with the sleeve of my coat, I looked up at her. “I’m sorry for what my mama did, but she’s left me with this baby, and I’m all she’s got. I can assure you I didn’t get that money from offering up my body to a man.” I didn’t even have breasts yet. What man would even want a girl? “Please, can you sell me some supplies?”

      Her small eyes softened slightly. She placed her hands flat against the counter and sighed. “I don’t suppose it’s your fault. It wasn’t mine either, you know.”

      I didn’t entirely understand, so I stayed quiet.

      “I’ll give you five pounds of flour and a pound of kidney beans for one of your nickels.”

      “Thank you, ma’am.” My stomach growled at the thought of warm beans.

      “I’ll throw some lard in too. Fried-up pieces of bread will stick to your bones. Also, biscuits made with lard are quick and easy. Be sure to soak those beans overnight, or they’ll give you a stomachache. Once the baby’s big enough, you can soak pieces of bread in milk and let her suck on them.”

      “Do you know where I could get milk?” I asked.

      “Moore Brothers dairy delivers to folks who don’t have a cow.”

      More money.

      “Stop over there on your way home. Mrs. Moore sells it a penny a quart. Tell her Mrs. Adams sent you.”

      “Thank you. I will. You know of any work around town?” I asked.

      “Not for a girl with a baby.”

      “Thank you, Mrs. Adams. I should go now.”

      “Take care of yourself, girl. We’re in for a long winter.”

      I needed a miracle. That’s all there was to it.
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      Wesley

      

      With Atlas at my heels, I took the outside stairs down to the kitchen entrance. A blast of warm air hit my face as I entered, as did the aroma of garlic and roast beef. I tore my newsboy cap from my head and stuck it on the rack near the door. Mrs. Walker, our cook, and June, one of the new maids, were busy preparing treats for tomorrow’s Christmas Eve supper. Mother liked to have a variety of pies and cakes.

      The kitchen had two cookstoves, which were both lit up tonight to cook the pies and a few loaves of sourdough bread, plus a chocolate cake. Gingerbread cookies were piled high on a plate on the buffet in the corner. We would eat well tonight. I thought again of Luci’s wan face. Surely I could take some of our leftovers out to her?

      “Good evening, Mrs. Walker. June.”

      June nodded, then looked away, shy. She wasn’t much older than me, but as the oldest of seven children she had to go to work as soon as she was able.

      Mrs. Walker, stout and white haired, wiped her hands on the front of her apron. Her full cheeks were rosy from cooking over a hot stove, but that didn’t diminish her smile. “Young Wesley. Are you ready for Santa?” She tugged at her cap, which made it slightly lopsided over one ear. My presence was expected in the kitchen at least twice a day, where Mrs. Walker and I fed Atlas his breakfast and dinner. Both Lillian and I adored the staff, and they didn’t seem to mind that we obviously came down for refuge from the upstairs.

      I grinned. “I know there’s no Santa, Mrs. Walker. I’m practically grown.”

      “You’re breaking my heart.”

      “I have to grow up. Otherwise, how will I ever get out of here?”

      She tutted but didn’t comment. There were things no one could speak of in this house. The treatment of young Wesley was one of them. Everyone knew what went on in Father’s study. If they were to say anything at all, they would surely be dismissed immediately. Thus, we all pretended the strap didn’t happen. I liked it that way. To see pity in their eyes would have been as bad as the punishment itself.

      “I’ve been wondering where you got yourself off to. Your sister’s been looking for you.”

      Alarm bells chimed in my head. “Was she all right?”

      “Yes, I believe so.” A flicker of concern showed in her eyes, but again, she didn’t comment further. “She’s like a lost puppy without her brother, that’s all.”

      Mrs. Walker walked into the pantry and came out with some kibble for Atlas. He wagged his tail, but it lacked enthusiasm. His appetite had diminished lately. Just a year ago he would have rushed over to Mrs. Walker and waited, watching her every move as she set his bowl on the floor.

      She set it down near his water bowl. “Come on, boy, time for your dinner,” I said.

      Atlas, more to please me than anything, ambled over to his dish and began to eat.

      “He didn’t eat much this morning,” Mrs. Walker said. “But he’s hungry tonight. Maybe traipsing all over the forest was good for him.”

      My own stomach grumbled, reminding me of my purpose. “Mrs. Walker, do we have a lot of food left over after our meals?”

      “Sometimes, yes. Why?”

      “No reason, really. Curious, that’s all.” I couldn’t get Mrs. Walker involved until I had permission from our head housekeeper, Mollie. Getting our sweet cook in trouble was not on my list of Christmas wishes.

      “Curiosity killed the cat.” Mrs. Walker returned to the stove. “Mollie said for you to stop by her office before you head up to change for dinner.”

      “Thanks, Mrs. Walker. I’ll go now.” I wondered why Mollie wanted to see me. Not that it mattered. I needed to see her too.

      With Atlas trotting obediently behind me, we headed down the narrow hallway to Mollie’s office. She was always there this time of day, doing whatever needed doing.

      Mollie kept everything running like clockwork. She managed the inside staff with a firm but fair hand. Dax, her husband, was our head groundskeeper. They shared a small cottage not far from the main house.

      I knocked on the door, and she called for me to come in. Dax was there too, having a glass of beer. They had the same routine every day. After he’d cleaned up from his outside duties, he had a beer while Mollie finished up for the day. The office was small, with dark walls and no windows. She kept her broad desk tidy, and the room smelled of the dried lavender Mollie kept in a vase.

      “Hello there, lad.” Dax had been in America since he was a young man, but his Irish brogue remained strong. To look at his slim frame, one wouldn’t guess his physical strength and endurance. He worked ten-to-twelve-hour days in the summer, ensuring the grounds and gardens were tidy and watered. A mere look in a plant’s direction and it grew as if under a spell. “Have you been out and about?”

      “Yes, I’ve come from the woods,” I said, slightly breathless from nerves. If I couldn’t get Mollie to agree to my plan, I didn’t know what I would do. Atlas flopped on the braided rug near Dax’s chair.

      “And I have to ask you something,” I said to Mollie.

      She lifted her gaze from a notebook where she’d been making a list of some kind. Her dark-blue eyes flitted from my head to my toes. “Your coat looks damp. Where’s your hat and scarf? You’ll catch your death.” With her fair skin and pink cheeks, she reminded me of a ripe peach. My favorite fruit, just as she was among my favorite people. Her black-and-white curls were pulled back into a bun at her neck, but a few had escaped, framing her heart-shaped face.

      “You’ll be getting the floors wet with your boots,” Mollie said.

      I looked down at my feet. They appeared dry to me.

      “And that dog smells to high heaven.”

      I couldn’t smell Atlas at all. “Sorry, Mollie.”

      “I don’t like your running around like a wild animal in the woods. Who knows what kind of trouble a boy your age could get into? There are people in this town who mean you harm. Not to mention the animals.” Her Irish lilt often made a statement sound like a question.

      “Staying in here all day . . . I just can’t . . . ” I trailed off, unsure how to explain that the woods were the place I was free.

      “I don’t want any reason for your dad to do what he did last night,” Mollie said in a softer tone. “We worry about you.”

      I hung my head, shocked that she’d spoken of it aloud. “I know, but I’m all right.”

      “How’s your back?” Mollie asked. “Do you need me to put the salve on again?”

      I’d been sent to my room after my punishment. Mollie, somehow, had known that I needed her, even though she should have already been retired to her cottage for the evening. I’d heard the floorboards creaking in the hallway and had known it was her. Because it was too painful to lie on my back, I’d been facedown on the bed when she came through the door with her medical kit in her hand. I knew it hurt her and Dax to see what went on in this house, but there was nothing they could do to help. My father and mother made the rules, and we were all obliged to follow them.

      “No, it’s fine. Doesn’t sting any longer.” A lie, but I’d rather not have Mollie worried. She’d painstakingly applied salve the night before with her gentle fingers.

      “What have you come for, then? You’ll need to be changed for dinner in a half hour.”

      “I . . . I found a girl. In the woods. She had a baby, and it was very small and crying. Her mother’s dead and buried right there in the yard. I saw the grave.” The words tumbled from my mouth. Not at all how I’d planned to propose my idea.

      Mollie watched me with more intensity than she had just moments before. “Where, exactly?”

      “I’m not sure. We were running in the woods, and there it was. A shack and the girl.”

      “And a baby? How big?”

      I held up my hands to show her. “Tiny.”

      “A newborn.” She said this under her breath, as if she’d forgotten I was in the room. “The mother was dead? Are you certain?”

      “Yes, I’m certain.” I shuddered, remembering the fresh grave. “The girl said she didn’t know what they would eat and that her pa—that’s what she called her father—was mean. I heard him shouting.”

      “You’re talking about Sam Quick,” Mollie said. “You stay away from there. He’s a dangerous man.”

      My heart sank. “But, Mollie, I thought maybe I could bring them food. I told her. I promised her. I said I’d come tomorrow.”

      Mollie let out a sigh. “Lad, you shouldn’t have done that. You shouldn’t make promises about something you can’t control.”

      “You could help me. Think of all the food we throw away.” I scrambled to come up with an argument that would win her over to my idea. “I’d just leave it in a basket and never even talk to her. No one will even know we’re there. Mollie, please, what will they eat? Winter’s going to be hard this year too. Dax said so.”

      “You’re to stay away from there.” Her eyes had lost all gentle concern and were now cold and flat as they bored a hole through my heart. This wasn’t like Mollie. She was soft and sympathetic to anyone in trouble. The time I’d brought in the injured baby bird that had fallen from the nest, she’d been as concerned as I was. Until I’d been forced to put it back outside.

      I pleaded my case as best I could. “If you asked Mrs. Walker to set aside whatever is left over at the end of the day for a family you know, then I could deliver it to them.”

      “I said no.”

      “I don’t understand. Why not?” I glanced at Dax. He gave me a sympathetic half smile.

      “Because this is not your concern,” Mollie said. “I’m sorry for the girl, but this is not our business. Lad, I’m trying to keep you from another beating. Your mother will not want you out there. Trust me on this.”

      I deflated. Atlas lifted his head and licked my boot.

      “What is it that’s gotten you so worked up?” Mollie asked. “There are other poor families around here.”

      “I don’t know. Something about her. Like I knew her before. She reminded me of that baby bird. She has no one.” As hard as my parents were, I had Mollie, Dax, Mrs. Walker, and Lillian. Luci Quick had only a drunkard father and a baby who would not survive without intervention of some kind.

      “Luci Quick has a father, and hopefully he’ll step up now that his wife’s in the grave.” Mollie spoke with less alarm in her voice now. “I know it’s hard not to have any young people around, but Luci Quick can’t be your friend.”

      Lillian and I weren’t allowed to have many friends or go to regular school. Mollie probably thought I was simply desperate for a friend. Latching on to people who didn’t belong to me.

      Mother barked at us from the doorway. “What does Luci Quick have to do with this family?” She was like the white calla lilies Dax grew in the flower beds, slender and elegant and so very pretty.

      I swallowed as I backed into the corner of the room. She hadn’t yet changed into evening attire. I could see from her red and puffy eyes that she’d been crying.

      I pressed against the wall. If I could have, I would have slipped out the window and run and run. Atlas scrambled to his feet and crossed over to sit next to me. Poor Atlas thought he could protect me from my mother.

      What was she doing down here? Usually she sent her maid, Ruth, downstairs with requests or instructions.

      “Tell me.” Mother entered the room and drew nearer.

      “I came upon their shack today. The mother’s died, and there’s a little baby.” For some reason it didn’t occur to me to lie. “I was talking to Mollie about taking food out to them.” The minute I said the words, I deeply regretted them.

      Mother’s face contorted, and her skin flushed almost purple. For a second I thought she might strike me. Why? What had I done? However, she rearranged her face into its normal shape and sucked in a shaky breath and held it for a moment, her chest expanding with the effort. Then she let the air from her lungs out slowly, as if extinguishing a flame on a candle. She hated wax on the tablecloths. Once I’d blown too enthusiastically, and droplets of wax had gone everywhere. She’d made sure I never forgot again by plunging my fingers into the hot wax, followed by sending me to Father’s study for the strap. “It’s kind of you to worry about them, but they’re no concern of ours. We can’t save everyone. Anyway, what gave you the idea that we owe them anything?”

      “Nothing like that,” I said. “But they might starve or freeze to death.”

      She briefly closed her eyes, as if I was both a burden and simpleton. “Your father and I are generous to the local poor, but we cannot save everyone. If Mr. Quick is too lazy or drunk to take care of his own family, then he’ll have to reconcile that with God. What if we gave all my money away? Who would take care of you and your sister then?” She put her cold fingers under my chin and lifted my face. “Do you understand?”

      “Yes, Mother.”

      “Good, then we’ll think no more of it.” She turned to Mollie. “Have you chosen wine for us for tonight?”

      “Yes, Mrs. Ford. And I’ve noted it in the log. They’re decanting in the dining room, as you asked.”

      “Very good. Thank you.” Her gaze flickered to Dax for the first time. “The Christmas tree you chose is sparse on one side, but Ruth managed to have its best side facing out from the corner.”

      “I’m sorry, Mrs. Ford. The tree didn’t look that way when I chopped it down.”

      “Attention to detail, Dax, is what separates the mediocre from the great.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      She turned to me. “As for you—there’s a bath and a suit for you waiting upstairs. Your sister’s upstairs practicing her piano. I’m going to get dressed for dinner. Don’t disappoint me further by dallying.”

      “I won’t, Mother.”

      “Have someone bathe that dog,” Mother said. “He smells horrendous.”

      “Of course, Mrs. Ford.” Mollie stood up from behind the desk. “I’ll take care of that right away.”

      After Mother had gone, I took in a deep breath, as if my lungs had been temporarily crushed by a boulder. I placed my hand absentmindedly on Atlas’s soft yellow head.

      “Wesley?” Mollie asked quietly. “You do understand, don’t you? Don’t go against your mother’s wishes.”

      I nodded, pretending. In fact, I did not understand. Mother’s reaction was strange at best. Why would she care in particular about Luci Quick?

      I looked up as Dax and Mollie exchanged a look. They knew something I didn’t.

      All these lies and secrets. Surely at some point in time, they would destroy our household. They lurked in the shadows, ready to jump out and get us when we least expected it.
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        * * *

      

      I was on my way upstairs when Father called out to me. Bracing myself for the worst, I turned around and marched, like a man to his death, into his study.

      “Yes, sir?”

      Father sat behind a wide mahogany desk. A roaring fire lit the room. Other than the painted portrait of himself, which hung over the fireplace, scientific books on every nonfiction subject one could imagine filled the shelves from floor to ceiling. He spent much of his time writing to booksellers in search of books on one subject or another.

      “What’s this I hear about you traipsing around the woods and getting involved in things that are none of your concern?” Father was older than Mother by ten years. His gray hair was cropped short. He wore small round glasses that he peered over when he looked at anything but a book. I suspected he would have been considered handsome by those who didn’t know him. I couldn’t see past the sinister look in his dark-brown eyes or his small mouth, which was pinched closed most of the time.

      The fact that he knew the details of my day surprised me. Most of his time was spent locked in his study without seeming to care about Lillian or me. Mother knew the minutiae of our days. She dictated most of it.

      “What do you have to say for yourself?” Father leaned back in his chair and placed his hands over his stomach.

      How was I supposed to answer? Lillian always advised to say sorry, even if you didn’t do it or had no idea what they wanted. “I’m sorry.” That apology cost me a few inches of dignity.

      His chair creaked as he rose to his feet. I glanced nervously at the riding crop that hung on the rack in the corner. He perched on the edge of the desk and crossed his arms over his chest. “There’s something you need to understand. Those people are not like us. We’re not to help them, or they’ll never help themselves.”

      I knew better than to argue with him. “Yes, sir.”

      “I don’t want you exposed to that kind of trash.”

      I bit the inside of my lip to keep from answering.

      “I think it’s wise for you to stay within the confines of the estate. The girl’s father has a reputation in town of being drunk and violent. I don’t want you running into trouble.” My father had a way of speaking, soft and low but always with a hint of violence just under the surface. I knew that at any moment, his temper could flare. “It upsets your mother when you run all around the countryside like a hick.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “The other thing is—Atlas is no longer young. He shouldn’t be running around that way either. If you won’t stay home, he won’t either. Do you want to be responsible for his demise?”

      I didn’t think being outside was bad for him, but I bit the other side of my mouth and stayed quiet.

      “Go up and change into your dinner clothes.” He waved me away as if I were a fly at a meal.

      Relieved, I thanked him and slunk out of the study. When I reached the stairs, I took them two at a time.
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      Luci

      

      Christmas Eve morning, I woke to the wails of my baby sister. The light through our dirty windows told me that morning had come. I turned over on my straw mat and lifted up on one elbow to peer into the cradle. Sadie’s tiny arms and legs flailed, and her face, red and furious, was scrunched up like she was in pain. Hungry. Again. I didn’t know what I would do when we ran out of milk.

      Sadie raised the volume of her cries. The wail of hunger. I scrambled upright. I’d been so tired and cold last night that I’d fallen asleep still wearing Mama’s old coat and my boots.

      Adrenaline pumping now, I opened the door of the wood stove, praying for a few burning embers. A red-hot log stared back at me. I tossed two pieces of fir into the stove and blew to get them going. Sap from one of the logs sputtered and caught fire.

      I poured milk into a pot to warm on the stove. Mrs. Moore from the dairy had told me to heat it no hotter than a person’s body temperature and to test it with my finger. Next, I took a cloth diaper from the stack. Last night, I’d washed and hung them to dry on the clothesline I’d strung from one end of the room to the other.

      My hands shook from fatigue and hunger as I picked Sadie up from the cradle and set her on the mat to change her. I wiped her clean with a rag and put it in a bucket that I would later take down to the creek to rinse. After that, I’d boil them in another pot on the stove.

      Sadie continued to scream. How Pa could sleep through the noise was beyond me. As tired as I was, the moment she started crying, I jerked awake. His snores from the bedroom told me he’d come home sometime after the last feeding around three in the morning.

      I poured the now lukewarm milk into the bottle. Finally, I lifted a furious Sadie into my arms. She calmed the moment the makeshift teat was in her mouth. I sank into the rocking chair and watched her eat. Cow’s milk couldn’t be a proper replacement for Mama’s, but what other choice did I have? I didn’t know much of anything about babies. Mama had told me that she’d feed Sadie from her breasts. The idea had disgusted me at the time. But that was months ago, back when I was still a girl. Overnight, everything had changed. I had become a mother to this helpless baby and thus no longer a child myself. There was no one else but me to save her. I’d promised Mama. God help us.

      I closed my scratchy eyes and rocked. As light as Sadie was, she felt solid and warm in my arms. She was an especially pretty baby. At least she looked that way to me. Did everyone think that about their own babies? I smoothed the fine layer of her white hair, as soft as a down feather. I’d make her a hat from one of Mama’s wool socks.

      Her eyes fluttered open. She stared up at me with her new eyes.

      A wave of love surged through me. “You couldn’t help it,” I whispered. “You didn’t ask to be born or to make Mama sick. But what am I going to do with you?”

      After she finished her bottle, I burped her, then put her back in the cradle. Satiated, she closed her eyes and fell asleep. Did she sleep too much? Was she getting enough to eat? I had no idea. Please, God, guide me. I don’t know what I’m doing.

      As advised by the storekeeper, I’d put the beans in a bowl to soak. Now, I peeked under the towel. They’d soaked up most of the water. I hoped that was what they were supposed to do. I dumped all of them into our cast-iron pot and covered them with the last of the boiled drinking water. If I remembered correctly, they’d be done by suppertime. Despite everything, we would go to bed with full stomachs on Christmas Eve.

      “Just stay here for a minute without me,” I whispered to Sadie, even though she was still sleeping and didn’t respond. I grabbed Mama’s old coat from the hook and slipped my feet into boots. Holding my breath because of the stench, I took hold of the bucket with the dirty diapers, as well as the empty one for water.

      I used the outhouse before setting out for the creek. A thin layer of snow covered the ground and crunched under my feet. My bare fingers hurt from the cold. Overhead, blue sky peeked through the trees. The day would be cold and clear. Pretty but deadly if I didn’t keep the house heated. I shivered, thinking of my tiny sister.

      Kneeling at the water’s edge, I rinsed out the dirty diapers. My hands hurt, but I kept going, squeezing each of the four cloths dry and placing them back in the bucket. I filled the bucket with enough water to cover the diapers and trudged back up the hill to the house. I’d have to make another couple of trips for additional water. Carrying two full buckets was too heavy for me. I needed to grow stronger. How did one do that?

      Sadie remained asleep, thankfully. I set the tin bucket on the stove to boil the diapers, then put another piece of wood into the stove. For a minute or two, I warmed my hands before setting out again.

      My empty stomach growled as I scooped water into the bucket and trudged back up the hill. Merry Christmas to me.

      No feeling sorry for yourself, I thought. I had milk and enough flour and beans to last at least a week. Somehow, I’d figure out a way.

      Pa and Sadie were still sleeping when I returned. I brought in more firewood and put the bucket of water on to boil. Mama had said it killed whatever could hurt us, as long as we boiled it first. I whipped up a pan of biscuits with the flour and lard and put those in the oven. By the time I was done with all that, Sadie was awake and hungry again.

      Here we go. Round two.
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        * * *

      

      The boy didn’t come all that day. He’d promised, and I knew he’d meant it, but there were circumstances outside of his control. I recognized a kindred spirit. There were demons in his life, just as there were in mine.

      Before supper, I stoked the fire to warm our shack. To my surprise, Pa didn’t go out that evening. I served us both a bowl of beans and a biscuit. We sat together at the small table to eat. He ate without saying anything other than an occasional grunt. When his bowl was empty, he said, “You did good, girl.”

      “Thanks, Pa.” Pleased by the compliment, I smiled to myself as I finished my own bowl. For a moment, I forgot the direness of our situation or what I’d learned the previous afternoon about Mama. However, when I glanced at Mama’s empty chair, it all came rushing back to me. “Have you found any work in town?”

      His eyes narrowed as he lifted his face toward me. “I don’t need work. I got my poker game. I’ve been on a winning streak.”

      “You have?” If that was true, then where were the proceeds?

      “Sure. I’d be there now, but the bar’s closed on Christmas Eve.”

      No wonder he was home. I watched him through my lashes. He wore a flannel shirt and brown pants that hid the dirt and grime. His hair had been slicked back and combed; it was greasy enough that it looked like pomade. A stubbly beard covered his face. Small hazel eyes with drooping upper lids peered back at me. “What’re you staring at?”

      “Nothing.” I turned back to my bowl, lifting the last spoonful of beans to my mouth.

      “Last night, I had a stroke a bad luck, but I’ll get back on top tomorrow,” Pa said.

      Which was it? A winning streak or a losing one?

      “Do you think you could leave a little for me each week to buy food and milk?” I asked. “Maybe after you have a good night?”

      “Little girl, you have no idea how the world works, do you?”

      “No, sir. I don’t.” I knew only that one of us needed to make some money, or we wouldn’t last until spring.

      “I’ve been thinking we ought to do something with that baby. Sell it to a rich lady or something like that.”

      My heart thudded to a dead stop. “Pa, no. She’s my sister. I promised Mama I’d take care of her.”

      “She’s no kin to me.”

      I stared into my empty bowl, trying not to cry. Think, I told myself. Come up with a reason to keep her. What would he see as a benefit to him?

      “I turned a blind eye to her comings and goings.” Pa reached into the pocket of his pants and brought out his flask, then took a swig. “But I’m not raising the baby of a whore.”

      “I’ll do it, Pa. You won’t have to worry about Sadie. But please, don’t make me send her away. I’ll do anything you want.”

      He appeared to ponder this for a moment. “Your mama was always after me for money. Nagging at me to give her what I made. She never understood I couldn’t give her what I didn’t have. Or that I had to reinvest in the business.”

      Was there any wonder she’d done what she did? She’d had me to take care of and no one she could turn to for help. I understood then exactly why she’d done what she’d done. She did it for me. I understood a little of that now that Sadie was mine. She would have done anything to keep me safe. Even the unthinkable.

      “Listen here, I can’t stop playing the game,” Pa said. “That’s not the way to be a winner. See?”

      I didn’t see, but it was best to keep that to myself.

      “The cards speak to me. They’re all I have in this cold world.” Pa took another swig from his flask. “I’ll tell you what. You can keep it, but that means you’re on your own. I’ll go my way and you go yours.”

      “Where will I go?” My voice cracked at the end of the sentence. I pressed my fingernails into the palm of my other hand.

      His eyes softened for a split second, as if he remembered I was his daughter. “What I mean is, you can stay here, but I’m not answering to you. I’ll come and go as I please.”

      How was this different than the way he’d lived with Mama?

      “You can figure out how to feed that brat and yourself too. You’re grown now. I shouldn’t have to take care of you.”

      Grown? Was twelve grown? It seemed the world had been telling me that again and again over the last few days.

      “This place was your mama’s, so it’s only right you stay here,” Pa said, as if he were a generous king bequeathing a home to a peasant. “But you’ll have to contribute to the household. You can’t get something for nothing. I’ll expect you to pay for the food we eat, since I’m letting you keep it.” He pointed toward the cradle.

      Again, how generous of the benevolent dictator.

      I studied the pattern the bean residue had left in my bowl. Was it in the shape of an angel? A hint from above that He would look after us?

      Pa shoved away from the table. “Did you hear me?”

      Before I could catch up with what was happening, he picked me up out of the chair and tossed me against the wall. I cowered as he lunged toward me. Instead of slapping me, he knocked my forehead with the heel of his hand. The back of my head slammed into the wall. I blinked as stars dotted my vision.

      “You say thank you when I give you something, you hear?” Pa asked.

      This close, I could smell the whiskey on his breath and the sour smell of his unwashed hair.

      “Yes, sir. I’m sorry.”

      He backed away. “Now that we have an understanding, I’m going to head out for a few hours. Moonshine Mike has a Christmas special for his regular customers.”

      Moonshine Mike? How many secrets did this town have? Clandestine professions and homemade booze? Oh, Mama, what did you leave me with?

      I rubbed the back of my head. The sound of me hitting the wall must have woken the baby, because she started fussing in the cradle. Still dazed, I moved slowly to the porch, where I’d stored the milk. From behind me, the floorboards of the porch creaked as Pa lumbered down the steps and into the night.

      Angel, if you’re there, I could use a little help about now.
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      Wesley

      

      On Christmas Eve, after a meal of roast pork, potatoes, and carrots, Lillian and I were in the sitting room waiting for Mother and Father. They’d dismissed us from the table but had stayed in the dining room. I wasn’t sure why. They’d not said one word during our tense supper. Lillian and I knew better than to speak unless spoken to. The delicious food seemed wasted on us. Mother and Lillian barely ate. I managed to finish mine, but it tasted like chalk in my dry mouth. Father had eaten with his usual gusto, quickly, taking large bites and washing them down with whiskey. He alone seemed oblivious to the chasm that divided our family into three parts: Lillian and me, Mother, and finally Father.

      Atlas was asleep in his bed by the fire. Lillian plunked away at the piano, playing “The First Noel.” She didn’t look up at me, concentrating on the music, her pale face pinched and drawn as her small hands flew up and down the keyboard. Too thin, her shoulder blades seemed without flesh under the fabric of her blue velvet dress.

      Lillian’s copper-colored hair had been pulled back from her face with a blue bow that matched her dress. Mother said a ginger should never wear red, even though Lillian longed for a red dress. At twelve, she was small for her age and looked even more so hunched over the large piano. Over the last few days, she’d been sick with a bad cold, which had reddened and chapped her nose. Dark half circles under her eyes seemed painted with a deep purple ink. She complained of difficulty sleeping. Fears of the dark and monsters plagued her. I could never understand how the black night was worse than the chaos and uncertainty we faced in our own home. Also, she was so often ill. I feared she was not strong. Lack of sleep didn’t help. The strain of trying to please Mother and Father took too much of her energy. There wasn’t enough left for herself.

      “The music is very pretty,” I said.

      “Thank you.” She spoke softly as her small hands moved over the keyboard.

      “How much longer?” I asked. Mother made her practice an hour a day, even on Christmas Eve.

      “I’ve already done my hour practice. Playing makes me feel better.” She fumbled on a note and lifted her fingers from the keys, then started back at the beginning of the song. Another rule. She had to start from the top if she made any mistakes.

      Atlas lifted his head briefly, as if to check on Lillian. Assured she was fine, he sighed and curled back into a ball. He looked like an old man tonight. The hair around his eyes had grayed, and he seemed thinner than he once was. I looked at him and then back to my sister. My two best friends seemed to be disintegrating right before my eyes.

      For our Christmas tree, Dax had cut down an eight-foot fir tree from the property. After trimming off the bottom branches, he’d nailed two crisscrossed boards into its sawed-off trunk so it could stand straight in the corner of the room. Garlands from the extra branches decorated the mantel. We were to decorate the tree after dinner. Now, it stood sparse, waiting. I crossed over to breathe in the spicy scent.

      I found it peculiar that Mother had such an affinity for Christmas. Delicate ornaments wrapped in tissue were safely stored in a box and brought down each year. Best of all was Mother’s snow globe collection. For the past eight years, Mother had ordered one each autumn from an Austrian company for the coming Christmas. She displayed them on the piano for the entire month of December. They were sentimental scenes: a white-steepled church, Santa with a bag of gifts, a Christmas tree lit with candles, a Ferris wheel, a snowman, Santa’s sleigh in the sky pulled by reindeer, tiny figures skating on a frozen pond, and finally my favorite, a cottage. Snow covered the roof, and the windows were painted yellow as if lit from inside. A large decorated tree had presents surrounding it, wrapped red-and-gold packages. The only thing missing was a yellow dog. For some reason, I imagined the cottage perched on a bluff overlooking the sea. I could almost see the ocean from its front room.

      I shook the cottage globe gently to encourage the snow to swirl. Staring through the miniature glass, I fell into the world. I was safe there. The snow swirled around us as Atlas and I ran to the edge of the yard to look out to the ocean, gray and foggy on this day before Christmas. We turned back toward the cottage. Atlas and I stood in the stillness and utter silence of the snowy yard and looked through the glass. A woman was at a table, icing gingerbread. She looked up and smiled. Luci, all grown now. Hair the color of wheat glistened, and her green eyes were no longer hungry or fearful. She raised her hand and waved. Another person joined her at the table. My sister. Also grown. No longer thin and brittle. She threw back her head, laughing. A man with floppy brown hair joined them, a bottle of champagne in his hand. He spotted me, watching from the outside, and came to the door, calling out to me. “Wes, it’s time to come inside out of the cold.” The words were as loud as the notes of Lillian’s playing.

      Wes. No one had ever called me by the shortened version of my name.

      “Wesley.” I startled at the sound of Mother’s sharp voice and landed squarely back in the real world. I placed the snow globe back into its place on the piano, then turned to face her.

      “Yes, Mother?”

      She’d dressed for dinner in an elegant eggplant-colored dress and had powdered her face. Her hair had been fixed into an elaborate mound on top of her head. “How many times have I told you to keep your sticky hands off my globes?”

      “Sorry, Mother.”

      I fully expected a punishment, but she walked over to the window instead, looking out as if she expected someone.

      My sister began to play “Silent Night.”

      I went to stand in front of the fire. Knitted stockings hung from nails over the fireplace. Tomorrow they would be filled with candies, an orange, and one other gift.

      Mother turned from the window. “The snow’s stopped.”

      I nodded, as if she’d asked a question.

      Her heels clicked on the hardwood floor as she crossed over to the box of decorations Dax had brought down from storage. “It’s almost eight. I don’t know where your father wandered off to, but we might as well begin to decorate the tree.” She tapped the top of the piano with her nails. “Lillian, you may stop playing now.”

      Lillian looked up from the sheet music as she played the last notes of “Silent Night.” “Thank you, Mother.”

      “Yes, fine. Who would like to put the first decoration on the tree?”

      Lillian stood up from the piano seat. “I’d like to, please.”

      Mother settled on the couch. “Wesley, put the box on the table in front of me. I’ll unwrap them, and you two can hang them for us.”

      With care, I lifted the wooden box and set it on the coffee table in front of Mother.

      She reached inside and pulled out the first ornament, wrapped in tissue paper. “The angel,” she said. “My mother gave me this one for my sixteenth birthday.” Made from glass, the ornament was about the size of my mother’s small hand. “Here, Wesley, put it near the top.”

      Ruth, Mother’s maid, came in with a tray of drinks—champagne for Mother and Father and juice for us. Ruth had worked for Mother for ten years and was the only one who seemed to know what she needed or wanted at all times. She was the only one who never fell out of favor.

      “Thank you, Ruth.” Mother gestured toward the liquor cabinet. “Set it there. You may retire for the evening and join the rest of the staff downstairs. I’ve left gifts for you all with Mollie, and Mrs. Walker’s made a wonderful supper.”

      “Thank you, ma’am. Merry Christmas to you all.” Ruth gave us all a warm smile and scuttled out of the room.

      “Would you like me to get your glass of champagne?” I asked.

      “Yes, please. Thank you.” Mother unwrapped another ornament and handed the glass ball to Lillian.

      The corner of my eye twitched at the sound of my father’s loud footsteps coming down the hall. When he entered the room, I noticed he’d taken off his formal jacket. Wearing only a vest over his shirt, he looked wrong next to Mother’s formal gown. I couldn’t be certain, but his hair seemed mussed as well. He smelled of cigar smoke.

      “Where have you been?” Mother asked.

      “I was outside on the back porch. Smoking.”

      “We didn’t wait for you,” Mother said.

      “Decorating the tree is for women,” Pa said, winking at me. “Men don’t need such foolishness.”

      I politely nodded but avoided eye contact. As much as I would have loved to contradict him, I knew it would turn him ugly. No one needed his temper to flare tonight.

      We worked in silence for a few minutes. Mother unwrapped the ornaments, and I carried them over to Lillian, who placed them wherever Mother directed.

      Father had poured another drink, ignoring the glass of champagne, and prowled around the room. Something had agitated him. Who knew what? We never did.

      “Matthew, sit down. You’re making me nervous.” Mother’s back had straightened, and her eyes glittered.

      “I’ll do as I please in my own home.” Father gave Mother a half smile that did nothing to warm his eyes. He stomped over to stand in front of the fire. Atlas woke and raised his head, then lumbered to his feet. His nails clicked on the floor as he headed toward Lillian to sit on his haunches next to her. I was between the couch and the tree and suddenly felt as if I were stranded on an island.

      “Here and everywhere else, it seems,” Mother said quietly while unwrapping another ornament. “Do as you please, that is.”

      Please, I thought. Don’t provoke him. Not on Christmas Eve. Not with Lillian unwell.

      Father rocked back on his heels, watching Mother, an amused lift to his mouth. He placed his drink on the mantel. “The ice queen. What a perfect holiday for you.”

      She lifted her gaze to him, eyes defiant. She’d changed over the last few days. It seemed she no longer cared whether he was pleased with her. Whatever it was he’d done, she’d hardened. What would happen when she was no longer afraid? The reason we’d all survived this long was that she knew the rules. As long as she did what he wanted, then all was well. I seemed to be the only one in this house who couldn’t bring myself to defer to him. There was still fight in me. But not tonight. This was supposed to be a peaceful occasion.

      I glanced at Lillian. She’d frozen by the tree with a glass reindeer in her hand. From downstairs came the sounds of laughter. What would it be like to have dinner and laugh?

      “How convenient for you, Matthew. To assign blame where there is none. Married to the ice queen. How sorry I am for you.”

      He spoke through gritted teeth. “Zelda, have more champagne. Perhaps it will warm you.”

      “I’m hot. Trust me, I’ve never been hotter.”

      “I don’t think so.” Father crossed the room to the piano and picked up one of the snow globes. “Let’s see what this does to you.” He hurled the globe against the far wall. It shattered into half a dozen pieces and fell to the floor.

      Mother didn’t move. Her face placid, she kept her gaze on the fire.

      “How about this one?” Father chose the church. Seconds later, it crashed against the wall and broke.

      She blinked once but stayed perfectly still with her back to him. Lillian was crying softly, her shoulders hunched forward. Atlas pressed against her legs but seemed to know that to make a move would only make it worse.

      One by one, Father pitched the globes into the wall until the only one remaining was the cottage. I held my breath. Would he spare this one?

      “Please, Father, stop,” Lillian said.

      For some reason I couldn’t fathom, her plea moved him. “Fine.”

      “Are you pleased with yourself?” Mother asked, voice flat.

      “I always am.” Father strode back to the mantel and grabbed his glass of whiskey, before strolling out of the room as if bashing glass globes against the wall was the most ordinary of Christmas activities.

      Lillian had stopped crying and sank onto the piano bench. Mother drank the rest of her champagne. “Wesley, would you bring me the other glass?”

      “Yes, Mother.” I carried the glass of champagne over to her. She took it from me and drank another sip before placing it on the table. “Let’s finish what we started.” She picked another ornament from the box and unwrapped the tissue paper to reveal a glass bird.

      “I’ll clean all this up,” I said as I headed toward the mess on the far wall.

      “Thank you, dear. I’d hate to interrupt the staff from their party.” Mother rose from the couch and walked over to the tree. “I’ll hang this one, Lillian. May we all be free as birds one day.”
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      That night, after I finally fell asleep, I had a familiar dream. I was small and sitting on a woman’s lap. Someone I knew who smelled of lilacs. “Jonathan, time to go to sleep,” she said before singing to me in a soft voice.

      Hush, little baby, don’t say a word,

      Mama’s gonna buy you a mockingbird.

      And if that mockingbird won’t sing,

      Mama’s gonna buy you a diamond ring.

      I woke in the early morning and stared at the wall as the dream slowly faded from my mind. I’d dreamt it often over the years, and always the woman sang and called me Jonathan. When I woke, I had the sensation of having forgotten something important.

      Atlas was asleep on the end of my bed. I sat up slowly and brought my knees to my chest. I’d expected to wake thinking of the debacle from the night before, but instead it was the girl and baby who occupied my thoughts. Luci.

      It was Christmas Day. Would they have anything to eat? No one should be hungry today, of all days. What were the teachings of Jesus? Love thy neighbor.

      My thoughts drifted to my parents. We had so much, and yet they managed to make each other miserable.

      Atlas stirred, scooting closer and putting his head in my lap. “What do you think, boy? Should we do what’s right?”

      He let out a soft whine. Atlas was the sympathetic sort if ever there was one. “You’re right. We have to. Anyway, we promised.”

      I dressed quickly, then snuck down to the kitchen without a plan, other than to see what I could find. It was dark and chilly, and I could barely make out the two ovens or the wide sink. The large woodblock island where Mrs. Walker and June worked was scrubbed clean. Overhead, pans hung from a cast-iron rack.

      I made my way over to the pantry, where I knew Mrs. Walker kept all the cooking supplies. An icebox in the back held perishables like cheese and milk. I grabbed a hunk of cheese, bread, and a half-gallon jar of milk. Just as I was leaving with my stolen goods tucked into a basket, Mrs. Walker arrived from the hallway.

      “Young Wesley, is there something I can do for you?”

      “No, Mrs. Walker.”

      “What do you have there?” Mrs. Walker pointed one pudgy finger toward the basket. Her white hair was stuffed into a cap this morning and made me think of a mushroom. “Are you and Atlas going on a picnic?” Atlas wagged his tail as if we were going on a picnic. My partner in crime was a natural. He knew we had more important things to do than flutter around the countryside.

      “I’m taking this to someone who needs it.” I said it more bravely than I felt at the moment.

      Her brow wrinkled. She placed her arms over her ample chest and peered at me with a distinct note of sympathy in her blue eyes. “I see. And who might that be?”

      “A girl no older than Lillian.” I knew Mrs. Walker had a soft spot for my sister. “And a tiny baby. Their mother died, and their father’s a drunk.”

      “Oh dear.”

      “Mother doesn’t want me to go out there, but I can’t understand why.”

      A glint I couldn’t quite place flickered in her eyes. “Right. You told her of your plan?”

      “Yes, and she said we couldn’t feed the whole world or something like that, even though I know we throw away food.”

      She seemed to contemplate that for a moment as she gazed up at the ceiling. “I’ll tell you what we’ll do. If I have anything left at the end of the day, I’ll leave it in here.” She beckoned me into the pantry and pointed to an empty shelf near the door. “We’ll keep this between the two of us, though. I don’t want to get in trouble.”

      “Me neither.” I gave her my best grin.

      “One more thing.” She reached up to an upper shelf and pulled down what looked like a white slug stuffed in a jar. “This is my sourdough starter. If you wait just a moment, I’ll put some in a separate jar for you. I can write down the recipe too. You won’t be able to take her food forever. This way, she’ll be able to make her own bread.”

      She took the starter to the wood block and transferred some into a pint jar. A foul smell like stinky feet filled my nostrils. “It smells awful.”

      “That’s the yeast, but trust me, she can’t go wrong with this.” She closed the jar and asked me to wait while she wrote out the recipe. A few minutes later, she tucked it and the jar into my basket. “Be careful. And get back in time for Christmas breakfast. We don’t want your father taking the strap to you again this week. Not on Christmas.”

      “I’ll be fast.”

      “Off with you, then.”

      Atlas and I walked as quickly as we could. He seemed to know the way, never hesitating as we retraced our steps from two days ago. I’d said I’d come yesterday, but I hadn’t. Already I’d let her down. At least they’d have food for Christmas. Mrs. Walker and I had worked out a plan. I smiled to myself. This was a bright spot in my rather dark life. To be of service to another. What could make my burden lighter than that?

      When we arrived, I scanned the yard, but the house and yard were quiet. I set the basket down and whispered, “Merry Christmas.” Then we headed home.
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      Luci

      

      I’d already made my second trip to the creek for water when I saw the basket. The boy had managed it. Perhaps it had taken him a day to figure out his plan. I set the bucket near the front door and looked around. Was he still here? But no, only quiet met me. I ran to the basket and snatched off the white cloth that covered the top. Inside, I found a loaf of bread, a wedge of cheese, and a half-gallon jar of milk. In addition, there was a canning jar with a lid that contained something cream colored. I picked it up to inspect it. The label read, Sourdough Starter, feed daily with a scoop of flour. A recipe for sourdough bread was scrawled on a sheet of paper.

      Once inside, I cut a slab of bread and cheese and ate it standing up by the stove. Sadie had not yet stirred after her morning bottle. Given her patterns, I probably had an hour to figure out what to do next. Pa continued to snore from the other room. He hadn’t come home from Moonshine Mike’s until the early morning, waking both Sadie and me by crashing into the table.

      I cut him a piece of bread and cheese and left it on the table. The rest I left in the basket, which I hid behind the woodpile. I couldn’t trust him not to eat it all at once. In addition, I didn’t want him to know about the boy. He was sure to cause trouble. I stacked my arms with a pile of wood and took it inside to the bin next to the stove.

      We would have fresh bread for Christmas dinner. There were beans left too. This was a happy Christmas after all. My spirits plummeted when I read the directions. The recipe said to stir flour and the starter together and set them in a cool location for ten or more hours. How strange. Biscuits took minutes but also needed lard, which I was quickly running out of. Never mind—we would have fresh bread for tomorrow. Today, I’d make biscuits instead. Still, we were all right for a few more days. A miracle had surely come our way on this Christmas morning.
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      Wesley

      

      Both Atlas and I were hungry by the time we jumped over the gate to our yard. I was excited to tell Mrs. Walker that we’d managed to leave the basket and were now home. We tore in through the kitchen door. My mother was there with Mrs. Walker, who was in tears.

      I came to a halt, as did Atlas. My stomach clenched. I’d gotten Mrs. Walker in trouble.

      “Where have you been?” Mother asked.

      She already knew, or poor Mrs. Walker wouldn’t be crying. “It wasn’t Mrs. Walker’s fault. She didn’t have anything to do with this.”

      “Instead of marching you upstairs, she sent you off with a basket of our food,” Mother said. “That doesn’t sound terribly innocent.”

      “I didn’t give her any choice,” I said. “I ran out before she could stop me. Isn’t that right, Mrs. Walker?” I pleaded with my eyes for her to agree.

      Mrs. Walker shook her head as she wiped her eyes. “No, that’s not true. I didn’t see any harm in helping out a girl and a baby with food we weren’t going to eat.”

      “And you made that decision when it was not your place to do so?” Mother asked.

      “Yes, Mrs. Ford.” Mrs. Walker lifted her face. “And I’d do it again.”

      “You may go,” Mother said. “Mollie will pay you what we owe you.”

      “What? No.” Tears sprang to my eyes. “This isn’t her fault.”

      “Perhaps you’ll remember that next time you disobey me,” Mother said.

      “But, Mother, Mrs. Walker needs this job.”

      “She should have thought about that before she helped a criminal.”

      “It’s all right,” Mrs. Walker said to me. “I’ll be just fine.” She took off her apron and set it on the table. “You stay kind, young Wesley. Even when the world isn’t.”

      “I’ll try,” I said as tears spilled from my eyes.

      “Goodbye, then.” With that, she grabbed her bag and walked toward the door with her head held high. The door slammed behind her.

      “Mother, how could you? Mrs. Walker’s been with us for years and years.”

      Mother turned cold, furious eyes toward me. “Why must you always disobey me?”

      “I . . . I don’t.” This once I had, but it was too important. I had to do what was right. “She’s all alone with that baby. Don’t you see, Mother? I couldn’t let her starve.”

      “Did you know that girl’s mother was the town whore?”

      I flinched as if she’d smacked me. Whore? I was fairly certain I knew what that meant. A woman who sold her body for money. “How do you know that?” In hindsight, it wasn’t the best question, as it seemed to make her even more furious.

      She went perfectly still and looked at me with eyes that bored through my soul. “Your father and I were going to tell you this later today. We’re sending you and your sister to boarding school at the beginning of the new year.”

      The words themselves would not have necessarily been taken, all stacked up in order, as a punishment. But I knew it was. They wanted to send us away. Heat rushed through my body. I shrugged out of my coat and placed it on the table.

      “But why?” My throat was as dry as if I’d swallowed a mouthful of sand. “Do you not want us?”

      “It has nothing to do with what I want but rather what’s best for you. I’ve had enough of your traipsing around the woods like one of these local people. This town isn’t what either of you needs. Your sister needs to go to a school where she can learn to be a proper young lady and further study piano. You’ll need to meet other young men with whom you can conduct business when you’re grown. Families who have the right kind of women for you to marry. Not here in this godforsaken place.”

      “But Lillian. She’s not strong.” I had that thought, followed by another. What about Atlas? My dog, sensing my dismay, leaned against my leg. “I can’t leave Atlas.” What about Luci? Who would look after her? “Mother, are you doing this to punish me simply because I delivered food to a helpless girl?”

      The anger seemed to go out of her then. She placed both hands on the kitchen island and hung her head. “Wesley, don’t you agree it would be better for you to leave this house?”

      “You mean because of Father?”

      She turned her head to look at me. “Yes. How many times can you endure that strap? What about last night? Do you really want to live with a man who would do that on Christmas Eve? Or any night, for that matter. You’ll come home for holidays. It’s no good for any of us here. You’ll make friends. There will be teachers who will challenge your fine mind.”

      “What about Atlas?”

      She sighed. “He’s old, Wesley. You’re almost a young man. This is the right thing for you.”

      “Do you really think Lillian’s strong enough?”

      “I think this house is making her sick,” Mother said.

      I stared at her. “You do?”

      “He’s turned you and your sister into nervous little rabbits. Me as well.” She reached out to touch my cheek with the tips of her cold fingers. “This is not a punishment. I want you to have a chance.”

      Despite the earnestness of her words, there was something more to all this. A thread I couldn’t quite find.

      “Go upstairs and get changed for breakfast,” she said. “We’ll try to have a nice day.”

      I took another hard look at my mother. She looked so sad that my heart ached more for her than for myself and Lillian, perhaps for the first time in my life. Dark circles and bags under her eyes told me she’d cried herself to sleep.

      “I’m sorry I disobeyed you, Mother. But what about Mrs. Walker? Can’t you ask her back?”

      She stiffened and straightened to her full height. “I can’t have the staff making decisions that aren’t theirs to make. You’re a boy. She’s a grown woman.” She pointed toward the stairs. “Go, please.”

      I turned to do so but stopped when I saw my father holding his strap. “You’re as thickheaded as a mule,” Father said. “We couldn’t have been clearer.”

      “It’s fine, Mathew. I’ve handled it.”

      He raised one eyebrow. “Zelda, I doubt you’ve handled it as I shall. The boy has to learn.” He drew closer, smacking the riding whip’s handle against the other hand. “Take off your shirt and lean over the table.”

      I knew how it went. Two blows to the back. No more, no less. I took off my shirt and held it in front of my chest, shivering despite the warmth of the ovens. For the first time, it occurred to me that June wasn’t here. Mother must have sent her upstairs. They didn’t like the staff to see what went on behind closed doors.

      I put my elbows on the table and braced for the impact. One swift, cruel lick of the strap snapped across my upper back. I yelped in pain. Remember the snow globe, I thought. Go inside. Live there in your mind. The strap whipped me again, this time on my lower back. He never struck in the same place. Perhaps I should be grateful? The sound of Atlas’s growl comforted me and frightened me. I didn’t want him hurt because he was protecting me.

      Despite my best efforts, tears streamed down my face. I was no longer emotionally hurt. Those days were gone. Now it was simply the physical pain that caused tears.

      I pulled my shirt back on as carefully as I could to keep the fabric from touching my stinging flesh.

      “Go upstairs and think about what you’ve done,” Father said. “You may come down for lunch but not before.”

      “It’s all right, boy. Come with me,” I said to Atlas.

      He followed me as I clomped up the stairs, vowing to myself that I would not cry again. Who cared about boarding school? I could go and be lonely there like I was here, except for Atlas. Mother was right. He was old. I’d known all along that his days were numbered. However, I’d wanted him to spend every last bit of his life with me.

      My life had been miserable, but I’d had Atlas and Lillian. Now I would be with strangers, possibly cruel strangers.

      My back stung as I walked into my bedroom. I closed the door and collapsed onto the braided rug and crossed my legs but didn’t lean against the bed. Anything touching my wounds made them sting worse. Atlas sat beside me with his head in my lap.

      “They’re taking me away from you.” I caressed his head and ears. “You remember our good times when I’m gone, all right? Remember how much fun we’ve had together. Mostly, remember how much I love you and what a good, good dog you’ve been.”

      Atlas whined and licked my hand.

      “I know, boy. I know. When it’s your time, remember it all and be at peace. You’ll be up there in heaven chasing rabbits and running in the grass. Someday, I’ll be there too.”

      Atlas’s tail thumped.

      “Wesley, can I come in?” It was Lillian.

      “Yes.”

      She opened the door slowly, and then seeing me slumped over my dog, she ran to us and collapsed onto the floor. Her braid fell over one shoulder as she leaned close. “Did they tell you? They’re sending us away. I don’t want to leave you.” Lillian started to cry.

      I put my arm around her, and she rested her damp cheek on my shoulder. She was so frail and thin.

      I had to be brave. She needed to hear the good things about going away to school. “You’ll meet friends and get to study more piano with a real teacher. You won’t have to tiptoe around wishing you were invisible.”

      “Do you think the other girls will like me?”

      “Of course they will. You’ll learn how to be a proper lady, and then you’ll marry a prince who will give you a happy-ever-after.”

      “Is there any such thing?” She sniffed as she pressed the palms of her hands into her eyes. I reached into my pocket to give her my handkerchief. She dabbed her face. “Right now anything happy seems very far away.”

      “You and I are going to survive. We’re going to grow up and live in houses next door to each other.”

      “By the seaside?”

      “Yes, by the seaside. And we’ll have Christmas together without any shouting or breaking of things.”

      She hiccuped. “That sounds nice.”

      Atlas and Lillian. They were sending me away from my dog and my sister. “He can’t break us,” I said. “You’ll see. We’re going to be happy someday, and all this will just be a bad memory.”

      But that was a lie. I was already broken. He’d already won.
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        * * *

      

      On the first day of the new year, I knelt on the lawn and gave Atlas one last scratch behind the ears. “You’re a good boy.”

      His tail wagged. He had no idea what was about to happen. I hadn’t slept well, as I’d let Atlas sleep right next to me instead of by my feet. If he sensed I was about to leave him, he didn’t show it, as he’d slept peacefully. Sometimes in his sleep, his tail wagged. I imagined he was dreaming of chasing a rabbit through the meadow in springtime.

      With several feet between them, my mother and father stood at the bottom of the steps. Lillian hung back on the porch, her arms wrapped around a post. Mother was accompanying Lillian on the train ride to her new school. They were to leave tomorrow. My sister and I had already said our goodbyes upstairs, promising to write each other every week.

      Mollie had come up earlier to give me a lunch to take on the train, but she hadn’t been able to speak because she’d started crying. She’d hugged me before running from the room.

      Dax was waiting for me in our wagon. My parents had asked him to take me to the station.

      With tears in my eyes, I gave Atlas one last snuggle. “I’ll miss you, boy.” I reluctantly stood.

      I went over to my father and shook his hand. “This will be good for you. Make you a man,” he said.

      “Yes, sir.”

      Mother embraced me and whispered in my ear, “Be brave, my boy.”

      “I will. Goodbye, Mother.”

      As I turned to walk to the wagon, Atlas followed me, assuming he was to go with me. I patted his head and fought hard against the lump in my throat. “You stay here.”

      Atlas tilted his head and wagged his tail.

      I gave Lillian one last wave and headed toward the wagon. Just as I was about to climb inside, my sister shouted for me to wait and ran across the lawn to hug me. “Don’t forget to write.”

      “I won’t.” I broke free from her hug and got inside before Atlas could climb in behind me. He sat back on his haunches, looking at me. “You stay here, Atlas.” A sob rose up from my belly. “I love you.”

      “All righty, lad. Stay strong,” Dax said under his breath as he clicked for the horses to go. Despite the sound of their hooves on the frozen driveway, I heard Atlas bark. I turned back to look. He chased after us, ears flapping in the wind. I shifted to my knees and put my head out of the wagon. I shouted to him, “Go back, boy. Go back.”

      But he kept on, running as fast as he could, desperate to catch me until finally the horses outpaced him. I continued to shout at him to go home. When he realized his attempt to catch us was futile, he sat in the middle of the drive, raised his head, and howled. I flopped back into my seat and sobbed as we turned onto the main road.
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        * * *

      

      The train station bustled with people. I sat on a bench with my suitcase at my feet while Dax bought my ticket. This school they were sending me to was half a day away. I’d be there by suppertime. Mother had told me the headmaster was expecting me.

      When Dax returned with my ticket, he sat down next to me and patted my knee. “Only a few minutes before it gets here. You know not to talk to strangers and to keep to yourself.”

      “Yes, all right.”

      “I know it’s hard right now, but this is the best thing for you.” The sympathy in his eyes almost got me crying again, but I held my emotions together. I didn’t want to cry in a public place.

      I nodded, then tucked my chin into my neck.

      Dax took off his cap and ran a hand through his salt-and-pepper hair. “She had to send you away for your own good. Your father . . . well, I don’t know what to say about what you’ve had to endure. It’s not right.”

      I nodded again, too miserable to comment.

      “You’ll meet some good lads. Friends for life. It’ll be good to have pals your own age.”

      “I had you and Mollie. Lillian and Atlas.” I choked back a sob.

      “We’ll be here when you come for holidays.”

      We sat in silence for a few minutes. A family traveling with two small children plopped onto the bench across from us. The whistle and loud chugging of the steam engine told me the train was near. It was time. A new chapter. Perhaps I was numb or simply too sad to feel anything, but I was ready now. I’d already done the hardest part.

      “About the lass and the baby,” Dax said. “The missus and I will bring some food and milk to her as best we can. Tell me, now. Where’s the girl’s house?”

      I described how to get there from the meadow. “But you’ll be let go like Mrs. Walker.”

      “Not if I’m stealthy. We have our own cottage. Our own food. We do as we please with it.”

      My chest swelled with love and gratitude. “They have no one.”

      “I know.” He patted my knee. “A man can’t save the whole world, but he can surely save his neighbor.”

      “I’m sorry about Mrs. Walker. My good intentions got her fired.” I cringed, remembering her wet cheeks. I’d done that to her.

      “Mollie will get her placed somewhere else. She knows all the other housekeepers in town.”

      “Write to me and tell me she’s all right. And tell her I’m sorry, please? I wanted her to tell Mother it was all my idea, but she wouldn’t.”

      “She’s an adult who made her own choice. Anyway, she didn’t crumple under pressure. That’s a strong woman—the good kind that makes this hard world better. You remember that lesson as you go along.”

      “I’ll try.”

      He shifted to look at me, then adjusted my cap slightly so he could look into my eyes. “The way it’s been for you, that’s not how it’s supposed to be between parent and child. Don’t let it make you hard, lad. Stay pure of heart like the good Lord made you.”

      I rested my head on his shoulder. “I’ll do my best.”

      “Take it all in. All the learning. Use it for good someday.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      The train came to a stop at the station. Soon the doors opened, and people spilled out onto the platform. We both stood. Dax pulled me into an embrace. “You’re a fine lad—don’t let anyone tell you different. I’ll miss you. Write to us when you can.”

      “Thanks, Dax. For being the one to bring me here.” I pressed my forehead against the rough fabric of his tweed coat. “And for always being there. Tell Mollie too.”

      “It’s been my pleasure. Mollie’s too.”

      I stepped back to get one final look at him, hoping to recall the image of his face when I was lonesome. “Will you wait until the train leaves the station?”

      “I’ll be right here, lad.”

      I bowed my head, looking at my feet as I held back tears. “Please, take care of Atlas. Don’t let him suffer at the end. When it’s time, will you be there with him? I don’t want him to die alone.”

      The man who was like a father to me teared up as he placed both hands on my shoulders. “I’ll make sure to be there when he leaves this world, don’t you worry.”

      I raised my gaze to meet his. “Tell him I love him at the end. Just so he knows I wouldn’t have left him if I could’ve helped it.”

      “Don’t worry. He already knows. But I’ll tell him again.”

      “Bye, Dax.” I broke apart, grabbed my suitcase, and ran toward the train. If I didn’t run, I might not be able to go at all.

      The attendant took my ticket and pointed to my seat. My parents had paid for a first-class ticket. I’d ride out of here in comfort.

      I took my place by the window, storing my suitcase and sack lunch under the seat. The glass was fogged over, so I made a fist and cleared a spot. Dax, as promised, remained on the platform. I waved to him. He couldn’t see me, though, so I made a wider swath with my fist and waved again. This time, he waved back. The train began to move, chugging out of the station. I stayed pressed against the window, waving until I could no longer see the platform. Like Atlas, I finally gave up and sat back in the seat. Hot tears leaked from my eyes. I didn’t bother to wipe them away. Once again, they’d broken me.

      Don’t let it make you hard.

      At the moment, it seemed as if the hurt would become scar tissue. How could I not become hardened? However, I’d made Dax a promise, and I planned to keep it. Whatever was next, I would do good in the world wherever and whenever I could.
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      Luci

      

      A week went by, bringing the new year. Every day I hoped for a basket, but none came. Not only did the loneliness stretch out these endless days, but we were almost out of milk and flour. During the early morning, on the first day of the year, I fed Sadie the last of the milk. Although I knew it was fruitless, I stood by the window with the baby in my arms and watched for the boy. I prayed too, begging God to send help. Mama had once said a watched pot never boiled. Was it the same as a watched tree?

      After she ate, I put Sadie back in her cradle for her morning nap. I’d already done my water run and brought in the firewood. Too hungry to sleep and too agitated to come up with a plan, I paced around the small room. If only I could crawl out of my skin like a snake, leaving all this behind.

      Thoughts of Mama plagued me as I paced. She’d been a pretty woman, with white-blonde hair and blue eyes. At one time she’d had promise. That’s what she’d told me, anyway. “Until I married your pa, that is. Never marry a drinking man.”

      Despite what I’d learned about how she kept us alive, I still loved her. She’d been good to me, gentle and kind. Now, as I fretted about how to keep my baby sister in milk, I understood how desperate one could become. Women would do anything to keep their children alive.

      Pa’s snores agitated me further. I imagined putting his nasty pillow over his drunk face and suffocating him. We’d be no worse off without him. Maybe better, given how he’d taken Mama’s money for drink.

      In the next instant, I was horrified at myself. Would I become a murderer? Was I a monster now, born of desperation and hunger?

      I tossed another log into the stove and set the empty bottle in a pot of water. I needed to figure out how to get supplies. Then get on with things. What resources did I have? Did I have anything I could trade? What about my surroundings? Could I trap an animal? With what, though?

      I slipped into Mama’s old coat in preparation for another trip down to the creek. If only there were fish this time of year. But wait, what is this? Movement at the edge of the thicket? I peered through the dirty glass. Not the boy, but a man wearing a newsboy hat and a hunter’s jacket appeared. He placed a wooden box near where I’d left the basket.

      I ran out of the house, afraid he’d leave before I could talk to him. “Hello, sir?” I must have startled him because he jumped. “Yes, hello there.” I recognized an Irish brogue. One of the boys at school had been from Ireland.

      “Did the boy send you?”

      “He did.” Dark-blue eyes peered at me from under the brim of his hat. Lines around his eyes and mouth told me he was older than Pa. His skin had the look of a man who spent a lot of time outdoors. “I’m Dax O’Connelly. My wife, Mollie, and I work for his parents. The lad and his sister—well, we’ve helped raised them.”

      “What’s happened to him?” I asked, surprised at my boldness.

      “His parents sent him away to boarding school. He won’t be back for a while.”

      “What about Atlas?”

      A shadow crossed his face. “He’s at home. Won’t leave the front lawn.”

      “Waiting for the boy?”

      “That’s right.” The rims of the man’s eyes reddened. “He’s an old dog. Won’t survive to see his boy again.”

      I hadn’t cried when Mama died, even though the grief was a thousand sharp knives to my chest. I’d had too much to do, too many worries over how to live rather than mourn the dead. During the last few trying days, as tired and worried as I was, I hadn’t cried. The closest I’d come was when the woman in town had told me the truth about my mother’s secret life. However, the thought of that poor dog waiting for his master did me in. Tears blurred my vision.

      “Ah, now, lass, don’t cry.”

      “The poor dog.” I swiped tears from my cheeks. The air was so cold I was surprised they hadn’t become a layer of ice on my skin.

      He reached out as if to comfort me but pulled back his hand and shoved it into his coat pocket. “To love someone as much as they love each other is a great gift. Even when parted, the love remains.”

      I squinted up at him. The winter sun hurt my tired eyes. Was that true? Was some part of Mama still here with me? “He didn’t expect to go, did he? Or he wouldn’t have promised to bring food.”

      “That’s correct.” He smiled. “Wesley’s the type to keep his promises if he can.”

      “Wesley?” Wesley. A gentleman’s name. Even so, Wesley had understood when I’d told him of my plight. He’d wanted to help. Was it because he knew what it was like to be in a home where you had to have one eye open all the time? Or was it neglect?

      “He was sorry he couldn’t come himself. Before he left, I told him I’d look after you.”

      “But why?”

      “Wesley and his sister are like our children,” Dax said. “We’d do anything for them.”

      I breathed a sigh of relief. God had answered my prayers. “I’m grateful. I just gave the baby the last of the milk.” His eyes were so kind and sympathetic that I felt comfortable enough to share the truth of my troubles. “I didn’t know what I was going to do. Pa . . .” I trailed off, unable to bring myself to say what must be obvious.

      “Wesley said as much.” Dax shuffled his feet in the dry leaves. “Have you thought about telling someone what’s happening out here?”

      I looked away. A squirrel scampered up a tree and onto a branch. Several pine cones fell to the ground. “I can’t. I’m afraid someone will come and take the baby from me. As long as they think Pa’s looking after us, no one will get an idea to take her. People want babies, I expect. Not a girl like me. We’re in trouble here, but we have to stay together. I promised my mama.” All that spilled from my mouth like snow from the sky during a blizzard.

      “I see.” Dax rubbed his chin with his gloved fingers. “Where’s your pa?” His gaze traveled to the house. “Will he harm the baby? Or you?”

      “He’s in there. Asleep. Drunk.” I spit the words out like they tasted bad. “He won’t have anything to do with the baby. Mostly, he stays away from us. If he has money to go into town to the bar, that is.” I looked down at my numb fingers. “Are Wesley’s parents like my pa? Is that why you and Mollie had to raise them?”

      “They’re not like your pa, exactly. But his father—he’s a hard man—a cruel one. Life hasn’t been easy for Wesley. Anyway, that’s not my business to tell. I’ve said too much.”

      He didn’t have to say the words. I knew what he meant. The realization stunned me. Even rich people had troubles.

      “Tell me, what are your plans to get through the winter?” Dax’s gaze now roamed the flat brown yard.

      “My biggest trouble is the milk. I have to have it for Sadie, and I have no money to buy it with. I made the sourdough bread. From the starter. I had a little money to buy flour and lard, but it’s almost gone.”

      “During the winter, I’ll bring milk for the wee one and flour and cheese and whatever else I can spare for you. But, lass, becoming self-reliant will set you free. A garden is a poor man’s savior. Come spring, I’ll teach you how to grow vegetables. Potatoes, onions, and carrots you can store for winter. I’ve seeds to get you started. Again, in the spring, I can repair that chicken coop and bring over a few chicks. That way you’ll have eggs before long.”

      “Why would you do all this for me?” My dull mind couldn’t keep up with all that he was saying.

      “A man who turns away from his neighbor isn’t one I’d like to know.”

      “Even a neighbor like me?” The daughter of a whore and a drunk?

      “In God’s eyes, we’re all the same.” The corners of Dax’s eyes creased as he smiled. “I have to get back before anyone notices I’m gone. I’ll be back in the next few days. There’s a gallon of milk in the box, a loaf of bread, a chunk of cheese, and enough beef stew to eat for a few days. My Mollie made it herself.”

      My mouth watered. “Thank you.” I’d have to hide the box somewhere Pa wouldn’t find it.

      “This afternoon, bring in more firewood than you think you’ll need for the next few days. There’s a snowstorm coming.”

      “There is?” I looked up at the blue sky.

      “I can feel it in my left big toe. Always aches before a storm.”

      “Yes, sir, I can do that.”

      “You stay safe now,” Dax said. “I’ll come tomorrow if the weather allows. Otherwise, I’ll come after the blizzard rolls through.”

      I thanked him again as I picked up the wooden box. He took the basket Wesley had left and turned to go. I watched him as he traipsed over the frozen ground and disappeared into the woods.

      For the second time that day, I cried. Only this time it was from pure relief.
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      Wesley

      

      Upon my arrival at school, the headmaster, Mr. Kane, welcomed me into his office. One of the staff had picked me up at the station, an older man who introduced himself as Buddy and explained that he was the handyman and chauffeur at the school. After that, the ride to school had been silent. Despite my homesickness, the sight of the large brick building had excited me. Possibilities waited for me. Maybe even a friend.

      A roaring fire blazed, warming my face as I sat across from Mr. Kane. The headmaster was middle-aged, somewhere between thirty-five and forty-five, I guessed, with sandy-colored hair sprinkled with white. Kind eyes peered at me through wire-rimmed glasses. The office was long and skinny, with dark walls and an enormous walnut desk. Rows and rows of books lined the shelves. The faint scent of pipe tobacco lingered in the air.

      “Wesley, your mother wrote that your enrollment here was somewhat of a surprise to you.”

      “Yes, sir.” Last week I’d been running through the woods with Atlas, saving damsels in distress.

      “The first time away from home can be lonely. I’ve asked one of the boys, Roland Harris, to look after you these first few weeks. He’s one of our finest boys, with a heart of gold and a quick mind. He came to us in the fall, so he understands what it’s like to be new. I’ve arranged for you to share a room with him.”

      “Yes, sir.” What would it be like to spend time with a boy my age? Would I be strange to him?

      Mr. Kane continued, telling me about the school uniform waiting for me in my room and other details about my classes. “We’re only one day into the new term, so you won’t be behind. My understanding is that you’ve been taught at home by your mother and an occasional tutor?”

      “That’s correct. We had a tutor for math, mostly.”

      “What’s your favorite area of study?”

      “English. I love reading.”

      “What else do you like to do?” He leaned forward slightly, as if genuinely interested.

      “I like to build things with wood. That’s not really an area of study, I guess.” I looked at my hands. My ears burned with embarrassment. I must sound like a simpleton.

      “We have a woodshop class and a workshop here on campus, which you may use during your free time. I encourage all the boys to develop practical skills in addition to academics. As a matter of fact, as luck would have it, Roland is also interested in woodwork. You’ll have that in common.”

      A knock on the door drew his gaze from me. “Come in,” Mr. Kane said.

      I turned to see a scrawny boy with large blue eyes and freckles sprinkled over his nose. He held up his hand in greeting, then hustled across the room to stand in front of the desk. His hair was combed back, but several tufts had escaped and fell over his forehead.

      “Roland, this is Wesley Ford.” Mr. Kane stood, so I did as well.

      Roland stuck out his hand and grinned at me. “Nice to meet you.” He wore blue trousers and a white shirt paired with a red tie. The uniform.

      “You too.” My ears continued to burn.

      “I’ll have Roland take you to your room. You can get acquainted before our evening meal. Dinner’s always at six. Lights out at ten.”

      “Breakfast at seven.” Roland had a slow way of speaking, drawing out vowels to make them sound like two syllables. “Then we have class until three.”

      “Exercise in the late afternoon,” Mr. Kane said. “We have several sports you can participate in, including cross-country running, which your mother said you have aptitude for.”

      I bit back a smile, not wanting to seem too eager in front of Roland. “Running is a sport?”

      “Yes, indeed it is,” Mr. Kane said. “We have paths through the woods.” He gestured toward the windows behind him.

      “I’ll show you tomorrow,” Roland said. “If you don’t mind running in the rain.”

      “As long as I can run, I don’t care what’s falling from the sky.” My spirits lifted. So far, this new life here at school seemed much better than the one at home. I wouldn’t have to hear my parents fighting or endure Father’s strap. Roland could be a friend. They had a woodworking shop and running paths through the woods. But no Atlas. I put that aside. Be present in the immediate.

      “I hung both sets of your uniform in the wardrobe in your room, plus your exercise clothes.” Roland’s gaze moved to my suitcase. “I hope you didn’t bring much, because there’s not much space. The uniforms aren’t too bad, except for the tie. Chokes a fellow if you’re not careful.”

      “Not much, no,” I said.

      “Off you go,” Mr. Kane said, giving us a gentle smile. “I’ve work to do.”

      “Yes, sir,” we said at the same time.

      I nodded at Mr. Kane, then picked up my suitcase and followed Roland out of the room. We walked down a wooden hallway past empty classrooms. “That’s where we have school, obviously.” He pointed to a double door. “There’s the dining hall. They keep the doors closed until it’s mealtime.” I caught a whiff of food that smelled like beef gravy, and my stomach growled. I’d been too upset to eat my lunch and had mistakenly left it under the seat on the train. I thought of Mollie, how she’d made it with love just this morning. That seemed like a thousand years ago now.

      A wave of homesickness cramped my stomach. Don’t think of it, I told myself. This is your new life.

      We climbed a flight of stairs. Doors about a dozen feet apart lined both sides of a long hallway. “This is where we all sleep. I’ve been the only one without a roommate. I’m awfully glad you’re here.” We walked all the way to the end before he stopped and pulled a key from his pocket. “I always lock up since some of the others like to prank. I don’t take kindly to anyone messing with my things. There’s a key for you too.” He opened the door, and I followed him into a small room with two tall twin beds that looked as if they were built on stilts. Each had a desk underneath with identical stacks of books. “I got your books today so you’d be ready for tomorrow.”

      We each had a skinny wardrobe at the foot of the beds. “You can put your things in there,” Roland said. “They give us each half a dozen hangers.”

      As I unpacked, he told me a little about himself. He was from North Carolina and the oldest of five. “I have four younger sisters. They’re a lot of trouble.” His warm tone belied his words. “Do you have siblings?”

      “I have one sister. Lillian. She’s two years younger.”

      “Will you miss her?” Roland plopped onto his bed and tucked his arms behind his head. “Because I miss mine, even though it’s a lot quieter now.”

      “I will.” How much I wouldn’t say. I didn’t want to look like a baby. I tugged off my shirt to put on the school uniform.

      Roland gasped. “What happened to your back?”

      I’d forgotten the red marks would still be there. Over the years, there had been so many I didn’t think about it much. They eventually faded. “That’s from my father.”

      “He whips you?” Roland sounded flabbergasted by the idea.

      “Only me. Not my sister.” Thank God. If he had ever laid a hand on her, I don’t know what I would have done.

      “Are you all right?”

      “Sure. I’m used to it. And now I’m here, so he can’t hurt me.” I tugged the uniform shirt over my head.

      “My parents would never strike us, even if we’d done something bad.”

      I sat on the edge of my bed. No wonder he was positive and grateful. He had a loving family.

      “What did you do to get those?” Roland asked.

      “I took a basket of food to a poor family in the woods.” I explained to him about Luci and the baby and how Atlas had found them. “Atlas can sniff trouble or when someone needs help. He led me right there.”

      “Why’d he beat you for that? Being charitable is in the Bible. The Good Samaritan and everything.”

      I shrugged. “He likes punishing me. It makes him happy, I think.” Saying the words I’d never said to anyone was a relief. Speaking the truth lessened the sting.

      “What about your mother?”

      “She has to go along with whatever he wants. We all do.”

      “I’d say it’s good you’re here.”

      “That’s what my mother thought. They’re sending Lillian away too. If I can help it, I’m only going back for holidays. Do they have summer term here?”

      “No, but some boys stay if they don’t have anyone to go home to. They do summer work, like polishing floors and working outside. I plan to stay for most of the summer to earn some money.”

      “Then I will too. If they don’t call me home, which I don’t think they will.”

      “You can come home with me,” Roland said. “My family’s door is always open.” His forehead wrinkled. “But what about the girl and the baby? Will they be all right?”

      I told him about Dax and Mollie. “He promised to take care of them for me.”

      His face relaxed. “Good. If it were one of my sisters, I’d hope there was someone good like you out there looking after them.”
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        * * *

      

      That night, we lay in our twin beds. Although we still had thirty minutes before lights out, we’d blown out the lamp and gotten into bed. The room was drafty and cold, but I was warm under the quilt. Rain pattered against our one small window in a comforting rhythm. Dinner in the dining hall had been loud and chaotic. Yet, I’d enjoyed myself. Eating in peace with no fear of Father’s sudden temper or Mother’s withering look of disappointment at my mere existence had made for a relaxing meal.

      The other boys at our table had been friendly for the most part and curious about me. Most of them had been together for a couple of years, having all started together at thirteen. Roland and I were the outliers.

      “How you doing?” Roland asked from the dark. “I remember the first night I had this ache in my stomach,” Roland said. “I wanted to cry my eyes out, but it goes away after a few days.”

      “I miss my dog and my sister.” I scrunched my eyes closed, hoping to stop myself from crying. The image of Atlas on the road flashed before me. Please forgive me, boy. I didn’t want to leave you. “But besides that, no.”

      “When I first came here, I couldn’t sleep because it was so quiet. When I’d go to bed at home, I could hear all my sisters giggling and talking in the other room. I never thought I’d miss them so much. At the time, I just wished they’d be quiet so I could sleep.”

      “Why’d you come here?”

      “That’s just pure luck, if you want to know the dang truth. My folks don’t have much and could never afford a place like this. You won’t believe it, but someone paid for me to come here. We don’t know who.”

      “A benefactor?”

      “Sure thing. Can you believe how lucky I am? My mama says I was born that way. Good things always happen to me.”

      I had the feeling that Roland was the type to make his own luck. Being around him was like having sun on your shoulders. Roland Harris would teach me a thing or two about how to be grateful.

      “Do you like it here?” I asked.

      Roland’s chuckle reminded me of corn popping. “Sure. What’s not to love? Books, sports, all the food you can eat. Did Mr. Kane tell you about the wood room? You can build anything you want in there. Someday I want to build my own house.”

      I smiled in the darkness. “I think about that sometimes too.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes. One time I went to this place by the ocean, and I thought I’d like to build a cottage that looked out over the water. I thought how peaceful it would be. I’d stay there forever and never have to go back home.”

      “We’ll do it one day,” Roland said. “We can build cottages a short distance apart. Once they’re built, we’ll find wives and bring them home with us. They’ll be best friends, and we’ll be best friends. We’ll all sit on our porches and watch the waves roll in.”

      I thought of Luci. Her small, pale face and those giant eyes that portrayed fear and courage at the same time. Keep her safe, I prayed silently. Until I can come back for her.

      “You can marry my sister,” I said. “Then everything would be just right.”

      Roland laughed quietly. “I should probably meet her first.”

      “You will. Someday.” Tomorrow I would write to her and tell her about Roland. Not too soon to plant the seed. I smiled and rolled onto my side to face the wall. “Night, Roland.”

      “Night, Wes.”

      Wes. No one had ever called me that. Wes was a fresh start. Someone new without the burdens of the past. I would become a man here. I’d emerge triumphant, no longer a frightened, whipped boy. With that thought, I fell asleep.

      That first night in my new bed, I had the dream of the woman who called me Jonathan. When I woke, the words of the lullaby still echoed through my mind. If that mockingbird don’t sing, Mama’s gonna buy you a diamond ring.
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      Wesley

      

      The news of my father’s death came in the form of a telegram from my sister.

      Father dead. Heart failure. Mother in Florida. Arrived last night. Please come home. Bring Roland.

      My father was dead. It didn’t seem possible that the devil had perished. I couldn’t imagine the world without him, actually.

      We’d been discussing what to make for our bachelor dinner later that night when a knock on the front door had drawn our attention.

      Now, I let the paper flutter to the floor as I turned to look at my friend, who had one knee on the window seat and one eye pressed against the spyglass. Dressed casually in a shirt that stretched across his wide shoulders, he hardly resembled the scrawny boy he’d been when we’d first met at school. Building our cottages had made us strong.

      “Who was at the door?” Roland asked, still looking through the spyglass. With light-brown hair perpetually tousled over his forehead, he appeared careless and irresponsible, but this was not the truth of his character. In truth, he was steady, even-tempered, and strong as an ox, both in spirit and body.

      “Telegraph. My father’s dead. Heart failure.”

      Roland jerked away from the spyglass and turned to look at me. “What?” He shoved his hands into the pockets of his trousers. His sympathetic eyes matched the sea outside the window. “I’m sorry doesn’t seem like the right thing to say.”

      “Lillian says Mother’s in Florida.” I sat down, heavy, on the bench. “I don’t know if she’ll come back for his burial or not.” I turned back to my beloved sea. A fishing boat was anchored not far from shore. “She says for me to bring you.” Despite the news and my tumbling thoughts, I smiled. “Not surprisingly, of course.”

      Roland sucked in his cheeks as he sat down on the window seat. “You know, then?”

      “No man loves the post office as much as you.” He and my sister wrote to each other every week. Every Friday morning, he drove into town and came back smiling. I could easily imagine him ripping open the envelope and reading it slouched against the side of the building.

      He grimaced. “I couldn’t stop myself. The months we all spent together last summer—well, I was done for.”

      “Why haven’t you said anything?”

      “I wasn’t sure how you’d feel. She’s your sister. And young.”

      My decent, decent friend. “Not too young for you.”

      “Yes, but look at me. What do I have to offer? No profession. Living on her brother’s land.”

      I moved to the window to stand beside him. The skies were blue over the ocean as white-capped waves crashed to shore.

      “None of that matters if she loves you,” I said.

      “What do you think? About her and me.”

      “I think it’s fine. Very fine. If you love her, that’s all that matters to me. I know the man you are.”

      “It’s easy for you to think that way. You’re rich.”

      True enough. I couldn’t argue with him. I hadn’t been at school a month when I received news of two deaths. Dax wrote to me that Atlas had passed peacefully in his bed by the fire. I’d already mourned him so much by then, but still, it hit me hard. Roland had been sympathetic and had not ridiculed me for crying.

      The other news came a month later and changed the trajectory of my life. My mother’s father had died. To everyone’s surprise, he’d left the bulk of his fortune to me. I couldn’t understand why. I’d never met the man. Mother had not spoken to him since her marriage to my father. Apparently, he wanted to keep his wealth in the family.

      “Regardless of wealth, certain souls are meant to be together,” I said.

      “My heartbeat changed the moment I met her and has never been the same.” He looked over at me. “Do I have your blessing?”

      I brushed away his question with a brusque retort. “We’re already brothers. What more could I ask for?”

      “You’re growing soft in your old age.”

      I laughed. “True enough.”

      Roland shifted slightly, tucking one foot around his opposite ankle. The sunlight through the windows spilled into the room. “Are you sure you want to go home? It’s been almost six years, and you’re all the better for it. Maybe let them bury him and say good riddance.”

      “I would, but Lillian needs me. Us.”

      He smiled faintly. “She really did ask for me?”

      I didn’t answer, simply rolled my eyes.

      Father had forbidden me to come home during my years at school. I was happy to stay away, even though I missed Dax and Mollie. Holidays I spent with Roland’s family. We’d spent summers working on campus doing janitorial and outdoor tasks. One summer, we’d aided the shop teacher in making new desks and repairing classrooms that had suffered from a broken pipe during a cold snap. Our woodworking skills had improved so much that summer that our teacher had humbly declared we had surpassed his ability to teach us. Of all the things we learned in school, our carpentry and finishing skills might have been the most important.

      Once a term, Mother had taken the train to see me. During her first visit, she’d admitted that she and Father were living apart. They’d decided to keep the estate and staff but made sure to never be there at the same time. Mother, oddly enough, had gone down to Florida to visit friends and decided to stay part of the year. She’d purchased a bungalow near the beach.

      Last summer, after we’d finished Roland’s house, I’d sent for Lillian, having spoken to Mother about her staying with me until it was time to return to school. She’d stayed for almost three months. Pale, sickly Lillian was no longer. She’d become strong and beautiful at school, growing in confidence and soaking up praise from the music teacher.

      We’d all spent a lot of time together during her visit, but the two of them had managed to sneak off alone for walks down at the beach or to sit on Roland’s sun porch to watch the sunset. I suppose, if truth were told, they were not sneaking, since I purposely left them alone. Roland was too fine a man to take advantage of my sister. I knew his intentions were pure. He wanted to make her his wife. I’d assumed they’d be engaged by summer’s end.

      She’d been about to set out when Father died.

      “Do you think she’ll like it here?” Roland asked. “I mean, if she decides I’m for her. The winters, you know.”

      “She’ll be warm wherever you are.”

      When we were seventeen, Roland and I had taken a train trip up to Maine to visit another of our classmates. We’d both been entranced by the blue of the ocean and the crispness of the air. Our classmate had taught us how to boil lobsters and crack open their shells for the succulent meat.

      We’d made a pact. When we left school, I would buy land near the little town of Castaway. Together, we would build cottages for each of us. The moment we graduated from school, we headed out together. A twenty-acre piece of land on a bluff over the ocean was available for purchase. I didn’t hesitate.

      As planned, Roland and I had used our carpentry skills and built a cottage. After a long winter, we built a second one for him. They were not large or fancy but cozy and comfortable. We loved every inch of them.

      Now that we’d built our homes, we were pondering different business ideas. Roland wanted to open a new kind of shop in Castaway, one that sold produce and meats in addition to the traditional dry goods. “One place for everything,” he said when he’d told me the plan. Anyone else he told the idea to immediately dismissed it as reckless and almost scandalous. How outrageous for a young man to be so bold. However, I believed in him completely and had offered him a loan. So far, he’d refused. As good-natured and generous as he was to others, he was equally stubborn. He refused to take a loan, saying that the property and his cottage had been enough of a gift. Thus, we were at a stalemate.

      My father was dead. I thought I should feel something more, but the truth was, when I’d left home, I’d put him away inside a locked box in my mind.

      “Do you ever think about the girl? Luci?”

      Roland watched me with the eyes of a discerning man who knew me much too well.

      “Sometimes.”

      “Tempted to visit her while we’re there?” Roland asked.

      “That would make me ridiculous, wouldn’t it?”

      Roland grinned. “You’re the one who believes in soul mates.”

      “I was so certain that her destiny and mine were intertwined.” I chuckled. “But I was a kid back then. An overly romantic one at that. And we’d only met that one time.” I’d thought of her often in the years since I’d been away. I could recall the exact color of her eyes that had peered back at me. The jolt of it, the feeling that I was meant to be with her, was there too. Dax hadn’t mentioned her in his letters unless I asked. He’d always written back with a brief line or two that they seemed to be doing well. Like he was in person, Dax was a succinct communicator. No wasted words.

      “Dax has written that she’s done well and what a clever girl she is. He taught her how to plant and care for a vegetable garden. Doesn’t know how she grows anything in that hard dirt, but she manages.” I watched a speck of dust dance in the sunlight. “I might drop by to say hello.”

      “If I were a betting man, which I’m not, I’d guess she’d like to thank you for sending Dax over there to help. Who knows what might have happened to them had you not done so? Maybe it’s God’s way of getting you back there.”

      “Now who’s being romantic?”

      “You’ve influenced me over the years, which I find irritating.” Roland stood. “If we’re going today, we best get packed and on our way. Are we driving or taking the train?”

      “We’ll take the motorcar.”

      “I’ll be ready in half an hour.”

      “Don’t hurry on my account.” I smiled.

      “Very funny.”
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        * * *

      

      Late the next afternoon, Roland and I arrived at my family’s estate. Nothing appeared to have changed. The grass was green, and flowers bloomed in the front beds.

      I parked and got out of the car. My long legs had cramped during the drive. Roland did the same, stretching his arms over his head. The front door flew open, and Lillian came running out and across the lawn. “You’re here, thank goodness.”

      She threw herself into my arms. I held her tightly for a moment before stepping away and taking her hands. She wore a cream-colored dress with a sailor collar and a dropped waist, which had become so popular. Her thick ginger hair was arranged at the base of her neck.

      She stepped toward Roland, hazel eyes shining. “Hi, you.” My sister was petite and looked even more so next to my tall friend.

      “Hello, you.” He snatched his hat from his head and held it against his chest, staring at her as if he’d forgotten my existence.

      She ducked her head as her cheeks reddened. “I’ve waited so long to see you, and now I don’t know what to say.”

      Roland flashed his infectious smile. “Not to worry. I do. You’re beautiful. Even more so than the last time I saw you.”

      “Thank you. You’re looking well yourself.” She turned to me. “Are you ready for this?”

      “How’s it been?” I asked. My sister had been home a few times over the years, but only when Mother was home.

      “This house of horrors keeps on in its usual manner.” Lillian frowned as she clutched the sailor collar of her dress and looked from one of us to the other. “Mother sent a telegram that she won’t arrive for at least a week. She said to bury him without her.”

      Roland and I exchanged a glance.

      “We’ll take care of it, then,” I said. “And then we’ll be on our way.”

      “I’m so worried about Dax and Mollie,” Lillian said. “Mother says she’s selling the house. And June—what will she do? Plus, there’s the cook. She’s French and seems temperamental. Mollie’s been beside herself waiting for you, Wesley. Dax too, even though he didn’t say as much.”

      “Selling the place?” This surprised me. “I thought she’d want to stay since he’s gone for good.”

      “She said she’d explain everything when she gets here. It was very mysterious.” Lillian gestured toward the house. “You must be thirsty from your long drive. We’ve put Father in the parlor, which is ghastly. I’ve never known anyone to die before, and I’m sure I’ve bungled everything.”

      Roland reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out his handkerchief, which he pressed into Lillian’s hand. “We’re here now.”

      “I’m so glad you boys came.” Lillian wiped at her eyes. “Now, come inside. Mollie had Etta, the new cook, make up sandwiches and lemonade for us. Mollie says she has a terrible temper and hates to make meals at odd times, so I hope they’ll be fit to eat.”

      With a pang, I thought of Mrs. Walker. However, as Dax had assured me, she’d come out just fine after her abrupt dismissal. Mollie had found her a position with one of the other wealthy families, where she remained to this day. On the other hand, our house had gone through three cooks since Mrs. Walker’s dismissal. From what Mollie had told us, Father always found some fault with them. One of them, he’d accused of trying to poison him.

      We grabbed our bags from the car and then walked with Lillian across the front lawn to the screened porch and through the front door. My eyes took a moment to adjust to the dim hallway. Same white wainscoting and dark wood paneling. The parlor was to the right. I couldn’t help myself. I had to look. Heaps of roses were draped over a closed coffin.

      “Closed?” I asked.

      “Yes. It’s best. He’d gotten all red and puffy. Poor Mollie, she was the one to find him. She said he was slumped over the desk with his face in a piece of berry pie. At first she thought it was blood. Isn’t that awful?”

      A shiver went up my spine. There were too many bad memories lurking here.

      “Anyway, come along to the sitting room. I have a surprise for you.”

      We followed her down the hallway. The sitting room had always been my favorite room in the house. It was less formal than the parlor, with tall windows that let in light all times of the year. My sister’s baby grand piano still took up one corner of the room, shiny and black in the sunlight. Shelves filled with books lined one wall.

      My heart leapt into my throat at the sight of a dog who looked remarkably like Atlas had as a puppy. “Whose is this?”

      “Mollie said Gus appeared the morning Father died,” Lillian said. “She thinks someone dropped him here, hoping we’d give him a good home. Doesn’t he look just like Atlas?”

      “He does,” I said.

      Currently, Gus napped in a spot of sunlight. As I drew closer, he raised his head and stared at me for a moment, then leapt to his feet, tail wagging. I knelt to pet him and looked into those sweet brown eyes. I swear it seemed as if no time had passed and this was my Atlas.

      “Hello, Gus. Pleased to meet you.” He was so excited his entire body shook. I petted him and scratched behind his ears like Atlas had loved. Apparently, Gus did too. Or was it Atlas in a new, young body? Don’t be ridiculous, I thought.

      Gus licked my face. “Is it you, old boy?” I whispered. He barked and wagged his tail harder. “Did you come back for me?” He sat on his haunches and offered his paw for a shake. “How’d you know how to do that, you clever pup?”

      “Ah, it’s my lad come home.”

      I turned toward the voice of the man I’d missed for nearly six years. My chest ached with love as I rose to greet him. He wore his usual gardening attire and held his hat in his hand. The years had been kind to him. He looked no older than the last time I’d seen him.

      Dax’s eyes shone with tears as he pulled me into a quick embrace. “You look good. All grown. Taller than me.”

      “Yes, sir. I’ve brought my best friend, Roland Harris.” I introduced them, and they shook hands.

      “Welcome, Roland. Lillian has been telling us all about you now, hasn’t she?” Dax asked.

      “Dax, don’t go telling all my secrets,” Lillian said. “A proper young lady doesn’t speak of such things.”

      Roland laughed. “I’m glad to be a subject of conversation when it’s coming from your mouth.”

      “Well then, you’ll be quite glad,” Dax said, teasing. “She hasn’t stopped speaking of you.”

      “Dax, you’re terrible.” Lillian’s cheeks glowed pink. She was happy, I thought. This was my sister, glowing and in love. The frail little girl she’d once been seemed only a ghost of a very distant past.

      Gus had caught sight of his tail and did three circles in pursuit.

      “Do you see how he resembles Atlas?”

      “I do. How did you find him?” I asked.

      “That’s a long story,” Dax said. “Which Mollie will want to tell you.”

      As if summoned, Mollie entered the room with her usual hard-heeled gait. She started to cry at the sight of me. “Oh, dearie, you’re home at last.”

      I embraced her. She smelled of lavender, as she always had. “Mollie, don’t cry. We’re back together now.” Her black hair had more white, but like her husband she had aged well. She was as plump and pink and robust as she’d always been.

      Her eyes narrowed as she inspected me from head to toe. “You’ve grown very handsome.” She patted my shoulders. “Such muscles. Your eyes are as pretty as ever. I hope your outer beauty hasn’t gone to your head.”

      I grinned over at Roland. “I have my friend here to make sure I stay humble.”

      She let go of me to greet Roland. “And this is Roland. Goodness me, aren’t you a large one?”

      “Nice to meet you,” Roland said, eyes twinkling. “I’ve heard many Mollie stories over the years.”

      Mollie tutted. “I’m sure highly exaggerated by Wesley. He was always overly romantic with his view of the world.”

      “One of his many charms,” Roland said.

      “Please, lads, sit down,” Mollie said. “I’ll pour us lemonades.”

      Gus followed me over to one of the chairs. As I settled in, he lay next to me with his chin on my foot. My eyes stung, remembering how Atlas had done the same.

      “I told you,” Lillian said to Mollie as she sat on one end of the couch. “We’re right.”

      “Right about what?” I asked.

      “It’s only a fanciful idea.” Mollie took the seat next to Lillian.

      “Do tell.” Roland took the chair nearest Lillian.

      I leaned over to give Gus’s ears another scratch as I waited for Mollie to begin.

      “First, I have to tell you about Atlas. Brace yourself, because it’s very sad.”

      “Go ahead.”

      I exchanged a glance with Dax, who had not chosen to sit, and instead stood near the piano.

      “Atlas sat in the front yard every day for almost a month waiting for you to come back.” Mollie retrieved a handkerchief tucked inside the sleeve of her blouse and dabbed her eyes. “He’d only come in at night to sleep in his bed. Next morning, right back out there. Saddest sight I’ve ever seen.”

      My chest ached, imagining him doing so. I wanted to shout for her to stop. That I couldn’t bear to hear the details.

      Dax sank onto the piano seat. “One day I went out there and we had a little talk. I told him he had to get on with things and that it would make you sad to see him waiting for you. I asked him to keep me company in my workshop because I missed you too. He must have understood, because he followed me out there and slept under my bench for the rest of the day. That evening, I took him to our cottage. I’d brought his bed from the big house. He curled up in there. I petted him and reminded him of the good times he’d had with his favorite boy. He licked my hand and then closed his eyes.”

      “Forever.” Mollie pressed the handkerchief against the base of her throat. “But he didn’t suffer, Wesley.”

      Thinking of him peaceful in their cottage cheered me somewhat but not enough to erase the image of him waiting on the front lawn for a boy who never came home. “It wasn’t right to rip us apart.”

      “You had to leave here,” Mollie said. “Living that way. With that man. Who knows how long before it worsened or you were big enough to fight back.”

      “Tell Wesley the rest,” Lillian said softly.

      Mollie nodded. “Now, this next part you wouldn’t believe if you weren’t here to see it with your own eyes. The morning after I found your father, I was dusting the parlor to get it ready for the coffin and something on the front lawn caught my eye. It was Gus here, sitting in the exact same place Atlas had all those days, looking down the driveway as if waiting for you.”

      “It’s like Atlas in a new body,” Lillian said, interrupting, like an excited child.

      “God forgive me for saying so, but it makes a person wonder,” Mollie said.

      “I’m not wondering,” Lillian said.

      Gus thumped his tail and resumed his position on my foot.

      “What a thing,” Roland said.

      “Isn’t it?” Lillian asked as they smiled at each other.

      Mollie waved her hands in a dismissive gesture. “All that’s well and good, but we need to talk about the next few days. We’ve arranged to bury your father tomorrow morning.”

      “Father left directions. There’s a plot in the cemetery.” Lillian’s voice wavered. She pressed Roland’s handkerchief to her mouth before continuing. “What happens to a soul no one mourns?”

      “That’s not our concern,” Mollie said. “God works it all out.”

      “How is it that all I feel is relief?” Lillian asked. “Does that make me a bad person?”

      “He was a hard, mean man who sent his children away,” Mollie said flatly. “What else would you feel?”

      “You two came out just fine anyway,” Dax said with a proud lilt in his voice. “Look at the two of you.”

      “Thank you, Dax.” Lillian’s expression lightened. “That’s only because we had you and Mollie. We must have been such trouble to you.”

      Dax shook his head and smiled. “Oh now, lass, we love you like our own. ’Tis no trouble.”

      “We had some good times, didn’t we?” Mollie asked. “I have to believe that, or some days I’m not sure I can get out of bed. The guilt, you know.”

      “You have nothing to be guilty over,” I said.

      No one said anything for a moment until Mollie spoke. “Now that you’ve finished school, Lillian, do you plan on going with Wesley?”

      “That’s been our plan,” Lillian said. “I was finishing up the last term, which happened to coincide nicely with Father’s death.” A giggle escaped. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it to sound that way.”

      “It’s all right, lass,” Dax said. “We want you to go where you’ll be happy.”

      “We suspect your mother’s planning on selling the estate,” Mollie said.

      “Where will you go?” Lillian asked.

      “We’re not sure yet,” Mollie said. “Things are rather discombobulated at the moment. All the changes at once are troubling to a person like me.”

      “You’ll come with us,” Lillian said. “Right, Wesley?”

      I looked over at Roland. He gave me a slight nod. “We’ve built two cottages,” I said. “I don’t see why we couldn’t build another.”

      I described our property and how the bluff had room for multiple residences.

      “No, lad, we can’t let you do anything of the sort,” Dax said.

      “We don’t have to decide anything now,” I said. “Once Mother arrives, we’ll know more about her plans.”

      “Quite right,” Mollie said. “For now, we’ll focus on getting the dead buried.”

      As Roland had said, good riddance.
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      Luci

      

      That afternoon, the creek ran thick with trout. Insects hovered just above the surface, tempting them to rise up from the cold depths with their pointy mouths to snatch their breakfast. Occasionally they jumped, creating a splash and ripple of water, their silver scales sparkling in the sun.

      I stood in the water about knee-deep with my skirt pulled up and tucked into the waist of my bloomers. When a fish came near, I attempted to stab it with a stick I’d sharpened into a spear. Some days I’d managed to get one. Today, I’d had no luck. The only reward for my efforts were a sweaty brow and an empty stomach.

      “Sadie, I can’t get one.” I wiped my face with the sleeve of my blouse as I trudged out of the water.

      Sadie was squatting on a grassy knoll a few feet way. She made a satisfied grunt as she plucked a mushroom from the soft dirt. Because of her fair skin, I always insisted she wear a straw hat to protect her from the dappled sunlight that filtered through the trees. A white-blonde braid hung down her back. “Sister, should I try?” She brushed the mushroom clean, then dropped it into a bowl. This time of year, we found a lot of mushrooms. I worried we’d stumble upon a poisonous one, but Sadie claimed she could smell the difference. So far, she’d been right.

      “No, we’ll come back later. Maybe when it’s cooler, more will swim into the shallow parts.” I sat next to her, careful not to sit on any mushrooms, and spread my legs out to dry. Blue sky poked through the lush maples and firs. Blackberries ripened on the bushes a short distance up the creek. When they were ready, Sadie and I would pick as many as we could before the birds took them. Life here was a battle between us and nature. I was a soldier already. Sadie was quickly becoming one.

      We both had our strengths. I was calculating and innovative, often able to make the most use of whatever the elements offered. I’d built traps made from tree branches to catch rabbits. When Dax had gifted me with seeds that first spring, he had erected a log fence around the garden to keep out the deer and rabbits, who were quite happy to eat the fruits and vegetables of my labor.

      We’d chosen a spot as close to the creek as possible, where the dirt was moister. Also, the closer it was to the creek, the less distance and time it took to haul buckets of water up the slope. However, I’d wanted a sunny spot, so I’d had no choice but to plant the garden in the clearing.

      Sadie had a keen sense of smell and taste. She could tell if something was off by the scent. I felt certain she’d saved us from poisoning more than once.

      “I need a fishing pole,” I said to Sadie.

      What I needed was a fly connected to a hook. I’d heard men talking about fishing the last time I’d gone into town. They’d said the year was particularly good for trout and a man was a fool if he couldn’t catch one.

      What about a young woman? Was I a fool? Because I sure couldn’t catch one without a hook.

      Last month when Dax had come with tomato starters for my garden, I’d told him about my idea.

      “I need a fake fly,” I said. “Attached to a hook and a long string. When they come up to bite, the hook would catch them and I could pull them in.”

      We’d been talking at the edge of the chicken coop, watching the chicks peck the ground. No longer the size of my palm, they were about six weeks old and growing fast. My older hens were inside in their nests.

      Dax took off his straw hat and slicked his damp hair off his forehead. “Yes indeed. You’re speaking of fly-fishing.”

      “It has a name?”

      “Been around for centuries. But you need a special kind of line made from silk or horsehair and a bamboo rod. I shouldn’t think we could find them around here. Not that we could afford, anyway.”

      But I couldn’t let the idea go. Every time I saw those fish swimming through the stream, I ached with ambition. A few of them needed to be in my frying pan. What if I found a branch or twig similar to a bamboo pole? I could use part of a feather that looked like a bug and tie to the end, then dangle it over the water. But without a hook, how would I catch them? I’d have to think that through later.

      “Do you have enough mushrooms?” My legs were dry, so I rose to my feet and let my skirt fall back around my ankles. I didn’t wear boots much in the warm months, saving them for winter. Calluses on the bottoms of my feet were shields against rocks and roots.

      “Yes, enough for today.” She scrambled to her feet. “I’ll wash them.”

      While she did so, I scooped water into my bucket upstream of where she knelt. “I’ll fry them and a few green tomatoes up with some lard. That’ll have to do for today.” I said this more to myself than Sadie. When she’d been a baby, I’d gotten into the habit of telling her everything I was doing or asking her questions as if she understood. This had two outcomes. One was that she didn’t feel the need to answer me. Two, she spoke with the ease of one much older. The way she described the world around her often amazed me. This was why I was hell-bent on getting her in school. If I hadn’t been able to go before she was born, where would we be? I could read and add up numbers. Although, too often the number was zero.

      Enough time had passed that people in town had stopped looking at me with disdain and distrust. Sadie could start school without anyone calling her the daughter of a whore. Folks might not care about us and most pretended we didn’t exist, but at least they left me alone. I’d survived without doing what my mama had done. I’d kept us fed and clothed, even though my father was a drunk and a gambler.

      But still, I couldn’t grow complacent. Always, around every corner or shadow, darkness waited to destroy us. This constant diligence had made me weary and old before my time. What was I to do differently? Survival was the only choice. This was my life, and I would make the most of it however I could.

      When we’d completed our tasks, I started up the hill. Sadie, with a gait as graceful and quiet as a deer, followed behind me.

      I stopped at the garden. After I set down my bucket, I opened the gate to the log fence Dax had helped me build. Without it, I wouldn’t have a chance of a crop. Again, the game between the elements and me was a fierce one.

      Sadie and I plucked a few of the largest green tomatoes from the vines and added them to her bowl.

      My vegetable garden, thanks to Dax’s seeds and solid tutelage, would serve us well this summer. We’d enjoyed carrots and lettuce in the spring. Next month, my beans, tomatoes, and squash would start to produce. By fall, I could dig up the potatoes.

      Sadie had turned five last winter. The fifth anniversary of our mama’s death. I could hardly remember the time before Mama died. The last days of my childhood had blurred into extinction. Sometimes at night before I fell into an exhausted sleep, I thought about the days after Mama died. I considered how Wesley had appeared out of nowhere, as if fated to help us, and wondered about the mysteries of the universe that I so desperately wanted to understand. Then, how Dax had stepped in to do what Wesley couldn’t.

      Was there such a thing as fate? Or were we at the mercy of the innate kindness of others? Or did kindness make the difference in all aspects of our lives? Without it, would we be anything more than the animals that wanted to eat my vegetables? All I knew without doubt was that Sadie—and probably me too—would not have survived without that first act of kindness from Wesley. I wanted to be of service to others at some time in my life. But right now and for the foreseeable future, I could only do what needed to be done for my sister and me.

      Once in a blue moon, I asked Dax about Wesley. I mentioned him casually, so as not to clue Dax in on the wild fantasies that plagued my mind during the night when I was awakened by Pa stumbling through the front door. Wesley had saved us from certain starvation, of course, and I was grateful. But there was this other feeling too—the one that had me convinced we were intertwined somehow. Two lost souls meant for each other.

      The latest I knew of Wesley was that he was no longer at school. He’d graduated with honors and had moved to the seaside. My heart had hurt a little. He hadn’t come back for me. Dax, perhaps noticing my disappointment, had quickly added that as long as his father was here, Wesley would not be coming home. I understood. If I could’ve gotten away from Pa, I wouldn’t risk entrapment by returning.

      I’d have liked to ask Dax if he had the post information so that I might write to Wesley, but I was too shy. What a fool he’d think me. A girl like me asking for a rich boy’s address?

      When we reached the house, Pa was sitting on the porch wearing his dirty pants and a ragged flannel shirt. He held a bowl in one hand and scooped whatever was in it into his mouth with his fingers. What had I left in the house instead of hiding it in my secret spot behind the woodpile? As we drew nearer, I could see that it was the last of the rice I’d made the night before to go with my pan of beans. I’d traded Mrs. Adams some fresh lettuce and half a dozen eggs for a few cups of rice. Strangely enough, Mrs. Adams had become a friend to me. As a woman who lived alone, I doubted she needed as many eggs as I’d traded for flour, rice, and lard over the years.

      “Sadie, what do you have in your bucket?” Pa leered at her. The way he looked at her worried me. If he touched her, I would kill him with my bare hands. I kept her close at all times, never letting her out of my sight. I’d found a sharp rock at the creek last summer and slept with it near our mat on the floor. If he came sniffing around her, I would bash in his face.

      “Bring it to me,” Pa said.

      Sadie’s gaze flickered to mine. She stepped closer to me.

      “No, that’s for our supper,” I said. “Mushrooms that I’ll fry up with some eggs.”

      “Do it now,” he said.

      “Supper’s in a few hours.” If I served our main meal now, we’d all go to bed hungry. Not that Pa was usually here for supper anyway.

      He got up from the porch, unsteady on his feet, and staggered toward me. Before I could escape, he grabbed me by the hair and pulled me close. His breath reeked of stale whiskey. “You’ll make me supper now.”

      I struggled to get away, but his other hand wrapped around my neck. He pressed against my windpipe.

      “When I ask for a meal, I want it now.” With one hand still around my neck, he slammed the heel of his other hand into my cheek. He removed his hand from my throat and pushed me to the ground.

      Black dots danced before me. Tears leaked from my eyes. I covered my face with my arms and waited for the next blow. Despite the pounding between my ears, I heard Sadie’s small, frightened voice. “There’s fresh bread in the box. You can have all of it.”

      Pa cursed. “Why didn’t you say so?”

      I lifted my face to look at him. He swayed slightly and then lumbered back toward the steps and up to the porch. Seconds later, the door slammed shut.

      Sadie sank to the ground next to me. “Sister, how bad does it hurt? Did he break a bone?” She caressed my upper arm and peered at me with her light eyes.

      “I’m all right.” My cheek throbbed, but I didn’t want to alarm her further. “It’ll just be a bruise.”

      “We’ll go down to the creek, and I’ll soak a rag to put on your face.”

      Sadly, we’d been through this enough times that my five-year-old sister knew what to do for blows to the face. I nodded and rose up from the ground like an injured bird shoved from the nest.

      Sadie took my hand and led me toward the creek. I wondered, not for the first time, who was saving whom. At the moment, this tiny girl appeared to be in the lead.
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        * * *

      

      The bruise on my cheek had lessened to a dull ache by the time I fried up our tomatoes and mushrooms for supper. As I worked at the stove, it occurred to me that Dax hadn’t come by in at least a week. He often came by on a Sunday to check on us and bring milk and cheese. I hoped all was well. Lately, I’d noticed his gait had slowed. I knew he worked hard at the Fords’. Was it too much for him?

      I put our supper onto tin plates and set them on the table. Sadie had been playing on the floor with her doll I’d made out of the material from the old pouch. I’d cut and sewn the back and front pieces, then stuffed it with the leftover fabric. Buttons made the eyes, red yarn a mouth. The poor thing had no nose, but Sadie didn’t care. She loved her baby and had named it Sugar. Where she came up with that I had no idea, since we hardly ever had any of it in our house.

      We sat at the table and bowed our heads. I said a quick prayer of thanks, and then we tackled our food. Along with our vegetables, I’d thrown together some biscuits to take the place of the bread Pa had taken. We were eating well this summer, but even so, I worried about the winter. Would my potatoes be rotten when I dug them up? Or would they have failed to grow? Nothing was assured.

      “Sister, why did you sigh?”

      “Did I?” I looked across the table at her sweet face. What would I do without her? The summer days were long and required no candlelight. Outside the windows, evening faded into tranquility. In moments such as this it was hard to remember the cold, bitter winters. “I was thinking about my potatoes.” I pushed away my empty plate and folded my hands together on the table.

      Sadie patted my hands. “Don’t worry. You always figure out how to make everything nice and keep my tummy full.”

      I glanced around the tidy room. Dishes were washed and floors swept clean every night after supper. In the mornings, we folded our bedding into a neat pile and stored it on the rocking chair to keep the spiders from crawling inside and surprising us. The woven mats we slept on were rolled up and placed in one corner. Still, nothing could hide our poverty. Floorboards had rotted and loosened. Each of our curtainless windows had at least one crack that I feared would worsen with the next frost. The wood-burning cookstove needed blackening.

      No one but a girl who’d grown up as Sadie had would think this was nice. She didn’t see the room as it truly was. This was her home. I was her family.

      “Sister, if Pa isn’t my real pa, who is?”

      I started. We’d never talked about any of the details of her lineage. She knew, of course, that Mama had died and that I was her sister. The rest of it, I’d left out of the story. If she wanted to know more when she was grown, I would tell her. Until then I would keep quiet. “How did you know about Pa?”

      “He told me.”

      “When?” When had he been alone with her?

      “The other night when you were using the outhouse, he came home. I was sitting on my mat talking to Sugar. He sat next to me and whispered in my ear that I should come to him later. That I could sleep in his bed with him. That there was nothing wrong with it because I wasn’t his kid.” Her bottom lip trembled. “He said not to tell you. He scared me, Sister.”

      My dinner threatened to come right back up. I set my fork on my plate, trying to conjure the right words. Rage blinded me. Perspiration dampened the palms of my hands. “I’m very glad you told me this. It’s wrong for a little girl to sleep in a man’s bed, no matter if he’s her father or not. Do you understand?”

      “Yes.” She nodded, her big blue eyes never leaving my face.

      “From now on, you stay with me. If I go to the outhouse, you come with me.”

      “All right.”

      “You tell me everything. Don’t worry. I’ll never be mad at you.”

      “He said you would call me a liar.”

      I clasped my hands together under the table and tried to steady my breath. The pulse at my neck quickened. “Did he touch you?”

      She shook her head. “You came back, and he got up quick and went to the bedroom.”

      “When was this?”

      “Last night.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me this morning?”

      “I forgot.”

      I studied her. She didn’t lie. There was never any reason to. She had forgotten. I’d done similar things when I was her age. I hadn’t remembered Mama’s comings and goings in the middle of the night. It wasn’t until I learned the truth that memories piled on top of one another into the full truth. “Do you mean you put it aside, like locked it in a box?”

      “I think so.”

      “Have there been any other times you forgot?”

      “I don’t think so.” Tears traveled down her thin face.

      I took in another breath to gather myself. Every nerve in my body burned. I wanted to run into town and haul him out of the bar and slit his throat. For Sadie’s sake, I needed to remain calm. Otherwise, I’d scare her. “Come here, baby.” I held out my arms.

      She came around the table and crawled onto my lap. I was a tall woman, and she was petite and too thin, so she fit just as nicely as she always had. I could still remember the pleasant heaviness of the baby she’d been. “Listen to me, baby girl. I’m here. I’ll always figure out a way to keep you safe. I always have, and I always will. You hear me?”

      “I hear you.” The flutter of her eyelashes tickled my neck as she nodded her head.

      “If we have to leave here to do it, we will.” Even as I said it, I wondered how on earth I would manage that.

      I did the only thing I knew to do. The only thing that had ever worked. I prayed.
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      Wesley

      

      Dew sparkled on the grass as I crossed the lawn to the vegetable gardens. Gus ran ahead of me, leaving tracks. I hadn’t had a chance to talk to Dax alone and wanted to ask him about Luci. Although I was embarrassed, my need to know outweighed my reluctance to seem a fool. I found him in the fenced-off vegetable beds watering his tomato plants. Spring vegetables were ready to harvest, including clumps of lettuce, carrots with tall tops, and peas that crawled up wooden spikes.

      He straightened at my approach and looped his thumbs through the straps of his overalls. “Good morning. What a sight for sore eyes you are.”

      “You too.” I adjusted my hat to get a better look at him. Gus walked along one row, sniffing as he went.

      “You sleep all right?”

      “Not really.” I’d tossed and turned in my old bed. It was too short for me now, so my feet dangled over the end. Unwanted memories had been my bedfellows.

      “He’s gone, lad. We’ll put him in the ground, and you can go on with your life.”

      “Have you and Mollie talked about coming with us?”

      “A tad, yes.” He scratched under the collar of his shirt. “She’s proud, you know.”

      “I know.”

      “But how she feels about you and your sister might win over the old pride. I can’t yet tell.”

      A fat robin fluttered over and landed on a fence post. Gus barked, and the bird flew away as quickly as it had landed. “The invitation is open. Whenever she decides.”

      “Will you stay and wait to see your mother?”

      “Yes, I’d like to. Lillian wants to as well. So we’ll be here a few weeks, anyway.”

      “Good, good. Mollie will want to stay and do whatever needs doing for Mrs. Ford. Perhaps after everything’s settled and sold, she’ll see that this change could be good for us.”

      I nodded as I shifted my weight from one foot to the other.

      “Something you want to ask me?” Dax’s eyes twinkled.

      “What? No. I mean, not really.”

      “You want to know how Luci’s getting on?”

      “Well, yes. How is she?”

      “She’s done fine. Just fine.” He smiled, pride in his eyes. “Hardest-working girl you’d ever meet in your life. Clever too.”

      I nodded and looked up at the sky, already a deep blue despite the early hour. “I’m glad to hear.” Gus flopped down in the middle of the row between beans and squash and rested his head on his paws.

      “She asks about you,” Dax said, almost as if it were an afterthought. I knew better.

      “Yes?” My shoulders rose and fell. I wanted to beg him to tell me every detail, but I refrained. Although Dax would never mock me, I felt embarrassed over my schoolboy hopefulness that I’d remained in her thoughts as she’d remained in mine. “How, exactly?”

      “Similarly to you—as if it didn’t matter one way or another when I know sure as anything that it’s the opposite.”

      I shrugged my shoulders and grimaced as I turned my gaze toward the direction of the woods. “These feelings might just be a romantic notion.”

      “Might be. Might not be. I knew the minute I set eyes upon my Mollie. She was the one for me.”

      “I’ve thought about her more than I should.”

      “How much is should? Can we measure it?”

      I chuckled. “You think I should call on her?”

      Dax adjusted the brim of his hat. “Well, now, how else will you know?”

      “I suppose.”

      “They’ll be wanting you inside,” Dax said. “To go out to the cemetery.”

      “Right, yes.” I hesitated, wishing I could remain here with Dax and the scent of tomatoes ripening on their vines. It occurred to me that he wasn’t dressed for a burial. “Aren’t you coming with us?”

      Dax shook his head. “No, lad. I can’t watch them lower him in the ground and not spit on his coffin.”

      I stared at him, aghast.

      “When I think of all that went on in this house.” Dax stuck his hands in the pockets of his overalls. “To you, especially. I cannot pretend. I’m happy he’s gone and hope he burns in hell.”

      “He can’t hurt me any longer.”

      “That’s right. You can bury all the memories with the man, lad, and never think of him again.”

      I called for Gus. He rose from the warm ground and shook himself clean. As I crossed the lawn toward the house, an image of Father’s face when he reached for the strap told me that no amount of time would erase my memories. I could only use them to shape the man I wanted to be. Isn’t that the only thing we can do after someone has harmed us? Ensure that something good comes from our suffering?

      What would my good be? Only time would tell.
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        * * *

      

      We were home by lunch. The burial had been a paltry gathering of five. After the preacher tossed the first handful of dirt over the coffin, he said a few prayers and took our money, and we returned to our cars. There were no mourners to invite back to the house. After a meal, Roland and Lillian went out to the back porch to play chess. I wanted to be alone and wandered restlessly around the sitting room.

      Finally, not making a decision so much as my feet leading me in that direction, I went into Father’s study. My gaze lifted immediately to the painting of him that hung over the fireplace. I did not look at the strap, but I felt it there as if it were a poisonous snake ready to strike. I stared at the painting. The artist had captured him well. His cold eyes stared back at me. I shivered as the sounds of the strap against my skin echoed between my ears.

      Gus bounded in through the open door. He leaned against my leg and barked at the painting.

      “You remember him, old boy?”

      He growled.

      “Don’t worry. He can’t hurt me now.” I reached down to touch Gus’s head.

      “You didn’t take everything from me,” I whispered to the painting. “Your cruelty made me stronger. Better.” A man had emerged from my broken pieces.

      Perhaps I’d not been fully free until now. No longer confined by his presence, I could soar. Was it time?

      Time to find Luci?
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        * * *

      

      In the late afternoon while Lillian and Roland rocked on the front porch swing together, I took Gus out for a walk. I’d left my jacket and tie at the house and rolled up my sleeves. A straw hat provided shade for my eyes.

      Gus, as Atlas had done, took the lead. Wildflowers were in full bloom in the meadow. Tall grasses swayed in the breeze. When we reached the woods that led to Luci’s house, I hesitated. It had been years since I’d roamed these woods. Would I get hopelessly lost?

      Gus barked and twisted his head to show me which way to go.

      “You know the way?”

      He barked as an answer that could only be interpreted as yes.

      The pine needles crunched under my feet as I wove through trees, making sure not to twist an ankle on roots, rocks, and dips in the ground. Fifteen minutes later, Gus had led us right there.

      I stopped just outside the clearing. The shack looked better than the last time I’d been here. New boards had replaced the rotted ones. A log enclosure that I assumed was a vegetable garden had been built on the flat parcel of land before it angled downward toward the creek. Smart, I thought. Less distance to carry water than if she’d set it nearer the house. Chickens pecked in the grass outside a repaired henhouse. Bedsheets flapped in the breeze on a clothesline hung between the house and coop.

      Dax, I thought. This was all Dax. My heart ached with love for the man who surely hadn’t needed more work than he already had. I imagined him here during his days off, helping a stranger because I’d asked him to.

      I heard a rustle of leaves and looked over to see a young woman emerge from behind the garden structure. She carried two buckets. A little girl with hair so fair it was almost white trailed behind her. The baby, I presumed, now a girl.

      Despite her shabby clothes, Luci had grown into a great beauty—tall, slender, and straight-backed. Shiny honey-colored tresses had been gathered into a bun at the back of her long neck.

      From inside the shack, a man in a dark hat, dirty trousers, and a gray shirt that had once been white stumbled onto the porch. He held a flask in his left hand.

      “Luci, where’s my dinner?” He had the gravelly voice of a man who smoked and drank to excess.

      Luci set the buckets on the bottom step of the porch. The little girl hid behind her skirts. “We’ve nothing left. When I take the sheets to Mrs. Webb, she’ll pay me and I’ll go into town to get supplies.”

      “What happened to last week’s money?” He took a long swig from his flask.

      “You spent it on booze. I know you took it from my hiding place.” Her tone was cold and brittle. “And now we have nothing left but flour and lard.”

      “Well you best get on with it. I’m hungry.” He sat weakly on the steps. “Come here, Sadie girl. Let me look at you.”

      “Sadie, go play,” Luci said.

      Sadie. She’d named the baby Sadie.

      Sadie ran away to the side of the house and plopped onto the ground, drawing her knees to her chest and burying her face. Hardly a game, I thought. The leering way he’d looked after her chilled my blood.

      “You have no need to look at her,” Luci said.

      “I like pretty things,” he said, slurring his words.

      “You stay away from her, you hear me?” Luci drew closer to him.

      He waved his hand as if she were a fly bothering him. “Be quiet now. I’ve got an aching head.”

      Luci called to her sister. “Come on, Sadie. We’ll go see if we can catch a fish.”

      Sadie rose from her position and took Luci’s outstretched hand. They walked back to where they’d just come from. To the creek, I presumed.

      Gus and I waited until her father went back into the house. Then, careful to stay in the woods rather than the clearing, we headed toward the creek.
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      Luci

      

      I breathed a sigh of relief when we reached the creek. If we stayed away for a few hours, Pa would probably have disappeared into town or over to Moonshine Mike’s.

      “I’m hot,” Sadie said. “Can I wade into the water?”

      “Yes, just be sure to hike up your dress so it doesn’t get wet.” I answered absentmindedly because I was focused once more on my idea for a fly. I’d found a wild goose feather in the yard that morning. It was a sign, I told myself. Now, I took it from my pocket and sat on a rock near the water. I tucked my skirt up around my knees and placed my feet in the cool water. As if to taunt me, a silvery-scaled fish jumped out in the middle of the creek. If only I had a hook. I’d racked my brain but couldn’t come up with an idea of how to make one from anything I had around the house.

      I heard a crack of a twig and turned to look, expecting to see Pa and already coming up with ways to get rid of him. But it wasn’t Pa. My heart thumped an extra beat at the sight before me. A man and a yellow dog stood near a fallen rotted tree. His eyes. They were familiar. I’d once seen them in a boy’s face, under a cap. Wesley? The boy grown into a man?

      He was a giant of a man, tall with wide shoulders and dressed in impeccable gray tweed trousers and a white shirt with the sleeves rolled up. A straw hat made a dappled pattern on his cheeks and chin. Next to him, a yellow dog with friendly eyes wagged his tail. He looked like Atlas, only he was a puppy, young and vibrant.

      Aware that my bare feet and calves were exposed, I tugged my skirt back into place and rose to my feet. “Is it you?”

      “Hi, Luci. I’m back.” He remained by the fallen log.

      “Is it really you?” I inched toward him, sure I was seeing things that were not there.

      “Yes, Wesley Ford. Is it really you, Luci Quick?”

      I nodded, too shocked to speak.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Sadie splashing through the water toward me. By the time she reached me, her wet skirt clung to her bare legs. She pressed against my hip, nearly knocking me off my feet.

      He took off his hat and held it against his chest. Dark-blue eyes sparkled in the morning sun as he stared back at me. “I’m sorry if I’ve startled you.”

      “You most certainly have. I’ve been waiting for your return for almost six years.” The flirtatious lilt in my voice made me sound like a different woman. One accustomed to handsome men appearing out of the woods.

      “I was detained.” His full mouth lifted in a smile. “My father didn’t want me home, or I would have been here sooner.”

      “Oh my, it really is you.” My hands flew to my mouth. What a sight I must be. Hatless and wearing no shoes—hair a mess and my dress hardly better than a rag. He’d come back a sophisticated and elegant man. He had a strong jaw and high cheekbones. His features were no longer pinched and nervous. “I can’t believe you’re here. I’ve thought so many times about this moment.” I hadn’t meant to be so forthcoming. There was something so easy between us.

      He stepped closer, still holding his hat to his chest. “As have I. Even though you’ve changed from a girl, I would know you anywhere.”

      “Your eyes are the same. I knew them right away.” If only he knew how often I saw them when I closed my eyes at night.

      What did we look like to him? Did he pity us? I smoothed my free hand over my cotton dress, worn so thin I feared he could see right through the fabric. I had no corset, only an undergarment I’d made from a flour sack. Sadie wore a simple dress made from burlap.

      “I was nervous to come, but I wanted to see you.” Words rushed from his mouth, making me forget my concerns about my appearance. “Dax said it would be all right. I hope I haven’t scared you.”

      “No, no. I’m surprised but so very happy to see you.”

      “Sister?” Sadie tugged on my skirt. “Who is it?”

      I turned to Sadie. Goodness, I’d almost forgotten she was there. “Honey, this is Wesley. The boy who sent Dax to help us.”

      She smiled up at the broad-shouldered man. “Hi, Wesley.”

      He smiled back at her. “Hello, Sadie.” His hat dangled from one hand. The yellow dog reclined on his haunches. “This is Gus.”

      “He’s cute,” Sadie said. “May I pet him?” I’d taught her good manners. Even if we were poor, we could still behave like proper young ladies.

      “You may.”

      “Hi, Gus.” Sadie knelt in the grass. Gus flopped onto his stomach and rested his chin on his front paws. “Are you a nice dog?”

      Gus wagged his tail.

      “Sister says I can’t pet dogs I don’t know.”

      “It’s all right,” I said. “Gus is a gentle dog.”

      Sadie petted his head before looking up at Wesley. “His fur is soft.”

      “Isn’t it, though?” Wesley shook his head as if astounded. “But, Sadie, you were no bigger than my shoe the last time I saw you. Now here you are all grown up.”

      Sadie beamed. “I was only a few days old, right, Sister?” She squinted into the late sun that had slid between trees as she looked over at me.

      “That’s right.” I swallowed against the ache at the back of my throat. Seeing him brought back the fear of those days. We would not have made it without him. “We can’t ever thank you enough. Dax helped us.” I waved toward the hill. “He did everything. All that first winter, he brought milk for Sadie and food for me. Come spring, he came out here with his saw and a hammer and repaired the chicken coop and built garden walls. Then he brought chicks for us. By fall we had eggs. He taught me how to grow vegetables.”

      “You’ve done well,” he said.

      “It’s all Dax.”

      “Not according to him. He says he can’t believe what you’ve done. Growing vegetables in hard dirt.”

      “Why are you here? Have you moved back?” The questions spilled from my mouth without heed.

      “My father died. I came to bury him.”

      I watched him carefully for clues. Was he sad? Or relieved, as I would be? “I’m sorry?” It came out as a question.

      “I’m not mourning him. No reason in the world I would.” His expression sobered. “What happened to your cheek there?”

      I touched my fingers to the bruise. “Pa. Don’t worry, it’s nothing.”

      He looked up at the sky, then back to me. “Are you safe here?”

      I hesitated. How could I answer that?

      “Tell me the truth,” he said softly.

      “Safe enough.”

      For a long moment, he was silent, as if thinking through what to say next. “I know about what it’s like to be hit. Only my father used a strap. I have the scars on my back as proof.”

      My eyes filled with tears. I could see the little boy he’d been the last time I’d seen him so clearly just then. Such kind eyes and a sweet smile. He knew what it was like to be hurt by a person who was supposed to look after you.

      “That’s one of the reasons I was sent away to school. Mother thought it best if I was no longer living with them. She was right. Even though I didn’t want to leave Atlas or my sister.”

      “I’m sorry about Atlas. Dax told me he waited for you on the lawn.” My voice cracked. “It makes me sad to think of him.”

      His eyes clouded over for a few seconds before he shrugged. “All a long time ago.” He glanced over at Gus, who was currently lapping water from the creek. “Dax said Gus showed up at the house the day Father died. Mollie spotted him on the lawn in the exact same place Atlas used to wait for me.”

      I thought about that for a moment. Was it possible? “Maybe special dogs come back?”

      “Maybe they do.”

      Our eyes locked. We stood there, gawking at each other.

      “You’re beautiful, Luci. Do you know that?”

      I flushed with pleasure at his words. “I never think of it one way or the other.”

      “I’ve never forgotten you. All this time, I imagined what it would be like to see you again.” He reached toward me as if he was going to brush a strand of hair from my cheek, but he pulled back at the last moment. “I told you back then that I’d come back. I couldn’t then, but I can now. If you’d like.”

      “To do what?” I asked.

      “To court you.”

      “How could you possibly?” I tugged on the front of my ratty dress. “Look at this.”

      “I don’t care about your dress.” He placed his hat back over his curls. I missed them immediately. “I’d like a chance to see if I’m right,” he said.

      “About what?”

      “If you and I are meant to be. I know it sounds overly romantic, but I have a feeling.”

      I wanted to say I did as well, but I held back the words. How could we possibly be right together when our circumstances were so different? “You’re rich, Wesley, and I’m poor as dirt. Do you see this?” I waved toward the creek. “When you came here, I was sitting on that rock trying to figure out how to make a hook so I could catch a fish for our dinner.”

      “I could bring you a hook.”

      I laughed, despite my twisted thoughts, which alternated between elation and terror. “That was an example of how far apart we are, not a plea.”

      “But you need a hook?”

      “And a pole, for that matter.”

      “I see. Well, let me see what I can do.” He called out to Gus. “Come on, boy. Time to go home.” He turned back to me. “What time should I come by tomorrow?”

      “I don’t know. Do rich people sleep late?”

      He grinned down at me. “Maybe some do. Not me. I’m up with the sun every morning. Too much to learn and do to sleep away the day.”

      “All right, then. Come tomorrow afternoon.”

      “Why not tomorrow morning? I could bring breakfast.”

      I turned toward the water just as another fish jumped. The mischievous devils were taunting me. “That’s kind of you, but I have chores that take up most of the morning.”

      “Fine. I’ll come in the afternoon.”

      “Meet me here in case Pa’s home.”

      “Of course.” He tipped his hat. “I’ll see you then.” Gus was now at his side, as Sadie was by mine. “Goodbye, Sadie.”

      Sadie giggled. “Bye, Wesley.”

      I watched him gracefully bound up the hill and disappear over the other side. What just happened? “What was that?” I mumbled under my breath.

      “That was Wesley and Gus,” Sadie said.

      Yes, it was indeed.
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        * * *

      

      The next afternoon, Sadie and I waited down by the creek for Wesley. At the sound of twigs snapping, my stomach fluttered with nerves. Gus barked as he clambered down the hill toward Sadie. Wesley strode behind him, carrying a long pole and a net.

      Sadie straightened from where she’d been washing her feet in the stream and shouted out first to Wesley and then Gus.

      The dog barked once more and licked Sadie’s face when she knelt to hug him.

      “Hello there,” Wesley said to me. “I’ve brought you something.” He held the pole out for me. “Made of bamboo. And this is to scoop them out of the water when you’ve hooked them.” He made a swishing movement with the net. “I’ve got several hooks too.”

      “Where did you get this?” I ran my fingers up and down the smooth wood.

      “In town. I had to ask around, but I found a man who makes these and sells them to sporting types. He assured me this will catch a fish.” He pulled a small bag from inside his jacket pocket. “Hooks and twine to tie to the end.”

      “I’ve got feathers,” I said.

      “Feathers?”

      “Yes. See, I have this idea.” I told him about how the fish came up for the bugs. “I thought if I had something that seemed like a bug they would be tricked, and I could hook them. Then Dax told me this kind of fishing is called fly-fishing and rich people do it for fun.” I reached for the feather I’d been carrying around in my apron pocket. “Do you think we could get this onto the hook?”

      He took it from me. “Yes, but it would have to be much smaller to seem like a bug.”

      “That’s what I thought too.”

      “I have a pocketknife. I’ll see what I can do.” He shrugged out of his jacket and placed it over a maple tree branch. Next, he rolled up his sleeves and sat on the rock where I so often perched. “Here now, let’s see what I can do.” He snapped open the blade and cut the softest part of the feather from the rest. “I’ll tie it on here if I can.”

      He cut a small piece from the roll of twine. “Will you hold the hook for me?”

      I nodded and sat down beside him. He handed me the metal hook, and I held it between my thumb and index finger. My hand shook, so I wrapped my other hand around my wrist to steady it.

      “Good. Keep holding it still if you can.”

      This close, I caught the glorious scent of him. I took in a deep breath, light-headed. With deft movements, he tied the stiff part of the feather around the front of the hook.

      “There. I think it’s done.” He twisted to gaze directly at me and gave me a triumphant smile. “Shall we tie it to a line?”

      “Yes, please.” Reluctantly I stood, wishing I could stay seated by his side for a little longer, and followed him to the water’s edge.

      “And lastly, he told me to tie a cork to a spot right above the hook so that it will float and not sink.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a strangely shaped object that I’d never seen before. “This is a champagne cork that I took from the house. Dax drilled a hole in it for us.” He strung the twine through the hole, then attached the hook.

      “I asked him about fly-fishing, and he said the sportsmen use silk line, which he didn’t have. He said to use worms and forget this nonsense about fly-fishing. If this doesn’t work, don’t worry. I’ll dig you up some worms and we’ll try those.”

      “Trout don’t like worms,” I said. “They like bugs.”

      Wesley tied the hook with its feather to the end of the line. “I hope they like feathers pretending to be a bug,” he said as he tied the other end of the twine to the skinny end of the bamboo. “He made a little notch here where the string goes so that it won’t slide off.”

      When he was done, he handed it to me. “Would you like to try?”

      I nodded. “Sadie, move a little farther from us. I don’t want to hook you.”

      Sadie giggled as she and Gus moved farther up the creek. “Is this far enough?”

      “That’ll do,” Wesley said, clearly amused by my sister. “Wait, let me take off my shoes so I’m ready to wade in with the net.”

      “You’re so sure I’ll catch something?” I asked.

      “We must always imagine the best possible outcome.”

      I tried not to watch too closely, as I’d never seen a man’s bare feet except for Pa’s, but my eyes wouldn’t obey. He sat back on the rock and slid out of his shoes, then tugged off his socks. His feet were shaped as nicely as the rest of him. He rolled up the cuffs of his pants. His calves were muscular and covered lightly with hair. Seeing a part of him that was usually covered gave me a strange sensation inside my tummy. I didn’t know what exactly, but I felt like lightning had struck me and I was lit from within.

      He looked up and caught me staring at him. I flushed and turned away, pretending to be interested in the pole.

      “I’m ready now,” he said. Then he yelped as he walked across the rocky ground. “Ouch, my poor feet.”

      Sadie giggled again. She and Gus had settled against a log with his head in her lap.

      I’d imagined what I would do with my line many times before now. I thought that if I could swirl the line in the air above the water, imitating a bug before letting it settle on the surface, it would surely convince a trout to bite. I lifted my arm, but the twine was too heavy. It did not swirl but plunked into the water. However, the cork kept all but the hook above the surface. I shook the pole, hoping to make the feather quiver like a fly.

      To my utter amazement, seconds later I had a bite. “I’ve got one.” The pole bent from the weight of the fish. My palms dampened, but I held on as I stepped backward, pulling my catch toward shore.

      Sadie shouted with glee, followed by Gus’s bark.

      “I’ll get him.” Wesley sounded as excited as I felt as he waded out a few feet with the net in one hand. He scooped under the water and came up with a wriggling fish caught in the netting. “He’s a big one.”

      “You did it, Sister. You caught a fish!” Gus barked and circled around Sadie.

      Wesley came out of the water holding the net out in front of him. The speckled trout flopped and gasped, but I couldn’t soften to the poor creature. I’d caught supper.

      “You were right, clever Luci.” Wesley placed the net down on the grass. “The feather looked like a fly.”

      I knelt and took hold of the slippery fish to withdraw the hook from where it had lodged in its mouth. The feather was now wet and limp. I’d have to tie another onto the hook.

      Wesley sat back on the grass. When I looked over at him, he was watching me with a smile on his face. “You’re quite something, Luci girl.”

      Sadie sat next to Wesley. “Is that what you’re going to call Sister? Luci girl?”

      “I suppose so,” Wesley said.

      “What will you call me?” Sadie asked, looking up at him with adoring eyes. It seemed I wasn’t the only one taken with Wesley Ford.

      He tapped his temple and squinted his eyes as if thinking hard. “What shall I call Sadie? How about Sadie Bug?”

      Sadie giggled. “I’m not a bug.”

      “You’re cute like a ladybug,” he said. “Which rhymes with Sadie Bug.”

      If I hadn’t been in love with him before, I certainly was now.
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      Wesley

      

      That evening, I paced about the sitting room, restless and unsettled. Lillian was at the piano playing a waltz. Roland had the newspaper open on the coffee table.

      “Shall we go into town?” I asked.

      “To do what?” Lillian continued to play.

      “Look around?”

      Lillian graciously declined, saying she’d rather stay in and go to bed early. “These last few days have tired me. But you go, Roland. Sow wild oats, or whatever the saying is.”

      Roland laughed as he got up from the couch to stand beside her. He lifted her hand to his mouth. “I’d rather stay with you, but I should keep your brother company and out of trouble.”

      We donned our hats and went out the front door. Gus followed and ran out to the lawn. As we were about to climb into the car, he came rushing up with a stick in his mouth. He dropped it at my feet. I tossed it out to the lawn. Gus barked, then leapt after it. He was glorious. Young and nimble, so full of life and zeal. Did we all have rebirth to look forward to at the end of our days? To come back again to chase dreams and sticks, youthfulness restored?

      Lillian had come out to the porch. “Come here, Gus. I’ll toss your stick. You boys have fun.”

      I thanked her with a wave, and we climbed into the car. A moment later, we were headed down the dirt driveway. The evening was pleasant and warm. The scent of honeysuckle wafted into the open car.

      The engine was loud, preventing us from talking. When we arrived in town, I parked near the saloon. “What should we do?” I asked.

      “Let’s take a walk,” Roland said. “I’ve something I want to talk to you about.”

      We headed toward the center of town. The main street of Devon had brick buildings with the usual types of businesses for a small town: dry goods, butcher, feed store. A church with a tall steeple stood in the middle of town, with a park and a gazebo next door. With the warm weather, couples were out for evening strolls in the park. Women strutted about in their pretty dresses. Luci should have a pretty dress, I thought. I’d like to give her one. At the thought, I smiled to myself. She preferred a fishing pole to a dress. For now, anyway.

      Roland was quiet until we reached the park. “Can we sit?” He pointed to a bench.

      “What is it?” I asked. “Are you all right?”

      “I want to talk about Lillian. To state my intentions and ask your permission to propose to her.”

      I was a great actor, I thought as I nodded calmly. “If she’ll have you, then you have my permission.”

      “There’s another thing.” His voice sounded tight, as if the words were hard to say. I supposed they were, for a man like Roland. “I’d like to take you up on your offer of a loan.”

      I wanted to shout for joy, but I kept it in check. “Excellent,” I said casually. “We’ll go into Rochester tomorrow to draw up papers. Do you want the corner lot?” I owned several of the empty lots in Castaway. The one on the corner of Main and First would be the best location.

      “Not so fast. We need to talk terms.” Roland laid out what he figured it would cost to build and stock the store. “If you cover the up-front costs, I’ll give you fifty percent of the store, plus pay you back with interest for the original loan.”

      I took a moment to come up with a counterargument. A couple near the gazebo had stopped to share a kiss. “No interest. Ten percent ownership.”

      “Unacceptable. That’s a pity loan.” He put up a hand. “Now wait, I have a proposal. I’ve been thinking this through for a while, playing with the numbers, and I have an idea. The way to make money as shop owners is through expansion. True profit comes from having multiple stores in multiple towns. We open the first in Castaway, and the following year, if things have gone well, we’ll open another one in another town. This is a way for you to continue acquiring wealth, in addition to the property you’ve bought. Something to leave to our sons, should we have any.”

      “Or daughters.”

      Roland chuckled. “Right, or daughters.”

      I warmed to the idea without hesitation. He was right that building on my current wealth was necessary for my children and grandchildren. I needed to ensure a future for them. If all went as we hoped, Luci would be a part of my life. There was Sadie to think of too, and God willing, other children as well. “Whatever success we have with the first one, we’ll replicate.”

      “My thought too,” Roland said. “You’re in agreement, then?”

      “Yes, we’ll go to Rochester tomorrow and make it legal. Regardless, this doesn’t change the fact that you’re a stubborn goat.”

      “That I am,” Roland said, sounding pleased with himself. He shifted to stare up at the sky. I did the same. A sliver of moon hung just over the large fir tree in the corner of the park. Darkness had come, bringing with it the appearance of twinkling fireflies over the grass.

      “My only aim in life is to take care of Lillian,” Roland said. “She’ll want fine things. What if I can’t provide them?”

      “She’ll have the finest man. That will be enough.”

      Roland picked up a flat stone someone had left on the bench and rubbed it between his thumb and forefinger. “I hope she won’t regret taking a chance on a fellow like me.” He turned the stone over and over in the palm of his hand. “This plan of mine better work.”

      “Don’t think like that. Our plan will work. We’re partners now. Together, we can conquer the world, or at least open a few shops. All Lillian wants is to be cherished by the man she loves and to live in a peaceful home. Anyway, money isn’t the only factor in a happy marriage. Look no farther than my family to know the truth of that.”

      “My parents are poor but happy,” Roland said. “Still, it would be nice if things were easier for my mother.”

      “Yet another reason to build an empire.” I nudged his ribs with my elbow. “Enough of this worry. We have much to look forward to.”

      Again, we were quiet for a few minutes, watching the dance of the fireflies. “Do you remember that first night we ever shared a room?” I asked. “I said then you would marry my sister.”

      “You did not.”

      “I did. I swear. I could see it all then.”

      “I think you’ve reinvented history, but even so, I don’t care. As long as she says yes, I’ll be the happiest man on earth.”

      “She’ll say yes.”

      “I want to marry before we leave here,” Roland said. “That way I can take her home as my bride.”

      “Whatever you want, I’ll help,” I said as we shook hands. “We’ll be brothers. Like I’ve always wanted us to be.”

      “We’ve been brothers from the first.”

      How right he was.

      “What happened when you went out to see Luci?” Roland asked.

      “How did you know I went out there?”

      “Because I know you.”

      I told him as briefly as I could about our encounter and my return with the fishing pole.

      “I know it sounds strange, but she’s the one,” I said. “I’m as sure of it as I am about our partnership.”

      “As a man in love, I can only say that it’s true what my father told me. ‘When you know, you know.’”

      “Look at us. No longer bachelors.”

      “For tonight, we are,” Roland said. “Let’s go get a drink at the bar.”

      “One last night out before we’re tied down forever.”
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        * * *

      

      The bar was located on a back street not far from the park. As we approached on foot, I heard the sounds of men’s voices and laughter coming from inside the building. “You sure about this?” I asked.

      “Why not? If it’s rough, we’ll leave.”

      I opened the door, and we walked inside to a long, narrow room with a bar that ran the entire length of one wall. Men leaned against the counter, talking in small groups. Others played poker at tables.

      I spotted Sam Quick almost immediately, as if I’d known he would be there. In hindsight, I’m not sure how I hadn’t anticipated his presence, given what I knew about his daily habits. And there he was, grimy and skinny and playing poker with money Luci had earned and needed. A hatred for the man flooded me. I was not a violent person. In fact, I shied away from it because of my father. Anything not to be like him. But Quick evoked a beast from inside me. I would have gladly pummeled him, given half the chance.

      “That’s Quick,” I said under my breath. “There in the dirty newsboy cap.”

      “We should’ve figured he’d be here.”

      I nodded. “True enough.”

      We ordered a whiskey from a barkeep named Wade.

      “You fellas interested in a game?” Wade threw a towel across his shoulder. “They’re always looking for fresh blood.”

      “Sure, we’ll play a round or two,” Roland said. “We’ve never much played, though.”

      That was a lie. We’d spend many clandestine evenings at school playing poker with the other boys as a way to pass the time. We never played for money, using marbles instead. Regardless, I’d learned how to read people for clues to the hands they held.

      Wade led us over to a table with four other men. “You have room for two more?”

      Four sets of eyes fixed upon us. Two of the men were young, probably no older than Roland and me, and were well dressed and clean-shaven. The third was an older man with white hair and a handlebar mustache. Their fourth companion, Sam Quick, had a scraggly beard and unwashed clothes. A cigar hung out of one corner of his mouth.

      The man with the handlebar mustache spoke first. “Sure thing. I’m Harry.”

      The young ones introduced themselves as Rob and Jim.

      “Sam Quick.” Beady eyes lifted from his drink and fixed on my face. Scowling, he nodded slightly. “You two ain’t from around here?”

      “No, sir,” Roland said. “Visiting friends.”

      “Have a seat, then,” Rob said. “We’re about to start a new round.”

      I took a seat across from Quick. Roland sat between Rob and Jim. If I couldn’t pummel him, at least I could take his money and give it to Luci.

      “Can we buy you boys a round?” I asked.

      “Sure thing,” Quick said, brightening.

      I gestured to the barkeep. “Can we get a bottle of whiskey?” I asked.

      Roland shot me a worried look.

      In seconds, a whiskey bottle was on the table. With everyone’s drink freshened, we began to play. We played one round, which I won. Rob dealt another round. I picked up my cards, pleased to see I had two queens.

      “Mr. Quick,” I said as I poured him another three-finger whiskey. “What do you do for a living?”

      “This here’s it.” He let out a phlegmy laugh.

      I seethed, knowing he must have taken whatever Luci had made from her laundry delivery to be here for a poker game. I had to get them out of there.

      We continued to play. I quickly figured out Quick’s facial tics. When he had a good hand, the left corner of his mouth lifted into a half smile. If the hand was no good and he was bluffing, he jiggled his leg.

      Quick won a few rounds and then lost to me five times in a row. Unless he had a stash in his pocket, his money was gone.

      Quick hung his head. His jaw muscles clenched and unclenched. “Hey now. I need a chance to get that back. I got an eighteen-year-old daughter. Real pretty. How about we go all or nothing.” He gestured toward my pile of money. “If I win, I’ll take that off your hands. I lose, you can have Luci for whatever purpose you want.”

      I stared at him, stunned. “You’re putting your daughter up for collateral?”

      “Sure. She’s real pretty. Right, boys?”

      None of the other men looked up from whatever had suddenly fascinated them on the tabletop. Rob mumbled something about getting a beer at the bar. Except for Roland, the others followed him.

      I took a moment to think through his offer. My initial reaction had been horror and disgust. Who did this donkey’s ass think he was? His daughter was not his property to give away in a poker game. However, as I thought through the different scenarios, I warmed to the idea. If I lost to him, there was no chance he was taking the money home to Luci. The money would be used for whiskey and poker. Probably gone by the end of the night. Nevertheless, if I won, I could use his inhumane offer as further proof that she and Sadie should come away with me. Even if she wasn’t ready to agree that I should bring her home as my wife, the least I could do was give her the pot of money. Winning was certainly the better outcome.

      “Wesley, we should probably go.” Roland shifted in his chair and nodded toward the door.

      “No, I think I’ll take him up on his offer,” I said, keeping my voice casual. “But I want it in writing before we start.” The entire bar had grown quiet, their attention on us. I motioned to the barkeep. “You have a piece of paper and a pen back there?”

      “It’s a book where I write down who owes me what, but I could tear a piece out for you.” He disappeared under the counter for a moment before popping back up with a crude tablet.

      Roland got up to get the paper and pen. When he returned, he set the sheet of paper in front of me. “Do you know what you’re doing?” Roland asked under his breath.

      I smiled at him. “Pen, please.”

      He set it in my hand.

      “I’ll write it for you,” I said to Quick, all pleasant as could be. As if I didn’t want to take him out back and beat him.

      Quick nodded, then took another swig from his glass.

      I wrote in my best penmanship:

      This note serves as proof that I, Sam Quick, lost my daughter, Luci Quick, in a poker game to Wesley Ford on June 22, 1910. Mr. Ford now has the right to do with her whatever he wishes.

      “Let’s have someone deal for us, to make sure neither of us cheat,” I said. “Rob, how about you?”

      Rob, with a wary expression that told me exactly how much he wished he’d chosen somewhere else to be that night, agreed with a nod. He came back to the table and sat between us. I pushed the worn and grimy deck of cards toward him. After shuffling three times, he cut them in half and then again. “Five-card draw again?”

      “That’s right.” We’d each get five cards and then have the chance to trade in three of them. I took a moment to say a silent prayer. Lord, I’m sure you don’t approve of gambling, but could you make an exception just this once and have it go my way? I promise to do good with it.

      The cards made a flapping sound as Rob dealt them one by one. When he finished, I looked at mine: two aces, a five, a seven, and a queen.

      Quick put three of his cards down to exchange for fresh ones. Rob took three from the top of his pile and slid them over to my opponent. Quick lifted the corners of each. His half smile appeared.

      My stomach clenched from nerves. He had a good hand. I needed a better one.

      I kept the aces and the queen and asked for two replacements. I held my breath as Rob slid three new cards my way.

      God blessed me with two more aces. Roland fidgeted in his chair.

      “Put them down, boys,” Rob said.

      I went first, laying them down all at once. Quick’s face crumpled into that of a bulldog, all wrinkled and sagging. With a disgusted grunt, he tossed his cards on the table. He had a full house. Three tens and two eights. A good hand, but not as good as mine.

      I pushed the paper and pen across the table. “Sign it.”

      Without so much as a twitch, Sam Quick signed his name. Roland snatched it up and put it in his pocket.

      My head swam with what this meant. Not only did I keep the pile of cash, which I could give to Luci, but I could use the note to further my cause. She should be my wife and not fall victim to the whims of her father. What if I’d been a man who intended harm? There were men in this very room who would easily have taken the note quite literally. The longer she lived with Quick, the more likely harm would befall her and Sadie.

      But what would be the good in that? Wouldn’t it only hurt her to know that her father had so easily offered her up? No, not Luci. She was too pragmatic. He couldn’t hurt her emotionally. His fists were the problem.

      I scooped up my winnings from the table and put them in my pockets. Roland got up from the table, shooting me a look. Time to go before we ended up dead.

      “Take her,” Quick said. “The little one too. Less mouths to feed.”

      As if he was the one feeding them. I balled my hands into fists, imagining the satisfaction it would give me to knock him to the floor.

      “Wes, let’s go,” Roland said.

      I nodded. “Good evening, gentlemen.”

      I followed Roland out the door, hoping I wasn’t about to get popped in the back. It wasn’t until we were safely in my car headed down the road that I could breathe easily.

      When we arrived home, I killed the engine and turned to Roland. “Now what am I supposed to do?”

      “What do you want to do?”

      “I want to get them out of there.”

      “That man,” Roland said, sputtering. “I’ve never been more appalled by a man in my life. I mean, what kind of father offers his child up in a poker game? A daughter, no less. When I think of my sisters and how precious they are, I want to string that man up by his toenails. I’m in. Whatever it takes, we’re getting them out of there.”

      For the second time that night, we shook hands.
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      Luci

      

      The summer morning after my first fishing expedition smelled of honeysuckle. Grass tickled my bare feet as I hung Mrs. Reed’s wet sheets on the line. I’d tossed my hat on the grass, and the late-morning sun warmed the top of my head. Resting in the shade of an oak, Sadie hummed a tune under her breath as she traced the letters I’d made for her on my old slate. I wanted her to be ahead of the other children when she went to school in the fall. From inside, Pa’s snores assured me we were safe for now. He’d come home late last night very drunk, falling once and knocking a tin bowl to the floor. I’d pretended to stay asleep, drawing Sadie closer to me.

      He hadn’t bothered us, though, stumbling into the bedroom. The reassuring squeak of the bed frame as he fell onto the mattress had assured me that he would not bother us the rest of the night. I’d fallen back to sleep, thinking of Wesley.

      I fastened the last sheet. When I rounded the side, I squeaked in surprise. Wesley and Gus were crossing the yard from the direction of the road.

      “Sister, Wesley and Gus are here,” Sadie said, as if I couldn’t see that for myself.

      “Good morning, ladies. I’m sorry to come so early.” He removed his hat and nodded at Sadie and then me. “But I have an urgent matter to discuss.” He sounded stiff and formal, unlike the carefree man of yesterday.

      “Is something wrong?” I asked.

      He played with his hat, turning it around in his hands. “Sadie Bug, would you take Gus down to the creek for a drink of water?”

      “Sure.” Sadie jumped to her feet. “Come on, Gus.”

      The two of them tore across the grass.

      When they were out of sight, he turned back to me. “I ran into your father last night at the saloon. My friend Roland and I joined him in a poker game.” He put up a hand. “Which I don’t normally do. Gamble. So please do not worry about that.”

      My heart sank. Pa had done something awful. Of that I was certain. Had it brought Wesley to his senses? Did he now understand that he wanted nothing to do with the Quick family, including me? “What did he do? I’m afraid to know. Did he steal from you?” Or threaten him?

      “Not exactly, no.” His eyes glittered with anger. “He lost all his money to me. In a last effort to win it back, he offered you up as collateral. All or nothing. The pot or you, depending on which of us won.”

      “Offered me up?” The bruise on my cheek throbbed to life. I touched my fingers to the sore spot. “I don’t understand what you’re saying.”

      Wesley’s gaze flickered to my cheek. His jaw clenched before he continued. “If I were to win, he told me I could take you—to do with you as I wish.” He grimaced as he pulled a piece of paper from the pocket of his trousers. “Here’s the agreement.”

      With a shaking hand, I took the paper. The script was tidy and remarkably straight, other than a small ink stain in the right-hand corner.

      This note serves as proof that I, Sam Quick, lost my daughter, Luci Quick, in a poker game to Wesley Ford on June 22, 1910. Mr. Ford now has the right to do with her whatever he wishes.

      The letter was signed by my father. I’d know Pa’s handwriting anywhere. Even for Pa, this was a new low. What did this mean? “I’m not property. Am I?” I didn’t actually know. Could my father use me like money?

      “No, you’re not anyone’s property. Not his or mine or any man’s. Come away with me. You and Sadie. Living with a man who thinks he can give you away in a poker game is criminal. I can’t leave you here. What if he did it again and the man was not of good character? Can you imagine what would happen?”

      The breeze ruffled the damp sheet. It would dry fast in the sun. Would I be here to fold it into a neat square?

      “Come away with you? To where?”

      “To my home. I want you to marry me.”

      My mouth dropped open. Too stunned to answer, I simply stared at him. I must have heard him incorrectly. Marry him? A man I didn’t know? Women had done such things for centuries, I reminded myself. We were nothing more than property exchanged between men. Then again, this was Wesley. He was not a stranger to me. Not really. It might seem so on the surface because of our limited time spent together. But I knew differently.

      “Please, Luci, say yes. I’ll take you away from all this.”

      “I have vegetables growing. And the chickens.” Even to me the words sounded absurd compared to what he was offering.

      “I’ll provide everything you and Sadie will ever need. I’ll give you a good life and treat you with respect and kindness. And love.”

      No one had ever wanted me. Except, for some reason I couldn’t fathom, Wesley Ford.

      “How could I possibly be your wife? I don’t know how to live in a nice house or with fancy people.” I knew enough to know there were rules, conventions, and that I understood nothing of his world.

      Wesley’s eyes softened as he gazed down at me. “I’m not fancy.”

      “Just rich?”

      He put his hands in his pants pockets and glanced downward. “Yes, I’m rich. But money doesn’t make the man. What’s in his heart and how he treats people less fortunate than himself—those are the measures of a man. I want to be a good man. For you.”

      My legs weakened. I was afraid I might topple over in shock. For you. He could have his pick of debutantes from New York City or Boston. I finally squeaked out the ultimate question. “But you could have anyone. Why me?”

      “I think you know the answer to that. You feel it too, don’t you? The inevitability of us.”

      “Yes,” I whispered. “I’ve daydreamed that it was true. But I never thought you’d ever come back.”

      “I knew it the moment I saw you again. There’s no reason we shouldn’t be together. We can make a life and a family. I have a cottage in Maine that overlooks the ocean. The air smells of salt and sea. You won’t have to spend every waking moment working to make sure you and Sadie have enough to eat.”

      I laughed, tickled by his pleas and arguments. “I wouldn’t follow you because of your cottage or any of the rest of your worldly goods. I would come because I want you.”

      “I don’t care about the reason, only that you’re willing. Please, Luci, say yes.”

      Who would look after Pa? As much as I feared and loathed him, he was still my father. “Would it be wrong to leave Pa here alone?”

      “He made the choice when he offered you up in a poker game. You owe him nothing.”

      He was right. My own father had sold me for the chance to win a game. A game he’d lost, as he always did, with money he’d stolen from me in the first place.

      There was the other thing too. The worry about Sadie.

      Another reason to take Wesley Ford’s offer of marriage.

      Yet, all those compelling reasons were not why I would go. I would say yes because I wanted to be with Wesley. As poor and desperate as I’d been for nearly six years, my romantic heart still believed in love. I wanted to marry for love.

      Marriage. I’d have to give him my body. He would come to me at night and touch me. I glanced at his hands. Long fingers. Clean fingernails. Those fingers would caress my bare skin. I stifled a shudder. Aghast at myself, I realized I’d welcome him into my bed gladly. I craved him. How was that possible?

      “What is it you’re thinking? I can’t read your thoughts. I’ll be able to someday but not yet.”

      I looked up at him, squinting slightly because of the sun behind his head. “I was thinking about what it means to be married. I’m an innocent. I know nothing.”

      He smiled as he took my hand and brushed his lips across my knuckles. “We shall learn together.”

      “What if you’re simply kind, Wesley? What if I’m not at all what you want?”

      “I know my own mind.”

      “Will you be embarrassed of my clothes?”

      “Nothing about you would ever embarrass me. However, it would please me to buy you a new wardrobe. Whatever you want. My sister will help.”

      “I’ve just learned to fish.” What would it be like to have food without effort?

      “There are streams where we’re going,” he said.

      I gestured toward the sheets hanging on the line. “I have to deliver these to Mrs. Reed later. She’s expecting them. I can’t let her down.”

      “I’ll send a new set to her.” He sounded amused. “Are there any other impediments?”

      “I guess not.”

      “Good, then. I’ll ask again.” He dropped to one knee. “Forgive me for the lack of a ring. We’ll take care of that right away. Luci, will you marry me?”

      “Yes.” Would I soon wake to find myself on the floor with nothing but my mat to cushion me? And then there was the other kind of dream—the ones of wishes and hopes. They were dangerous. Having them meant one could be crushed when they didn’t come true.

      “Is this all real? Or a dream?” I asked.

      “If it’s a dream, I hope we stay in it together.”

      Just like that, he’d understood my thoughts.

      “I know this seems like madness,” he said. “But what if it’s simply fate? What if we’re more than our circumstances? Souls adrift until we find each other?”

      “Only a rich man could have such thoughts.” I smiled so he would know I meant no unkindness.

      He rose to his feet. “May I kiss your hand?”

      I swallowed, nervous. “Yes.”

      He took my left hand and ran his thumb over the tops of my fingers. “I’ll get you a ring as soon as possible.”

      “I shall like to wear one.”

      He brushed his thumb just under my bruise. “I’ll keep you safe from harm.”

      I believed him with all my heart. “I’ll do my best to do the same for you.”

      “Gather whatever you want to bring. My motorcar is on the road.”

      “We’re going now?”

      “Yes, the sooner the better, don’t you agree?” Wesley gestured toward the house.

      As if transfixed, I nodded. “Would you go down and get Sadie and Gus while I pull a few things together?”

      “Yes. Do hurry, before your father wakes.”

      “I will, yes.” I scurried across the grass and inside the shack. Pa continued to snore from the bedroom. I scanned the room. Our woodstove was cold this time of day, so no need to put out a fire. Besides the rickety table and two chairs, the rocking chair my grandfather had made for my mama was our only piece of furniture. Sadie’s cradle had broken one night when Pa had crashed it against the wall.

      I grabbed Sugar for Sadie and shoved my feet into my old boots.

      “Luci?” Sadie stood by the door.

      I crossed over to her and knelt on my knees and spoke just above a whisper. All we needed was for Pa to wake. “We’re going with Wesley.”

      “How come?”

      “We’re getting married.”

      Her face lit up. “You are?”

      “Yes, and he’s going to take us to his cottage by the sea, where we’ll live.”

      “The ocean?” Sadie’s eyes widened. “We’ve never been to the ocean. And I’m to come too?”

      “Yes, no one will ever take you from me.”

      “I’m a little scared.”

      “Me too.” I hugged her close, with Sugar between us. “But we’re braver than we are scared. We can do this. Now put on your shoes. As fast as you can.”

      “All right.” She took Sugar from me and did as I asked.

      I smoothed the front of my dress. Braver than we were scared? What a lie that was. I was terrified. Yet there was a calm assuredness too. This was right. For me and Sadie.

      Hand in hand, we slipped out the door. Wesley and Gus were waiting for us near the path toward the dirt road. Without a word, we followed them through the trees to the road. Sadie gasped at the sight of the shiny black motorcar.

      “Wesley, is this yours?” Sadie asked.

      “Yes, Sadie, it is.”

      Sadie beamed up at him. “And I get to ride in it?”

      “Anytime you wish.”

      The Cadillac name in swirly cursive gave me a shiver down the back of my spine. Two lights like the eyes of a creature adorned the front. Black tires with spokes of dark wood were as big around as our old table. I started shaking anew. I’d never ridden in a motorcar or even a wagon or carriage. The noise of their engines scared me. I’d heard of people getting hurt from cranking the lever.

      “Come on, then. No time to waste.” Wesley smiled at me, and my legs weakened. My fingers twitched; I wished I could run them along his jawline.

      We stepped closer. “In the back with you, young lady,” he said to Sadie as he lifted her into the car.

      Gus followed Sadie into the car and sat beside her.

      He guided me to the other side of the car. “You’ll sit here.” I took his hand and he helped me into the front seat.

      “I’m afraid.”

      “Of what?” Wesley asked.

      “Will it be loud? What if I fall out? There’s no door.”

      “I’ll drive slowly.”

      “What about a ditch? I could bounce out.”

      “I’ll be careful to avoid ditches.” Wesley’s mouth twitched.

      “It’s not funny.” I couldn’t help but laugh.

      “Sister, don’t be scared.” Sadie leaned forward. “We’re having an adventure.”

      “Yes, fine.” The seat was surprisingly soft. He went around to the front of the car and turned the lever. I held my breath, steeling myself against the roar of the engine. But it was not too loud, more like the purr of a large cat. “It’s not bad,” I said as I turned back to look at Sadie.

      She bounced on the seat and clapped her hands. “It’s good.”

      So many shiny parts too. I put my hands under my legs to keep from trailing them along the glimmering surfaces.

      Seconds later, Wesley sat behind the steering wheel. He pulled a pair of leather gloves over his hands. “Ladies, are we ready?”

      “Yes!” Sadie shouted from the back.

      Gus barked. I looked back to see that he sat on the seat like a person.

      Then we lurched away, leaving a cloud of dust behind us.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Wesley killed the engine in front of his family’s estate. I’d only seen it from town, looking up to the hill. Up close the brick house seemed even finer, with large windows framed in white trim. The garden was full of blooming roses, foxgloves, lilies, and green scrubs. A rolling lawn went all the way around both sides of the house.

      He smacked both hands against the steering wheel. “This is going to come as a shock to my sister. As well as Roland.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means that I didn’t announce my intentions before I did it.” He cut himself off. “Sadie, do you see that swing there on the tree?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Would you like to play on it?”

      Sadie nodded. “Yes, please.”

      “Great.” He got out of the car and, instead of opening the door, lifted a squealing Sadie from the back seat. Gus jumped out of his own accord and waited for Sadie, wagging his tail.

      I watched in amazement as she ran toward the swing with Gus on her heels.

      He offered his hand to me and helped me out of the car. I’d never been more aware of the calluses on my hands.

      We strolled over to stand before a flower bed. Bees buzzed happily from flower to flower. He picked a daisy from a clump that grew at the edge of the flower garden and offered it to me.

      “I’m afraid I may be in a dream.” I took the flower from his outstretched hand. “I often wondered if I’d made you up.”

      He brushed the daisy petals under my chin. “I’m real.”

      I closed my eyes, enjoying the sensation of the flower on my skin. I’d not felt safe in the world since Sadie had come. I was a protector, not the protected. With him, I felt as if I was melting into a softer version of myself.

      “I’m going to need a moment to explain all this to Lillian and Roland. Would you mind terribly sitting on the front porch? Just for a few minutes?”

      “Yes, that’s fine.”

      Sadie was happily playing on the swing. I wandered up to the porch and sat in one of the rocking chairs that looked out over the valley below. So this was what it was like to look down instead of up.
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      Wesley

      

      I stood in front of the fireplace facing Lillian and Mollie, who took up either end of the couch. Near the piano, Dax shifted restlessly from one foot to the other. Roland sat in the chair next to Lillian.

      “What’s so important?” Lillian asked lightly. “You’ve interrupted our game of chess.”

      “I was about to beat her anyway,” Roland said.

      “What do you need, dearie?” Mollie asked. “I’ve a thousand things to do this afternoon.”

      Roland crossed one leg over the other. “Has someone been murdered and we’re all the suspects?”

      Lillian laughed and pointed a finger at Dax. “Isn’t it always the gardener?”

      “Never the gardener,” Mollie said. “But sometimes the housekeeper.”

      “As humorous as you all are, I’ve called you together because I have something to tell you.” I paused, searching for the words. They all stared at me, waiting. “Last night Roland and I were at the saloon and we got into a poker game with some men.”

      “Why must you do such things?” Mollie asked. “Gambling and drinking in town with the ruffians will only lead to trouble.”

      “Yes, well, that proved to be true,” I said, looking over at Roland for help, but he simply stared back at me with a slight smirk on his face. “One of the men in our poker game was Sam Quick. Luci’s father.”

      “Luci? The Luci?” Lillian asked.

      “The same, yes.” I shoved my hands into the pockets of my trousers. “After a few hands, I’d beaten Sam Quick out of all his money. That was when he challenged me to an all-or-nothing game in which he put up Luci as currency.”

      “He used his daughter as the bet?” Lillian had flushed pink. “She’s not his property, for heaven’s sake.”

      “Yes, right. Of course she’s not.” I cleared my throat. “I won, as you might have guessed. This morning I went out to see her and asked her to be my wife.”

      Everyone spoke at once, except Dax.

      “Your wife?” Lillian asked.

      “What did she say?” Roland asked.

      “Lord have mercy,” Mollie said.

      “After spending the afternoon with her yesterday, I’m more than certain she’s the woman made just for me.” I was on a roll now, and the words spilled from me. “She’s agreed to marry me. I’ve brought her and Sadie here. I’d like to get them both new wardrobes before we leave for Castaway. We’ll wait for Mother to arrive, as I’d like her to meet my bride.” I spoke with more confidence than I felt, given the way Mollie was staring at me as if I’d suddenly grown horns.

      “Dear Lord, have you lost your mind?” Mollie stood abruptly, knocking over a vase on the table. “This is all too fast.”

      Dax reached down to rescue the vase, which had not broken, thanks to the thick rug.

      “I do believe I have lost my mind.” I rocked back on my heels. “But for all the right reasons.”

      “Did you bring them here against their will?” Mollie asked.

      I cringed at the look of horror on her face. “Of course not. I didn’t pick her up and haul her into the car with brute force.”

      “Who in their right mind would get into the car of a stranger?” Mollie asked. “A man, no less.”

      “He hurts her,” I said. “The bruise on her cheek will tell you that.”

      Mollie continued as if she hadn’t heard me. “And what about the child? Are you really prepared to take in a five-year-old girl? You’ll have to be her father.” She plopped back onto the couch, as if my announcement was such a great burden that she couldn’t possibly stand another moment.

      “I understand the swiftness of my decision is troubling,” I said to Mollie. “However, getting her out of there before her father harmed her or Sadie further was utmost in my mind.”

      Dax nodded, his blue eyes thoughtful. “The wee one has been on my mind lately. Something’s not right about that man.”

      “He gave her away in a poker game,” I said to Mollie, hoping to appeal to her sense of justice. “What sort of father does that?”

      “The same kind who took a strap to his son for bringing a poor family a basket of food?” Lillian asked dryly.

      “That her father is violent may well be true, but I don’t see how that’s your problem to solve.” Mollie’s dark-blue eyes glittered. “I’m not being unreasonable. This is highly unusual behavior from an educated man.”

      “That has nothing to do with anything.” I’d been patient, but my irritation toward Mollie was growing strong. “She and I belong together. Whatever hurts her, hurts me.”

      “You’ve only observed her like one might a painting or sculpture,” Mollie said. “Just because she’s pretty to look at doesn’t mean you love her.”

      “I fell in love with you at first sight,” Dax said. “Right there in front of the schoolhouse.”

      Mollie shook her head crossly. “No one wants to hear that old story again.”

      “I might,” I said. “Because it’s exactly how I feel about Luci.”

      Dax flashed his gentle smile. “The loveliest lass in all the land she was.”

      “For pity’s sake.” Mollie crossed her arms across her bosom and glared at me. “I don’t know what’s wrong with the two of you. You’re both hopeless romantics.”

      “The world needs romantics,” Dax said.

      “I agree,” Roland said. “And Wes is the best one of all.”

      “And you’ll all live happily ever after, I suppose?” Mollie asked. “The prince and his pauper?”

      “Mollie,” Dax said quietly. “Be kind.”

      “Wesley, you’ve been bringing injured birds to me since you were old enough to talk,” Mollie said. “This is no different. Just be careful, love. Pretty birds can sing and sing, but we don’t know who they are behind the song.”

      “Were any of my injured birds ever any trouble?” I asked.

      Mollie closed her eyes and let out a long-suffering sigh. “Well, no. They were birds.”

      I laughed. “Well, then, your metaphor’s not working.”

      “What about their father?” Mollie asked. “Will he give you trouble?”

      “Give him money,” Lillian said. “That’ll keep him away.”

      “No, then he’ll always come back for more,” Roland said. “You’ll never get rid of a man like that.”

      “Do you know what her mother was?” The words came out of Mollie’s mouth like bullets from a gun.

      “What do you mean?” Lillian asked.

      “Her mother was . . . the oldest profession in the world,” Mollie said.

      Roland coughed and looked down at his lap.

      “They’re the daughters of—” Mollie pressed her lips together. “Well, you know.”

      A dart of surprise pierced my chest. I hadn’t realized Mollie knew. “How do you know that?”

      “Everyone in town knew,” Mollie said.

      I ached for Luci. How hard it must have been for her in a town where she was shunned.

      “You don’t know enough about her.” Mollie slapped the couch cushion. “That’s all there is to it.”

      “I know her,” Dax said. “There’s no one finer.”

      I nodded as I shot him a grateful smile. “She kept an infant alive when she was a child herself, with no one to help except for Dax.”

      “Toughest little thing I’ve ever known,” Dax said. “Never once complained. Worked that hard piece of land like a man.”

      “I can’t imagine how she did it,” Lillian said. “I would’ve just walked out into the cold with the baby and let us both freeze to death.”

      “Lillian, you would not have done that,” Roland said.

      “Mettle untested.” Lillian looked over at Roland and raised her eyebrows. “Perhaps I’ll be useless as a wife and mother.”

      “Not a chance.” Roland reached over to give my sister’s hand a squeeze.

      Mollie rolled her eyes. “We’ll simply have to pray this doesn’t ruin us all.” She tented her hands as if she was going to begin praying immediately.

      “This will not ruin us,” I said.

      “You’re a grown man. I suppose I’ll have to trust you know your own mind.” Mollie pushed away a curl that had loosened from her bun.

      “Lillian, will you arrange for a seamstress to come? They’re in desperate need of new dresses.”

      “Yes, yes. It’ll be a rush if we’re to get them ready to meet Mother.” Lillian glanced over at Mollie. “We can do it, though.”

      “I’ll tell June to get rooms ready for them,” Mollie said.

      “The question is, where are they?” Roland asked.

      “She’s outside on the porch, and Sadie’s enjoying the swing.” I grimaced as I scratched the back of my neck. “I asked Luci to give us a few minutes to talk.”

      Lillian stood and smoothed her skirt. “I’ll send June down to fetch the dressmaker.” She turned to me. “Wesley, would you like to introduce Roland and me to Luci?”

      Roland and I exchanged a quick glance before following Lillian from the room. When we reached the hallway, my sister whispered, “I hope you know what you’re doing.”

      “I most certainly do not.” I grinned down at her. “But it’s going to be all right. You’ll soon see for yourself.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            17

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Luci

      

      Not accustomed to sitting during the day, I’d grown sleepy on the covered porch. Sadie was happily swinging with Sugar on her lap. The leaves of the wide oak rustled, and the combination with the happy buzz of bees as they flew from one rhododendron blossom to another provided a soothing lullaby. I startled awake when the front door of the house opened and Wesley appeared with a young woman. I stood and clasped my hands together. Sadie ran from the swing and up the stairs to stand beside me.

      “This is my sister, Lillian,” Wesley said to me. “And my best friend, Roland.”

      “Pleased to meet you,” Roland said. “And you too, Miss Sadie.”

      “So happy to make your acquaintance.” Lillian’s white organza dress contrasted with her neatly pinned ginger hair. Pretty hazel eyes sparkled at me as she took both my hands. “Welcome to the family.” A waft of her perfume smelled of roses and wealth. I hadn’t known a person could smell rich, but Lillian was proof.

      I croaked out a thank-you, as my throat had gone dry. My ugly dress and old boots were suddenly all I could think of as I took in her beauty.

      She dropped my hands and turned to Sadie. “And this angel must be Sadie.”

      Sadie nodded but didn’t speak, clearly as enchanted by her as I.

      “If you ladies will excuse us,” Wesley said. “Roland and I have business to attend to in town, but we’ll be back later.”

      “Yes, we’ll leave you ladies to get acquainted.” Roland kissed Lillian’s hand. “Behave yourself until my return.”

      “How boring,” Lillian said.

      Her gaze followed him as he went down the stairs and into the yard.

      I see, I thought. They’re in love. Perhaps I would get more of the particulars from Lillian? Is that what women did? Talk about love? I didn’t know how to be friends with anyone but Sadie.

      Lillian turned back to Sadie. “Can you believe that old swing was mine when I was your age? Sometimes Wesley would push me. Shall I do the same for you now?”

      Sadie bounced on the tips of her toes. “Yes, yes. I can give you a turn too.”

      “Do you think it will hold me?” Lillian asked as the two of them walked down the stairs.

      Wesley drew closer and brushed a wisp of hair away from my eyes before whispering in my ear, “Will you be all right without me?”

      “I think so.” My breath hitched. I yearned to put my arms around his neck and press close, even to feel his mouth upon my own. Was this what it was to be in love?

      “I’ll only be gone a few hours. Lillian will look after you.”

      “All right.”

      He grazed my unbruised cheek with his knuckle. “Don’t look sad. I’ll always come back to you.”

      “I’ll see you later, then.” My voice trembled. Was I attached to him already?

      He gave me one last smile before turning and bouncing down the steps. “Goodbye, young ladies. We’ll be home soon.”

      “Goodbye, Wesley,” Sadie called out from the swing, where she flew high with her legs straight out in front of her. She was a little girl just then, not scrounging for mushrooms in the dirt or helping me to bring in wood for the stove. With Wesley she might have a chance for a real childhood.

      I wrapped an arm around a post and watched him crank the shaft of the Cadillac. After the motor roared to life, he got in, giving one last wave before the car lurched forward, spewing gravel. I steadied myself for what might come next. Would Lillian be unkind now that he was gone? My experience with women in town told me to expect as much. I crossed over to the large oak to stand near her. Gus had wandered over to a flower bed and was currently digging under a rosebush.

      “Are you hungry?” Lillian asked me. “We can have lunch whenever you’re ready.”

      “Whenever is fine,” I said, unsure of the proper response.

      During the backswing, Lillian wrapped her arms around Sadie’s waist to stop the momentum. “Let’s go now, then.”

      Sadie hopped from the swing onto the grass. “I’m always ready for lunch.”

      Lillian laughed. “I’m so glad to hear that, because Etta makes the most heavenly cucumber-and-ham sandwiches.”

      “Who’s Etta?” Sadie asked as we started across the lawn toward the porch.

      “She’s Mother’s cook. Etta comes from France and makes the most delicious cakes. Do you like cake, Sadie?”

      “Oh yes.” Sadie tromped up the stairs next to Lillian. “We never have cake except on my birthday. Sister makes a small one just for me. Don’t you, Sister?”

      “I do.” Every year I worried I wouldn’t have enough for the cup of sugar. Somehow, I’d always managed.

      “Aren’t you lucky to have such a good sister?” Lillian asked.

      “I know.” Sadie smiled sweetly. “She’s given me everything I’ve ever needed.”

      Lillian halted at the top of the stairs. “We’ll have lunch first. Then, when you’ve had your fill, we’ll show you your rooms. You might enjoy a nice rest this afternoon? I’ll have June prepare a hot bath for you, if you like?”

      “A bath? Do you have a creek like Sister and me?” Sadie asked.

      I inwardly cringed, embarrassed. On the hot afternoons during the summer, Sadie and I bathed in the cold water of the creek. During cold months, I hauled water up from the creek and heated it for sponge baths from a bucket. She wouldn’t understand that people had actual tubs inside bathrooms with running water. That led to my next question. Did we smell bad? I knew we did not give off the scent of roses as Lillian did.

      “Wesley asked if I might help enhance your wardrobes,” Lillian said. “I would simply loan you a dress while yours are being made, but we’re not at all the same size.” Indeed, I was at least five inches taller than petite Lillian. She continued without a pause for a breath. “I’ll have the dressmaker from town come to show us fabric and take your measurements. You’ll need day dresses and a few for evening. One for church, of course.” She turned toward Sadie, smiling. “For you too, little miss.”

      Sadie beamed up at her. Who could blame her? Lillian was like sunshine after a long cloudy spell.

      “Will you mind if I help you choose?” Lillian asked. “Fashion is my obsession.”

      “I suppose not.” I clutched the collar of my shabby dress. A wave of heat rushed over me. Despite her kind ways, Lillian must see us as pitiful. Poor trash who lived on the mercy of the creek and the kindness of strangers.

      Lillian’s eyes widened as she sucked in her bottom lip. “I’ve offended you. I’m sorry. It’s just that being silly myself and in love with clothes, I thought you might be as well.” Her tiny ears reddened. “Do I seem frivolous to you? I’m sure I must. I’ve been spoiled my whole life. The very last thing I want is to hurt you in any way. I want so very much to be friends.”

      “No, no, it’s not that.” Touched at her honesty, I allowed myself the same generosity. “I’m embarrassed by how we might appear to you. Not the other way around.”

      Lillian gave me a long, hard look. “Do you want to know what I see when I look at you?” She didn’t wait for me to answer. “I see grit, determination, and courage. In all truth, I feel diminished in your presence.”

      “Diminished?” Sadie asked. “What does that mean?”

      “Like I’m not good enough to be in your company,” Lillian said. “Because I’ve never done one thing to aid in my own survival, while your sister here has done that and taken care of you too.”

      I warmed again, but this time because I was pleased, not shamed. “That’s kind of you to say. Thank you.”

      “We shall agree to a mutual admiration, then?” Lillian asked. She looked at me and then Sadie. “And leave our feelings of inadequacy out here from here on?” She took one of my hands between hers and gave it a good squeeze. “We’re to be sisters, after all.”

      “Yes, agreed,” I said.

      “We’ve never had a bath in a house,” Sadie said. “But I want to.”

      Lillian smiled down at Sadie. “Darling, you’ll feel like a fresh daisy afterward.”

      That made Sadie giggle, and so we were laughing as we entered the house. Gus, whom I’d completely forgotten about, slipped in behind us.

      My eyes took a moment to adjust to the dim light of the foyer. When I could see clearly, I almost gasped at the splendor of the dark wood trim and whitewashed walls. A crystal chandelier hung from a high ceiling. To our right, a stairway led up to another floor.

      We walked down the hallway past the formal parlor and toward the back of the house. I stole a peek into the stately and formal room, intimidated once more by the ornate furniture and burgundy velvet couches.

      With Gus in the lead, we continued down the hallway until we reached double doors that led out to a screened porch. A table covered with a white cloth was set for three. I stared out to the rolling lawns, flower beds, and a pond that reflected the blue sky. Several ducks floated on the water, occasionally bobbing under the water to eat a bug, their feathery bottoms the only part left to wriggle hello. The scent of flowers and the sound of a bird singing added to the charm. What was it like to have this every day? To never wonder if the next meal was coming or not?

      A fat gray cat rose from his place in a spot of sun and stretched before catching sight of Gus. He wagged his tail and came close, as if greeting a friend. The feline had other ideas. He hissed at Gus, who ran behind Lillian, then sauntered over to Sadie. He meowed and looked up at her with large green eyes. Sadie clapped her hands together, clearly delighted. “Sister, isn’t he pretty?” At these words of encouragement, he fell onto his back and showed her his belly.

      “He’s a she,” Lillian said. “We call her Shadow because you can’t see her until she’s right in front of you. She lives mostly outside and catches awful little creatures for food. The beastly thing won’t set foot in the house. On the coldest and warmest of days, she’ll acquiesce to the screened porch here. Pet her with caution. She’s been known to turn on a person for no reason.”

      Sadie giggled as Shadow pressed against her calves. “She tickles.”

      “There’s Dax out in his vegetable garden.” Lillian pointed toward a vegetable garden at the far end of the yard where Dax, wearing a wide-brimmed straw hat, was bent over a row of tomato plants. I could see the red fruit from here. My stomach growled.

      “Is that all yours?” Sadie asked. “All those vegetables?”

      “They are. Would you like to say hello to Dax before lunch?” Lillian asked.

      I hadn’t thought about Dax until this very moment. What would he think of Wesley and me? He knew me. Understood how we lived. Would he approve? “Does he know we’re here and why?”

      “Yes, he was with us earlier when Wesley made his proclamation,” Lillian said. “He thinks a lot of you. I’m already terribly jealous.”

      “You are?” I squeezed one hand around the other, causing a knuckle to crack.

      Lillian laughed. “Now don’t look like that. I’m only teasing.”

      We walked out across the lawn toward the fenced vegetable garden. Gus, seeming to have forgotten his run-in with Shadow, ran ahead. When we reached the gate, Lillian lifted the latch and let us pass through before following. Dax straightened at the sound of the gate shutting. “Ah now, it’s Luci and Sadie.”

      Sadie ran up to him. “Dax, we’re here to stay with you.”

      He peered down at her. “Isn’t it fine?” He turned to me. “Luci, good to see you, lass.”

      I fought tears at the sight of his dear face under the brim of his straw hat. “You too.” To avoid eye contact, I looked around at the garden. Fat tomatoes ripened on the vines. Pea plants crawled up a trellis, with plump pods ready for picking. My garden wasn’t as robust as this. The soil was hard and rocky. A pang of homesickness washed over me. As ridiculous as the thought was considering where we were, those vegetables were mine. Some days they were my only source of pride. They’d perish within days without water. And what of Pa? Had I assured his death?

      “We’re about to have lunch,” Lillian said. “We wanted to say hello first.”

      “Yes, off with you now,” Dax said. “I’ve rows to hoe.”

      Lillian took Sadie by the hand, and they set off toward the porch. I smiled at Dax and then turned to follow, but he stopped me with a touch on my shoulder. “Lass, one moment.”

      “Yes?”

      “Is this what you want? Wesley?”

      “He didn’t force me. I came because I wanted to.”

      “Is it only because of what he can offer you? He cares for you.”

      I understood then that he was not asking out of concern for me but for Wesley. He didn’t want Wesley to be in an unhappy marriage or taken advantage of because of his wealth. Shy, I looked down at the soft dirt under my boots. “I think I could love him very much.”

      “I see.” He put both hands around his hoe and leaned against it, watching me.

      “Do you disapprove?” I asked. “Because you know how we’ve lived?”

      “Not that, lass. Our Wesley’s a sensitive soul. Romantic. I’d not care for him to get hurt.”

      “I’ve not had much love in my life. I know its value.”

      His face crinkled into one of his warm smiles. “All right then. Very good.”

      “My vegetables will all die.” I looked up, squinting into the sun. “I just left them there.”

      “Sometimes you have to let go of one thing to seize the next.”

      “All that work wasted.”

      A second or two passed before he spoke again. “He’s right to take you out of there. Remember that truth.”

      “Yes.” My cheeks flamed, remembering the way Pa had looked at Sadie. I couldn’t say that out loud, not to gentle Dax, who probably couldn’t fathom such a thing. As close as we’d been through the years, I’d never told him of the violence or my fear for Sadie. Perhaps he knew? “Thank you, Dax.”

      “Go on and have your lunch.”

      I bade him farewell and walked down the dirt row and out the gate. From here, I could see Lillian and Sadie already seated at the table. I hurried across the lawn to meet them.

      Along the side of the porch, climbing roses bloomed pink. Lush beds spilled over with flowers of every color, none of which I knew by name. I walked up the stairs and through the screened door.

      Silverware sparkled in the filtered light. A pitcher of lemonade sweated onto a doily in the middle of the table.

      “Sit, please,” Lillian said. “I’ll pour us a drink while we wait for our sandwiches.”

      I sat in the empty chair next to my sister.

      “Do you like lemonade?” Lillian asked Sadie.

      “I’ve never had it before,” Sadie said. “One time they were selling it at the Fourth of July parade, but we didn’t have any because we have to save our pennies for supplies.”

      I flushed, both guilty and ashamed. I’d have given a lot for her to have had a glass that day, but as she said, that was not possible.

      Lillian lifted her glass and took a dainty sip, then puckered her lips. “It’s a little sour.”

      “May I drink, Sister?”

      “Yes, go ahead,” I said.

      Sadie took her glass in two hands and brought it to her mouth. Her eyes flew open wide at the first taste. “It’s like drinking sunshine.”

      Lillian laughed. “Yes, a little.”

      I drank from my own glass. If it tasted sour to Lillian, I could only marvel at its sweetness.

      “You must be thirsty after the ride in that dreadful car. Doesn’t it make the most awful noise?”

      “Motorcars scare me,” I said.

      “Me too. Wesley thinks it’s silly. I suppose it is, but I’m quite sure I’ll fall out one of these days and be killed by those hideous tires.”

      The woman who must be Mollie appeared with a tray of sandwiches, cut into squares and piled on top of one another. In addition, a bowl of perfectly red strawberries, hulled and cut in halves. A small pitcher held cream.

      I was curious to get a good look at Mollie, as I’d never met her, only heard Dax talk about her. Plump and pretty, she wore a black skirt, a white blouse, and a full apron, as well as a cap over her black-and-white curls.

      “Mollie, thank you,” Lillian said.

      “You’re welcome, Miss Lillian.” She peered at me with dark-blue eyes.

      “This is Luci and Sadie,” Lillian said.

      “Welcome,” Mollie said. “I’ll be happy to show you to your rooms after lunch.”

      I thanked her and prompted Sadie to as well with a tap of my boot against hers.

      Sadie’s eyes hadn’t left the plate of sandwiches. “Thank you.”

      “The child’s hungry,” Mollie said. “Enjoy your lunch. I’ll be back later.” She hustled away, disappearing into the house.

      I helped Sadie to two sandwiches and took two for myself. Lillian scooped a generous portion of hulled strawberries into one of the smaller bowls and poured cream over them, then set it in front of Sadie. “Mollie says strawberries will make our cheeks pink.”

      Was that true? A smaller version of the ones in front of me grew wild in the forest. Only a few times had I come upon them before the birds had eaten them up and left only the stems as evidence.

      “Use your spoon,” I said to Sadie, afraid she’d grab a strawberry from the bowl with her hands.

      She nodded and picked up the small spoon and carefully placed it under a strawberry slice. “They smell good.” She placed the berry in her mouth and chewed. “It . . . it tastes like love.”

      Lillian laughed. “I’ve never thought about what love tastes like, but I know strawberries and cream are one of my favorite combinations.”

      Aware of my roughened hands next to Lillian’s smooth, white ones, I lifted a sandwich to my mouth and took as refined a bite as I could muster. My stomach was so empty I could have gorged on the entire mound.

      Lillian had taken one square for herself and several strawberries.

      We ate in silence for a few minutes. I had to agree with Sadie that the strawberries and cream tasted like love or heaven.

      Sadie polished off both sandwiches, as well as her strawberries. She put her hand over her stomach. “It’s so full in there.”

      “Good.” Lillian poked her fork into a slice of strawberry.

      “Will we truly stay in there?” Sadie pointed at the house.

      “For a few weeks,” Lillian said. “Then you’ll go to live by the sea.”

      “Will you come too?” Sadie asked.

      “I’d like to, but I’m waiting for something.” Lillian’s lively eyes dulled.

      “For what?” Sadie asked.

      “For Roland Harris to ask to marry me.”

      Sadie blinked and looked over at me, then back at Lillian. “Will he?”

      “I’m not sure. He hasn’t much money, and he’s afraid I wouldn’t be happy.”

      Sadie wrinkled her nose. “But you want to marry him.”

      “That’s correct, Miss Sadie,” Lillian said. “Would you like to run over to the pond and look for the swans? There are a pair who take a swim every afternoon around this time.” She pointed toward the water. “Oh yes, do you see them there coming out from behind the bush?”

      Indeed there was a pair of elegant white swans, swimming in tandem.

      “May I, Sister?”

      “Yes, but don’t go in the water.” I felt the need to say this, given that at home she swam or waded in the creek whenever she wanted.

      “I won’t.” Sadie got up from the table and ran toward the pond.

      “Does Wesley know of your feelings for Roland?”

      “Yes, he’s encouraging of the relationship. The two of them built identical cottages on Wesley’s property. He’s told me in confidence that he’d like me to return with them as Roland’s wife. Which is all I want. Roland loves me, but he’s not sure he’s enough. He insists he cannot marry me without having a more secure future.”

      “You’re certain of him, though?”

      “Yes, he’s hardworking and clever. I have no doubt he’ll provide a good life for me. Perhaps not opulent like this one, but I don’t care. I’d follow Roland around the earth if he asked.” Lillian rested her chin in one hand and stared out toward the pond. “He doesn’t understand that I’d rather be poor and married to him than rich and married to anyone else. My brother has offered him a loan so that he can open a shop in Castaway, but he refuses. Who am I to question him? I have nothing to offer to the marriage. My father didn’t leave me anything in his will. I’m penniless and without one worthy skill. For heaven’s sake, I don’t even know how to make a cup of tea.”

      “It’s not hard. All you need is boiled water and some tea leaves.”

      A faint smile lifted her mouth. “If I marry Roland, you’ll have to instruct me in all household matters.”

      “If I can be of service to you, I’d be happy to.” I said this with humility, as I wasn’t sure I was familiar with the ways of the elite when it came to running households.

      “Do you think I’m silly? To assume that love is more important than security?”

      “Will he provide you a home and enough to eat?” I asked.

      “Yes. I have no doubt.”

      “And you’re willing to sacrifice if you have to?”

      “I believe so, yes.”

      “If it hadn’t been for Wesley finding us and asking Dax to help, I’m certain Sadie would have perished. If I’d lost her too, I would have lost the will to fight. In the end, love is the only thing that keeps us from succumbing to the hardness of life. As long as there’s a person we love, there’s a reason to keep fighting.”
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      Wesley

      

      “Where are we going?” Roland asked as I turned onto the main road.

      “We’re going over to Rochester to see about a ring and to have a business agreement put together by my attorney and then to the bank to set up an account for you.”

      “A ring for Luci?”

      “And a ring for my sister.”

      Roland sighed and lifted his face to the sky. “Wes, I don’t know.”

      “It’ll be rolled into the loan. Do you really want to propose to Lillian without a ring?”

      “I don’t, no.”

      “If we leave here next week without her, both of your hearts will be broken. I won’t have it. And if I give a ring to Luci, you have to do the same.”

      Roland didn’t talk for the rest of the drive, staring out at the scenery with a brooding expression on his face. The car was too loud to talk on the road anyway. I hoped he’d come to his senses by the time we reached Rochester.

      I parked in the lot behind a jewelry store that I’d been to once before to buy a trinket for my sister’s sweet sixteen birthday. After killing the engine, I turned to him. “What will it be?”

      “Your sister told me she’d rather be married to me than to anyone else, rich or poor.”

      “What’s the problem, then?”

      “My pride.”

      “Listen here. Through nothing but luck, I’m rich,” I said. “The same goes for your circumstances. Or Luci’s or Lillian’s, for that matter. We can’t control these things. What we can do, however, is take opportunities that are presented to us. I’m offering you a chance to change the course of your life. You’d be a fool not to accept.”

      “I already told you I’d take the loan. But a ring? I don’t know, it’s such a personal thing. To take money from the brother of the woman I want to marry seems wrong.”

      “Please, Roland. Do it for her. Imagine her face when you ask her.”

      He closed his eyes and let out a long sigh. “All right, fine.”

      I punched his shoulder. “Good man.”
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        * * *

      

      Later that afternoon, I emerged from Dax’s shop with a child-size table and two chairs. When we’d arrived home from Rochester, I’d spotted Sadie playing under one of the oaks with two of Lillian’s old dolls and the homemade one she called Sugar. She’d had a blanket spread out with the dolls propped up against the trunk of the tree.

      I’d remembered a child’s table that had once been in Lillian’s room. June had found it, as well as a child’s tea set, and had brought them down for me. I spent an hour or so cleaning them up and then set them under the tree. Gus was asleep on the blanket, and I’d just placed the child’s tea set on the table when Mollie came marching across the lawn carrying a plate of cookies. “Have you gone soft?” She set the cookies on the table.

      “I’m hoping to win her heart.” I placed each of the dolls in a chair.

      “I don’t think there’s any question of that.” Mollie folded her arms across her chest and glared at me with a mixture of indulgence and impatience. “You’ll be a good father to her, but careful not to spoil her.”

      “Thank you, Mollie. I’ll try. I have Dax to model myself after.”

      “She’s a sweet little girl. Didn’t even fuss when I combed out her tangles. They’ve had it hard.”

      “Those days are over.” I took the box with the ring out of my jacket pocket to show Mollie. The diamond sparkled in the sun.

      “It’s nice,” Mollie said and looked away, but not before I saw the glisten of tears in her eyes.

      “I’m going to give it to her tonight. Roland has one for Lillian.”

      “You’ll have her marrying Roland, then?”

      “That’s what they both want.”

      She gestured toward the vegetable gardens, where Dax was kneeling over beans. “Do you really think Lillian can be a poor man’s wife? She doesn’t know the first thing about how to live.”

      “They won’t be poor. I’ll make sure of it. I’ve got plans for the future. Roland will prosper.”

      “Just because you want something doesn’t mean it will happen. There’s God and free will to contend with.”

      “I’m not worried.” I grinned at her. “Love will win in the end.”

      “What’s your plan? Are you going to leave before your mother’s return?” The strain in her voice caused me to look at her more carefully. Was it nervousness I saw in her eyes?

      “Why do you ask?”

      “It would be best if you did.”

      “Mollie, I don’t care if she approves of my choice of a wife, and she has no hold over Lillian either. What business is it of hers?”

      She unfolded her arms and looked out toward the pond. “There are things you don’t know. Things that passed between your mother and father. As much as it pains me, I think it’s best if you go before she arrives.”

      I tilted my head, studying her. “What’s this really about?”

      She sniffed and ran her hands down the front of her apron. “I’ve only just gotten you all back, and now you’re going to leave.”

      “You just said you wanted me to go.”

      “Only because of your mother.”

      “Mollie, come with us. I’ll build you and Dax a cottage near ours. You can help with the babies that will surely come. You can make sure Lillian keeps her family fed. Dax can make a garden and sell his vegetables in town.”

      “You have it all worked out, don’t you?”

      “I do. Will you bring up some champagne from the cellar? We’re going to celebrate tonight.”

      She made a harumph sound and turned on her heel and stomped across the yard. The back door slammed behind her.

      “Come on, Gus. Let’s find Sadie.”

      He jumped to his feet and headed toward the side of the house. The dog knew where she was without a search. Such a clever pooch. I found Sadie on the swing, holding on to the rope with both hands while lying back with her face toward the sky and her skinny legs dangling. She had on a new dress and shoes. Her hair was fixed in two braids. A straw hat hung from a string around her neck, nearly touching the ground.

      “Sadie Bug,” I said. “What’re you doing?”

      She straightened. The hat fell behind her shoulders. “Hi, Wesley. I was counting the leaves of the tree.”

      “How many are there?”

      “I only got to eleven and then I had to start over because that’s as far as I can count. Sister hasn’t taught me what comes next.”

      I crossed over to the swing. Dax had put this up for Lillian and me years ago. He’d cut a hole on each side of a wide piece of wood and strung rope through them and then looped it up and over a thick branch. “Would you like a push?”

      “Yes, please. I can’t get very far on my own.”

      “Hold on tight. I don’t want you falling off and breaking an arm. Your sister wouldn’t like that.”

      She squeezed her hands around both ends of the rope. I gave the swing a gentle nudge. She squealed as she crested upward and then back to me. I gave her a more robust push the second time around. We continued this for a few minutes. Above us a bird chirped as if happy to see a child swinging on his or her favorite tree.

      After a few minutes of this, I told her I had a surprise for her in the back. “Would you like to see it?”

      “Yes.”

      I chuckled at the enthusiasm in her voice and took hold of the swing to stop any further momentum and waited for her to hop to the ground.

      “We’ll head around the side of the house. Mollie doesn’t like it when we come in from outside only to run right back out again.” I gestured toward the pathway made of flat rocks that led to the backyard. “Stay on the stone pathway so we don’t hurt any of Dax’s flowers.” Batches of daisies, lilies, and foxglove grew on either side.

      “I already know that. Dax told me himself.”

      She ran across the grass until she reached the stone pathway, then turned back toward me, gesturing impatiently for me to follow. “Come on, Wesley. I’ll show you what to do.”

      To do? I jogged over to her. “Are we playing a game?”

      Her eyebrows rose slightly, as if it should be obvious. “Yes. You can’t step on any of the cracks. Otherwise, a wicked witch will come and snatch you away.”

      “Lead the way.”

      Sadie jumped from one stepping-stone to another, careful not to land on any of the cracks. The thyme that grew between the rocks would be grateful, I supposed, not to be trampled upon. The flowers rustled from the breeze made by her swirling skirt.

      I stepped carefully as instructed, amused as she leapt over the last rock and into the grass. The moment she spotted the table, she screamed and ran toward the tree.

      I quickly followed. “Do you like it? It used to be Lillian’s, and I had June bring it down from the attic.”

      “Wesley, I love it.” She hurled herself against my legs, wrapping her arms around me. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.” I blinked to keep my eyes dry.

      She looked up at me. “I don’t want to go back home. What will we have to do to stay with you?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “No one ever gave us anything that Sister didn’t have to work for.”

      “Not this time.”

      She sucked her bottom lip under the top one and watched me with those big blue eyes. “Will Pa come find us?”

      “No. He doesn’t know where you are.”

      She appeared to contemplate this for a moment, and satisfied with the answer, she moved on to the next topic. “Will you come to a tea party with me and the dolls?”

      “I’ve never been to a doll tea party.”

      She slipped her hand into mine and smiled up at me. “I hadn’t either. Until you brought me here.”

      “Show me the way.”

      Still holding my hand, she led me over to the table. “You’ll have to sit on the ground. But the dolls don’t mind.”

      I did as she asked, stretching my long legs out to one side. “Would you like a cookie?” I asked.

      “Am I allowed?”

      “Mollie brought them for you. She likes for children to have a cookie in the afternoons.” I offered her one from the plate.

      She took the smallest one. “I’ll save the bigger one for you.” She bit into her sugar cookie. “It’s like eating a cloud.”

      I tried one for myself. The buttery-sweet cookie melted in my mouth. “Etta knows how to make a cookie. French, you know.”

      Sadie didn’t answer, too busy eating.

      I ate the rest of my cookie, then reclined on my elbows with my legs stretched out in front of me.

      She let out a joyful sigh and plopped near me, imitating my stance. “My stomach feels so good here.”

      “Mine too. Roland and I have been bachelors, and neither one of us can cook.” I yawned. The warm afternoon made me sleepy. I lay on my back. Leaves fluttered from their branches, reminding me of the counting lesson. “After eleven comes twelve, then thirteen. Can you remember those?”

      “What do they look like?” She lay on her back and looked up too.

      “Like ten, only with a two instead of a zero and a three instead of a zero.”

      She pointed up at one of the branches and began counting under her breath. “One, two, three.” When she reached number thirteen, she asked what was next.

      “Fourteen,” I said sleepily. “Then fifteen.”
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      Luci

      

      For the first time in nearly six years, I was spending the afternoon without my sister. Mollie had whisked her away after lunch, promising to show Sadie the room where she was to sleep and to supervise a bath. To my surprise, Sadie had gone without a fuss, excited to see her room and to have a bath. As for me, I was in the hands of Lillian.

      First she showed me into a bedroom on the second floor of the house. A bed larger than I’d ever seen took up much of the room. The dresser had a washbasin and jug set on top of an oval doily.

      Now, Lillian gestured about the room. “Will this do for you?”

      “Oh yes. Thank you.” I thought of our crude mats at home. What would it feel like to sleep on a real bed? And what about Sadie? Would she want to sleep by herself in a strange room? How would I handle that when I was sleeping in a marriage bed with Wesley? I put that thought aside. One moment at a time.

      A young woman wearing a plain gray skirt and a white blouse covered with a pinafore arrived in the room. She didn’t look much older than Lillian and me. However, the quick and determined way she moved told me she had efficiency and practicality on her mind at all times. A cap partially hid her dark hair. Green eyes framed with thick lashes and a round face made her look almost like a doll. The sleeves of her blouse were rolled up, showing arms ropey with muscles. She was small in stature with a sturdy figure, and I had a feeling there wasn’t much she couldn’t do. In another circumstance, perhaps I would have found a kinship with her. Instead, I was to sleep in a bedroom with a bed large enough for a queen. Soon I would marry Wesley. Would I ever feel right in a room such as this?

      “June, this is Luci.”

      “Nice to meet you, Miss Luci.” June bobbed her head in deference. If she thought any less of me because of my shabby attire, it did not show in her expression. “Please let me know if you need anything at all.” June went to the wardrobe and opened one door. “There’s a skirt and blouse here for you. I made this for one of the other maids who was about your height. She only lasted a day after she tripped and broke several pieces of china. Mollie was having none of that.”

      “June can sew faster than anyone,” Lillian said. “She has six younger brothers and sisters.”

      “Thank you, Miss Lillian,” June said. “I’ve sewn a lot of clothes in my life for the younger ones.”

      June took the skirt and blouse out of the closet and laid them on the bed. “This is just to wear until we get your fine dresses made.” The skirt was in the same light-gray color as June’s.

      “It’s lovely,” I said. “I’ve never had a new skirt and blouse before.”

      “Thank you, Miss Luci,” June said. “I’ve run your bath. There are undergarments in the chest there.” She pointed to a chest with six drawers.

      Six! How many clothes did these people own?

      “Is there anything else you need?”

      “I can’t think of anything.” An indoor bath. Running water? My mind could hardly keep up with all this new information.

      “Would you like help getting dressed?” June asked. “Miss Lillian’s modern and prefers to do it all herself, but I’m happy to help.”

      I shook my head. Help me get dressed? What did that mean?

      “June’s wonderful with hair,” Lillian said. “She did mine this morning. I hate this awful red color, but she makes it better.”

      June beamed. “You have pretty hair, Miss Lillian.”

      “It’s not true. I don’t know where I got it either. No one in our family has red hair. Why was I cursed?”

      “I like your hair,” I said shyly.

      “You’re both sweet, but I shall remain bitter over my fate.” Lillian grinned, looking not at all sorry for her situation. “Roland loves it, though, so who am I to complain? Beauty’s in the eye of the beholder, and all that.”

      “You have such thick, pretty hair, Miss Luci,” June said. “I’d be pleased to fix it for you.”

      I thanked her, unsure what else to say. Was my hair pretty? Prior to this, I’d not thought a lot about my appearance. We’d had only a small, cracked mirror. Whenever I’d looked into it, my face had contorted into a misshapen monster. Sometimes when I went into town, I caught a glimpse of myself in the window of a shop, but I never stopped to stare at my reflection. There was no time to worry over my appearance. How I looked had no bearing on my life.

      Now, in this new world I’d fallen into, there would be new dresses, mirrors, and strawberries and cream. And family. Sadie and I would no longer be isolated. The burden of our subsistence would not be mine alone.
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        * * *

      

      In the claw-foot bath, I scrubbed my hair twice and my body three times with soap that smelled of flowers and felt like silk under my fingers. When the water grew tepid, I climbed out and dried off with the towel June had left for me. A small round rug provided a soft cushion for my feet.

      I drew closer to the mirror that hung over the sink. What I saw did not please me. I looked like a skeleton with skin barely covering my bones. My collarbones were hard, skinny snakes and my shoulders sharp points.

      I glanced down at my stomach. Flat. No hips to speak of. I held my breasts in my hands and turned back to look in the mirror. They were no bigger than the crab apples I picked from a tree just off the dirt road. What would Wesley think of me? Would I feel like bones under his hands? I thought of his long fingers. Goose bumps rose on my arms. I should be more afraid of the wedding night than I was. What kind of woman was I? If only I had someone to ask about how exactly things worked.

      I used a brush on my hair, wincing as I worked through tangles. It hung down my back, frayed and dry at the ends. When I’d finished, I noticed another brush, smaller than the one from the tub, along with a small bowl with a powder. For my teeth, I realized. At home I made brushes from sticks, fraying one end and making the other into a point. They were rough at best, often causing our gums to bleed. However, my mother had taught me to take care of my teeth if I possibly could. I’d taught the same to Sadie.

      I dipped my finger into the powder and spread it over the brush. It didn’t taste like much of anything and bubbled on my teeth. When I was done, I rinsed the fancy brush and set it back on the sink. Was that where I should leave it? What if it was improper? Again, I wished there was someone to ask these questions. Maybe June? She would understand that I didn’t know.

      Thankfully, she’d told me about the undergarments she’d left, or I might not have known they were for me. Now, I pulled the undergarment over my head. The material was surprisingly soft, not like the one I’d made from a flour sack. I pulled on the bloomers next, glad to see the opening between the legs for easier access to the toilet. Would they make me wear a corset once the dresses were made?

      A knock on the door, followed by Lillian’s voice, stole my attention from examining myself further.

      “Darling, do you need anything?”

      “I’m not yet dressed,” I said.

      “June will meet you in your room once you’re ready. The dressmaker comes in an hour.”

      “All right. Thank you.” I waited until I no longer heard her footsteps before stepping into the linen skirt. Get on with it, I told myself. I couldn’t hide in here forever.
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        * * *

      

      The rest of the afternoon passed by in a flurry of activity. June cut inches off my hair to even up the ends and fixed my newly shorn locks into a knot at the base of my neck. After that, the dressmaker came and took Sadie’s and my measurements. With Lillian’s help, we picked out fabrics from a book filled with samples. For me, there were to be day dresses, evening dresses, three hats, undergarments, stockings, gloves, new boots, shoes, and a corset. For winter, a wool coat and yet another hat. Sadie was to have a smaller wardrobe, since she would be growing. By the time it was all over, I felt as if I’d worked all day.

      Sadie, however, seemed to be thriving in our new environment. Her eyes shone as she examined the different fabrics and took advice from Lillian about which to choose and why. Sparkling clean, she wore a sailor dress that had once been Lillian’s and looked like a different little girl than the one I’d brought here. In fact, she seemed like a girl who belonged in a house like this one. I couldn’t think about it too much or I would weep.

      Lillian, perhaps taking pity on me, suggested a rest before dinner. I didn’t argue. Sadie asked if she could play in her room. “I’m not tired at all, Sister.”

      I consented, although I would have preferred she stay with me. I wasn’t used to being apart from her for such long periods.

      I’d peeked into Sadie’s room earlier. They’d put her in what had once been the nursery. Mollie had brought down dolls and a wooden rocking horse from the attic. She’d never had anything but Sugar. That she wanted to play rather than nap was no surprise.

      “Sister, did you know I had a tea party with Wesley?”

      “You did?”

      “And he pushed me on the swing. Then he fell asleep under the tree.”

      Sadie held my hand as we climbed the stairs, weary. I left her to play and went into my room. I lay down on the bed but found it strangely soft. It was only when I moved to the floor and sprawled out on the braided rug that I fell asleep.
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      Wesley

      

      Roland and I were in the sitting room discussing business when Mollie bustled in carrying a tray with a champagne bottle in an ice bucket and four flutes.

      “Etta’s making a special supper for the four of you,” Mollie said as she set the tray down on the table near the liquor cabinet. “I’m going to take Sadie downstairs to eat and then put her to bed so that Luci can enjoy her evening.”

      “Thank you, Mollie,” I said.

      Sadie came bounding into the room with Gus at her heels. “Where’s Sister?”

      “She’s upstairs getting ready for dinner,” Mollie said. “You’re going to eat with us downstairs.”

      “How come?” Sadie’s bottom lip trembled. “I’ve never eaten dinner without her before.”

      “It’s much more fun down there with Mollie and Dax,” I said. “That’s where Lillian and I often ate when we were your age. You and Gus will have more fun down there than up here having to sit still for the whole dinner.”

      Sadie nodded as her eyes darted between Mollie and me. Gus pressed against Sadie’s legs and licked her hand. She smiled and patted his head. “If Gus is there, I won’t be scared.”

      “What’s your favorite supper, Sadie?” Mollie asked.

      “Most anything will do. Sister always finds something to feed me, even if she has to make stone soup.”

      “Stone soup?” Mollie frowned.

      “It isn’t really made of a stone, but Sister calls it that when we have nothing much around to eat. She told me a story about a town that made soup from a stone. Everyone added something to the pot until it was soup instead of hot water and a stone. Sister says when people come together, no one goes hungry. She says Dax was the person who helped us and that he’s a blessing.”

      I exchanged a look with Roland. The sympathy in his eyes reminded me why he was my best friend.

      “We’re going to have stew for our supper,” Mollie said to Sadie. “Come on now, give me your hand, love. We’ll leave the adults to their champagne.”

      “Yes, ma’am. Bye, Wesley. Bye, Roland.”

      I watched as she and Gus trotted behind Mollie.

      “There’s something so precious about that little one,” I said to Roland after they left.

      “Breaks my heart,” Roland said. “Thinking about them with that man.”

      “Agreed.” I wandered to the open window, which brought the scent of freshly cut grass into the room. Outside, birds sang their evening song.

      “Shall I open our champagne?” Roland asked.

      “Yes, please.” A hummingbird flew close to the window and hovered for a moment before darting away to suck the nectar from a hibiscus. Behind me, Roland popped the cork on the champagne.

      As I turned away from the window, Luci and Lillian walked into the sitting room.

      My breath caught at the sight of Luci. Her hair, which had been in a simple bun on top of her head earlier, had been arranged into an attractive bump at the back of her long neck. Her skin glowed. Although she wore only a plain gray skirt and white blouse, she looked as elegant as any New York debutante hoped to be. My sister had given her a pair of gloves to wear over her slender arms and small hands.

      “You’re lovely.” I took her gloved hand and barely brushed my lips against her knuckles.

      She flushed pink. “Thank you.”

      Roland boldly kissed my sister’s gloved hand and whispered something in her ear that made her giggle.

      “Would either of you care for champagne?” Roland asked.

      “Champagne? How scandalous.” Lillian guided Luci over to the couch. “Yes, please.”

      Roland poured, and I delivered a glass to each of the ladies.

      Luci took a timid sip. She scrunched up her face, then swallowed. “It tickles.”

      “That’s the bubbles.” Lillian took a dainty tug at hers. “You’ll get used to them, but never ever have more than two glasses or your head will throb. I made that mistake at my graduation party. The next morning, I actually prayed for God to take me to heaven right then and there. I’ve never been more miserable.”

      “Perhaps you need me to look out for you,” Roland said.

      “Isn’t that obvious?” Lillian smiled over at him.

      “Tell me, ladies.” Roland’s eyes glittered. “In regard to marriage, if you could choose between true love and money, which would it be?”

      Lillian looked into her champagne glass as she answered. “Wesley and I have had so little of love that we know it’s much better than wealth.”

      “But would you marry a poor man?” Roland asked. “Now that you know your future, would you rather have a rich one?”

      “I’d choose love,” Luci said softly. “I’ve had little of both, but love is much preferred, even with an empty stomach. My Sadie has been the best part of my life. Without love, what good would money be? What would be the reason for anything? Everyone needs someone to fight for. A reason to be.”

      “I think you know my answer.” Lillian’s cheeks had flushed, and she gave Roland a shy smile. I was reminded of what she’d looked like as a little girl.

      “Do I?” Roland asked, still deadly serious. “Tell me exactly.”

      “Of all the men in the world, rich or poor, I’d choose you every time.” Lillian lifted her gaze to meet his with eyes glassy from unshed tears. “Don’t you know that by now?”

      “I wanted to hear the words,” Roland said.

      “And now you have.” Lillian dabbed at her eyes. “The question is, what will you do about it?”
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        * * *

      

      I tucked Luci’s arm into mine as I led the way to the dining room. She trembled at the sight of the table, which had been set for a formal dinner with sparkling silver and a white tablecloth. Heavy burgundy curtains had been pulled back so that we might enjoy the view of Dax’s roses. These summer days were long, and the sun was yet to set, spilling orange over the gardens.

      Roland escorted Lillian to her seat on one end of the rectangular table.

      Luci took her arm from mine and looked around the room, clearly uncertain as to what to do next. I went to the chair nearest mine at the other end of the table and pulled it out for her. “Luci, would you care to sit here?”

      She nodded and moved over to me. I waited until she was settled before helping her to scoot closer to the table.

      As Roland and I sat, Luci kept her gaze on Lillian. When Lillian placed her napkin on her lap, Luci followed. She wouldn’t know anything about formal etiquette. Rules that Lillian and I took for granted, having followed them all our lives, would cause her to stumble.

      Our first course arrived, oysters on the half shell, brought up from the kitchen by June. They’d been carefully shucked.

      “I can’t believe it,” Lillian said. “How did Etta find them?”

      “She’s French,” I said. “She has her ways.”

      I looked over at Luci. Her bottom lip trembled as if she was trying hard not to cry.

      “Luci, darling, what’s the matter?” Lillian asked.

      Luci, with a stricken expression, turned toward Lillian. “It’s the forks. There are so many. I don’t know which to use.”

      Roland chuckled. “There are a lot of them.”

      “Don’t worry, we can show you which to use,” Lillian said.

      Luci brought one hand to the collar of her blouse. “I’m sorry. That I don’t know.”

      “Don’t apologize,” I said gruffly. “Never apologize for ignorance unless you choose to be so.” A twinge of guilt rattled me. I kept thinking what a grand life I could give her. But I hadn’t thought about her feeling embarrassed or unsure, even though she’d questioned me about this very thing. Seeing her humiliated made me dislike myself immensely.

      A lone tear caught in Luci’s bottom lashes. “This is all wrong. I shouldn’t be here.”

      “Nonsense,” I said.

      “How will I ever be your wife?” She swiped under her eyes with her gloved finger as her chest rose and fell. “I don’t know about forks or whether I’m to keep the gloves on at dinner, and the champagne has made my head feel cloudy.”

      It pained me to see her suffer. I glanced over at Roland for help. He always knew what to say during awkward moments.

      “I had to learn all this too, Luci,” Roland said. “They taught us at school, and I was the only one who had no idea there was any such thing as more than one fork. Where I’m from, we were happy to have a meal and one fork each.”

      “They gave us an entire semester on etiquette,” I said.

      Roland leaned forward slightly, animated. “One of the teachers walked around during mealtimes with a ruler and smacked us on top of the head if we used the wrong fork.”

      “Or God forbid, put our elbows on the table,” I said.

      “That’s awful,” Luci said, seemingly forgetting her own angst for the moment. “Did you ever get hit?”

      “Wes here never got in trouble, but I still have a scar on the top of my head.” Roland pointed to the crown of his head.

      Lillian laughed. “You don’t have a scar up there.”

      “I do. It’s given my perfectly shaped head a dent.”

      “I’m pretty sure it was like that before,” I said.

      “He’s absolutely wrong.” Roland grinned at Luci. “I was much better-looking before boarding school.”

      She smiled back at him.

      “We’ll teach you about the forks and whatever else,” Lillian said. “It’s a silly convention anyway. Who needs this many types of silver?”

      Luci’s gaze returned to her plate. “Are these snails? Do people eat snails?”

      Roland laughed again. “In fact, they eat slugs in France. They’re called escargot. But these are oysters and come from the ocean. You’ll be surprised to know that people love them. A delicacy. Where I’m from, they’re another thing we can steal from the sea to stay alive.”

      Luci looked over at Roland, then back to her plate. “Oh yes, an oyster. I’ve heard of them.”

      My sister picked up the small pitchfork-shaped fork. “Use this one. Etta has already loosened the oyster from its shell, so you just have to scoop it up with the fork and bring the whole thing to your mouth at once.” Lillian demonstrated before picking up her champagne glass. “Then you follow it with a drink of champagne.”

      “Or water.” Roland’s eyes twinkled as he looked adoringly at my sister. “And leave the champagne for Lillian.”

      “Since it makes your insides tickle, I’ll be happy to have yours,” Lillian said.

      “But no more than a second glass, right, Lillian?” Luci asked earnestly.

      “You’re a quick learner,” Lillian said.

      “I don’t want to feel as if I want to die in the morning. All I’ve done all my life is try to stay alive.” Luci smiled, then chuckled.

      “This is a wise woman.” Roland picked up his oyster fork and deftly scooped an oyster from its shell and into his mouth.

      Luci imitated Roland’s move, scooping the oyster out of the shell. Somehow she didn’t quite get hold of it and the entire thing plopped onto her lap. “Oh no.”

      “Well, that’s not exactly the way.” Lillian abruptly stood, then darted around to the other side of the table. She tugged one glove off and plucked the oyster from Luci’s lap and plopped it back into its shell. “They’re slippery, I’m afraid. And look at you. The devil fell in your napkin, which you so cleverly had spread over your lap. No harm done.”

      Roland and I had both stood when my sister left her place at the table. Now, Roland assisted her by scooting her chair back in. Once she was settled, we both sat back down.

      Luci lifted her chin from where it had been tucked into her neck. “They smell like three-day-old fish heads. And the shell looks like a scary sea creature. I think I shall hate them.”

      I barked out a laugh. “Truth be told, I don’t care for them. Let’s give them all to Lillian and Roland and move on to the soup.”

      Luci’s wide smile made me dizzy. “You won’t make me eat them?”

      “As I said earlier today. I’ll not make you do anything you don’t want to.” I spoke softly as if she were an abused dog, wary and suspicious. Thinking of Sam Quick made my blood boil. I’d have loved to give him a little of what he’d been giving out all these years.

      “No, I can’t leave food on the table,” Luci said. “That’s wrong. I’ll try again to get the devil in my mouth.” She stabbed the tiny fork into the oyster and leaned over her plate as she lifted it to her mouth. Her eyes widened as she swallowed. “It’s slippery in my mouth too, but it doesn’t taste too bad.”

      “They taste like the sea,” Lillian said. “Which is why I love them.”

      “I’ve never been to the sea,” Luci said.

      “We’re going soon,” I said.

      “Do you love it there as much as Wesley?” Luci asked Roland.

      “Yes, and I think you will as well,” Roland said.

      June returned with the second course, a cold vichyssoise. Etta was a little too French for my liking, but I put that aside for the moment. After gathering the oyster plates, June set a bowl in front of each of us. I waited for her to leave before turning back to Luci. “Is it obvious which one is used for soup?” I asked.

      Luci raised the only spoon and blessed me with another smile. “This one?”

      “See, there’s nothing to this,” I said.

      “The only thing here is that you have to scoop away rather than toward you,” Lillian said as she dipped her spoon into the soup. “No one knows why, but that’s just the way it is.”

      “Again, I had no idea about this detail until school.” Roland gave Luci an encouraging smile. “I was used to scooping it into my mouth as fast as possible or risk having it stolen by a sister.”

      Again, Luci imitated my sister, scooping carefully away from her as instructed. The moment the soup was in her mouth, her eyebrows shot up in surprise. “It’s cold.”

      Lillian nodded. “They love their cold soup in France.”

      I dipped into my bowl and took a hearty bite. The flavors of leeks and garlic were delicious. “This is good. Luci, do you like it?”

      “Very much, yes.” She took another bite. Such a pretty mouth, I thought, momentarily distracted. I couldn’t wait to kiss her.

      “Do you think Sadie’s all right?” Lillian asked. “This must be disorienting for her.”

      Luci looked up from her intense concentration on the soup. “She’s quite well, thank you.” Her tone sounded both protective and leery. “Has she done something?”

      “Not at all,” Lillian said. “She’s sweet as can be and has impeccable manners. You’ve done wonderfully with her, considering everything.”

      Luci’s eyes flashed with a hint of anger at the word everything. My sister had meant no harm, but I could see how that could be taken as an insult. “Thank you.”

      “Darling, I’m sorry,” Lillian said. “I’m a dolt. I meant only that she’s a remarkable child, and that can only be because of you.”

      “Thank you.” Luci lifted her gaze toward Lillian. “It’s true that our circumstances haven’t been ideal. However, just because we’re poor doesn’t mean we shouldn’t have good manners or learn how to speak properly. Before my sister came, I went to school, for which I’m grateful.”

      “Same with me,” Roland said. “I had an unknown benefactor who sent me to boarding school, where I met Wes.”

      “Really?” Luci asked. “You never learned who it was?”

      “I’ve absolutely no idea,” Roland said.

      “It’s dreadful,” Lillian said. “I can’t let any mystery go. Anything unsolved spins around in my head forever.”

      “Some things I wish I didn’t know,” Luci said.

      “Like what?” Lillian asked.

      “Nothing. Never mind.” Luci held up her spoon. “What do you do with this when you’re done with your soup?”

      “Just leave it in the bowl,” Lillian said, sounding disappointed.

      During the rest of the meal, we continued to cover forks. Lillian explained that everything went from the outside inward. “Every time they bring a new course, use the next fork.”

      Our next fork was not used for fish as it often was, but a melon paired with thinly sliced ham.

      Luci took a bite of cantaloupe and closed her eyes as she chewed. “I’ve never tasted anything so good.”

      “Dax’s garden,” Lillian said.

      Next, June brought the main course, chunks of beef covered with a garlic butter sauce.

      Luci groaned softly as she chewed the first bite. That particular sound caused all kinds of feelings to stir in me, none of them gentlemanly.

      “Mother would frown on appreciative noises at the dinner table,” Lillian said. “Isn’t that right, Wesley?”

      “Yes,” I said. “I was scolded for that a few times growing up.”

      Luci flushed. “I’m sorry. It’s just that I’ve never tasted anything like this.”

      Lillian laughed merrily. “Oh, Luci, you certainly liven things up.”

      “But I don’t want to be lively,” Luci said. “I want to be presentable.”

      “Proper young ladies are so boring.” Lillian drew out the first syllable of boring for dramatic effect. “We only have to pretend to be in front of anyone who cares about such things.”

      “Your mother will care,” Luci said. “What if she finds me lacking?”

      “Who cares?” Lillian asked. “She has no say over anything Wesley does. He inherited her father’s fortune, leaving him independent of any ties.”

      Luci looked over at me, clearly surprised. “Did it go to you because you’re a man?”

      “Partly,” Lillian said. “But mostly as a way to punish our mother for marrying our father.”

      “He didn’t approve,” Wesley said. “Which proved to be right.”

      “But without him, there would be no you,” Luci said. “Or you, Lillian. Which would make the world less bright.”

      Roland lifted his champagne glass. “I couldn’t agree with you more, Luci.”
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      Luci

      

      “I’m to sleep in here? Without you?” Sadie’s eyes were big and her voice small. “But there are two beds.”

      “In our new life, I’ll have my own room. When I marry Wesley, then I’ll share a bedroom with him.”

      Sadie frowned as she clutched the quilt up to her chin with both hands. “I’ll be scared without you.”

      From the doorway came Wesley’s voice. “I have an idea.”

      We both turned to look at him. Gus was beside him in the doorway. “May I come in?”

      “Yes, all right,” I said.

      Gus followed Wesley over to the other twin bed, where he sat. His long legs and bulk looked almost comical on the small bed. “When I was a boy, my dog, Atlas, slept with me. Right on my bed. I was never scared. Perhaps Gus could sleep here with you?”

      As if all for the idea, Gus put his chin on the mattress near Sadie’s shoulder. She reached a hand out and scratched behind his ears. “Would you like to stay with me, Gus?” Sadie asked.

      Gus whined and wagged his tail. “I think that’s a yes,” Wesley said. “You’ll want him to sleep by your feet. Otherwise, there won’t be room.”

      “How do I teach him that?” Sadie asked.

      Wesley unfolded himself and ambled over to her bed. He patted the spot near her feet. “You sleep here, all right, old boy?”

      Gus jumped on the bed, did three circles, and lay down with his head facing Sadie.

      “Good boy,” Wesley said.

      Gus wagged his tail twice and then closed his eyes. “I think you wore him out today, Sadie.”

      She smiled up at him. “Good night, Wesley.”

      “Good night, Sadie Bug.” He glanced over at me. “Will you come say good night when you’re done?”

      I nodded. After he was out of the room, I tucked the quilt around Sadie’s shoulders. “I have a treat for you.” I reached under the bed where I’d temporarily hidden a book of fairy tales I’d found in the shelves. There were at least a hundred tales. The volume weighed as much as five pounds of flour. “Would you like me to read you a story?”

      “Yes, please.”

      I had already decided I would read the story of Cinderella to her. It was one Mama had occasionally told me when she tucked me in for the night. “I’m going to read to you about Cinderella, but you’re going to be surprised by the ending. It’s not like the one Mama told me.”

      The story Mama had passed along from her own childhood ended with the prince marrying the princess of his father’s choice. Cinderella had remained at home, mistreated by her stepmother and stepsisters for the rest of her life. The first time she’d told me that sad tale, I’d cried. “But why didn’t he choose her?” I’d asked.

      “Because a prince never chooses a girl like Cinderella. Girls like us are not meant for fine lives. We’re meant to grasp and claw to stay alive.”

      I shook aside that memory to focus on Sadie.

      “Please read, Sister.” She turned on her side as I sat in the rocking chair next to the bed.

      “Once upon a time there was a girl named . . .” I continued, reading about how she meets the prince in the woods, and later they dance at the ball, and finally he chooses Cinderella to be his bride.

      “They lived happily ever after,” I said, closing the book.

      “It’s not at all what we thought. Why did Mama lie to you?”

      I took a moment before answering. “I think she didn’t want me to be disappointed. Her life was hard. She knew it would be for us too. Or, at least me. She didn’t know about you yet.”

      Sadie’s eyes filled with tears. “I don’t want to have a sad ending.”

      “You, my sweet, are not going to have a sad ending. I shall not allow it.”

      “Do you want to dance with Wesley? Like Cinderella danced with the prince?”

      “I don’t know how to dance.” I scooted out of the chair to perch on the side of her bed.

      “Cinderella loved the prince, didn’t she? Do you love Wesley?”

      I smoothed the blanket over her shoulder. How could I explain to my little sister the deep feelings I had for Wesley? “I’m as tied to him as I am to you.”

      “Like Cinderella and the prince?”

      “I suppose so.”

      She turned over onto her back and looked up at me, a crease in her fair brow. “Why did Cinderella’s father not take care of her? Why did he let the evil stepmother and stepsisters be so mean to her?”

      “I’m not sure. I think some people don’t understand how to love.”

      “Will you still love me even if you love Wesley?”

      “I’ll never ever stop loving you.” I tapped my chest with one finger. “You’re in here, no matter how many years go by. It’s been you and me for a long time now. That will never change, even if we grow to love others too.”

      “Even if you have a baby of your own? Not a sister but a daughter?”

      I gazed down at her, amazed by these questions. “Have you been worried about these things?”

      “I guess so. I don’t want you to leave me behind.”

      “I’ll never leave you or send you away. You’re my sister, yes, but you’ve been mine since the day you were born. I’m the one God entrusted to take care of you. You’re my child. You always will be. Do you understand?”

      “Yes.” She yawned and snuggled deeper under the covers.

      I leaned over to kiss her forehead. “Good night, precious girl.”

      “Night, Sister.”

      I stood up from the bed and walked quietly to the door, then turned back to get another look. She’d closed her eyes. The quilt moved up and down from her even breathing. A feeling of deep gratitude filled me. We’d made it. I’d managed to keep us both alive. Now Wesley was here, offering us a new life. My sweet Sadie would never have to be hungry again.
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        * * *

      

      After I came downstairs from tucking Sadie in, Wesley asked if I’d like to take a stroll in the garden. Although I was slightly nervous to be alone with him, I accepted. Dusk was the shade of dusty roses as we ambled across the lawn toward the vegetable gardens. The night was warm and still and smelled of ripening tomatoes. Tucked behind the fenced garden, the lights of Dax and Mollie’s cottage peeked through. The notes of Lillian’s piano playing from the main house drifted through the open windows.

      “What’s the ocean like?” I asked.

      “Like nowhere else. The air smells of fish and seaweed and salt. When the sun shines, the water is as blue as anything you’ve ever seen. All day the waves crash onto the shore. At night too. I can hear them as I fall asleep. You can drift to sleep knowing that in the morning they will still be there. On summer days, you can sit on the back porch of the cottage and look and look but never find the end of the ocean. Everything’s green, with wildflowers that dot the hillside.”

      We walked in silence for a moment. The sound of a cricket started up, background to the croak of a bullfrog and interfering with the piano notes.

      “Will there be a school for Sadie?”

      “Yes, it’s small, but there’s a schoolhouse in Castaway.”

      “Do you regret bringing me here?” I asked. After dinner, I’d had a hollow feeling in my stomach. Maybe he’d seen for himself how uncultured I was and had decided I wasn’t for him after all.

      He stopped walking and turned me to look at him. “No, why would you ask?”

      “I don’t know. It was an impulse, wasn’t it? Not a decision you thought through? After tonight at dinner I thought you may have changed your mind.”

      “Knowing which fork to use is of no consequence to me. It’s you I want. One of the reasons I moved to the sea was to live how I want to live. Free from expectations from my parents or anyone else. We’ll make our own way. Together.”

      “And what would I do? As your wife, I mean.”

      “What do you like to do?”

      I thought for a moment. Had I ever done anything other than chores? “I’ve no idea. There’s never been a choice. I did what had to be done.”

      “What about before Sadie?”

      My memories were dim of the time before my sister. I’d gone to school long enough to know how to read and write. “I liked school. Reading books. But there have been so few of those.”

      “I’ll buy you books, and you can sit outside on the porch and read as the waves crash to shore.”

      “But who will make dinner and clean the house?”

      He laughed. “You have a lot of questions tonight.”

      “Is it too many?”

      “Never. If we decide we need help, we can hire someone.”

      I thought about that for a moment. What would it be like to have a maid or a cook? Or to have time during the day to read a book?

      “Thank you for letting me borrow the book to read to Sadie. She enjoyed it more than I can say. As did I.”

      “You’re welcome to any of the books. Mother won’t miss them, if you’d like to take anything with us when we go.” He steered us toward the fence. “Would you like a book for tonight? I like to read before I go to sleep at night.”

      “Yes, please.” I couldn’t keep the excitement out of my voice. “Could you help me pick something out?”

      “What kind of stories do you like?”

      I thought for a moment. Not really knowing, having read so few, I took a guess. “I might like to read a book about a girl like me.”

      “There aren’t any books about a girl like you,” he said. “You’re one of a kind.”

      “Surely there are books about a girl rescued by a kind boy. Isn’t that what fairy tales are about?”

      “But that’s not the kind of story we are. You didn’t need rescuing. Not really. Look at what you’ve done, all on your own, despite every obstacle in your way. Perhaps it’s the other way around. You rescued me.”

      “But how? I have nothing to offer.”

      “Your heart. Your courage. Your honor. I’m better just being near you.”

      I giggled. “You’re silly to say such things, but I like to hear them.”

      “I’m not silly,” he said. “I’m truthful. I’ll spend my life hoping to be good enough for you.”

      We were quiet. Lillian’s piano playing stopped, then started again. “Wesley, is it hard being here? Remembering?”

      Several seconds skipped by before he answered. “I’ve had a few moments. Standing in my father’s study and seeing that painting of him . . . was hard. Gave me pause, I guess you’d say.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s all right. Don’t be sad. Those days are behind me now.”

      “Do you still remember, though, or does it fade with time?” I asked, wondering if I’d ever be able to forget Pa.

      “I could put it all aside when I was at school and over the last few years while Roland and I were building the cottages. Now that I’m here, the memories are around every corner. I don’t think a person ever forgets the cruelty. But we move on with things. Dwelling in the past takes away the present. I like the present, here with you.”

      “I like the present too,” I said. After another few seconds I asked another question. “Why did you come home for the burial?”

      “I came to collect what I left behind all those years ago. You, for one. I’m not sure I knew it until I saw you again. All these years, I thought of you and remembered my promise. Somewhere inside me I guess I couldn’t find peace until I came back for you.”

      I shivered, remembering the dark, isolated, and desperately lonely days after Sadie’s birth.

      “There was a restlessness inside me, a longing for something I couldn’t quite fix upon. Perhaps that was the impetus for my cottage. My obsession with finishing it. Every nail I pounded—every finishing detail was for you.”

      I hooked my hand into the crook of his arm as we came upon the fence on the west end of the property. The sun had dipped below the horizon. Pink streaks painted the sky.

      From here, the house seemed far away, and it seemed only the two of us. I’d grown increasingly comfortable with Wesley, as if we had never parted and had spent the last five years together. What would that have been like? Growing up together?

      But with that ease between us, a different feeling was developing, coming alive in me. I wanted him to touch me, kiss me.

      “I have one more thing I need to ask you,” I said.

      He leaned his backside against the fence. “Anything.”

      The sweet scent of roses perfumed the air and made me almost dizzy. Or was it my prince who made me swoon? “How come you haven’t tried to kiss me?”

      He turned to look at me, taking one of my hands in his. “I didn’t want to be presumptuous. I’m trying not to scare you away.” He ran the back of one finger along my jawbone. I longed to rub my entire face against his hand. “Would you like a kiss?”

      “How else will we know if we’re suitable that way?”

      “I don’t suppose we will,” he said. “Shall we try now?”

      “But I don’t know how to kiss.” Did I lift my face upward? Should my mouth be closed or slightly open?

      “I don’t think there’s much to it,” Wesley said. “Impossible to do wrong, really.”

      “Do you close your eyes?”

      “Some do. I think most, actually. But honestly, I’ve not had much experience kissing either.”

      That startled me. Had he kissed others before? I hadn’t thought of it until just now. “How many kisses have you had?”

      He chuckled. “Only one.”

      “Who was she?” I didn’t like this at all. “Where is she now?”

      “At school we occasionally had dances with the girls’ boarding school. I danced with her one night, and she invited me outside for fresh air. Somehow we escaped the scrutiny of the chaperones. Before I knew it, she’d planted a kiss on me. Quite brazen.”

      I sucked in a breath. If I’d been a girl who went to a fancy school, would I have been like that? Loose? Was it something I’d inherited from my mother? Because right now I would have given almost anything to have Wesley kiss me. Were girls not supposed to have these feelings? “Did you not like her after that? After her brazen move?”

      “I liked her about the same before and after. Not much. She wasn’t you, Luci.”

      I sighed with relief and giddy joy. She wasn’t you. “Is it wrong for a woman to want a kiss?”

      “I don’t think so. Why do you ask?”

      “My mother. Do you know about her? What she did?” My voice had grown small and afraid. I held my breath, waiting for his answer.

      “Yes, I know. But that’s an entirely different thing than what’s between us. Your mother did what she had to do.”

      “Do you think? Because I think there were other ways to keep us fed. I’m ashamed for her.”

      “I understand, but you’re not your mother any more than I’m my father.”

      “I guess so.” I brushed the lapel of his dinner jacket with the tips of my fingers. “I didn’t know what it felt like to fall in love. How wonderful it would feel.”

      “Are you in love with me?”

      “If all these fireflies in my stomach mean that I’m in love, then I suppose I am.”

      He smiled down at me as he brushed my bottom lip with his thumb. “You’re beautiful.”

      “It’s dark. You can’t see me.”

      “I see you. May I kiss you now, or would you like to hear more about my past?”

      “Stop teasing me,” I said. “I don’t like the idea of you kissing other girls.”

      “If I have my way, you’ll be the only one I ever kiss.”

      If it was possible to smile with one’s entire body, as if it started in my stomach and spread throughout my body, I was doing so now. “Do I lift my face up, like this?” I raised my chin.

      “That’ll do,” he said huskily. “Close your eyes or I’ll lose my nerve.”

      I did so and waited. He was so close I could smell his shaving soap. I held my breath then, waiting, unsure what to do. In the next second, his lips were on mine. They were softer than I’d imagined. The kiss kept going. Soon, my lips parted all on their own. He pulled me closer to him. A small moan escaped before I could stifle myself.

      Finally, he lifted his mouth from mine and loosened his arm from around my waist. “I suppose that answers our question.”

      “I forgot what the question was,” I said.

      “About whether we’re compatible in that way.”

      “Yes, I suppose so.” Just then I would have said the world was all mine. Every bit mine for the taking.

      “Your laughter is my favorite sound.”

      “I like laughing,” I said. “Especially here with you.”

      “Do you want to get married soon, or do you want to wait and plan a formal wedding?”

      With the light fading, it was hard to see the nuances of his expression. “I’d like to do it quickly and leave for Castaway. The longer we stay, the more worried I am about Pa figuring out where we are and causing trouble.”

      “Roland’s going to ask Lillian to marry him,” he said. “But you have to keep it a secret. He wants to surprise her.”

      “Lillian was worried that he might not want to . . . because of money.”

      “I’ve got that worked out with him,” Wesley said.

      “And you approve?” I asked.

      “I’ve known for a while now that Roland would marry her. I knew it before they even met.”

      “Really?”

      “Like you and me,” he said. “Some love stories are written in the stars.”

      He kissed me again, this time without preamble. When we parted, breathless, I knew it was definitely the man who made me dizzy. No scent, regardless of how sweet, could make me feel this way.

      “I’ve something for you,” he said. “A ring.”

      “What?”

      He dropped to one knee. Once more, I held my breath and waited for what was next.
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      Wesley

      

      On one knee, I took the ring from my pocket and reached for her hand. “Luci, would you wear this ring for the rest of your life? Will you be my wife?”

      “Yes to both.”

      I put the ring on her finger and then stood to kiss her. Soon I drew away, knowing that if I continued it would compromise us both. I was beginning to act too boldly. Being around her was intoxicating. I lost all sense of gentlemanly behavior. If I had my way, we’d be upstairs in my bed. After being married, of course. I wasn’t a barbarian.

      Fireflies had appeared during our kiss. They twinkled as they darted about over the lawn. “You’re my firefly. My light in the dark.”

      She answered quietly, just above a whisper. “You’re mine too.”

      On the horizon, a sliver of moon had risen over the valley. I took her hand in mine. With my index finger, I traced the calluses on the pads of her palm. They told the story of day after day of hard physical work. Chores that must have seemed unending. Had they been a crushing burden to her? Dax had said she’d never once complained to him.

      “Are my calluses horrid to you?” she asked.

      I brought the palm of her hand to my mouth. “Nothing could be farther from the truth. In fact, I was thinking how hard you’ve worked and that I want to give you everything you’ve ever wanted.”

      “All I’ve ever wanted was to keep Sadie fed and safe.”

      “We shall. From now on, you’ll have me to help.”

      Hand in hand, we started out across the lawn toward the house. “Did you ever think of me?” I asked. “Over the years?”

      “Yes, but I didn’t think I’d ever see you again, so I didn’t spend too much time wishing for what couldn’t be. That’s the road to unhappiness for a girl in my position. No time for daydreams. I just went day by day. One hour to the next. Still, those few minutes with you were the first time anyone had ever really looked at me, not through me or around me. That’s not something I could forget.”

      “I’m sorry I couldn’t keep my promise. I would have if I could. With the inheritance from my grandfather, I’m free to do as I wish now.”

      “Did you know about your inheritance?”

      “No. I had no idea that he would leave everything to me. I’d never met him. Can you imagine giving money to a stranger just because you didn’t want to give it to your daughter?”

      “People do strange things. My father gave me away in a poker game.” To my surprise, she laughed.

      “It’s not funny,” I said. “I want to kill him with my bare hands.”

      “A good life is the greatest revenge.”

      “We still have another few days before Mother arrives. I’d like to stay so that we can tell her in person about Lillian and Roland and you and me.”

      “I’m anxious to go, but I understand. Even so, I’ll be frightened to meet her.”

      “She doesn’t have a say in my life.” I touched her cheek with the back of my finger, fighting the urge to take her in my arms and kiss her.
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      When we arrived back inside, Lillian rose from the piano. She must have spotted Luci’s new ring right away because she rushed over to us. “It’s pretty, Wesley.” Lillian embraced Luci. “I’m so happy we’re to be family.”

      “Me too,” Luci said.

      “Shall we have a drink?” I asked. “To toast?”

      “Water for me,” Luci said. “I do not like that floating feeling.”

      “Sherry for me,” Lillian said.

      I poured Roland and myself a whiskey as the ladies settled onto the couch. Roland wandered around the room, from the window to the piano. He’d shared with me in confidence that he would ask Lillian when he felt the time was right. He wanted a romantic, perfect setting and didn’t yet know where that was. Until then, he’d said, the ring in his pocket felt as heavy as a boulder. His heart would either be broken or not, depending on Lillian’s answer. No amount of talking would convince him that she was sure to accept, so I’d given up and kept silent. Nothing like love to make one’s self-assurance waver.

      After everyone had their drink, Roland and I sat in the chairs opposite the couch. We toasted first to my official engagement to Luci.

      “We have other news as well.” I raised my glass. “To our new venture, Harris and Ford Dry Goods. Roland and I are now partners. We signed paperwork today.” I shared with them the idea for multiple locations and that we would begin the moment we returned to Castaway.

      “You’ve agreed, Roland?” Lillian asked.

      Roland grinned. “Yes, but only because he agreed that I was to repay him for my half of the starting costs once we were profitable.”

      “He’s been stubborn,” I said. “But I’ve worn him down.”

      “Do you wear everyone down in this way?” Luci’s mouth twitched into a smile.

      “Some take longer than others.” I winked at her.

      “I can’t wait to get started,” Roland said. “Once we get the building done, we’re going to have a grand opening. Every child who comes into the store will get a piece of candy.”

      Lillian had gone strangely quiet. She seemed to be studying her sherry with more intensity than it deserved.

      “I’d have liked a store with free candy,” Luci said wistfully.

      “You may have a piece of candy whenever you come in,” Roland said. “To make up for all the pieces you haven’t had.”

      “Really? And Sadie too?” Luci smiled, momentarily looking as young as the day I’d first met her.

      “Of course, Sadie too,” Roland said.

      Lillian downed the entirety of her sherry and slammed the glass down on the coffee table. “I’ll be heading to bed now.”

      “What’s the matter, Lillian?” I asked. “Do you not like our idea?”

      “It sounds fine.” Staring at the floor, she spoke woodenly. “Just wonderful.”

      Roland leaned forward. “Do you think I’m unfit for the partnership? That I’ll fail? Or do you think I’ve exploited your brother?”

      Lillian lifted her chin to look at him. “None of those things.”

      “Then what?” Roland asked.

      “I thought you might ask me . . . to marry you, and now you’re leaving to open up your precious business. How long will I have to wait?” Her voice cracked as a sob rose from her chest. “Until the first store is profitable? The second? Or third? How many will it be, Roland, before you see yourself worthy of me? Meanwhile, I’ll be here, waiting. And you’ll all leave me.”

      “Who said anything about that?” Roland asked.

      “It’s obvious, isn’t it?” Lillian stood. Tears gone, she now seemed merely furious. “You won’t want to propose if you don’t have a ring, and how long will that take? Years? Do you expect me to follow my brother and his new wife and live with them like an old maid until you’re good and ready?”

      She was on such a rant, and neither of us could interrupt.

      “I’m so very tired of everyone having a say about my life but me. I want to get married now, Roland, and I don’t care one hoot about a ring. It’s you who’s insistent that all be done as rich people do, and I just want to be your wife.”

      Roland shot me a panicked look. Lillian in all her life had hardly raised her voice.

      “Lillian, calm down for a moment,” I said.

      She turned on me, eyes blazing. “Calm down? I will not calm down. Don’t you dare tell me to calm down.”

      “I think you’d better forgo the perfect location and ask her now,” I said to Roland. “Before she hauls off and breaks something.”

      “Yes, I believe you’re correct.” Roland dropped to the floor in front of Lillian as he pulled the ring box from inside his jacket.

      Lillian crossed her arms over her chest and glared at him, perhaps not yet ready to let go of her anger, even though it was obvious what he was doing.

      “Forgive me, Lillian. I thought you’d prefer a more romantic setting with champagne, but I’ll do it now. Will you marry me?” He lifted the top off the box and presented it to her. “This isn’t much—someday I’ll get you the prettiest I can find.”

      Lillian brought her hands to her mouth and shook her head. “No, no, I love this one.”

      He stood and lifted the ring from the box. “May I have your hand?”

      She held it out, and he pushed the engagement ring onto her ring finger.

      “Are you saying yes?” Roland asked.

      “Yes, I’ll marry you.”

      “May I kiss you now?” Roland asked.

      “Yes. I’m saying yes to that too.”

      Roland leaned closer and gave her a chaste kiss on the lips. I knew that was for my benefit. As if they hadn’t kissed before.

      “I can’t believe it,” Lillian said as she stared at her hand. “I’ve dreamed of this day for what feels like forever. I’m sorry I acted so awful. I couldn’t bear the thought of Luci and Wesley and you leaving me while I was stuck here missing you.”

      “I’m sorry I waited. I wanted it to be special.” Roland smiled gently as he put one arm around her waist. “We’ve had enough missing each other and endless letter writing. I want you by my side where you belong. In fact, I’d like to get married before we leave. I want you to come home with me as my wife.”

      “What about Mother?” Lillian asked. “Wesley, should we wait for her?”

      “It’s whatever you want,” I said. “But it might be better to already have married so she knows there’s nothing she can do to stop you.”

      “He’s right,” Lillian said.

      “But do you want a formal wedding?” Luci asked. “Won’t you want a dress and a party?”

      Lillian laughed. “I don’t care about any of that. Let’s go to the courthouse on Monday.”

      “Us too?” Luci asked me.

      “I suppose so,” I said. “Monday’s as good a day as any.”

      Today was Saturday, which meant we had a day to get everything in order.

      “Let’s dance,” Lillian said. “I’ll put on the phonograph. And you must ask me to dance, Roland.” She scurried over to the phonograph and put on a waltz.

      Roland bowed at the waist and then led her to a spot near the piano.

      I turned to Luci, who had remained on the couch during all the excitement. “Would you care to dance?”

      She ducked her head. “I don’t know how.”

      “There’s nothing to it,” I said. “I’ll show you.”

      She nodded and allowed me to escort her to a spot by the window. “Put one hand here, like this.” I guided her hand to rest gently on my shoulder. “Then give me your other hand.” As she did so, I encircled her waist with my other arm. “Now, simply sway to the music. We don’t have to make any fancy moves.” I moved my feet to the beat of the music.

      For a moment, she was stiff in my arms, but then she relaxed and we danced as if we’d been made for each other.
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      Luci

      

      We bumped down a dirt road in Wesley’s motorcar. He drove slowly, but still we bounced in potholes that lifted me off the seat as if momentarily flying. Dust billowed around us, but I wore my new duster in a soft tan color over my new white summer dress. The dressmaker had brought it that morning. How I loved the soft white material and the way it swirled around my legs. Lillian had given me a purple silk scarf to cover my straw hat, which I’d tied under my chin. Despite my attempt to remain humble, the new clothes made me feel posh and proper, as did the ring on my finger.

      Gus sat on his haunches in the back seat.

      “He likes the motorcar,” Wesley said.

      Gus barked.

      “What about you, lovely Luci? Do you like riding in my car?”

      “I like riding in the car with you.” I smiled over at him.

      “I’m glad to know. Lillian told me you were frightened.”

      “I was, but I’m not now.” I gazed out to the countryside as the car conquered the hill, chugging along. The road had been carved out of the heavily wooded hillside. On each side trees grew wide and tall. Wesley had said it was a logging road where men came to cut down trees and haul them to the mill, where they would be made into boards for stores and houses.

      My ears felt plugged suddenly, making everything quieter. “What is it, Wesley, that makes my ears feel clogged?”

      “That’s the altitude—a difference in air pressure causes your ears to feel plugged. Try swallowing as if you’re drinking water.”

      I did so and immediately felt relief. “That’s better. How odd.”

      “Yes, one of the many wonders of Mother Nature.”

      I settled back into the seat and looked at the trees, mesmerized by the contrast from dark to light between them. Soon thereafter, Wesley turned right down a skinnier dirt road. I sat up straighter to get a better look. Through a patch of pines and maples, a green lake sparkled under the sunlight. “Is this it?”

      “Yes. Do you approve?”

      “Oh yes. It’s beautiful.”

      A picnic basket had been packed by Etta and June. Wesley had surprised me that morning at breakfast by asking if I’d like to accompany him on a picnic outing. A picnic, I’d thought. What does one do on a picnic?

      So here we were. Wesley got out and sprinted around the side of the car to help me down. Gus jumped out from the back and barked.

      I stepped onto the soft grass and took a good look around as he reached in the back for the picnic basket. The air was cooler here than at the house and smelled of pine needles.

      Gus took off down the path, his nose to the ground. What did he smell?

      Wesley reached into the back for the picnic basket. And the blanket. “The last time I was here, the meadows and shores were covered with snow and the lake was iced over.”

      Now, natural grasses grew tall, stretching toward the sun. Purple and red wildflowers bloomed. I breathed in the fresh air and resisted the urge to run after Gus as if I were no older than Sadie.

      Wesley carried the picnic basket as we headed down a trodden path toward the water. When we reached the lake, the beauty of the crystal-clear water entranced me. I stood with my hands clasped together, taking in the scene until Wesley placed his hand at the small of my back. “Would you like to sit over there in the shade?” He gestured toward a sandy cove under a maple tree.

      I agreed and made my way down the rocky path, careful not to twist my ankle, not yet fully adjusted to the heel of my new shoes.

      While Wesley spread a blanket over the sand, I wandered down to the shore and peered into the water. Shiny pebbles covered the bottom of the lake. I knelt, careful not to get my duster wet as I dipped my hand into water as cold as newly melted snow.

      I came back to our picnic spot. The basket was woven from twigs and had a lid that opened on a hinge. Red-and-white checkered fabric lined the inside. Wesley had taken a bucket of cold fried chicken, two oranges, and a baguette of Etta’s wonderful bread from the basket. Would I ever look at a feast like this and not remember the time of gnawing hunger?

      I sat on the edge of the blanket, stealing glances at Wesley. He wore a cream-colored suit with a light-blue tie. He’d tossed his hat onto the blanket. His dark hair was without the pomade he used for evenings, which made it loose and wavy. Was it as silky as it looked?

      He loosened his tie and shrugged out of his jacket. As he rolled up the sleeves of his white shirt, he caught me looking at him. I flushed with heat.

      “Are you all right?” His forehead wrinkled. “Too warm?”

      “A little.” In fact, I’d never felt warmer in my life.

      “Take off your shoes and stockings. I can’t have you fainting from heatstroke on our first picnic together.”

      “What?” How could I possibly do that in front of him? My stockings were held in place with garters attached to my bloomers. Reaching up to unhook them would be impossible without showing him my legs. “I can’t. Not in front of you.”

      “I’ll turn away and promise not to look.”

      The tips of my ears and cheeks seemed to have caught fire. I placed my hand over the wildly beating pulse at my neck. “It might take a moment. I’ll tell you when you can turn back around.”

      “Your wish is my command.” He bowed his head.

      I giggled, nervous.

      Wesley turned all the way around so that he faced the tree.

      I held my breath as I unbuckled my new shoes and slipped them from my hot feet. Next, I reached up to unhook my garters and slide the cotton stockings from my legs. Immediate relief. Before my new wardrobe, I didn’t wear stockings or a corset and petticoat. All these layers made me hot. Lillian had said she didn’t even notice her corset. How was that possible?

      I smoothed my skirt back into place, making sure to cover my feet, and folded my stockings small enough to fit into one of my shoes. Bare toes were surely inappropriate in front of a man. Even if one planned to marry him as soon as was earthly possible. “I’m done.”

      He turned back around. His eyes darted to my abandoned shoes and then back to me. “Better?”

      “Immensely.”

      “I shall do the same then.” With quick movements, he took off his shoes and, to my horror, his socks. He rolled up his pants legs to mid-calf. I had to look, noting it all within seconds. Not too much hair. Taut calf muscles. Nice feet too. Tidy toenails. “After lunch, we can wade in the water to cool down further.”

      We’ll see about that, I thought. I wasn’t about to lift my skirt. What if he found my feet ugly? I’d never thought about them before now. They’d simply been the tools that I used to accomplish my chores. Now I saw them in a new way. A tool of seduction? Another area of my body that I hoped Wesley admired? Alarmed at my thoughts, I flushed even further. What had become of me in such a short time? I was now a wanton woman.

      During my lascivious thoughts, Wesley had pulled a bottle of wine from the basket. “Would you like to try a glass of Chablis?”

      “Will it tickle my mouth?”

      He laughed. “No, there are no bubbles in this one. It’s dry and light. I’ll give you just a swallow or two to see if you like it.”

      He used a contraption with a spiral metal rod to pull the cork from the bottle. I jumped when it popped out of the bottle, startled by the noise. “Have you never seen anyone open wine before?” Wesley asked.

      “No, never. What is that?” I pointed at the contraption.

      “This is a corkscrew. Made specifically for getting a cork out of a bottle. Thus, the name.” He smiled as he poured a small amount into one glass and handed it to me.

      I smiled back at him, my nervousness dissipating. This was Wesley. He was familiar to me. His smile as known to me as the back of my own hand.

      He poured wine for himself and then set a flat board in the middle of the blanket, where he placed the bottle and his glass. “This is a table of sorts,” he said.

      I took a sip from my glass. The wine was cold and tasted of green apples.

      “Ah, you like it, don’t you? No tickling bubbles?”

      “It’s delicious. I’d like a little more, please.”

      He poured more for me, filling my glass halfway. “Sip slowly or it’ll go to your head. Lillian will not approve if I bring you home drunk.”

      I laughed, imagining the scene, then just as quickly sobered. Would a small amount of wine make me like my father?

      “What is it?” Wesley asked.

      “Nothing, really. I was thinking of Pa. How drink ruined him.”

      “I don’t think a small glass of wine will ruin you.” He lifted a small plate from the basket and handed it to me. “Would you like to eat now?”

      “Yes, please.”

      Wesley filled a plate for me and then one for himself. “Sit with your back against the tree. You’ll be more comfortable.”

      I set aside my glass of wine and scooted over to the spot next to the tree, tucking my legs under my skirt. First he placed a square cloth napkin over my lap, then set the plate by my side. I ate some of the chicken first; it was moist on the inside, with crunchy batter on the outside. How could anything taste this good? I closed my eyes as I chewed, and I must have made one of my embarrassing noises because Wesley laughed. My eyes flew open to find him gazing at me.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “It’s just everything that Etta makes is so good.” I clamped my hand over my mouth as a thought occurred to me. “I don’t know how to cook any of these things. You’ll hate my cooking.”

      “No, I’m not that particular. Roland and I have been bachelors the last few years. While we were building the cottages, we lived on flapjacks and beans.”

      “I know how to make flapjacks and beans,” I said, cheered somewhat. “What’s your kitchen like?”

      “Not like the one at my parents’ home. We built it on the main floor. The window over the sink looks out to the sea. While I’m washing my dishes, I can enjoy the view.” He tore off a few chunks from the baguette and set one on my plate.

      “That sounds nice.” I took another bite of chicken and managed to stay silent this time.

      Wesley grabbed an orange and began to peel away its rind. When he was done, he took a section and handed it to me. “Have you had an orange before?”

      “No.”

      “They’re juicy, so lean over your napkin.”

      I bit into the slice. The sweet juice awakened every part of my mouth. “It might be even better than strawberries.”

      “It’s a worthy race between the two.”

      We ate in silence for a few minutes. Stuffed after half an orange, a piece of chicken, and a piece of bread, I reclined even farther against the back of the tree. Wesley busied himself by putting away the plates and other remnants of our meal. I had another sip of wine. Eating had changed the flavor and it had warmed slightly, but I still found it delicious.

      “What else do we do on picnics?” I asked.

      He lifted a book out of the basket. “I could read to you. I picked a novel I thought you might like called A Little Princess. Have you read this one?” He held it up for me to see. The cover was of a sad little girl. “I read it while I was in school, and although it’s supposed to be for children, I think any age can read it.”

      My stomach tightened. “Did you pick it because you think I’m too unsophisticated to read an adult book?”

      “Not at all. I know how clever you are. I simply wanted to find a book you would enjoy. Let me read the first chapter, and I think you’ll see why I chose this one for you.”

      My prickly insecurities did not outweigh my desire to hear the story. “You may start,” I said primly.

      He came to sit beside me with his back against the tree and his legs spread out long. I rested my head against his shoulder as he began to read.
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        * * *

      

      Two chapters in, I was crying like a child for the poor lonely girl in the story. Her situation was worse than mine had been. I’d had Sadie. She had no one after losing her father.

      Gus, who clearly sensed my distress, had come to lie by my other side. As Wesley read, I absentmindedly petted his head.

      At the end of the chapter, he set the book down on the blanket. “I’m sorry it made you cry.”

      “The story’s very sad. But so good.”

      He caressed my damp cheek, then leaned close to brush his lips against mine. “Do you want me to read more or should I stop?”

      “No, you can’t stop. We have to find out what happens next.” I sighed with joy, forgetting the unfortunate girl in the novel as I stared into the eyes of my love. “Oh, Wesley, this is just the best day. Thank you for bringing me here.”

      “We’ll have more like today, I promise.”

      “Sometimes, when I was feeling sorry for myself, I would think that if I only had a book to read, a story to fall into and escape my problems and worries, then I could bear all this.”

      “You shall have as many books as you desire now. I’ll fill our house with them.”

      I laughed as I wiped under my eyes. “You said your cottage wasn’t large. Where would you put all those books?”

      “All right, then. How about if we start a library in Castaway?”

      “Wesley, that’s not something to tease about.” I tapped his chest with my fingertips.

      “Who says I’m teasing?” He kissed me again. “I would never joke about books. We could take my father’s books and donate them all to the library. Some good would come of his obsession.”

      “Would anyone be able to borrow them?”

      “Yes. You said yourself that a story was what you longed for. Wouldn’t it be nice if everyone has access to books if they want them?”

      “It would be. Truly.”

      “Then it shall be done.” He moved to lie on his back with his head in my lap.

      I put my fingers into his thick, silky hair. “I know every part of your face.”

      He closed his eyes. “I can see you even like this.”

      I brushed my fingers along his cheekbones. “Soon, my fingers will know you as my eyes do.”

      His mouth curved upward in a lazy smile as he opened his eyes to look into mine. “One short day away and you’ll be my wife.”

      “I can hardly believe it to be true.”

      “It was Atlas who led me to your house,” Wesley said. “As if he knew I was meant to meet you.”

      “Or wanted you to,” I said.

      “That may be true.”

      Gus lifted his head briefly before placing his chin back onto his paws.

      “I think Gus believes the latter,” I said. “Or should we call you Atlas?”

      Gus wagged his tail.

      “Do you believe in that which we can’t see with our eyes?” Wesley asked. “Do you believe in miracles?”

      “Yes, with all my heart. I can remember the moments before you appeared. I’d prayed as hard as I ever have for help. I knew we were in deep trouble. And then, there you were.” I played with a lock of his hair that had fallen over his forehead. “My Christmas miracle.”

      “My purpose for everything. That’s you, my love.”

      We were quiet for a moment. He closed his eyes as I played with his hair. Gus snored softly. Overhead, a flock of birds flew in a mass so thick they seemed to be one creature. A breeze rustled the leaves of the maple.

      “I’ve had this dream since I was young,” Wesley said. “I’m very small, sitting on a woman’s lap. She’s singing to me and calls me Jonathan. It’s like from another lifetime. Do you ever have dreams like that?”

      I thought for a moment. “No, not like that one. I dream often of a man at the door. A bad man. Sadie’s behind me, and I’m trying to lock the door before he can get inside.”

      “Do you lock it in time?”

      “I always wake up just before I know.”

      “I won’t let him in, Luci. Never again.”

      Before now, I’d not thought the hard, lean times served a purpose. Sitting here now with Wesley, I realized they had led to a deeper understanding of gratitude. Without the sour, I could not savor the sweet. Pain and struggle had made the good as vivid as the blue sky above me.

      “You’re a good man, Wesley Ford,” I whispered.

      “For you. All for you.”
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      Wesley

      

      We were married at the courthouse in Rochester Monday afternoon. Our witnesses were Roland and Lillian, as we were for them. All was done by three that afternoon. The four of us went back to the house together and were surprised with a party of sorts, organized by Mollie and Sadie.

      They’d decorated the table on the back porch with flowers and the good silver and china. Etta and June had baked a beautiful white cake, and we brought up bottles of champagne from Father’s cellar.

      June, who had surprised us by bursting into tears when we told her that Lillian would be moving to Castaway with Roland, had been quickly persuaded to come with us. I’d dangled the idea of eligible bachelors and few women in Castaway. She’d dismissed that with a grumpy huff, saying she had no need for a man, thank you very much, but that she would very much like to come and work for both our families.

      We all sat around the table enjoying Etta’s roasted chicken, baby red potatoes, and carrots. Dax’s garden continued to provide a glorious bounty. June had poured us all champagne, and even Mollie was having a glass.

      “What would it take to convince you to come with us?” I asked Mollie.

      “We have work here. What would we do? Live on a wing and a prayer?” Mollie asked.

      “You’d work for me,” I said.

      “Managing a cottage?” Mollie sniffed. “That’s hardly enough work to keep me busy. Do you even have a wine cellar?”

      I laughed. “No, but we could make one with your help.”

      “Wouldn’t you like to have your own cottage?” Lillian asked.

      “We have our own cottage,” Mollie said.

      “But not really,” Lillian said. “Everything here belongs to Mother. In Castaway, it would be yours and yours only. And don’t you want to be with us? We’re your family.”

      Mollie and Dax looked at each other from across the table. “I suppose it’s something to consider,” Mollie said.

      Dax grinned but didn’t say anything further. We knew what “something to consider” meant. We’d finally convinced her.

      I glanced at Luci. She’d barely touched her dinner, which was not like her.

      “Are you all right?” I asked, leaning close to her ear.

      “Everything tastes like sand,” she whispered back.

      Sand? For a moment, I was stumped. Then it occurred to me. She was nervous for our wedding night. Did she even know what would happen? Was she not ready? I would not push her. If she needed more time, I would give it to her, even though it would be difficult to do so. I’d thought of nothing else all day but to have her in my arms, touching her bare skin.

      Was my sister nervous? No, I wouldn’t think of my sister with Roland. These things needed to be separate in my mind.

      I squeezed Luci’s hand under the table. “It doesn’t have to be tonight,” I whispered in her ear.

      She met my gaze with her innocent eyes and gave me a slight nod. I wasn’t sure what the nod meant, but for now I would be content to have her by my side.

      June came scurrying out to the porch. “There’s a telegram.” She handed it to me.

      Will arrive tomorrow. Love, Mother.

      “It’s from Mother,” I said. “She’ll be here tomorrow.”

      “Thank goodness we married today. Not a moment too soon,” Lillian said.

      “Oh dear, and me in the drink the night before her return,” Mollie said.
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        * * *

      

      I waited for Luci to come out of the bathroom. While we were at the courthouse, June had moved what Luci needed for the next few days to my room. Other than that, everything was packed into a trunk, ready for our journey home. Our plan was to leave the day after tomorrow. Lillian had decided to take one of the motorcars that had belonged to Father for the trip. She said that if Mother minded, she could come get the blasted thing herself.

      To keep myself distracted from my ungentlemanly wedding night thoughts, I finished packing the rest of my clothes back into the suitcase I’d brought from home.

      Finally, Luci came out of the bathroom. I had to hold back from exclaiming over her beauty. I’d never seen her this way. Her hair was loose and reached the middle of her back. She wore a white cotton nightgown that hinted at what lay beneath.

      She stood near the bed with her arms by her side. “What do I do now?”

      I crossed over to her and put my hands in her hair. “Not a thing. Leave it all to me.”

      “Do you know what to do?”

      I smiled before leaning closer to kiss her neck. She shivered. I wasn’t sure but I thought that was a positive outcome. “I have a good enough idea.”

      “I know it will hurt the first time.”

      “I’ll be as gentle as I can.” Roland and I had discussed this at length back in our school days. Neither of us had firsthand experience, but one of the boys on our floor was from the country and had participated in the act with a neighboring farmer’s daughter up in the hayloft. He’d assured us that after the first time, the girl could enjoy herself too. But maybe that wasn’t true for every girl?

      I kissed her gently on the mouth. “We’re in this together. That’s all that matters.” With more urgency, I kissed her again before moving to her ear and down her neck to her collarbone.

      “Wesley.” She whispered my name as she wrapped her arms around my neck and pressed her hips against mine.

      Dizzy with desire, I broke free and moved to the bed and lifted the covers. “Climb in. I’ll get the light.”

      She did so as I crossed over to the windows to pull the curtains closed. I took the lantern with me to my side of the bed. Luci was under the quilt with just her head sticking out, watching me with eyes that were apprehensive but also excited.

      “Are you ready for me to join you?” I asked.

      “Yes.”

      I blew out the lantern and cautiously got into bed. The room was pitch-black for a moment. I turned on my side, waiting for my eyes to adjust. “Are you there? I can’t see a thing.”

      She giggled. “Yes.”

      “Is it better in the dark?”

      “I think so.”

      I scooted closer. Her silky hair was splayed out on the pillow. I felt rather than saw her move onto her side to face me. “Here we go,” she said.

      “For better or worse.”
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        * * *

      

      We’d both fallen asleep afterward, damp bodies entangled. All in all, it had been better than expected. As always, my Luci was stoic. An hour or two later, we’d both awakened and tried again. The second time was glorious. Just as my friend from school had promised. Women liked to be touched a certain way in various places, and if done correctly it created a life-changing response. I’d never felt like more of a king than in Luci’s arms.

      We lay together with her head on my chest. I kissed the top of her head.

      “Do you want children?” Luci asked.

      “I’d like to fill up the cottage with our children, yes, but if God chooses not to bless us in that way, I’ll be fine having you all to myself.”

      “Sadie’s so smart that she’s like at least three children.”

      I smiled. “She is indeed.

      “When I was a little boy, my mother had this collection of snow globes. She’d bring them out every Christmas, and I’d spend hours looking into the imaginary worlds. One of them had a cottage with a dog that looked just like Atlas, and I loved to pretend I was inside, living that life. I vowed to myself that someday I would have a cottage like that one and a yellow Labrador and a wife who loved me just inside the glowing windows.”

      “What was your wife doing in there?”

      “Depended on the daydream. Sometimes she was making dinner. Other times she was curled in a reading nook as the snow fell outside her window.”

      “I’d like either of those. What were you doing outside?”

      “Manly things, of course. Chopping wood or dragging home a Christmas tree.”

      She sighed. “That sounds lovely. Maybe your wife was making ornaments while you were bringing home the tree. Or stringing popcorn.”

      “We shall do all those things.”

      She propped herself on my chest with an elbow to peer down at me. “That thing that happened to me just now. How did you know what to do?”

      “You mean . . . ?” I didn’t know what the word was for the way she’d tensed and arched her back and let out a primal moan, but I figured it was akin to what had happened to me right afterward.

      I chuckled. “There was this boy at school who had experience. He tutored us, so to speak.”

      “God bless him, wherever he is.” She planted a kiss on my mouth before plopping back onto my chest.

      I played with her hair, content and warm and feeling quite pleased with myself.

      “Lillian has a married friend who told her she quite liked it, so we had hope.”

      “I’m glad we now know for sure.”

      “I’m so happy, Wesley.” Her voice sounded sleepier than a moment before. “More so than I ever thought I’d be.”

      “As am I. Now, go to sleep, my love. We have a big day tomorrow.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            25

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Luci

      

      I woke the day after our wedding night sore but blissful. Why had I worried so about the physical act of marriage? Other than the initial pain, the entire experience had been better even than eating Etta’s cooking. That I would never have believed until I’d experienced it myself.

      I rolled over, expecting Wesley to be there, but he must have risen earlier. What time was it? He’d closed the curtains, perhaps wanting me to have the extra sleep. Last night, I’d taken in every inch of his masculine body. His muscles were hard and taut from his labor, and I loved every bit of him.

      Lillian and I had been so naive about the entire process. No one had mentioned that pinnacle where everything seemed to stop except for the incredible urge to keep going until the explosion. I stretched and let out a moan as I remembered the third encounter of our wedding night. Had anyone heard the noises that had come out of me? I desperately hoped not.

      I sat up and pulled my wayward nightgown over my head, then trotted off to use the bathroom. Once there, I decided to run a bath to soothe the soreness between my legs. Was that normal? I hoped so. Why was all this such a secret? Or were women with mothers privy to all the information before their wedding night? I would tell Sadie when it came her time what to expect. I’d also tell her not to be afraid. Nothing but goodness waited.

      I scrubbed in the tub, almost sorry to wash Wesley’s scent from my skin. Tonight, you will have him again, I told myself. Every night until the day death parted us.

      Thank you, God, for sending him to me, I prayed silently. I’ll do my best to be a good person and pay back all you’ve blessed me with.

      I dressed in the robe that June had hung by the door for me. I stood before the mirror to brush out my wet hair. What a luxury it was to sleep in a soft bed and then wake to a bath. This life I’d fallen into was so luxurious. However, none of it would have been the same without Wesley. No comfort in the world was as good as being in love.

      I’ll come tomorrow, he’d said that first day. Despite all the obstacles in his way, he’d made good on his promise. Tomorrow had come.

      Still in my robe, I went back into the sunlit bedroom. Wesley had set a stack of books on the desk for me to choose from. While my hair dried, I looked through them and decided on a mystery set in England. I sat in the chair near the window. With the sun warm on my head, I was completely lost in the first chapter when Wesley came through the door carrying a tray.

      He halted for a second, staring at me, then shoved the door closed with his foot.

      “Good morning,” I said.

      “Morning. I’ve brought breakfast for my bride.” He set the tray on the bureau.

      “Thank you. I took a bath and was waiting for my hair to dry before putting it up, and then I started this book. I’ve completely lost track of time.”

      “It is the day after our wedding. I think sleeping in is allowed. Would you care for coffee?”

      I nodded. Coffee was now a part of my morning routine. How quickly I’d become spoiled.

      He set two cups and saucers on the square table between the two armchairs, then poured coffee from a silver pot into them.

      “Are you hungry? There are berries, some eggs, and toast.”

      “Coffee first,” I said. “Come sit with me.”

      He brought a bowl of berries and a plate of toast with him. When he finally sat, he gazed over at me, his right cheek resting in the palm of his hand. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen anything as beautiful as you are right now. Your hair in the sunshine, all down about your shoulders. You’re like the painting of Aphrodite.”

      I flushed, both embarrassed and pleased, even though I had no idea to which painting he referred. “Thank you.”

      “My wife. I still can’t quite believe my good fortune.”

      “Or I mine. Now tell me what was going on downstairs. Was Sadie awake?”

      “Yes, she and Gus were already with Dax in the garden. Mollie fed them both breakfast and then sent them outside.”

      “And the other newlyweds?”

      “No sign of either of them. I don’t want to think why.”

      I smiled, thinking of Lillian. As good as it was to bask in the glow of Wesley’s loving smile, I looked forward to chatting with my new friend about the delights of the wedding bed.

      “Do you have any idea when your mother will arrive?”

      “I assume sometime this afternoon. We’ll spend the evening with her and then plan to head out tomorrow morning.”

      “Will she be mad we’re not staying?”

      “I’m not sure how she’s going to react to any of it. Whatever it is, it won’t bother me.”

      We talked briefly through our plans for the morning. “If we leave early, we can arrive in time for supper. Roland and I have our work cut out for us to get a cottage built before Dax and Mollie come in September.”

      “September? They’ve decided?”

      “Yes, Mollie told me this morning that she and Dax talked it all through and decided it was time to make a change. They’ve saved through the years and have a tidy sum to live on.”

      A fat robin redbreast landed on the window’s outside ledge.

      “There’s something I wanted to tell you about your father. June said the word around town is that he thinks you two ran away and abandoned him. He’s told the sad story to anyone who’ll listen. Not that anyone feels a bit sorry for him. Anyway, that he thinks you’re already gone works to our advantage. I’m hopeful no one saw us.”

      My stomach churned. I set my cup back onto the saucer. There was a part of me that wanted to walk away and never think of him again, which of course was impossible. As much as he’d hurt me, he was still my father. A loyalty to him remained. There were memories, too, not so easily forgotten. Ones that would haunt me for years to come.

      “Where would we have gone? What a fool.”

      “Yes, but his delusion is for the best.” Wesley set aside his piece of toast to pick up a berry. “I have a theory. I suspect he doesn’t remember the poker game or what he did. Do you think that’s possible?”

      “Yes, very possible. If he knows our new situation, he will want to exploit it somehow.” I looked out at the robin, squatting happily on the ledge. Did she have baby birds somewhere waiting for their breakfast? “We must walk away and hope he never finds out what happened to us.”

      “All right, as long as you’re sure.”

      I looked into the eyes of my husband. There in his eyes was the future. One in which Sadie and I would be safe and far away from Pa. “I’m sure.”
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        * * *

      

      That afternoon, Lillian and I had lemonade on the porch while Wesley and Roland went into town to get a few items for our trip home. My new home. Although I’d never seen it, I knew it would be the place I would always want to stay. Everyone I loved would be there, and that made it a home, no matter the location.

      I hadn’t yet had a moment alone with my new sister-in-law. But now Sadie and Gus were down by the pond, too far to overhear.

      Lillian lounged on one of the chaises with her skirt spread out over her legs. She didn’t look different than she had the day before. I felt different, but perhaps it was not obvious.

      “Are you going to ask or shall I?” Lillian’s eyes twinkled at me from under her hat.

      I giggled from my own chaise and turned on my side to get a better look at her. “Well?”

      “My married friend did not lie.”

      “Oh, thank goodness. I was afraid it was only me,” I said.

      “Now what will we wonder about?”

      I laughed again. “I suppose there’s nothing left. We know it all now.”

      “Darling Luci, can you believe all that’s happened since you came here?”

      “I cannot.”

      Her expression sobered as she rolled onto her back. “I can’t help but think about Mother. Will she be sorry when she comes home to us married without even telling her?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “I wish I didn’t care,” Lillian said.

      “She’s your mother. Of course you do.”

      “Were you ever angry at yours for leaving you with a baby? And then to find out what she did to make money?”

      “That was when I was the angriest,” I said. “Now, however, I can understand how desperate she must have been to keep us alive. I don’t suppose it’s my place to judge her. We all do what we have to in order to survive.”

      “I suppose we do.”

      I shuddered. “Can you imagine doing what we did last night with our husbands with strangers?”

      Lillian hugged herself. “There but for the grace of God go I.”

      Yes, I thought. But for the grace of God.

      “Do you ever wonder who Sadie’s father is?” Lillian asked. “He might be living right here in this town and doesn’t even know she exists.”

      “I never think about him.” This wasn’t entirely true. Sometimes I was thankful for him. Without him, there would be no Sadie. Other times I hated him with a hot, hard rage.

      “None of it matters now, anyway,” Lillian said. “You have Wesley. A new life.”

      Was that true? Or did the demons from our past continue to haunt us all our lives?
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      Wesley

      

      I’d just come downstairs to the sitting room after changing for dinner when I heard a motorcar in the driveway. Assuming it was Mother, I walked out to the porch. Indeed, it was. Her Cadillac was packed full of suitcases. A driver and her maid had come along as well. Mother didn’t travel lightly.

      I went down the porch stairs to greet them as the driver killed the engine. Seconds later, Mother emerged from the car. She wore a light-yellow dress instead of black. There was no one to pretend to, I supposed. We all knew their marriage was on paper only. She was not the grieving widow.

      “Darling, it’s good to see you.” She placed her hands on the sides of my face, peering up at me from under her enormous hat. “You’re looking well.”

      “Thank you, Mother. You too.” Indeed, she was as pretty and slender as ever but without the wary eyes she’d had when I was small. “How was the trip?” Actually, she seemed happy.

      “Exhausting. I’m sorry I wasn’t here sooner. The drive from Florida seemed to go on forever.”

      “It’s all right. We took care of the burial. Or, rather, Mollie did.”

      “What would we do without her?”

      I said hello to Ruth, who was as prim and straight-backed as ever. “Mister Ford, it’s nice to see you,” she said. “All grown up, I see.”

      “It’s nice to see you too,” I said.

      The driver was young, with dark hair under a chauffeur’s hat. Mother introduced him as Walter just as Mollie scurried down the stairs toward us. “Mrs. Ford, I’m sorry. I didn’t hear you arrive.”

      Mother smiled and held out her hands. “Dear Mollie. Thank you for taking care of everything.”

      “We’re glad to see you here safe and sound,” Mollie said. “Ruth, we have your room ready for you downstairs. I’ll have June come out to help you with the luggage.”

      I took Mother’s arm and left Mollie to supervise the unpacking. “Come inside, Mother. We have a lot to catch up on.”

      As we crossed over the porch toward the front door, Mother said quietly, “Walter’s the son of a friend’s housekeeper. Very good behind the wheel, despite that he’s just over sixteen. I only thought we were going to perish two or three times.”

      I chuckled and held the door open for her. “Come inside. How does a drink before dinner sound?”

      “Heavenly.” We walked down the hallway toward the sitting room. “Has it always smelled this way?”

      “What way?” I asked.

      “Like dried flowers and despair?”

      “Don’t let Mollie hear you say that. She wouldn’t sleep for a week.”

      Mother smiled as she unpinned her hat. “True. Where’s your sister?”

      “She’s upstairs getting ready for dinner.” My stomach churned with nerves. How would Mother react to the news of our marriages? “What would you like to drink? Chablis?” Mollie had chilled a bottle earlier, anticipating Mother’s arrival.

      “Vodka. Neat.”

      Vodka? When had she started drinking vodka? Mother wandered over to the piano and picked up a framed photograph of Father. “He was handsome, wasn’t he?”

      “I suppose.” I poured vodka from one of the crystal decanters into a glass.

      “You can’t imagine how in love with him I was.”

      I couldn’t imagine, but I kept that to myself.

      “Would you like to sit?” I asked.

      She nodded absently, as if she was deep in thought, but then she sat in one of the armchairs. I handed her the drink, then went back to pour myself a whiskey.

      When I returned to her, she was running her finger over the rim of her glass.

      “Mother, are you all right? Is it hard being here?”

      She patted my arm and gave me a faint smile. “There’s something about Florida that makes the memories fade. Maybe it’s all that sunshine, like bleach to the mind.” She downed half her drink before putting the glass on the table. “But the one thing I haven’t been able to forget was how he treated you. I’m sorry for that.”

      “You were as trapped as I was.”

      “It’s a poor excuse, but true. Anyway, I won’t dance on his grave, but I’m not mourning him. I can’t say I’m sorry he’s gone. His death solves a lot of my problems.”

      I wanted to ask for details but remained silent. If she wanted to share with me, she would.

      “In the end, my father was right. A philanderer is always a philanderer.”

      Did she mean adultery?

      As if I’d asked the question, she nodded. “Your father was never faithful. Not even in the beginning when I thought we were actually in love. Later, I realized I was simply a conquest. One that he was particularly keen on because my father was so against us.”

      Shocked, I glanced over at his photograph, as if he were there to answer.

      “There was a maid here or there. One time it was the wife of his friend, staying here as our guests. I’m not sure who else. I didn’t know about all of them, I’m sure.” She rubbed her temples, then picked up her glass to finish her drink.

      “Is that why you fought?” I could hear the raised voices then, as if it were yesterday.

      “Yes, as if my anger could change him. That’s what one learns over time. No amount of love changes a person. But when I was young, he was like a sickness to me. I couldn’t let go of the idea that if I loved him enough, he would be faithful. Finally, though, I’d had enough. After we sent you and Lillian away for school, I left. Broke free from the cycle and traveled to all the places I’d dreamt of going with him. To Europe. Down to Florida.”

      “Mother, I’m sorry.”

      “It’s all right now. I’m still young. I can marry again if I want. At least he had the decency to leave me the money. I half expected it would go to the latest mistress.”

      “Was there one?”

      “I’ve no idea. I don’t care. Not anymore.”

      “Will you return to Florida?” I asked. “What about the house?”

      “I’m planning on selling it. I feel badly about the staff, but every inch of this place reminds me of your father. Since she’s done with school, I’ll invite Lillian to join me. If she doesn’t want to, maybe she can go with you to Maine.”

      “Yes, about that. Lillian’s fallen in love with Roland.”

      “Your friend? The poor one?”

      “They’ve married, Mother.”

      She raised both eyebrows. “I see. How will they live? Does he know what Lillian is accustomed to?”

      “He and I are going into business together. They’ll be fine.”

      She pulled a handkerchief from her wrist and dabbed at the corners of her eyes. “I don’t suppose I deserved to be invited to the wedding.”

      “It was at the courthouse. Functional only.”

      “I would have thought Lillian would want a dress.”

      “She only cared about the man, not the ceremony.”

      Lillian appeared in the doorway. “Hello, Mother.” She crossed the room as Mother rose up to greet her.

      “Darling, are you sure you know what you’re doing?”

      Lillian kissed Mother’s cheek. “I do. I promise. He’s the best man in the world, besides Wesley,” Lillian said. “I’m very happy.”

      They both sat on the couch. Mother kept hold of Lillian’s hand. “I should have liked to throw you a lavish wedding.”

      “We didn’t think you’d approve.”

      “And that I’d interfere?” Mother asked.

      Lillian nodded. “I’m sorry.”

      “It doesn’t matter, I suppose. As long as you won’t have regrets, as I did, from marrying for love.”

      “Roland isn’t like Father,” I said. “He’s as steady as they come.”

      “We thought you’d be angry,” Lillian said. “Because he’s poor.”

      “I would be a hypocrite if that were true. I’m in love with a poor man too. I’ve been living with him for the last three years in Florida.”

      She’d been living with another man? For three years?

      “He’s poor as a pauper. A painter—brilliant but without a dime to his name. I’ve been supporting him on my allowance your father gave me. We have a small house near the beach. There’s a studio on the second floor where he paints beautiful landscapes of the sea. At night we eat alfresco under the stars. For the first time in my life, I’ve been happy.”

      Lillian and I both stared at her.

      “I plan to marry him,” Mother said. “The moment I return. I’ve already told your brother, but I’m selling this estate.”

      “I can’t believe it,” Lillian said, finally. “I’m happy for you, I suppose, but this will take a moment to grow accustomed to.”

      “Touché, dear,” Mother said. “Where is Roland? I’d like to congratulate him. Perhaps you’ll allow me to throw you a party.”

      “Mother, there’s something else,” I said. “I’m married too. I wed Luci Quick yesterday.”

      Mother’s face turned ashen. “Luci Quick? No, Wesley. It can’t be. Not her.”

      Just then, Sadie and Gus came running into the room slightly out of breath. “Wesley, we found a bird’s nest on the ground, and you have to rescue the eggs.” Sadie came to an abrupt halt when she saw Mother. Gus, too, stopped in his tracks.

      From the hallway came the sound of Roland’s deep voice and Luci’s laugh. I looked over at my sister, who returned my gaze with a panicked widening of her eyes.

      “Who is this?” Mother asked, her voice high-pitched as she rose to her feet.

      “This is Sadie, Luci’s sister,” Lillian said. “And Gus, our new dog.”

      Sadie placed her hand on Gus’s head. He pressed close to her side.

      “Wesley?” Sadie whispered.

      I went to Sadie and placed my hand on her shoulder. “This is my mother, Sadie. She’s just come from a long car ride.”

      “How could you do this?” Mother’s eyes were wild with rage and hurt. “Why, Wesley? To punish me?”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Luci and Roland in the entryway. My instinct was to run to Luci, but I didn’t want to leave Sadie.

      Mother’s gaze fixated on Sadie. “My God, she looks just like him.”

      “Like who?” Lillian asked as Roland came to stand at her side. “Mother, what’s gotten into you? Sadie’s just a little girl. She’s Luci’s baby sister. Now she’ll belong to our family, just as Luci will.”

      “Don’t you see it?” Mother asked. “Can’t you see she has his eyes?”

      And then it all came tumbling down upon me. The truth. The reason for Mother’s intense response to my desire to help a little girl and her baby sister. It should have been obvious. I looked over at my bride. She had her hands covering her mouth as if to hold in a scream and was shaking her head in tiny back-and-forth motions. The truth had occurred to her as well.

      Sadie was my father’s child.
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        * * *

      

      “Roland, will you take Sadie downstairs to Mollie?” I asked. “The adults have something to discuss.”

      He nodded, looking perplexed but knowing now was not the time to ask questions. I spoke softly to Sadie. “Take Gus downstairs with Uncle Roland, all right?”

      Fat tears slipped from her eyes. “I don’t want to leave Sister with the mad lady.”

      Luci rushed to her and fell to her knees. She wiped Sadie’s tears with her handkerchief. “Don’t worry, I’ll be down shortly. Go with Roland, please?”

      “Yes, Sister.” She took Roland’s outstretched hand, and they walked toward the doorway with Gus right behind.

      Mother had sunk back into her chair by then. Her hands shook as she reached for her drink. Finding it empty, she slammed it back onto the table. Lillian, who had clearly not come to the same conclusion as Luci and I, jumped at the noise.

      “Lillian and Luci, please sit,” I said.

      Like they were in a trance, both of them obeyed, sitting close together on the couch.

      “What is it, Mother? What’s wrong with you?” Lillian’s voice shook. “How could you be so cruel to an innocent child?”

      Mother raised her head to look at Luci. “Did you know?”

      Luci’s gaze slid to me first and then back to Mother. “No. I was twelve years old. I had no idea about my mother’s . . . occupation. I knew Sadie wasn’t Pa’s.”

      “Know what?” Lillian asked.

      “For God’s sake, Lillian, are you really so dense?” Mother asked.

      “Apparently I am,” Lillian said under her breath.

      “Your father is that bastard child’s father.” Each word from my mother’s mouth sounded like the firing of a bullet.

      Lillian reeled backward as if someone had hit her. “No, it’s impossible.”

      “How do you know?” Luci asked. “She was with other men. I think, anyway.”

      “She wasn’t,” Mother said. “For a whole year he was her only client.”

      “Mother, how would you know that?” Lillian asked.

      “He told me.” Mother sighed. Her shoulders slumped. All the anger suddenly seemed to drain from her. “Wesley, can you refill my glass?”

      I plucked it from the table and went to the liquor cabinet. No one spoke as the vodka splashed into the glass. When I handed it to Mother, she took the glass without looking up at me. “He told me in a moment of anger as a way to punish me. As if it wasn’t already bad enough, he actually enjoyed telling me that he’d gotten his whore pregnant. For a year he’d paid for her exclusive company. He didn’t like to share, he said. I asked him if he planned on running off with her or bringing her into this house, and he laughed in my face. His exact words were, ‘Why would I do that? She’s nothing to me. Merely someone to play with since you’re a cold shrew.’ Once he learned that she was to have his child, he no longer requested her company.”

      “Sadie’s our sister?” Lillian asked, mumbling to herself.

      “Something to play with?” Luci’s eyes snapped as her voice rose.

      “How have you wormed your way into this family?” Mother turned toward me. “Have you really married this . . . this girl?” The word girl sounded like an expletive.

      “She was a person,” Luci said. “A woman who had to make choices to keep her daughter alive.”

      “What do you expect? That I’d pity her?” Mother’s shoulders straightened as she stared right back at Luci. “A better person might have been able to, but all I could see was that she took the final piece of dignity I had left. She was having a baby with the man I loved. After all the prayers and hopes for a baby and nothing, and then he makes one with her. Do you know, even that didn’t soften him. Even after he knew how badly I’d wanted a baby of my own.”

      What did she mean? She had Lillian and me.

      “I always wondered who he was.” Luci twisted her handkerchief into the shape of a snake. “I wondered if he knew about the baby, and if he did, had he made a deliberate decision not to provide for her?”

      “He said he’d had enough of providing for bastards.” Mother folded her hands in her lap and seemed to study them as one would a map.

      “Mother, what are you saying?” Lillian asked, her tone sharp.

      Mother raised her gaze to my sister and then to me. “You’re both adopted. We got you from the nuns who ran an orphanage. Wesley, you were already two by the time you came home to us. Lillian, you’d only just been born.”

      Lillian stared at Mother as she reached for Luci’s hand. “No, that’s not true. How could that be true?”

      Mother’s face twisted in pain. “It’s true. I never wanted you to know.”

      “But why?” Lillian asked.

      “You were mine,” Mother said. “What good would it have done you to know that a woman had given you up?”

      “What happened to our mothers?” My mouth had gone so dry I could barely speak. The dream of the woman holding me, the warmth of that embrace. Had it been real? Was she my mother?

      Mother rested her forehead in her fingertips. “You have the same mother. They took you from her because she was living on the streets. The nuns let her live with them while she was carrying the child. When Lillian was born, they gave you both to us.”

      My legs had weakened to the point I might collapse. I sank into a chair.

      “Did she want to give us away?” Lillian asked.

      Mother flinched, and one eyebrow twitched upward. “I’ve no idea. The details were never disclosed to us. I didn’t want to know, anyway. The Catholic Church has strict rules about these things. Two children born out of wedlock to a teenage girl? You were better off with us.”

      The memory of the sound of the whip across my back echoed through my head. “I disagree.” I wanted to hurt her. “Is this why Father hated me?”

      “Your father never really took to either of you. I’d hoped for years to have a child of my own, but apparently your father was right. My womb was too cold to host a baby. I thought children would bring us together, make your father a family man. That idea didn’t work. Obviously.”

      “So many things make sense now,” Lillian said.

      She didn’t say out loud what I knew we were both thinking. This was why he hadn’t loved us. Especially me. Was it because I’d already bonded with my own mother? Had he sensed that and rejected me because of it? Or were they monsters who should never have been entrusted with children? Was our real mother still alive? Had we been ripped from her by the nuns?

      Luci was sitting very still. Too still. I could feel the silent fury in her. Before last night, I’d only known her soul. Now I knew her body. She lifted her eyes and leveled them on Mother. “Dax did what your monster of a husband should have done. Because of Wesley and Dax, Sadie lived. Do you understand that without him, both of us would have died?”

      “I was heartbroken,” Mother said. “I’d already suffered enough humiliation from the man I loved with all my heart. And then, while the wound was still fresh, Wesley comes traipsing in from one of his nature walks and tells me he’s found a girl and a baby in the woods and can we take care of them. Can you imagine the rage and grief I felt? Can’t any of you understand any of this from my perspective?”

      “I can, actually,” Luci said. “I know what it feels like to be betrayed by a person who should love you.”

      Mother laid her hand flat against the front of her dress. “Yet still, even with my complicated feelings, I gave permission to Dax and Mollie to take care of you.”

      “You did?” Luci asked.

      “You knew about Dax helping them?” I asked Mother.

      “Yes. When he returned from the train station that day, he came to me. He said he would do it with or without my permission because he’d promised you, Wesley, but that he’d like my blessing. I told him if he wanted to help, I wouldn’t stand in his way. I advised him to keep it from my husband and to be careful. Then I left. I never thought I’d have to confront it all over again.”

      “Did Dax and Mollie know the truth?” Luci asked. “About Sadie’s father?”

      “I never told them,” Mother said. “But that doesn’t mean they didn’t know.”

      Lillian hadn’t taken her attention from Mother. “Did you meet her? Our mother?”

      Mother shook her head. “They gave you to us. That was all.”

      “Where’s the nunnery?” Lillian asked.

      “If it’s still there, outside of Boston,” Mother said.

      “Would they have records?” I asked.

      “I doubt it. They were secretive.”

      “Isn’t that what this whole family’s been built on?” Lillian asked. “Secrets and lies?”

      Mother looked at my sister for a long moment, then walked over to the secretary desk. She scribbled something on a piece of stationery and handed it to me. “This is the name and directions to the nunnery. If it’s still there, you can ask them what they know. I truly doubt she’s still alive.”

      “We have to try,” Lillian said. “If they know anything, we have to get them to tell us.”

      “I can understand why you need to chase after all this.” Mother dabbed at her eyes. “But remember, I’m still your mother. I haven’t been the best, but I tried. I hope you can forgive me for my failings.”

      “We do, Mother,” I said. “We’ve all come through to the other side.”

      “Be happy, Mother,” Lillian said. “There’s nothing to be done about the past, only the future.”
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      Luci

      

      After I’d put Sadie to bed that night, I went downstairs but found no one. A quick glance outside told me that Wesley and Roland were packing the cars. Lillian, too, had gone to her room to pack the rest of her wardrobe. The dressmaker had agreed to send my final items to the house in Castaway. For now, I had a few dresses that would suffice until the rest arrived.

      During dinner, Wesley and Lillian had filled Roland in on what he’d missed. Wesley’s mother had asked for her dinner upstairs and gone to her room. Who could blame her? The more I thought about her position, the more I realized she’d been as much a victim as Sadie and I were. Just the idea of Wesley doing what his father had done made me sick to my stomach. I could easily understand her anger. That she’d relented to Dax’s request to help us had softened me to her as well.

      Still, there was the big secret. Had she worried over the years that if Wesley and Lillian discovered the truth, she would lose them too? How ironic that Sadie was Matthew Ford’s only real child. The only one he hadn’t provided for.

      I went out to the screened back porch. The sun had set, but twilight lingered. I ventured out to the lawn and walked to the pond and sat on the bench. The ducks were tucked under shrubbery, apparently retired for the evening, taking a break from their endless search for food. The pair of swans floated out from behind a bush to glide across the water.

      Thoughts of Pa came then. Leaving tomorrow meant that I would never see him again. As bad as he’d been, he’d made it so I could keep Sadie. For that, at least, I would be eternally grateful. Dax had said to leave it be, but it was hard to do so knowing that he would surely perish without me.

      Still, I would leave and not look back.

      I heard footsteps behind me and turned to see Mrs. Ford headed my way. Turning back to the pond, I waited. Seconds later, she appeared at the side of the bench. She had one hand wrapped around an object. “Luci, I saw you out here from my room. May I sit?”

      “Yes, please.” As much as I wanted to run away, I stayed put. This was Wesley’s mother. I would respect her.

      “I have something for Wesley and wondered if you could give it to him for me.” She handed me a snow globe. “This was his favorite when he was a little boy.”

      I held it up. Even in the dim light I could see the cottage and yellow dog. “He told me about this one.”

      “He used to stare into it for long chunks of time. I always wondered why. I suspect he was dreaming of his future. It sounds like he’s found what he wanted in you and his cottage. I’m grateful he’s happy.”

      “I’m sorry about . . . what my mother did.”

      The swans made ripples on the water as they swam closer. “None of it was your fault. What you’ve done is remarkable. I’m sorry they left you with a mess.”

      “I got Sadie out of it.”

      “Is she a blessing to you instead of a burden?”

      “Yes, Mrs. Ford. I never once thought of her in any other way than a Christmas miracle. Wesley too. And Dax.”

      “I’ve found in my life that there are two kinds of people. Some are like my father, who couldn’t think of anyone other than himself and how he wanted things. Anyone who went against him was either punished or disposed of. My husband was this way too. And then there are those like you and Wesley. You’ve both faced many difficulties through no fault of your own, and yet you see the blessings.”

      “I despaired many times,” I said. “But I knew I was all Sadie had, so I kept going. Life’s easier when you know what you’re fighting for.”

      “Yes, well, I should go. I’ll say goodbye in the morning.” She rose to her feet. “What a long, strange day it’s been.”

      “Will you ever be able to visit us?”

      “You mean because of Sadie?” she asked.

      “Yes.”

      “I’m not sure. That’s the best answer I have for now.”

      “Fair enough.”

      “Good night, Luci.”

      “Good night.” Her skirts swished as she walked away, startling the swans. They turned and swam the other direction.
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      A little after nine the next morning, we said our goodbyes and headed down the driveway.

      “Do you really think it’s a good idea to stop and ask questions?” Wesley asked me from the driver’s seat. “Maybe it’s better for Lillian and me to forget all about finding her. As Mother said, there probably aren’t any records.”

      “If the nunnery’s still there, it’s on the way. Why not stop and ask questions? They might have records. Or maybe one of the nuns will remember her. It’s only been eighteen years.”

      Wesley grimaced. “Eighteen years is a long time.”

      “What’s on the way?” Sadie asked from the back seat, where she and Gus were snuggled together. He had his head on her lap, asleep. He’d been anxious as we packed the last of our things into the back of the car until Wesley told him to get in next to Sadie. In hindsight, I realized he’d been afraid we were leaving him.

      I hesitated before answering Sadie. Since the shocking revelation of her true heritage, I’d been bouncing from one thought to another. Should I tell her? If so, when? She was too young to understand now. Someday, though, I’d want her to know the truth. What an odd family we were. Wesley had been right all along. We were inextricably connected. He and I. Lillian and Wesley and Sadie. We were meant to be together, even if the ways in which we found one another were astounding and convoluted.

      “Do you know what adopted means?” I asked her. “When a mother and father take a baby who isn’t theirs and raise him or her as their own.”

      “Like what Wesley’s doing with me?”

      “Yes, exactly. How did you know that?”

      “Wesley’s taking me and you together. You’re like my mother, so he’ll be like my father.” She said it with such assurance I was speechless.

      Wesley coughed into his fist. Was it to hide a laugh or a sob?

      “Yes, well, we’ve just learned that Wesley and Lillian had a mother that they were taken from so that Mr. and Mrs. Ford could adopt them.”

      Sadie nodded, her eyes as round as quarters.

      “So we’re going to the place where his real mother gave birth to Lillian to see if they know anything about where she might be now.”

      “I hope they do,” Sadie said.

      “Me as well,” Wesley said.

      We’d all agreed on the plan before we left. Roland had strongly agreed with me that Wesley and Lillian should at least try to find answers by visiting the nunnery. “You’ve been in the dark long enough,” he’d said. “Whatever it is we find, we’ll go through it together.”

      Now we grew silent, lulled by the engine and the bumps in the road. I fell asleep. When I woke, I had a cramp in my neck. We turned down a long driveway. A minute later, a two-story brick building appeared.

      “It’s still standing,” Wesley said. “We’ll see if anyone’s there.”

      Wesley parked and killed the engine. Small windows were shuttered against the afternoon sun. But in the back, on the lawn, several young women were sitting on benches or walking along the flower beds. Several were noticeably pregnant, their protruding stomachs obvious despite smocks over their dresses.

      “It’s still here,” I said. “And in use.”

      “Yes, yes, it is.” Wesley gripped the steering wheel and bowed his head. “I’m afraid to go in and be disappointed.”

      “We won’t know unless we try.”

      “I’ll hold your hand,” Sadie said. Gus barked. “Gus says he’ll be there too.”

      “Well, that’s a nice offer, but how about you two stay out here and play in the grass. Gus needs a break from the car.” He turned to grin at her, then patted Gus’s head.

      By then, Lillian and Roland had arrived. We all got out of the car and gathered near the steps that led up to the front entrance. “No time like the present,” Roland said.

      “We can’t expect much,” Lillian said to Wesley as we walked up the stairs.

      “Quite right,” Wesley said. “Very unlikely we’ll know anything before we go.”

      I turned back to make sure Sadie and Gus were all right. She’d already found a stick to toss. “Stay close here and don’t talk to strangers,” I called down to her.

      Sadie waved and then returned to Gus.

      Roland used the iron knocker on the front door, tapping it two times. Seconds later, a young nun appeared. She had a round, sweet face. “Welcome. I’m Sister Mary. May I help you?”

      No one said anything for a moment. Roland took the lead. “We’ve come to inquire about one of the women who gave birth here. These are her children.” He gestured toward Wesley and Lillian. “They’ve only just learned of their adoption and are interested to find out if their real mother is still alive. From what we know, they have the same mother.”

      Sister Mary’s mouth puckered in surprise. “Dear me, yes.” She peered at Lillian for a moment. “I see. Yes, you’d better come in. I’ll have to ask Mother Superior if she can help you.”

      We were led down a long, dark hallway to a closed door. Sister Mary tapped softly. A low-pitched voice said to enter.

      “Wait here,” Sister Mary said. “I’ll have to ask her first.”

      Ask her what?

      We stood awkwardly in the hallway. Minutes passed. I could hear the murmur of the voices but couldn’t make out what they were saying. Finally, the door opened and Sister Mary slipped back into the hallway. I caught a glimpse of a woman in a habit looking down at a paper on her desk.

      “Mother says we’re not allowed to share any details about our adoptions.” She said this in a clear, almost loud voice. Then she gestured toward the front door and motioned that we should follow her.

      Once outside, she led us over to a seating area on the long porch. Chairs were arranged in a circle around a low table. “Please sit. I have a few questions,” Sister Mary said.

      I took a quick look at Sadie and Gus, still happily playing fetch on the lawn.

      We all took seats. Lillian’s hands were visibly shaking. She placed them together on her lap. Roland covered both of them with his large hand.

      “Do you know anything about your mother?” Sister Mary asked.

      “Only that we share her,” Lillian said. “Wesley was two and I was newly born when our adoptive parents took us.”

      Sister Mary looked out to the lawn, her expression contemplative. “Was your childhood a good one?”

      Lillian barked out a laugh. “We wouldn’t describe it as such, no.”

      “Our parents were not quite suited for the job,” Wesley said. “And fond of the strap.”

      The petite nun rocked back and forth, her lips pursed. “Oh dear me.” Her gaze darted to the door and then to the other side of the porch, as if she was worried about being seen or overheard. In a quiet voice, she continued. “There’s a woman here who works in the laundry. She’s been here for decades, as far as I know. She recently confided in me that she came here in desperation when she was pregnant with her second child. She was only eighteen, having had her first child at sixteen. Her family had kicked her out when she had the first child. I’m not sure what happened in the years between your births. Perhaps she can tell you that story. All I know is she had nowhere to go but here. She’d not understood that they would take the children from her. For whatever reason, whether they were lied to or not, the girls believed they were only here for shelter.” She paused and turned to my sister. “Lillian, you look so much like her that it’s startling.”

      “What’s her name?” Lillian asked.

      “Rose Miller,” Sister Mary said.

      “Rose,” I said. A pretty name.

      “Why is she still here?” Lillian asked.

      “She’s long held the belief that if her children ever learned of her presence and wanted to meet her, they would come here first, which is why she’s continued to work here all these years. Because of the privacy of the adoptions done here, she understood you would never be able to find a lead, other than that she’d given birth to Lillian here. Every evening after her shift, she comes out here to sit, watching the driveway. ‘They might come tomorrow,’ she says to me when I tell her to come in for the night. And now it seems you have.”

      Lillian and Wesley were both in tears. I had shivers and goose bumps. Like Atlas, she’d waited for Wesley to come home. Like me, who had waited for the boy with the kind eyes, who’d sent Dax in his absence. All this waiting and hoping for a tomorrow that never came. But now we were here. All the tomorrows we’d wished for had arrived.

      “May we see her?” Wesley asked.

      “Not here,” Sister Mary said. “The eyes are many and see everything. I’m taking a great risk to tell you all this. In town, there’s a park. Can you wait for her under the gazebo? She’ll be able to walk there after her shift.”

      For the first time, Wesley spoke. “Tell her to bring whatever she wants to take with her. She’ll not be coming back here.”
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      Wesley

      

      As instructed, we waited in the park. The town of Maud was having some kind of summer festival with live music and dancing. The gazebo, built for just such an occasion, was packed with people, all out for the festival.

      We lingered around the edges of the crowd. If we hadn’t been waiting for such a somber meeting, I would have taken Luci out to the dancing area to enjoy the music in the evening light.

      Instead, we’d spread a blanket out on the grass and had eaten cold sandwiches we’d bought from a shop in town. I had my arm around Luci. Lillian had her legs curled under her dress and leaned against Roland’s chest. Gus lay with his chin resting on my foot.

      Sadie danced not far from our blanket, oblivious to the strain of the adults. As it should be, I thought. She’d seen enough hardship.

      The locals had strung festive lanterns around the dancing area, which I assumed would be lit after the sun went down. Now, it hung just above the horizon, casting a magical glow over the park so that everything was tinged with orange.

      “How will she know us?” Lillian asked. “With all these people here?”

      “Yes, what if she can’t find us?” Luci asked.

      “She’ll find us,” Roland said. “She’s been waiting eighteen years. I imagine she’d crawl here on her hands and knees to see you.”

      From the crowd of people surrounding the beer and lemonade stand, a lone woman emerged. She wore a simple black skirt, a white blouse, and a modest hat. My heart thudded in my chest as I took in her high cheekbones, green eyes, and hair the color of a copper cup. Lillian looked just like her. Finally, we knew the source of that hair.

      Carrying a small satchel, she drew nearer, looking this way and that, scanning the crowd.

      “There she is,” I said, my words strangled by the lump in my throat.

      Roland and I scrambled to our feet and then helped the ladies to stand. I tried to steady my breath, but I felt as if I’d just run up a hill.

      “Her hair,” Lillian said.

      “You look like her,” Luci said. “Now I see how Sister Mary knew right away.”

      Sadie stopped dancing and came to stand next to Luci. Gus woke from his nap and stood, wagging his tail. A rowdy song from the musicians ended, and a mournful Irish ballad began.

      About six feet from us, Rose stopped and stared at me. She pressed one hand against her mouth.

      I waved, as if she and I were an ordinary mother and son meeting for a picnic.

      And then she was before me, her eyes so like those of my sister, searching for the toddler in the face of a man. “Jonathan?”

      The dream. Jonathan. My name. My original name. “They called me Wesley.”

      “Wesley.” She placed a hand against my cheek. “Your eyes. I know your eyes.”

      “Mama?” I whispered as hot tears traveled down my cheeks.

      “Do you remember me?”

      “I’ve had dreams about you. Dreams I didn’t understand. They didn’t tell us we were adopted. We came to find you as soon as we learned the truth.”

      “I hoped you’d come.” She pulled me into her embrace. She was petite like Lillian, but her arms were strong and tight around my chest. Mama. This was the scent in my dreams. The smell of my mother.

      Lillian stepped forward, visibly shaking. “I’m Lillian.” My sister’s voice shook as much as the rest of her.

      “Sister Mary said she knew who you were the moment she saw you.” Rose began to cry as she gazed into my sister’s eyes. “I never even saw you. They gave me something during labor. When I woke, you were gone. All I knew was they kept you together.”

      Lillian put her arms around Rose, and they held each other tightly. “We had no idea about any of this.”

      Rose stepped back and placed her hands on Lillian’s shoulders. “I never gave up hope that you would someday find me.”

      I gestured for Luci and Roland to join us. “This is Luci. My wife.” I loved how the word wife sounded coming from my mouth. “And Roland, my best friend and Lillian’s husband.”

      “Nice to meet you,” Luci said. “We’re happy to have found you. I think it’s a miracle.”

      “I’d have to agree,” Rose said.

      Roland took Rose’s hand and lightly kissed her knuckles. “It’s a pleasure.”

      I introduced Sadie and Gus next.

      Sadie smiled shyly. “Hi.”

      “Hello, Sadie,” Rose said.

      “Do you like children, or are they a nuisance?” Sadie asked.

      “I like them very much,” Rose said.

      “Wesley’s my dad now. And Sister’s always been my mother because ours died. Would you like to shake Gus’s hand? No one taught him. He just knew how to shake.”

      Never one to disappoint, Gus sat on his haunches and raised his front paw.

      Rose leaned over to shake Gus’s paw. “It’s nice to meet you, Gus.”

      Gus barked and wagged his tail, then licked her hand for good measure.

      “Did you bring your suitcase because you’re coming with us?” Sadie asked.

      “Wesley left a message for me to bring my belongings.” Rose straightened and smoothed the front of her skirt. “I wasn’t sure if he meant forever or only for overnight, so I brought what would fit in this bag.”

      “He meant for you to come with us forever,” Sadie said. “We’re all going to live in a cottage by the seashore. When Christmas comes, we’ll have a big tree that Wesley cuts down himself. Sister, Lillian, and I are going to make decorations. Probably birds made out of paper. Lillian and Roland have a cottage very close by, and we’re going to have family dinners every Sunday. Wesley says the sound of the ocean makes you fall asleep at night and wakes you up in the morning.”

      “That sounds nice,” Rose said, smiling.

      “Will you come with us?” Lillian asked, sounding younger than Sadie in that particular moment.

      “Would you want me to? Truly?” Rose asked.

      “We want to make up for all the lost years,” Lillian said. “More than anything.”

      I nodded. “We have plenty of room for you.”

      “You can stay with us,” Lillian said. “Roland and Wesley built cottages with three bedrooms, with an additional room for a maid.”

      “I can work,” Rose said. “I won’t be a burden.”

      “In this family, we all work together,” Luci said.

      “And play together,” Sadie said. “Don’t forget playing.”
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        * * *

      

      After staying overnight at an inn in Maud, we left the next morning for the drive home. We arrived at the cottages in the late afternoon. Rose had ridden with Roland and Lillian. We’d separated along the way, but I figured they weren’t far behind.

      “This is it,” I said as I shut off the engine.

      From the back seat, Sadie squealed. “Sister, look at the ocean.”

      Gus barked and put his nose in the air.

      We all got out to walk around the cottage to the back garden, which overlooked the water. A gentle breeze caressed my face as we stood looking over the cliff. God had blessed us with a cloudless day on which to introduce Luci and Sadie to its charms. The Atlantic was a deep blue with whitecaps that crashed to shore. Seagulls screamed as they circled above the sea.

      Gus lifted his nose as if to familiarize himself with the scent of his new home.

      “The air smells fresh,” Luci said. “Better than my imagination.”

      “It’s the smell of salt, seaweed, and sea-foam,” I said, proud, as if I’d made the scent myself.

      “Can we see inside?” Sadie asked. “I want to see my room.” She’d been talking about her room for most of the morning, asking me all kinds of questions.

      “Yes, let’s do just that.” I tapped the top of her hat with the pads of my fingers.

      As we walked back around to the front door of my cottage, I tried to see it as they might. Would they like the white paint and black shutters that framed the windows and dormers? Two skinny columns held up a covered porch. Pink rosebushes wove their way through lattice on the sides. Would it seem a disappointment after my parents’ estate?

      “It’s so perfectly charming.” Luci placed her hand in the crook of my arm. “Do we really get to live here?”

      “Yes, we really do.”

      “Show us inside,” Sadie said. “Please, Wesley?”

      “Wait one moment.” I stepped away to unlock and open the front door and then came back to Luci. “I’m supposed to carry my bride over the threshold.”

      She squealed as I lifted her into my arms. “Sadie, lead the way.”

      Sadie and Gus bounded indoors as I crossed over the porch with Luci. I set her down in the sun-drenched living room. They all drifted immediately toward the window seat that looked out to sea. Sadie knelt on the cushions, pressing her nose against the glass. Gus followed her.

      “Oh, Wesley,” Luci said as she turned back to me. “You said it was small.”

      “Smaller than the Ford estate.”

      “Just the right size for the three of us,” she said.

      “If there’s anything you don’t like, you may change it.” I gestured around the room. “This is your home now.”

      I’d decorated the living room sparsely, with comfortable furniture in light colors. I’d wanted my home to be the opposite of my parents’ formal one. Two cozy chairs faced the brick fireplace. I’d already imagined Luci and me sitting in the two armchairs talking or reading after Sadie had gone to bed.

      Luci walked to the shelf to the left of the fireplace where my modest book collection was on display.

      “We’ll fill them up,” I said.

      “Stop apologizing. I love every inch.”

      “The dining room’s through there.” I gestured toward a set of French doors. A long rustic table filled the space, as well as a buffet between the pantry and dining room. “Through here is the kitchen. Would you like to see?”

      Luci nodded. “Yes, please.”

      The kitchen was about half the size of the living room, with a door that led out to a screened porch. Luci ran her hands over the modern icebox and sink.

      “Will it do?” I asked.

      “Yes, and then some.” She kissed my cheek. “But I could live anywhere with you and be happy.”

      I wrapped both arms around her waist and kissed her properly.

      Sadie came running in, breaking us apart. “Can we go upstairs, Wesley? I want to see where Gus and I are going to sleep.”

      “Gus will be sleeping with you?” I asked, teasing. “What about me, old boy? Are you abandoning me for this pretty girl?”

      Gus wagged his tail in answer. He apologized by trotting over to lick my hand.

      “All right, the lot of you—upstairs,” I said.

      We took the stairs off the kitchen up to the second floor and into a hallway. To the left, the maid’s quarters, where June would stay when she arrived, were directly over the kitchen with access to the screened porch. Parallel to the stairs was a bedroom, which now stood empty. “For a nursery someday?” I said lightly as we passed by.

      “If we are blessed that way, then yes,” Luci said.

      I showed them the bathroom, which was across from the first bedroom. Luci exclaimed over the claw-foot tub. “I’ve grown spoiled already, but I’m quite happy to see a tub.”

      “Running water. I spared no expense to make everything modern.”

      Our bedroom was above the dining room with a window directly above the front porch. Next to it, a slightly smaller bedroom had the same view. “This is for you, Sadie.” I opened the door. A twin bed and dresser were the only pieces of furniture. Roland had stayed there when we were building his identical cottage.

      Sadie ran into the middle of the room and twirled around. “Mine, all mine!”

      “We’ll decorate it as you wish,” I said. “Perhaps some pink and lace?”

      “Or yellow and white, like a daisy,” Sadie said.

      Having already discussed the details, Roland and Lillian had agreed that Rose should live with them, since we had Sadie. June would live with us but would help Lillian as needed.

      I showed Luci our bedroom next. She didn’t say much, other than to comment on the luxury of two closets, but I could tell she was pleased. “We’ll be close to Sadie, in case she needs me. I like that.”

      “Sister, did you see the flower boxes?” Sadie asked, referring to the ones that hung off the bedroom windows.

      “Perhaps you and Luci can plant them for me,” I said. “Thus far they’ve remained empty under the supervision of a bachelor.”

      “A former bachelor.” Luci tucked her hand into the bend of my elbow. “I’ll be delighted to fill them with flowers.”

      “Wait until you see the best part.” I took her hand as we headed out to the hallway and through a door to the upstairs balcony, situated between the two bedrooms. “We can sit out here and have our morning coffee if we like and watch the sun rise.”

      Sadie put her face between two of the steel bars that ran the length of the balcony. “It’s like a jail.”

      “That’s so you don’t fall off, Sadie Bug,” I said.

      Luci took off her hat and curled the fingers of one hand around the railing. She leaned forward, jutting out her chin. “Not a jail, Sadie. This is freedom. Can’t you smell it?” Fine locks of her hair had broken loose from her bun and swirled about her face.

      Sadie and Gus both put their noses in the air and sniffed. “Yes, Sister. I do.” She patted Gus’s head. “Can you smell it, boy?”

      Gus tilted his head as if unsure of the question, but he wagged his tail anyway.

      The sound of a motorcar drew my attention. It was Lillian, Roland, and Rose. They drove past our house to park outside their own cottage. We all waved as they got out of the car. Lillian blew us kisses.

      My dream had come true. I felt in the pocket of my jacket for the snow globe. Still there. I took it out and shook it before holding it up to the light. The snowflakes swirled about the cottage and the yellow dog. Inside, I imagined us all gathered around the fire.

      All my life, my father and mother had emphasized wealth as the most important aspect of a man’s life. Who you were and who you knew were king. Your character didn’t particularly matter. If you were wealthy, then you could play by a different set of rules. But I knew that those were lies, as so much of my childhood had been. The simple things in life and those you loved were what sustained you, gave you a life to fight for.

      “What’s that, Wesley?” Sadie asked.

      “This is a snow globe. When I was a kid, I used to spend hours peering into the glass and wishing for the life inside it. Now I have it.”

      “But it’s not snowing and it’s not Christmas,” Sadie said.

      I handed Sadie the globe. “Not yet. Wait a few months and we’ll have exactly this.”

      Sadie squinted into the glass ball. “Gus, you’re in there too.” She held it out for him to see.

      He barked, obviously pleased.

      “You found us again, old boy.” I scratched behind his ears. “Just like I hoped you would.”

      I put an arm around my wife and took Sadie’s hand. Gus leaned against my leg. “Thanks for having enough faith in me to take this leap. We’re going to have a lot of good times here together.”

      “Shall we unpack and then head into town for supplies before supper?” Luci asked.

      I gave my practical wife’s shoulder another squeeze. “As you wish, my queen.”
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        * * *

      

      That night we dined on soup Luci had put together with potatoes, carrots, and chicken we’d gotten from the butcher shop in Castaway. Sadie had called it stone soup without the stone.

      After Sadie had been tucked into her new bed, Luci, Lillian, Roland, and I sat with Rose in my living room. She’d said we could ask her anything. Yet I was fearful to ask too many questions. Were there things I didn’t want to know?

      Rose’s hands trembled as she lifted a cup of tea to her mouth. “What would you like to know?”

      “Our father,” Lillian said. “Who was he? Was he the same for both of us?”

      She set her cup back onto the saucer and gazed into the fire as she spoke. “Yes, his name was Michael O’Keefe. He was from the neighborhood in Boston where I grew up. We’d known each other as kids from Catholic school. Not well, but he was always one of a gang of boys who ran around together. When I was fifteen, he started asking to walk me home from school. I was charmed by him, even though my mother didn’t approve because his family was poor. We started spending time together in secret. I fell in love with him, and we eloped when I was only sixteen after I discovered I was going to have a baby. My parents said they wanted nothing more to do with me. Michael had already dropped out of school by then, and his friends were rumored to have ties to the gangs. Irish criminals.”

      Lillian reached for Roland’s hand. “Criminals?”

      “Yes. They ran certain neighborhoods back then. Still do, I’m sure. A little over a year went by. He never told me about his work, and I pushed it out of my thoughts. We lived in this tiny apartment, but Michael always kept us fed and clothed. I was very young but also in love and only too happy to be with him and my precious baby. I became pregnant again. One night when I was about six months along, Michael didn’t come home. Often he would come home late, but he always returned before sunrise. By morning, I was frantic. I bundled you up, Jonathan . . . Wesley . . . and went looking for him. I walked all over south Boston and asked shop owners and anyone else if they knew anything. No one did.”

      “Are you saying he was killed by the bad people he worked with?” Lillian asked, eyes wide.

      “Or their enemies. Two days later one of the men from the neighborhood came by to tell me they’d found his body floating in the river.” Rose’s eyes glassed over for a moment. “He’d been shot.”

      “That’s awful,” Lillian said.

      “You must have been very frightened,” Luci said.

      “I was. I had no money of my own. No place to go. I was evicted when I couldn’t pay the rent. I tried to see my parents, but the maid told me they didn’t want me. For a few days, we lived on the streets.” Her voice shook as she continued to tell her story. “I had to beg for food. Someone told me of a nunnery where they took care of single mothers. I managed to hitch a ride on a delivery wagon out there. I asked if they’d take me in just until I had the baby and could get on my feet somehow.” Tears gathered at the corners of her eyes. “I didn’t know they took girls like me in only to steal our children and give them to rich people. They sedated me, and when I woke you were both gone. I didn’t even get to see you, Lillian.”

      Roland handed Rose a handkerchief, which she used to dab her eyes. “As I said before, I asked if I could stay on and work for them. They agreed, perhaps out of pity or maybe because I was a hard worker. All these years I’ve been in the basement of that building doing laundry.” She held up her rough, chapped hands. “The work has made me old.”

      Only your hands, I thought. The rest of her was beautiful.

      “I believed my only hope to see you again was to stay. Knowing how unlikely it would be that the family who took you would ever tell you the truth, I held on to a small glimmer of hope. Until, finally, you arrived.”

      “We would’ve come sooner had we known,” Lillian said.

      “What prompted that woman to tell you the truth?” Rose asked.

      Keeping it brief, I told her how everything had unfolded. “With my father dead, perhaps she felt it was safe to tell us. There were a lot of secrets in our house, including our connection to Sadie and Luci.” I conveyed the rest of the story.

      “Sadie’s your sister, then?” Rose asked. “Or, not really, depending on how you look at it.”

      “Doesn’t matter either way,” Lillian said. “We’re all together now, where we belong. That includes you, Rose.”

      Rose dabbed at her eyes. “When I was working, I’d daydream about a reunion to pass the time. One like this.”

      “What about your parents?” Lillian asked. “Have you ever heard from them?”

      “No. I’ve no idea if they’re still alive,” Rose said. “It took a lot for me not to succumb to bitterness. I didn’t want to become a hard person.”

      Dax had asked that very thing of me all those years ago. Not to become hard, despite my circumstances.

      “But for them—there is only hardness and no forgiveness,” Rose said. “If they’d taken us in, we would have been together.”

      “We are now,” I said. “No one can change that.”
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      Luci

      

      Christmas Eve morning, we woke to a fresh layer of snow. I was putting the finishing touches on a pumpkin pie when I looked out to see Wesley dragging a fir tree across the yard. Sadie and Gus bounded excitedly behind him. “They’re back,” I said to June.

      She was at the cookstove, basting the turkey Wesley had brought from the butcher shop in Castaway. “It’s a pretty tree. Just the right shape.”

      She and I had spent the better part of two days cooking for the feast tomorrow. Lillian and Rose had done the same in their kitchen, as Mollie had in hers. There were cakes, pies, cookies, potato casseroles, and vegetable dishes. Enough to feed the whole town, which was our plan for tomorrow. We’d partnered with the pastor at the church to arrange a dinner for anyone who wanted to come. The pastor’s wife had agreed to cook a turkey in her kitchen too. Mollie and Lillian were doing the same. There would be no hungry children in Castaway this Christmas. Or any night, if my plan worked.

      We would eat our holiday meal tonight here as a family. Wesley had built two long benches for our dining table so that we would all be able to gather together.

      “I’ll make sure they know it needs to dry first,” I said to June as I put the pie in the oven and hurried to the front door.

      By the time I arrived, Wesley had managed to get the tree to the porch steps. He lifted it upright and grabbed the trunk in the middle, then shook it to get the snow off the branches. I shivered in the cold air, having come out without my shawl or coat.

      “Do you like the one we chose?” Wesley asked.

      “It’s large,” I said. “Will it fit?” The tree was as tall as Wesley.

      “Yes, yes, Sister. It’s just the right size.”

      I backed up as Wesley brought the tree up the stairs and leaned it against the wall. The scent of fir needles and pitch filled my nose.

      “I’ll nail some boards to the bottom for a stand.” Wesley took off his cap. “I worked up a sweat getting it here.”

      Gus and Sadie trudged up the stairs to stand beside me. She wore a knit cap, mittens, and a red coat. Her cheeks and nose were pink from the cold. Since we’d come here, she’d filled out and no longer looked as if a good wind would blow her away from me. “We didn’t have to go far to find it,” Sadie said.

      “Just to the edge of the woods,” Wesley said.

      “When can we decorate?” Sadie asked at the same moment Gus decided to shake all the snow from his body.

      “Gus, you’re making a mess,” I said, laughing. “As soon as the tree dries a bit, we can bring it in.”

      For most of December, we’d been working on ornaments for our first family Christmas. Wesley had coerced delicate twigs into crosses and stars. Sadie and I had cut tissue paper into snowflakes. Lillian, in front of her own fire, had knitted red yarn into miniature stockings and wreathes. Mollie had strung red berries I’d collected in the fall.

      Luckily, the men had been able to finish Dax and Mollie’s cottage by the first snow. They’d wanted a small one-bedroom without a second story, and the work was quick with three men working together. When spring came, they would help Dax build planting beds and fences to keep out the deer.

      “Come inside for now. June’s made hot chili for lunch. Everyone’s coming over at four to decorate the tree before our Christmas Eve feast.”

      “And presents?” Sadie asked.

      All over the house, I’d hidden surprises for Christmas morning. A set of paints for Sadie and a book of birds of the Northeast, her latest fascination. For Wesley, I’d ordered a new pair of leather driving gloves. We’d had a new coat made for Rose cut from soft pink wool. I’d found a beautiful scarf for Lillian. Wesley had ordered a spyglass for Roland to match the one we had.
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        * * *

      

      Dax and Mollie arrived first, carrying two wrapped packages.

      “I thought we said no gifts,” I said, dismayed.

      “Don’t fuss, now,” Mollie said. “It’s just a few trinkets for the lass.”

      “You’ll spoil her,” I said.

      “All the more reason to have a baby,” Mollie said.

      Dax caught my eye, and we laughed. “My wife needs more to do.”

      “I’m growing fat as a piglet in retirement,” Mollie said. “There’s nothing to keep me from cooking and eating all day.”

      “You are not growing fat,” I said. Anyway, I had an idea about what she could do to keep busy. I was going to propose the idea at dinner.

      Lillian and Rose, who had brought presents earlier, arrived with a bowl of smashed potatoes and a basket of rolls. Last year, Sadie and I had shared a few slices of bread and two potatoes. It was hard to believe that was only a year ago.

      “Merry Christmas, beautiful Luci,” Rose said.

      “Same to you.” I kissed her and helped her out of her coat. Since moving in with Lillian, she’d lost the haunted look in her eyes. Roland and Wesley had promised to build her a cottage in the spring. She’d confided in me that she liked being with Lillian, even though she worried she was in the way of the newlyweds. Lillian had said nothing of the sort to me. In fact, she loved having Rose there, not only for the company and the running of the house but because it had given them a second chance to know each other. Also, Lillian was going to have a baby. Only I knew. She’d told me just yesterday and had asked me to keep it secret so she could announce it at Christmas Eve dinner.

      Sadie came running up to hug Rose and then Lillian. “The tree’s here already,” Sadie said.

      “Isn’t it exciting?” Lillian’s cheeks glowed from the cold.

      “Where’s Roland?” Wesley asked as he hung up her coat.

      “He’s on his way. He only just got home and wanted to clean up a bit. He opened the shop early so he could close and get home before dark. He didn’t want to miss out on any last-minute shoppers.”

      June came out from the kitchen with a tray of hot toddies for the adults and a cup of cider for Sadie.

      “Is it time yet?” Sadie hopped from one foot to the other by the tree. We’d set it near the window seat to keep if far away from the fire.

      “Yes, it’s time,” I said.

      Sadie hung the ornaments on the bottom of the tree, while Lillian focused on the top. Mollie supervised what went where. Rose and I sat together on the window seat and watched. The men chatted by the fire, not paying much attention to us.

      “I had a letter from Mother,” Lillian said.

      “Really?” I asked. None of us had heard from her since the day we left. “What did she say?”

      “She married the artist, and the estate has been sold. She’s having the piano sent to me.”

      “That’s nice for you,” Rose said. “You’ve missed it so.”

      “And for us,” Sadie said. “Now we’ll have music.”

      “Be careful, little Sadie.” Lillian pointed at her with one of the knitted ornaments. “I’ll be giving you lessons.”

      “I’d rather listen,” Sadie said, quite seriously.

      They continued chatting about favorite Christmas hymns and how next year we could have Lillian play for us. We’d also have a baby added to the family. I could hardly wait for Rose to learn of the baby that was coming.

      “Quite a thing, isn’t it?” Rose asked me. “That we’re here.”

      I patted her hand. “It’s a miracle, if you want to know the truth.”
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        * * *

      

      We were all seated around the table, Wesley and I on either end. I’d insisted that June sit with us for our meal, even though she’d protested. She seemed happy sitting between Mollie and Lillian. I hoped she wasn’t too homesick for her family. She wasn’t the kind to ever say a negative word, so I couldn’t be sure.

      “Shall we pray?” I asked.

      “Yes, I’ll do the honors,” Wesley said.

      We took one another’s hands. I held Sadie’s small warm hand in my own and Rose’s strong one in the other. We bowed our heads.

      “Thank you, Lord, for the food we are about to receive,” Wesley said. “And that we’re all together, warm and healthy. Our hearts are full and thankful.”

      A chorus of amens followed, and then we began to pass the food around. When all the plates were full, Lillian raised her glass. “I have something to say.”

      Everyone turned to look at her. She and Roland were sitting across from each other on either side of Wesley. She fixed her gaze on her husband. “I’m happy to announce that Roland and I will be having a baby right around May, if my calculations are accurate.”

      Roland’s expression went blank, as if someone had punched him. Thankfully, in the next moment, he broke into a grin. “I’m going to be a father?”

      Lillian beamed back at him. “Isn’t it wonderful?”

      Roland leapt up from the end of the bench and crossed over to pull his wife up from her seat to hug her and then twirl her around.

      “Be careful,” Mollie said. “She has a baby in there.”

      Roland set Lillian back on her feet and kissed her before escorting her back to the end of the bench.

      Wesley clapped his best friend on the shoulder. “Congratulations, brother.”

      “Does this mean I’m an aunt to the baby?” Sadie asked. “Or a cousin?”

      Lillian laughed. “In this family, who knows? Let’s just say cousin, since you’re only five.”

      “Six,” Sadie said. “Remember, my birthday was last week.”

      “Right, excuse me,” Lillian said. “I forgot.”

      I snuck a glance at Rose. She was dabbing at her eyes with a napkin.

      “What do you think, Mama?” Wesley asked her. “Is this a good Christmas gift?”

      “I’m going to be a grandmother,” Rose said. “A dream come true.”

      “You’ll be a great one, Mama Rose,” Roland said.

      “Another chance,” Rose said. “And to think I’m here with you all. It’s . . . just . . . there are no words.”

      There were no words to describe my joy, so I understood what she felt but could not say. After Lillian’s happy news, we all dug into our meal, laughing and talking. When we’d stuffed ourselves, I asked Sadie to take Gus outside for a potty break. “Afterward, we’ll open presents.”

      She squealed and ran out of the room, with Gus at her heels.

      “We have something exciting to share with you, but we wanted to tell you about it without Sadie being here,” I said. “Wesley and I, along with Roland and Lillian, have come up with an idea—a way to give back for how fortunate we are. We’re opening a home for unwed mothers. Only, unlike the nunnery, we’re going to do it the right way. They’ll be provided a place to live and give birth but with the understanding that it’s their choice about whether or not they keep the baby or give it up for adoption.”

      “In addition, we’ll provide them the opportunity to learn skills while they’re there,” Wesley said. “Ways for them to support themselves if they decide to keep the child. Or, if they have no family to go back to.”

      “How would you do this?” Rose asked softly.

      “Each of the young ladies would be assigned a role when they arrive: cooking, laundry, maid, dining hall, seamstress, nurse, typing, gardening, depending on their interests and aptitude. After the baby’s born, they would have a skill they could use. We’ve hired a doctor and a nurse, who have agreed to work for us full-time. They’ll take care of the girls but also teach medical skills to any who want to be nurses or home-care providers.”

      “How will you fund this?” Mollie asked.

      “We’ve lined up a few benefactors,” Wesley said. “Through contacts from school.”

      “We pulled in some favors,” Roland said. “And got in touch with some wealthy widows who are sympathetic to the cause.”

      “Also, because the girls will work while they’re there, it requires less than it otherwise would,” I said.

      “I’m donating the land and building,” Wesley said. “We’re drawing up plans now to start in the spring.”

      “What about the other skills?” Mollie asked. “Who would teach them those?”

      Wesley flashed her his best smile. “That’s where you come in.”

      “Me?”

      “Who better qualified than you to teach domestic skills? You could train them in proper housekeeping etiquette for working for wealthy families, as an example,” Wesley said. “Or how to set a proper table.”

      “All the forks,” Lillian said as she smiled at me.

      “Or how to keep the books for a household,” I said. “And manage a wine cellar. We’re hoping that, over time, our school will develop a reputation and people will want to hire the girls simply because they know they’re well trained.”

      “Also, we’ve hired a head cook,” Wesley said. “I’ve been in touch with Mrs. Walker, and she’s agreed to come.”

      “I’m going to teach sewing,” June said. “But only the kind where they need to learn to sew for themselves.”

      “There’s a seamstress in town who said she is willing to take an apprentice.”

      “We’re hoping Dax will teach gardening,” I said. “As a skill for either their own use or for a job.”

      “I’d be happy to,” Dax said.

      “We want to help young women who are in the situation I was in,” I said. “Alone with a baby and no skills.”

      “Or like you, Mama,” Wesley said. “Not given the chance to keep your children.”

      “We’re still looking for a typing and shorthand teacher,” I said. “But Lillian’s agreed to help us find someone from her friends at school.”

      Dax looked from one of us to the other. “I couldn’t be prouder than I am right now.”

      “We learned kindness from you,” Wesley said. “It’s we who should be thanking you.”
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        * * *

      

      Christmas morning, I woke early. Instead of jumping up as I often did, I remained in bed for a few minutes, luxuriating in the warmth trapped beneath the down comforter. Wesley slept on his side facing away from me. I curled myself around him. He caught hold of my arm and pulled it close to his chest, then returned to the steady breathing of sleep. For a few minutes, I listened to the sound of his breathing and felt his heartbeat against my arm.

      Then I scooted away from him, disentangling my arm and moving to my side of the bed. I shivered in the cold room as I reached for my robe. As quietly as I could, I tiptoed out of the room in my stocking feet. The Maine winters were bitter, and even newlyweds wore socks to bed. I peeked in on Sadie. She was still sound asleep, but Gus lifted his head. He must have been hungry because he decided to follow me down to the kitchen.

      I’d instructed June to sleep in and that I would get the fires started. I started a fire in the hearth and in the cookstove.

      “Come on, boy. Go out and then I’ll give you some breakfast.” I opened the kitchen door, and he ran outside, traipsing through snow that reached his belly.

      I left the door open an inch. He knew how to open it fully with his paw. I scooped coffee into the percolator and set it on the stove. My husband liked his coffee first thing.

      Gus pushed open the door and sauntered in, looking up at me with pleading eyes. “I know, you’re hungry.”

      I put food in his bowl and set it near the stove so he would be warm.

      He scarfed it all down in what seemed like two bites.

      “You eat too fast. Don’t you want to savor it?” I asked him.

      He wagged his tail as if that would get him a second breakfast.

      I tossed together a pan of biscuits using fresh butter we’d gotten from a local farmer. While they baked, I fried up bacon slices. The smell, no matter how many mornings we were blessed with it, made my mouth water. Such abundance. I hoped I’d never take it for granted.

      When the bacon and biscuits were done, I covered them with towels. We would eat when everyone was up. It was Christmas, after all. I poured a cup of coffee, then went out to the front room and sat on the window seat to watch the snow fall. On mornings such as this, the ocean and horizon were a study of grays and whites. The only sounds were the crashing of the waves onto the shore, until the creak of the stairs told me Wesley was awake.

      I turned from the window as he crossed the room toward me. My stomach fluttered at the sight of him, as it always did.

      “Merry Christmas, my love.” He hadn’t yet shaved and was dressed in a flannel shirt and the denim pants he wore for his morning chores. I was perfectly capable of bringing in firewood or shoveling the walkways, but he wouldn’t have it.

      “Merry Christmas.” I smiled up at him and waited for his kiss. In our cottage by the sea, we were creatures of habit already.

      He left me to grab a cup of coffee. I heard his familiar movements in the kitchen—the rattle of the coffeepot, an opening of a drawer to get a spoon, the clank of it against the cup as he stirred. He liked his coffee with a teaspoon of sugar. I smiled to myself. These small daily rituals added up to a happy life. One neither of us took for granted. I didn’t think we ever would.

      Wesley joined me, spreading his legs out long and entangling them with mine so that we were bookends on the window seat.

      “I’ve dreamt of this moment since the first time I ever saw you,” he said. “Just like this.”

      “That’s the difference between you and me. I never had enough hope to dream of such a happy life. To me, hope was dangerous.”

      “Perhaps I hoped with enough conviction for the both of us.”

      “Perhaps you did.”

      And so we stayed thus, watching the snow fall and waiting for Sadie and Gus to scamper down the stairs. I hadn’t known until Wesley had come back to me that my heart could feel actually swollen with love.

      “I knew it would be this way. If I could only find my way back to you.”

      “Tomorrow finally came.”

      A pairing of souls could not be kept apart. No matter how hard the world, love would find its way. Even to a girl like me. One simply had to keep living, breathing, carrying on until tomorrow came.
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        * * *

      

      A note from Tess…thank you so much for being here. I’m so grateful for my readers!

      Click HERE to download the next book in the series, PROMISE OF TOMORROW!

      Join Tess’s newsletter and never miss a sale or new release HERE!
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