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      What’s worse than getting divorced?

      Going to your ex-wife’s wedding—alone.

      I need more than just a fake date on my arm.

      I need her.

      She’s an itch I can’t scratch.

      This whole thing started without expectations.

      She’s my daughter’s teacher, after all.

      Hands. Off.

      But it’s Christmas.

      And the only gift I’m hoping for is more time with her.

      It might be snowing in other parts of the world, but here, it’s going to be such a hot Christmas.

      

      Note to the reader: The Parkers’ Christmas in July Series is about three sisters that find love during the holiday season. We Parkers decided to write a connected trilogy (Ali, Jacob, & Weston), so we hope you love it. Happy Christmas in July!
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      Hey! We’re missing you over here at the Parker’s Insider Group.

      Where you at?!?

      Come grab your spot with the best book part in town and let’s connect.

      Also you get a FREE novel when you join, cause, why not?

      See you on the inside…

      

      
        
        Get it HERE
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JORDAN

        

      

    

    
      “Carol of the Bells” had always been one of my favorite Christmas songs. As I walked alongside my younger sisters, Mikaela and Victoria, through a crowded New York City mall, I couldn’t help but hum along. It was December first, after all, so even the Scroogiest of people couldn’t argue that the Christmas season had begun.

      “Now that we’ve had our coffee, I am wide awake,” Mikaela said, practically bouncing off the walls. “What do you need a fancy dress for anyway, Jordan? Do the teachers all dress up on the last day of school in formalwear and dance the children off for the break?”

      Smirking at her, I made my way to the gown section of Manhattan Dresses, a shop I’d always wanted to go into but had never been able to before. “No, we definitely don’t do that,” I assured her. “By the last day, we are all dragging, running on fumes, praying our little frequent flyers can manage to stay out of the office.”

      I shook my head, dreading the last few weeks before Christmas break. Thankfully, in most schools in Texas, including the one I taught at in Galveston, we got two weeks off for Christmas and a week off at Thanksgiving, which was why I was able to fly to New York to stay with my sister Victoria for a few days. She was a lawyer with an apartment in the big city. Her way of life was completely different than mine, and so was Mikaela’s, but we were so close, even with the distance between us, and it was nice to get to spend some time with them.

      As I looked through the racks of dresses, Victoria lamented, “I wish we could go to Holly Well Springs with you.”

      “I know,” I said, sliding a green dress back to take a look at it. “It was just an impromptu decision I made to go because I love it so much. I haven’t been there since we were kids. I hope Mom can go.”

      “I know she wants to,” Mikaela said, wandering around a bit, looking at some of the items next to where I was shopping. “She should be able to with Betty taking over most of the Christmas decorating this year.”

      “The lodge is always so beautiful at Christmas. It’s awesome you get to go to Holly Well Springs and the lodge this season.” Victoria didn’t even pretend to shop, only stood near us. I knew it bothered her that everyone thought because she was a lawyer she had a lot of money, but she didn’t. She was doing just fine, but New York was expensive, and she wouldn’t start making the big bucks in her line of law unless she became partner. She would eventually—I just knew it. My sister was so smart and talented.

      “It’s like going to the North Pole for Christmas,” Mikaela said with a laugh.

      “Yeah, they are both magical places, though Holly Well Springs is a little different than being at home. Whenever I’m at Sun Valley, I always feel like I should be working.” I smiled at them both and then noted a blue dress that I absolutely loved. Looking at the tag, I let out a little grunt.

      “What’s the matter?” Victoria asked. “Too expensive?”

      “It’s way too expensive,” I told her. “And I would never buy it, but I kind of wanted to try it on. It’s a size too small, though.”

      Mikaela came over and looked at the tag. “It’s a ten. You’re a twelve. All dresses are different. You should try it on.”

      “Are you serious?” I shook my head at my sister. Both of them were tiny compared to me. Not that I was fat or insecure about my weight. I was perfectly happy with my curves, but they didn’t know what it was like to try to shove yourself into a pair of jeans like making salami whenever you were retaining water either. “If I tried to put this dress on, I’d bust the zipper.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” Victoria said, jumping in. “Take it over to the dressing room and try it on. Why not?”

      “For the reason I just said,” I replied, but by then, Mikaela had the dress in her hand and was walking to the changing room.

      “We’ll get you out of the damn dress. If the zipper goes up, it has to come down, right?” she argued.

      I knew that wasn’t always the case, but it seemed I was backed into a corner. To lighten the mood, I said, “Victoria, maybe you should try on one of these dresses and go back to the barista, see if he likes you even more in an evening gown.”

      She giggled. “I don’t want to encourage the man. I’d rather not date someone who makes minimum wage and doesn’t have the ambition to try to climb his way out of there.”

      I couldn’t argue with that. Teachers weren’t known for making a lot of money, but I did okay. I owned my own home and drove a decent car. Whenever I found a man, I’d want him to be able to help provide for me and any future children we might have. I wasn’t looking for a millionaire or anything, but ambition was a good trait to find in a man.

      In the dressing room, Mikaela hung the dress next to a full-length mirror and grabbed my hand. “Yell if you need us.”

      “Oh, I’ll be yelling all right.” I knew this was a bad idea. But sisterly pressure had gotten the best of me, again. This was exactly why I was always the one who got in trouble when we were younger. Mikaela was the innocent baby, and Victoria, being the middle child, found a way to blend into the background, out of sight and out of mind. So whenever Mom came looking to see who had done whatever it was we’d messed up, I was usually the one to blame. I was the oldest. I supposedly “Knew better.”

      And in this case, I knew better, too. I was going to end up paying for a ten-thousand-dollar gown because my curvy ass couldn’t get out of it.

      With a sigh, I undressed and pulled the zipper down on the gown. The blue fabric was so soft, it felt heavenly between my fingers. The inside was a bit more rigid, especially in the part that had to support the rhinestones around the bodice. I took my time, easing my hips into it, sliding my arms through the sleeves, and pulling it up. Miraculously, I was able to get it up. Now, for the hard part. The zipper.

      Ever so carefully, I reached around behind me and tugged it up. It began to move with no problem and got as far as I could reach. By then, I was satisfied that I’d get a good idea of what I would look like with the dress on.

      I looked stunning. Even with my hair a bit messy and my makeup streaked from walking around the mall, I could honestly say I looked prettier than I’d seen myself in years. The blue brought out my brown eyes, and the rhinestones made everything look sparkly. Of course, with the price of this dress, I began to wonder if maybe those were diamonds and not rhinestones.

      Sweeping the curtain aside, I stepped out to where my sisters were waiting for me. “Well?”

      They both gasped, and Mikaela covered her mouth. “Jordan! You look amazing!”

      “I love it,” Victoria agreed. “It’s really too bad you can’t afford it, but at least now you know what kind of a dress to look for if you ever need to go to a formal event.”

      “Like the wedding of a princess or something,” Mikaela chimed in. We all laughed.

      “That’s true. I do think I should stick with my size, though. I feel like this is super tight.” I turned to look in the mirror, wondering how long I could breathe in this.

      “It doesn’t look like it’s too tight,” Victoria noted.

      “I think I should take it off before I bust a seam,” I told them. I was tempted to take a selfie but decided not to. I wasn’t big on social media, so I wouldn’t post it anywhere, but I kind of wanted to remember what I looked like.

      I didn’t need to do that. Mikaela pulled her phone out and took a pic. “I’ll send it to you.”

      “Thanks. Don’t post it anywhere, though,” I told her.

      “Of course not.” She rolled her eyes at me. “Just wanted to remember this moment. I’m going to miss you guys so much.”

      We all felt the same.

      “Do you want a hand with the zipper?” Victoria asked.

      Part of me wanted to tell her no, I could manage it, but then, if I did end up ripping the dress, I didn’t want to be the only one responsible either. “Sure, that would be great.”

      Victoria nodded and followed me into the dressing room, closing the curtain behind her. I kicked my clothes aside, wishing I would’ve hung them up before I stepped out, but I was afraid to bend over in this gown.

      “Okay, here we go.” Victoria took hold of the zipper and started to move it down slowly. She got it almost to the small of my back when it stopped moving. “Hmmm.”

      “Hmm?” I repeated. “Hmm what?”

      “Nothing. It’s just not moving anymore. Let me wiggle it a little bit.”

      Panic welled up inside of me as my sister tried to get the zipper to go down. What would we do if we broke it? Or worse, what if it never came off? We’d have to go find one of those snooty sales associates who would probably body shame me for stuffing myself into the gown to begin with.

      Victoria tried for several minutes to get the zipper down, but it didn’t budge. “I don’t see that there’s any fabric stuck in there.”

      I felt my lungs restricting, and sweat began to bead up on my forehead. I was having a panic attack. “Just get it off, Vic.”

      “I’m working on it,” she said, and I could hear the frustration in her voice.

      “Here.” Mikaela came through the curtain. There wasn’t much room in there for all three of us, and I could just see the two of them fighting over who got to unzip it, ripping the dress in half the way they’d ruined one of Mom’s favorite sweaters in high school. I’d gotten blamed for that, too.

      “What is it?” Victoria asked.

      “A pencil. Duh.” Mikaela was probably rolling her eyes. I couldn’t see her through my tears—and the fact that she was standing behind me and shorter. “You run it over the zipper, and it’ll let go.”

      “That’s bullshit,” Victoria said. “That’ll never work.”

      “Let her try,” I told the logical one.

      “Fine.” Victoria let go, and Mikaela did something with the pencil that sounded strange. Then, a second later, Mikaela pulled the zipper down, and I was saved.

      “Thank god.” I stepped out of the dress and began to pull on my sweater and jeans, not caring that I was in my underwear in front of my sisters. I was just glad to be free. Once I was dressed, I hugged them both. “You guys are the best.”

      “No problem,” Mikaela said. “Glad to help.”

      I didn’t mention that they were the ones who had told me to try it on. I was just thankful that we hadn’t ripped it and I was out of it.

      A little while later, I found myself in an Uber, waving back at Victoria who was standing outside of the mall. We’d shared a tearful goodbye, but we all knew we’d see each other soon. In just a few weeks, we’d be celebrating Christmas at the lodge together. I couldn’t wait to see them.

      I just needed to survive the last few weeks of school.
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DALLAS

        

      

    

    
      “Dad, do you think I’m too old for all this stuff?” my eleven-year-old daughter, Daphne, asked as she finished hanging a red bulb on the Christmas tree.

      My forehead crinkling, I ran a hand through my dark hair, noting how her blonde locks made her look more like her mother than me. “Why do you ask that?” I had to know. I finished with the bell ornament I’d been hanging up toward the top of the tree, where Daph couldn’t reach, and then turned to look at her.

       “I don’t know. Some of the other girls at school say that Christmas magic is for little kids and we should be more focused on all the stylish clothes we can ask for at our age, that’s all.” The corners of her mouth dipped down into a frown, tugging at my heartstrings.

      “Those other girls are stupid,” I said with a shrug. “They sound selfish to me. Everyone knows that the magic of Christmas is in giving, not receiving. Besides, you don’t have to be a certain age to enjoy looking at Christmas lights or singing carols with your family. Nah, I think they might have watched too many videos on that dang Click Clock you’re always on.” I winked at her, having butchered the name of the app on purpose.

      “Dad, you know that’s not what it’s called,” she said, rolling her eyes and smiling at me. “Okay. That’s cool. I mean, I do want this Juicy outfit I found online for Christmas, but I also want to get you something. And my friends. And Mom, I guess.”

      “I’m sure your mother would appreciate anything you picked out for her,” I said, bending down so that we were at eye level. I also knew that every word out of my mouth was a lie. Her mother would probably take whatever she got and shove it in a pile for donations. My ex was so ungrateful and selfish, she wouldn’t even try to spare Daphne’s feelings.

      “I don’t know,” she said. “I asked her what she wanted, and she said a new car. Then she told me to ask you if you could buy one for her. Doesn’t she already get an allowance or something from you, Dad?”

      I nodded. Signing that paperwork agreeing to give Leslie ten thousand dollars a month just to get her to sign the divorce papers might’ve been a mistake, but it wasn’t that much money for me, and it had worked. Now, she was set to marry the man she’d been cheating on me with in just a few weeks. I swallowed hard thinking about it, not that I cared who she married. I just didn’t want to be there. I never wanted to see her again.

      But I had to because we had a child together, and I’d do anything for my Daph.

      I didn’t bother to explain the details of the money to her. We’d both worked hard to keep Daphne out of all that when we’d gotten divorced. Now, Leslie had custody most of the time with me only getting to see my daughter every other weekend. It absolutely sucked, but I tried to focus on the positives. At least she was here now.

      “At least I don’t believe in Santa anymore,” Daphne noted as she hung a Santa Claus ornament on the tree.

      “You don’t? I do.” I hung up a snowman and stepped back to survey our work. “You’re missing out.”

      Daphne playfully hit me in the leg. “You do not believe in Santa. Mom told me it was just parents.”

      “Your mom is wrong about that. Santa might not be a fat guy who lives at the North Pole, but he is real. Santa’s in the hearts of anyone who believes in Christmas magic. One of the things I love about being your dad is I get to be Santa for you every year.” I felt myself becoming emotional and pulled it back. Cowboys didn’t cry.

      “You get to be Santa for a lot of other kids, too, right, Dad? Don’t you still give a bunch of presents to the children’s hospital?” She had a wide grin on her face, and I could tell she was proud of the work my company, Anderson Oil and Gas, did to help the less fortunate children in our hometown of Galveston, Texas every year.

      “That’s right. You help with that, too, by spreading the word about the donations and chirping about it,” I reminded her.

      “It’s not called chirping. You’re ridiculous, Dad,” she said, still grinning.

      “Well, whatever it’s called, I thank you for being my social media marketer. Our company gives away a lot of toys and other items kids need, but we also get a lot of donations because of your posts.” Her smile widened. “Now, I think it’s time to put the angel on the tree, and then, let’s go watch that Christmas movie you’ve been talking about.”

      “That’ll be so much fun. Can we pop popcorn?” she asked, beaming at me.

      “Of course,” I told her, getting the angel out of the box where we kept it wrapped up in bubble wrap to keep it safe. The angel was an antique that had belonged to my great-grandmother.

      “Can we put M and M’s in it?” Her voice held a bit of a song to it, like she needed to convince me.

      “Girlfriend, this is Dad’s house. We eat candy here,” I reminded her, even though I never had much of a sweet tooth myself. She cheered, making me laugh. “Now, come here and take this so I can lift you up to put it on the tree.”

      “Dad, I don’t think you can lift me anymore. I’m almost twelve years old.” She tipped her head to the side and cocked an eye at me.

      I almost laughed again but held it back. “Your dad grew up on a farm, ropin’ steers and training horses. The bales of hay I used to toss around weighed twice as much as you. I think I can handle it.”

      “But that was before,” she argued. “When you were—”

      “Daph, if you call me old, I’m gonna start a tickle fight you cannot win,” I warned her.

      The sound of her laughter always made me smile. “Fine. Not old. Just—you were younger then.”

      “Get over here and let me pick you up, munchkin,” I insisted. Without giving her much of a chance to move, I darted around behind her and slid my hands into her armpits, easily lifting her up into the air so she could situate the angel on top of the tree.

      “There. Told you,” I said, setting her back down.

      “Guess you’re not as old as I thought you were,” she said with a twinkle in her eye.

      I grumbled at her, making her laugh again, and then plugged the angel in, along with the rest of the lights. “Ta-da!”

      “It’s beautiful, Dad!” Daphne clapped her hands, jumping up and down in place. “I love it. It’s the most beautiful tree ever.”

      “I love you,” I told her, wrapping my arms around her and holding her tight. Her head didn’t quite reach my shoulder, so I could easily bend down and kiss the top of her head. No matter how tall she got, she would always be my baby.

      “I love you, too, Dad.” She squeezed me tight for a few seconds and then we broke apart. “Popcorn!” she exclaimed.

      “You go get that, and I’ll find your movie. I think it’s gotta be on one of these nine hundred different streaming services.”

      Daphne bounced off to the kitchen while I crossed the living room to pick up the remote. We could’ve gone upstairs to the cinema room, but this was Daphne’s favorite place to curl up and watch a movie. She would even grab a blanket, I knew, though it was seventy degrees outside.

      A few minutes later, I had her movie, Elf, ready to go, and she came back in with a big bowl of popcorn and M and Ms with a blanket over her arm. I started to chuckle, but I bit it back, not wanting to hurt her feelings.

      We’d only just started the movie when her phone rang. Being a teenage girl, she pulled it out immediately. “It’s Mom,” she said, looking at me with questioning eyes.

      Reluctantly, I paused the movie. “Answer it.”

      Taking a deep breath, she nodded. “Hi, Mom.”

      I could only hear Daphne’s side of the conversation well, but I could hear the screech of Leslie’s voice as she talked fast and aggressively. It made my stomach churn. Leslie wasn’t a bad mom, but with everything she had going on with the wedding planning, she didn’t have a whole lot of time for Daphne right now, and she tended to be short with her, which I didn’t like.

      “I know you’ll pick me up from school tomorrow, Mom,” she said. “No, I’m fine. Yes, I’m eating. No, not just candy.” Daphne popped an M and M in her mouth and looked at me sheepishly. I chuckled under my breath. “Yes, I remember the shirt, Mom. Yes, I’ll get it.”

      Anger flared up inside of me. I took the phone from Daphne’s hand. “Leslie, if there’s something that you need from my house, let me know. Don’t barrage Daphne with the responsibility of bringing stuff home. You can send me a text.”

      “It’s her shirt, Dallas. Why shouldn’t she be the one responsible for bringing it home? Besides, you’re even more forgetful than she is. Back when we were married, you never—”

      “I don’t want to talk about that, Leslie. I’m just saying, there’s no need to make Daphne worry about that kind of stuff when you can ask me. I’m the adult here,” I reminded her.

      “That’s debatable,” she said with a snort.

      “Okay then. I’m sure you’ve got wedding planning stuff to do, so I’ll hand you back to Daph.”

      “I do have to go,” she said. “Tell her goodbye.”

      With that, she hung up without even saying goodbye to her daughter. Without even telling her that she loved her.

      Daphne’s hand was outstretched, waiting for her phone, an expectant look on her face. I knew things between her and her mom weren’t always great. Most tweens and teens didn’t get along with their parents. But I would’ve never hung up without saying goodbye and reminding our child how much I love her.

      “She had to go,” I said. “But she sends her love. You’ll see her tomorrow.” I placed the phone in her hand.

      Daphne sighed, nodded, and put the phone away. “She’s really busy planning her wedding to Chad,” she replied.

      I wanted to make a derogatory remark about one or both of them, but I didn’t. “Weddings are difficult to plan.” Yet another reason to never get married again.

      “I’m so glad you’re coming to the wedding, though, Dad. I can’t wait to see you. I’m going to wear a beautiful gown and sprinkle flowers everywhere. I’m going to pretend to be a fairy.” She had a twinkle in her eye, and I could see those thoughts of magic popping back into her mind.

      “I can’t wait.” I leaned over and kissed the top of her head. “Now, let’s see what Elf is up to these days.”

      “Same as always,” she commented. “It’s not like they’ve made an Elf 2.” She grinned at me, and I stole an M and M from her bowl, making her swat my hand. We both laughed as I turned the movie back on and pulled her against my shoulder.

      For me, Daphne was the only girl in my life, the only one that mattered. Leslie could marry Chad and start a new family and do whatever the hell she wanted, but I was perfectly content with this little munchkin by my side.

      I just hoped I could find a way to get through the wedding—and then tolerate another Christmas alone.

    

  







            2

          

          

      

    

    






JORDAN

        

      

    

    
      Stepping out of the airport in Houston, I was glad that I had shed my sweater the moment I got off the plane. Even sitting on the tarmac waiting for a gate, it had grown too warm in the plane. Already, I missed the Christmasy feel of New York City. It didn’t matter that Texans tried to make it seem like Christmas with tons of lights and decorations, it was hot, and I still hadn’t gotten used to the winter weather here, even after all of these years in the state.

      Houston Hobby was the closest airport to Galveston where I could fly to New York, so I’d driven up a few days ago and parked in the economy parking. Wheeling my suitcase behind me, I thought about how much fun I’d had with my sisters. For a few days, we’d gotten to catch up on each other’s lives and grow close again. We’d always been a tightly knit family, but being so far apart geographically made it hard. I wished we talked more. It was hard with Mikaela practically running the lodge now, Victoria trying to climb the ladder in her firm, and me trying to keep two hundred sixth graders on track with their social studies lessons.

      It took me a few minutes to make my way to my car, but once I got there, I quickly tossed my suitcase in the back and got in behind the wheel, locking the doors, and taking a moment to breathe. It felt like I’d been running nonstop since the Uber had dropped me off at the airport in New York. I’d gone from having a friendly French toast breakfast with Mikaela and Victoria to shopping to being stuck in an expensive gown to the airport, and now, I just wanted to get home and get back to my routine.

      Starting the car, I brushed my long brown hair behind my ears and cranked up the AC. It would take me about an hour to get to Galveston from Hobby, which wasn’t bad, but I had a lot to do when I got home. I needed to finalize my lesson plans for the next two weeks of school and get all of my outfits lined up. I’d need to cook and portion out my lunches as well. Having things organized and ready to go always made me feel like nothing was going to sneak up on me. I needed to stay focused and in control. Otherwise, my students might not get everything they needed from me.

      Navigating the parking garage was no problem. It was a Sunday afternoon, but it seemed most people were waiting until Christmas to travel, so it wasn’t that busy. Soon, I found myself on the freeway, heading home along the palm tree-lined highway. This part of Texas was definitely different than Idaho, and while part of me missed the pine trees, especially this time of year, I did love the palms. Growing up at a ski lodge, I never would’ve thought I’d make the trade—Christmas trees for palm trees—but when I’d come to Texas for summer camp when I was in middle school, I’d loved it. I’d met my best friend, and we’d been close ever since.

      Thinking of Ashley made me realize I’d need to call her soon. She’d want to catch up as soon as possible. But I needed to call someone else at the moment. I’d promised my mother that I’d call her the moment my plane touched down, and I hadn’t quite been able to keep that promise, but I could do it now, and hands-free.

      “Call Mom,” I told my car as I pushed a button on the screen.

      “Calling Mom,” it responded in a robotic voice.

      Two seconds later, my mother answered. “Jordan, honey, are you back in Texas?”

      “Hi, Mom. Yes, I just landed. Is Mikaela there yet?” I couldn’t remember what time my sister’s plane was supposed to touch down.

      “I believe she lands in just a few minutes. Oh, I’m so glad you’re home. Did you have a nice flight? Nothing scary happened, did it?” I could hear the worry in her voice. Mom wasn’t much of a flier. She’d been on a flight with a little bit of turbulence when she was younger, and since then she’d had nightmares about plane crashes. She would still get on a plane if it was necessary, like when we went to Montana in a few weeks, but she wasn’t a huge fan.

      “It was smooth sailing, Mom,” I promised her. “Not a bit of unpleasant weather.”

      “Oh, I’m so happy to hear that. I already talked to Victoria, but how was your trip?”

      I spent the next thirty minutes telling Mom all about the trip, how we’d gone to some of my favorite historical sites, even though Victoria had already seen them all, and Mikaela didn’t really care for that kind of thing. When I’d stopped to take pictures of the building where the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory fire had happened, I thought she was going to pass out from boredom, but this sort of thing was interesting to me.

      Victoria understood why I wanted to see the spot where John Lennon had been shot and the Red Hook Grain Elevator. She had always been interested in history as well, which was one of the reasons she’d decided to become a lawyer—the other being her unwavering sense of justice and drive to help other people.

      For me, studying history was preserving the past, making every life count, and learning lessons from those who came before us. So I wanted to stand on the sidewalk below the building where 146 people had perished in 1911 during that dreadful fire, to honor them. To let them know we’d learned from what had happened to them.

      “Victoria said something about your sister screaming at a cab driver?” Mom asked, jarring me back to our conversation.

      I laughed under my breath. “It was one of those guys who drives the horses, Mom. In Central Park. He’d tried to rip us off. She wasn’t standing for it.” It occurred to me that Mikaela also had a strong sense of right and wrong. “It was super funny, but I think she was embarrassed when she realized she’d drawn a crowd. Oh, we also made a bet.”

      “Yes, Victoria mentioned that to me as well. The two of you bet your little sister she’d have a new boyfriend by Christmas?” Mom asked.

      “That’s right. Not sure where that came from, but it was fun to see her squirm a little.” I laughed just thinking about it.

      “Well, I would put money on all three of you,” she said, a serious tone to her voice. “It’s about time all three of my girls met the loves of their lives.”

      I chuckled under my breath. I was definitely not looking for a man. With school and family, who had time? “Mom, I don’t want to disappoint you, but I don’t think that’s a wager you’d win—not on me anyway.”

      “We’ll see. I am going to Holly Well Springs soon. I can make a wish in their wishing well for all three of you.” She sounded determined, so I decided not to argue with her. It would be nice to have a boyfriend. It’d been so long since I’d even dated anyone, I wasn’t sure I knew how to do it anymore. But now was a terrible time of year to start seeing someone, what with the holidays and how busy everyone was.

      “What do you think about the investor Mikaela is meeting with tomorrow?” I asked, a little concerned. A lot was riding on this man, the guy Mikaela wouldn’t even disclose the name of.

      “I think it will go well,” Mom said, always the optimist. “Your father and Mikaela did a lot of research before they chose this particular firm, so I think it will be in line with what we need to have happen for the lodge. I know that we are running out of time, so I’m praying for a Christmas miracle.”

      I knew what she meant. I was nervous about the situation, too. All I could do was keep my fingers crossed that Mikaela would come through.

      Mom and I chatted for a few more minutes, but when I reached the bridge that attached Galveston to the mainland, I decided I needed to hang up. I’d be home soon, and I’d need to get my stuff inside and start preparing for school the next day. “I’ll talk to you soon, Mom,” I told her. “I love you so much.”

      “I love you, too, dear. Have a wonderful day at school tomorrow, and call me when you get home.”

      “I will,” I told her. That was our thing, most days. Victoria called her in the morning before work, and I called her in the evening. Mikaela lived about two hundred yards away from my parents, so she never called at all, unless she was traveling.

      A few minutes after driving onto the island, I turned onto my street and wound my way around to one of the newer subdivisions that were close enough to the gulf to smell the salty air but far enough away that houses didn’t cost a fortune. My small two-bedroom cottage wasn’t huge, but it was perfect for me. Cozy and aesthetically pleasing, it definitely felt like home, and when I saw it in the distance, a smile came to my face. Maybe one day I’d become a principal or superintendent, and then I could afford to live in the houses in the ritzy part of town, but for now, I’d just be glad to work at a school that was close enough to that neighborhood that many of our students lived there. Of course, we also had apartment buildings and normal subdivisions, so my school, Galveston Middle School, contained a mixture of kids from all walks of life, which I really enjoyed.

      Thinking of my students made me smile. I pulled into the garage and got out, grabbing my bag. While they certainly knew how to drive me bonkers, with all their hormones and short attention spans, my kids meant everything to me. Faces flickered through my mind’s eye. I was looking forward to seeing every single one of my sixth graders. Even Jake Watson, the biggest challenge I’d ever faced in a twelve-year-old body.

      I laughed, rolling my suitcase in, thinking of Jake and the sweet girl that sat next to him and always tried to keep him in line. That Daphne was one of my favorites. So smart and kindhearted, I couldn’t help but smile thinking of her.

      With a load of laundry started, I picked up a few misplaced items and went to the kitchen to get meal prep going. While my chicken baked, I pulled out my lesson plans and went over them again. We were getting into that area of government that got a little complicated—the judicial system, bills, laws, all of those things that Victoria would probably be better at explaining than me. But it was important, even if it was tedious, and I always wanted my kids to leave my class understanding how the government worked, even if they sometimes thought they didn’t care. If they ever found themselves with a speeding ticket, they might change their mind.

      Looking at the calendar, I counted the days. “Ten more,” I reminded myself. That last Friday was only a half day, and a lot of the kids wouldn’t come, especially the ones that lived in Estates of Gulf Shores. Their parents were probably already preparing their private jets to fly to Paris or wherever rich people holidayed.

      That was okay with me. I didn’t need to be rich to be happy. My students made me happy. My job made me happy. And knowing I’d be spending Christmas with my family soon made me happiest of all.

      “I can do this,” I said with a resolute nod. “I can do it.”
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      “Daph! Pancakes are getting cold!” I checked the time on the clock on the stove and noted we needed to be out the door in fifteen minutes if she wasn’t going to be late for school. Whether it was too much chocolate and movies over the weekend or something else, she seemed to be dragging her feet this morning. It was always rough on Monday mornings, but ordinarily, I heard her up there hurrying around, getting herself ready well before I started fixing breakfast.

      “I’m coming!” she shouted back, her voice sounding a little flat. Something was wrong. I wasn’t sure what it was, and maybe I shouldn’t go poking around, but concern marred my face as I folded my arms and leaned back against the counter. It could be something as simple as not wanting to see another girl who said she didn’t like her shoes on Friday, or maybe it was something more legitimate, but I didn’t like to see my sweet little girl unhappy.

      Daphne came down carrying her backpack and her overnight bag. I’d drop the latter off at her mom’s house after I took her to school. Thankfully, we had a routine where I didn’t have to stop to talk to Leslie herself. Now that Daphne was in middle school, it was a lot harder for her to manage to take her stuff to school all the time for the exchange. Mrs. Gross, Leslie’s housekeeper, wasn’t too much nicer than my ex-wife, but she wouldn’t bite my head off when I handed her the bag.

      “Mom says that when you guys were married, you had a cook. I don’t remember that,” Daphne said, sitting on the barstool in the kitchen and cutting a slice of pancake.

      “We had a bigger staff then,” I admitted. “But I don’t need someone to cook for me, and I enjoy cooking for you. What’s the matter? My pancakes taste bad?” I narrowed my eyes at her in a playful scowl.

      She chuckled. “No. They’re good. But Mom says she wishes she had a cook, that Mrs. Gross isn’t enough to take care of such a big house, and that she needs more people to take care of us. She says when she gets married, she’ll have all that. You know she’s going to sell the house, right?” I nodded as she pursed her lips. “I like that house.”

      “I’m sorry, honey. You’ll always have a home here.” I bit down on my bottom lip, a thought occurring to me that had been buried in the back of my mind since her mother and I had divorced when she was three. In four more months, Daphne would be twelve. Then, legally speaking, it would be up to her to decide who she wanted to live with. I didn’t plan on telling her that because I knew it would bring out the dragon in my ex, but the temptation was real. God, what I wouldn’t do to have Daphne with me all the time, or at least most of the time? She still needed to see her mother.

      “I wish I remembered,” she said with a sigh. “Were you guys happy?” She took a drink of her milk, staring at me with wide eyes.

      My mouth opened and closed. I wasn’t sure how to answer that. Leslie changed a lot after we got married. Sometimes, I thought she was an amazing actress who should’ve earned an Academy Award for her portrayal of a woman who didn’t care about my money—until we were married. “Sure, we had some happy times. Your mom and I just grew apart, that’s all. It happens to a lot of people.”

      “Mom says you got money hungry and it went to your head,” she replied matter-of-factly before taking another big bite of pancakes.

      I knew that Leslie liked to tell our daughter all kinds of things about me that weren’t true, but I always tried to stay neutral. “I do spend a lot of time focusing on my work.” That was a fair statement.

      “Not too much time, though. You always have time for me.” She smiled at me, and I felt my heart swell. Leaning down, I kissed her forehead.

      “That’s right. Now, finish eating. We’ve gotta go.” I finished packing her lunch and set her lunchbox by her backpack. “Is that shirt your mom was looking for in your bag?”

      “Yes, Father,” she said, laughing slyly. “Wouldn’t want us to get in trouble.”

      I wanted to ruffle her hair like I used to, but I knew she’d scream at me these days. The older she got, the more I began to realize how quickly she was growing up—she was eleven going on sixteen. At least she was still sweet most of the time.

      When she finished her breakfast, the two of us reluctantly walked out to my truck and piled in. I hated this part. It always made me feel like part of my heart was being ripped from my chest. Daphne was such a huge part of me that being without her caused physical pain. But I didn’t have a choice.

      I got in the parent drop-off line and crawled along with everyone else. Eventually, we got to the door. “I’ll see you Thursday.” I smiled at her, pretending it didn’t hurt to see her go.

      “I love you, Dad,” she said, the corners of her mouth turned down. “Are you sure I can’t just stay with you? Mom’s so busy with the wedding.”

      Taking a deep breath, I patted her arm. “I’m sorry, baby. It’s Mom’s turn. I’ll see you soon. I love you so much.”

      After giving me an extra-long hug, she nodded sadly and opened the door, dropping onto the sidewalk with her backpack and lunchbox. I wanted to sit there and watch her walk inside, but the people behind me were getting impatient, so I had to move along.

      With several deep breaths, I managed to calm myself down. Even when I dropped the bag off at Leslie’s house, which was in the same neighborhood as mine, just on the other side, I managed to stay calm. Her fiancé, Chad, lived in another affluent neighborhood on the other side of town. I’d already checked with Daphne’s school, and they said it was fine for her to stay enrolled at Galveston Middle School as long as one parent lived in the school zone, so she would be able to stay with her friends and the teachers she liked.

      Most days, I would drive straight to the office, but we had a limited workforce for the next few weeks as we approached Christmas, and I’d told everyone who could do so that it was fine to work from home. That was what I intended to do myself, if I worked at all today. Getting over dropping Daphne off was never easy for me. I wasn’t the most open person in the world. It was hard for me to trust people. But the people that I loved, people like Daphne, I loved them fiercely. I wasn’t afraid to admit to that.

      Rather than heading to the office or home, I used my car’s hands-free capabilities to call my best friend, Waylen, and see what he was doing. He was between jobs at the moment, and though I’d offered him several, he was holding out for something in the entertainment industry, whatever the hell that meant.

      He answered after the fourth ring, his voice groggy. “It’s the middle of the night,” he moaned.

      I held back a chuckle. “It’s almost eight-thirty. Is that the middle of the night?”

      He didn’t answer right away, only made a noise like a bear trying to pull itself out of hibernation mode. “Meet me at the diner in thirty?”

      “Sure,” I said, chuckling, knowing it would be forty-five if I was lucky. I hung up and headed to Mack’s Diner, but I didn’t head inside. The little dive was located near the beach, so I decided to go out and walk for a few minutes, soaking in the morning sun rays as they twinkled off the ocean.

      I’d had the opportunity to travel a lot in my life, and I knew that Galveston Bay was not the most beautiful body of water in the world. It was often full of seaweed, always a bit browner than green or blue, and a lot of people found themselves quite itchy when they came out after a day of swimming for reasons no one could explain, but it was a large body of water, which meant calming waves and a large surface to reflect on. That meant I could appreciate it in a way most could not.

      After about a half hour of wandering around, I went back to the diner. Surprisingly, Waylen was pulling into the parking lot. He waved, and we went inside. I had eaten already, so I just had coffee while he showed a large stack of waffles who was boss. Waylen was a big dude, at least three hundred pounds and a couple inches taller than my six-two. The man could eat.

      “You seem distraught,” he noted when he paused for air. “Everything okay?”

      “Just thinking about Daph,” I admitted.

      “Miss her already?” He gave me a sympathetic smile.

      I nodded. “Yep.”

      “I’m sorry, man. I know that’s rough, having to say goodbye to your kid all the damn time. Maybe Leslie will lose interest after she gets married.” He took a drink of his coffee before digging in again.

      “She’s her daughter, not a puppy,” I reminded him. “No, I have a feeling this is my life for the next six years.”

      Waylen nodded. “Well, if you’re in a bad mood, I know one way to make you feel better.” His smile turned into something much more sinister.

      I knew immediately what he was thinking of and actually let a laugh escape my lips. “You think shooting things solves everything, huh?”

      He shrugged. “Pretty much. When I was growing up, if you couldn’t shoot, you didn’t eat.”

      It was my turn to raise an eyebrow. “Um, I find that very hard to believe considering you grew up right here in Galveston, just like me, and there’s not exactly a lot of wild game out here, bro. It would’ve taken a couple of water buffalo every day to keep that kinda girth up.”

      “No, no, that’s not what I meant,” Waylen said, shaking his head. “My ol’ man would punish us if we couldn’t hit the target in the backyard by not letting us eat dinner.”

      A laugh exploded from my throat. I’d known Waylen since we were in second grade, and while his old man, Horace Wright, was a true Texan through and through, I seriously doubted he made his three boys and his daughter line up in the backyard and shoot for their dinner. Waylen was so full of shit, his eyes should’ve been brown instead of hazel.

      “What do you say?” he asked me. “Guns?”

      “Yeah, of course,” I told him. “I’d never turn that down.”

      “Awesome. I’ll meet you over there, but you’ll have to pay because I left my wallet in my other pants.” He smiled sheepishly at me.

      I shook my head. “Is Mama Wright washing those for you today while you’re here shoving food into your mouth?” While he had moved out of his parents’ house at one point, he was back there now that he wasn’t working, and it was clear his mother was loving it almost as much as he was by the way she babied him.

      “I hope so,” he said, sounding serious.

      The waitress brought the check over, and I took it. “I guess I’ll be paying this, too, then.”

      “I’ll pay you back,” Waylen said with a grin.

      “No, you won’t.” I shook my head and left enough money to cover the bill and then some. We got up and walked out together, ready to head to the gun range. I did feel better. Waylen’s antics had that effect on me. No wonder he was my best friend. I still missed Daph, but I’d be able to get on with things now that I’d had a dose of Waylen’s weirdness.

      That, and lots of shooting guns.
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      My eyes wandered over my lesson plan as I went over everything I needed to include. Sometimes, it was a challenge to keep social studies interesting for kids and still teach everything I needed to. I had my presentation cued up on the Smartboard. I planned to divide the class into groups and assign them each a fact of the judicial system to look into before reporting, and then we’d play a game to review. I should be able to fit all of that into fifty minutes as long as everyone stayed on task.

      Immediately, I thought of Jake Watson. I hoped he’d had a good weekend and didn’t plan on derailing class today. This was definitely my most challenging group of kids, thanks to him and a couple of others. At least I had a few sweet ones in here, too, like Daphne Anderson.

      Thinking of her reminded me that I’d rescheduled her parent-teacher conference for the next day after school. Hastily, I wrote the note out for her mother, hoping she showed this time. When she hadn’t come last Wednesday, I’d given her three dates to choose from, and when she hadn’t responded to that either, I’d chosen one for her. She’d sent me back a quick email that said, “Fine, see you then,” so I hoped that meant she’d be here this time. Daphne was doing well in class, but I liked to touch base with the parents of all of my students at least once in the year, and she was the last one. Even Jake’s parents had come in. Granted, I hadn’t tried her father yet, but Daphne talked about him like he was very busy, so I thought I’d stick with her mother whose information was listed first on my student information sheet.

      The bell rang, so I brought the note with me and headed to the door, tucking it into the pocket of my dark slacks as I opened the door and plastered a smile on my face. Somedays, it was easier than others to find my happiness. I reminded myself that I loved my job, I loved history, I loved these kids, and I loved Christmas—which would be here to save me in less than two weeks—Christmas break, anyway.

      Bonnie Knight was the first student to reach my classroom for that period. “Good morning, Bonnie.” I offered her my hand, and she shook it before coming inside to find her seat.

      My school principal was a firm believer that we needed to show our students respect and create relationships with each of them, so we followed a special program to reinforce that. I absolutely agreed with this approach and shook the hands of all of my students as they entered my room every period, every day. Unless, of course, a kiddo wasn’t feeling it. That didn’t happen often, though.

      “Good morning, Jake.” I kept my tone and smile the same, even when greeting the harder kids.

      “I had bacon for breakfast,” he said, adjusting his Pokémon backpack on his shoulder.

      “That’s ni—” I began but he cut me off.

      “So I’ve been burping up pig guts all morning,” he let me know.

      “Okay then,” I said, not knowing what else to say. “I hope you feel better.” He laughed manically and headed inside.

      As I greeted the rest of the students, I noticed Daphne coming down the hallway, alone. That was unusual. She had several other girls that she usually walked with. She seemed to be dragging her feet a bit, her eyes focused on the floor.

      Something was wrong. It wasn’t like her to act this way. I decided I needed to check with her before we started the class. Since everyone else was already in the classroom before the bell rang, I said, “Good morning, friends. If you could go ahead and get out your journals, today I’d like for you to record one awesome thing that happened to you this weekend for you to share with three people. We’ll write for five and share for three, all right?”

      “Yes, Ms. Rodgers,” the class answered. They all got out their journals and began working. Even Jake looked excited, and something told me he was about to share his bacon story with three lucky classmates.

      The bell rang just as I stepped out into the hallway to meet Daphne. I closed the door behind me and turned to face her. “Good morning, Daphne.” I offered her my hand.

      “I’m sorry, Ms. Rodgers. Do I need a tardy slip?”

      “No, of course not,” I assured her as she shook my hand. “You were right here. Is everything okay? You look a little down today.”

      “Oh, I’m fine,” she said, forcing a smile that didn’t meet her green eyes. “I’m just a little tired today, that’s all.”

      I didn’t buy it. I knew tired, and this wasn’t tired. This was sad. But I also knew that pushing her to tell me something she wasn’t ready to disclose wouldn’t help the situation. “All right, well, I want to make sure you know, Daphne, if you ever do have something you want to talk to me about, I’m here for you, okay? My lunch period just happens to be at the same time as yours, so feel free to come by my room anytime, all right?”

      Her smile perked up at my words. I knew that she liked me as much as I liked her, so it warmed my heart to see her smiling at the prospect of spending her lunchtime with me. Ordinarily, I ate in my classroom while grading papers—the glamorous life of a teacher. But I could always take papers home with me if a student needed me.

      “Thanks, Ms. Rodgers,” she said. “I’ll remember that.”

      “Cool. Let’s go on in then.” I turned to open the door when I remembered the conference. “Oh, and do you know if your mom remembers we have a conference tomorrow after school?” I pulled the slip of paper out of my pocket and handed it to her.

      “I’m not sure,” she said, and it looked like she deflated just a tad. “I’ll give this to her tonight.”

      “Thanks, Daphne.” I patted her reassuringly on the shoulder, hoping that she would perk up again. She nodded, and we walked inside.

      By now, the other kids were done writing in their journals. I instructed them to find people to share with, and we spent three minutes sharing before it was time for the lesson. We transitioned cleanly to the lesson, the kids splitting into groups without any problems. Everything seemed to be going quite smoothly as I gave each group their assignment. The kids got out their Chromebooks to start their research, assigning different roles within their groups as they’d been taught. I heard a few testy comments in the group Jake and Daphne were in, but she always smoothed things over.

      When class was about half over, the groups started their presentations. For the most part, they did well. I only had to correct a few statements that they probably pulled off one of the AI sites I was constantly telling them not to use. They seemed to have a pretty good grasp on the purpose of the judicial system and how they balanced the other two branches of government.

      I was about to move on to our review game when Jake’s hand shot up. The fact that he’d actually raised his hand and not just blurted out was progress, so I chose to call on him. “Yes, Jake? What is it?”

      “My mom said that when you turn twelve, you get to decide which parent you wanna live with. Like in my family, my parents are divorced, you know. My mom and dad hate each other. My mom says that my dad drinks too much, and my dad says my mom is a real whor—”

      “Jake,” I said, speaking up so as to drown out the unkind word he was about to say, “let’s focus on the law you’re speaking of and not the details of your particular situation, okay? If you want to talk to me about that in private, I will make time to meet with you. Is that all right?”

      “Sure. Sorry. Anyway, I think I wanna live with my dad because he has a PlayStation. It’s only a four, not a five, but it’ll do.” Jake looked around the room for agreement that the gaming station was acceptable. A few of the other boys were nodding.

      I cleared my throat. “It sounds like you are well versed on parental rights laws in Texas, Jake. That’s a little more specific than we will get in this class.”

      “Maybe we’ll talk about it next year in Texas History class,” Bonnie chimed in, pushing her glasses up on her nose. “This is American History, Jake.”

      “Right, right,” he said with a nod. “Still, I’m psyched about not having to make my bed anymore. My mom tells me I have to do that every freakin’ morning.” He groaned and ran a hand through his unruly brown curls, and everyone laughed.

      Not knowing how to respond to that without getting too personal again, I said, “Let’s start our game, shall we?”

      Everyone perked up, so I took that as a yes and taught them the rules quickly. They caught on soon enough, and we were able to get started. By the time the bell rang, everyone was in good spirits, having fun playing our quiz game and not even realizing they were learning.

      “All right, see you guys tomorrow!” I told them with a smile as they gathered their items to leave. One period down, six more to go. I could do this.

      The kids streamed out into the hallway, and I reset everything quickly before heading to my post by the door. I liked to keep an eye on the hall during the passing period to make sure everyone was being kind. That was when I realized Daphne hadn’t left yet. She was lingering near the door.

      “Hey, Daphne.” I headed over to her, smiling but approaching like she was a skittish dog. “Everything okay?”

      “Yeah, I’m fine, thank you,” she said with a nod, and I noticed a twinkle in her eye that hadn’t been there before. “I was just wondering if that’s true.”

      “If what’s true, sweetie?” I bent down a little bit so we were closer to eye level.

      “What Jake said. About his parents. Not the drinking part, but the part about being able to choose who to live with when you turn twelve.” She looked up at me expectantly.

      Confused as to why she was asking, I answered honestly. “Well, yes, it’s true, though there is a bit more to it than the simplistic way that Jake put it. More or less, when a child turns twelve in the state of Texas, they are deemed old enough to decide which parent should be the custodial parent.”

      Daphne’s face split into a wide grin. “Oh, okay. Thank you, Ms. Rodgers.” To my surprise, she leaned forward and wrapped her arms around me, hugging me tight.

      Hugs were a lot more unusual in middle school than they were in elementary, from what I’d heard at our trainings that involved grades prekindergarten through twelve, but they were still welcome. I had no problem hugging her back. Some of these kids didn’t get hugged regularly, which was a shame. I was beginning to realize I didn’t know as much about Daphne outside of school as I thought I did.

      “You’re welcome, dear,” I told her, patting her back. “You should hurry to your next class so you’re not late. And please remember to give that note to your mother, okay?”

      “Yes, Ms. Rodgers,” she said, releasing me. “Have a good day. The lesson was great!” With that, she practically skipped out of my classroom.

      I paused for a moment, wondering what was going on with her before shaking it off and heading to the door to greet my next set of kids. I hoped that whatever was going on with Daphne that she’d be okay. I realized in that moment that girl was special to me, more than I’d realized before. All of my kids were special, but some sank into a teacher’s heart and made us wish we could take them home. Daphne was one of those for sure.
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      The office was much quieter on Tuesday than it was most days, thanks to most of the staff deciding they would rather work from home, an option I gladly gave them. In my office, I opened an email, mindlessly nodding along to the Christmas music playing over the speakers. My assistant, Kylie, had chosen the station today, and everyone seemed to agree Christmas music was the theme for the next few weeks. It would be nice to have a change of pace from the usual country stations we played, that or the pop station my receptionist, Hannah, always selected on her days.

      “Hey, Dallas?” one of my vice presidents, Tucker, said, knocking on my open door.

      “What’s up, Tuck?” I called out, turning away from my computer to face him so he’d know he had all my attention.

      “I’ve got those production reports for you. Do you want to look them over now or should I come back later?” He stood with a stack of papers in his hand.

      “Now is as good a time as ever for me. Grab Melissa, why don’t you?”

      She was the other vice president of the company, so she’d need to know these numbers as well. With the end of the year coming up soon, it was important that we kept a close eye on how the various pumps were producing.

      He nodded and left, giving me a chance to answer the email I’d just opened. A few moments later, Tucker was back with Melissa. We spent about an hour dissecting the information in the reports and determining a few key changes we could make to increase productivity. By the time the meeting was over, I felt confident we’d surpass our projected numbers for the end of the year.

      “Nice work, team,” I told them, giving them each a high-five. “Y’all knocked it out of the park this year. You can expect to see that reflected in your Christmas bonuses.”

      Both of their faces lit up.

      “Hell, maybe we can take that spring break vacation to the Bahamas after all,” Tucker said.

      “I should’ve gotten Tim that new gaming system he was asking for,” Melissa added with a laugh. “Now it’s sold out. I guess I could wrap up a raincheck.”

      “Do eight-year-olds accept rainchecks?” I asked her with a chuckle. “I’m pretty sure Daph wouldn’t have at that age.”

      “It’s better than nothing, I guess,” she said with a shrug. “Speaking of Tim, he has a party next Thursday. Is it okay if I take off? I can come back when it’s over.”

      “Take the day, Mel,” I told her with a casual wave of my hand.

       “Oh, that’s not necessary,” she protested. These two had climbed the corporate ladder because they were dedicated and loved their jobs, like almost everyone who worked for me. Yet, I knew how important their families were to them as well. “I can come into the office when it’s over.”

      “Melissa, don’t they usually send the elementary kids home after those parties?” I asked her. She nodded. “Take Tim and have a nice afternoon. Go get ice cream or go to Moody Gardens. Make a day of it.”

      “Won’t that make it harder to go back on Friday?” Tucker asked.

      “Well, Friday is Polar Express Day,” she explained. “And they get out early, so I’m sure he won’t mind that. I just don’t want to be a bother.”

      “You’re never a bother, Melissa,” I reminded her. “Please, have fun with your son. I insist.”

      A wide grin broke across her face. “Thank you, Dallas. I really appreciate that.”

      “No problem. I appreciate all of the hard work y’all put into this.” I tapped the reports. “This is a huge testimony to your effort, and it doesn’t go unnoticed.”

      They both smiled and thanked me as they headed back to their offices. I swiveled my chair around, looking at the computer screen again. I had to leave early myself since Daphne had let me know the evening before about a parent-teacher conference. Apparently, Leslie had blown this off a few times, so the social studies teacher probably wasn’t happy with us.

      I would’ve questioned why she hadn’t called me directly, but I knew Leslie intimidated the people in the office at the school, and most of the teachers probably didn’t even have my contact information. I should’ve been more proactive and reached out to them first. I made a note to do just that in the future.

      My cell phone buzzed. When I glanced down and saw Daph’s picture pop up, a shiver went up my spine. I immediately thought of all the awful reasons why she might be calling me when she was at school. I picked my phone up quickly. “Daphne, what’s the matter?” I asked in a desperate voice.

      “Nothing, Dad. I’m just calling to remind you of the meeting after school. Mom told me to catch a ride home with Olivia today, so I doubt she’s coming,” she said, and I could hear the eye roll in her voice.

      Olivia was one of her friends that lived in our neighborhood, closer to her mother’s house. “Oh, okay.” I wasn’t surprised. Maybe Leslie was intending to go but was running later or something. I doubted it, but I was doing my best not to assume the worst. “I’ll be there, sweetie. But shouldn’t you get back to class? Does your teacher know you’re calling?”

      “Nah, I told him I needed to go to the bathroom. He’s just reading A Christmas Carol, and I’ve already read it, so I’m good,” she replied.

      The urge to argue with her and tell her to get back to class was cut off. “Okay, well, I didn’t forget about the meeting with your teacher. It’s Ms. Rodgers, right?” I needed to remember who to ask for in the office.

      “That’s right, Dad. She’s the best. You’ll love her. She’s so nice and pretty. Oh, and guess what she told me yesterday? You’ll never guess! I wanted to tell you last night, but Mom was there and she kept yelling at me to get off the phone.”

      Now it was my turn to roll my eyes. Leslie was so fucking bossy. “What did your teacher tell you, honey?”

      “She said that when I turn twelve, if I don’t want to live with Mom anymore, I don’t have to. Did you know that, Dad? Did you know that I can choose to live with you? Isn’t that great?”

      A cold chill ran down my spine. I took several deep breaths, not sure how to respond to that. Why the fuck would her teacher tell her something like that? It seemed so out of line. Maybe this teacher needed to hear my thoughts on the subject.

      I couldn’t say any of that to Daphne, though. It was obvious she was excited about the possibility, which warmed my heart, but it was a lot more complicated than her just making an announcement that she wanted to live with me and not her mother. “We can talk about that later, sweetie.”

      “When?” she demanded, her voice on edge. “Dad, this is uber important.”

       “I know it’s important, Daph. We’ll talk about it in person, when you’re not in the bathroom instead of in English class, all right? So put your phone away and get to class, and I’ll see you soon. I love you.”

      “Argh. Fine,” she growled, typical preteen child that she was. “I love you, too.” She hung up, and I set my phone aside, sucking air deep into my lungs.

      “Son of a bitch,” I muttered, not sure what to think about any of that. I knew I was missing the context. For all I knew, it was something they had to learn in social studies class, though it didn’t sound right to me. Wasn’t she in American History class this year? Why would they be discussing something that specific?

      Frustrated, I tried to put it out of my mind. I had about an hour and a half before I needed to leave to go speak to Ms. Rodgers, and I had a few tasks I wanted to get done before I left the office. I wouldn’t be coming back after this, not until tomorrow, if I felt like it.

      I managed to get through the rest of the emails and reports I needed to deal with before I decided I needed to go. Traffic in Galveston was difficult to judge. Some days, it would be busy for seemingly no reason at the oddest times, especially if there were a lot of cruise boats coming in over the next few days. I had a feeling there’d be some people making their way to the island to head off on holiday cruises, so traffic could be a bear or it could be no problem at all.

      Turning off my computer, I grabbed my phone and my briefcase and headed out, my mind on Daphne. When I was in college, if someone would’ve told me that raising a daughter would be more difficult than running a multibillion-dollar petroleum company, I would’ve told them they were crazy, but that was definitely my experience.

      Waving goodbye to my coworkers, I made it to my truck and climbed inside, turning the radio off so I could hear my own thoughts. Should I ask Ms. Rodgers why she’d mentioned this piece of information to Daphne or just let it go? It was easy to get defensive in these situations and assume ill intent, but I had a feeling that wasn’t what had happened. At least, I hoped not.

      The parking lot was fairly empty when I pulled in. The cars that remained, I assumed, belonged to the teachers and other staff members, the parents all long gone since school had been out for over half an hour.

      I made my way inside, glad to see the office was still staffed. I had to press a button and explain who I was and why I was there, but when I walked into the entryway, which was also cut off from the rest of the school by another set of locked doors, I heard two women in the office whispering and knew it was about me.

      “He doesn’t look like a drunk,” one woman was saying. “Isn’t that what she said?”

      “That’s what she told me,” the other one replied with a shrug. I cleared my throat, and she turned to face me, a guilty look on her face. “Hello, Mr. Anderson. I’ll just need to scan your ID please, sir.”

      “Of course.” I handed it to her, noting that Leslie had told the entire school staff that I was a drunk, or at least the women in the office. That explained why they never gave the teachers my information. Knowing there was nothing I could do about it except try to make a good impression on them and change their minds about me, I said, “That sure is a lovely Christmas sweater you’re wearing.”

      The older woman looked down at what was likely originally sold as something for an ugly sweater contest, and grinned at me. “Thank you. I love cats, so it says, ‘Santy Claws.’”

      “Very clever.” We shared a chuckle, and she handed me my driver’s license back and a sticker that said, “Visitor.” She pushed the button to let me through the other doors, telling me the room number, and I thanked her with a smile that made her cheeks pink. I decided I needed to send some sort of treat up to the office. I’d always let Leslie handle teacher gifts and those sorts of things, but maybe it was time I got involved as well.

      Heading down the hallway, I was impressed with the school. Leslie complained that Daphne wasn’t in private school, but this school had an excellent reputation, the building was nice, and it was clear it was very safe. Besides, Daphne liked it here.

      I arrived at the classroom and peered in the door. Behind the desk sat a beautiful woman with long brown hair, twinkling brown eyes, and curves that made me take a step back. Holy hell was Ms. Rodgers gorgeous.

      Breathing in through my nose, I reminded myself that this was Daphne’s teacher. I could hardly ask the woman out. Under different circumstances, I wouldn’t have hesitated to make time in my schedule for such a gorgeous woman, but this was not the time or place, and I needed to respect that—even if she was the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen.

      Since she was with another parent, I stepped away from the door and took some deep breaths, trying to calm my nerves. Suddenly, I felt more alive than I had in a really long time.

      And I liked it.
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      “Thank you again for stopping by,” I told Jake’s mother, Phyllis, and her new husband, Craig, as I willed them to leave my classroom. “I do really appreciate you taking the time to let me know the situation with Jake.”

      “Of course,” his mother said, but she wasn’t moving. “We just thought it was important for you to know that anything you send to his father will be completely ignored. He’s a worthless asshole.”

      I cleared my throat, wanting to remind her that she was the one who chose him and made a baby with him, but that wasn’t the point. I knew that I had an actual scheduled parent-teacher conference that was supposed to start in less than five minutes, and though I’d agreed to see them when they’d shown up unannounced after school, it had been almost an hour.

      I’d voiced all of my concerns with them about Jake, and then his mother had launched into a long speech about why his father was the worst. The stepfather agreed but was relatively quiet. All he mentioned was that he understood my concerns with Jake, that he saw the same behaviors at home. The kid was out of control, according to his new dad.

      I finally did the one thing that almost always worked. Pulling myself out of my chair, I offered them my hand. “Thanks again.” I’d been inviting them in for a conference since school started months ago, and now they were here, so I was thankful for that. But if Daphne’s mom actually did decide to come in, I didn’t want to leave her waiting.

      They took the hint. Phyllis shook my hand. “If you need anything, just call,” she assured me.

      I thanked her with a smile, but in my experience, getting a response out of her was seemingly impossible. I doubted that was about to change. Her husband shook my hand, and I showed them to the door, glad they’d come but even happier they were leaving.

      Once they were on their way down the hallway, I took a deep breath and peeked out into the hall for Daphne’s mom. I wasn’t surprised at all that she wasn’t there. I almost swore under my breath but held it in. Cussing wasn’t exactly acceptable in my line of work.

      A tall man with dark hair stood nearby. He turned and looked at me, an expectant look on his handsome face, his green eyes warm and familiar for some reason. He was dressed in a very expensive suit and had an air about him that made me think he probably lived in the rich part of town. Since he was alone, I assumed he had a conference with one of the other teachers. I gave him a polite smile and took a step back into my classroom.

      “Ms. Rodgers?” he called out, stepping toward me.

      “Yes?” I turned to face him, confusion washing over me.

      “I’m Dallas Anderson. Daphne’s father.”

      My heart froze in my chest. No wonder his eyes looked so familiar. They were the same as hers. Embarrassment colored my cheeks a bright red. Of course, he was here to see me. I’d just assumed he wasn’t for some reason I couldn’t quite put my finger on now.

      “Oh, hi,” I said, shaking my head. “I was expecting your wife.”

      He strode over toward me. “Leslie doesn’t usually make it to appointments like this, I’m afraid,” he said with a slight strain to his voice.

      I bit back my instinctive response, which was no shit. “Come on in,” I told him, guiding him to my desk. “Will Daphne be joining us?” I waited for him to enter the classroom and then closed the door behind us.

      “No, her mother has custody of her during the week.” He walked over to my desk but waited for me to join him before he took a seat.

      Custody? So Daphne’s parents were divorced. I’d had no idea. The paperwork I had from the front office on her father was so brief, I couldn’t tell. And I’d called his ex his wife. I assumed he didn’t like that, but he hadn’t corrected me. Dallas Anderson seemed like a very polite businessman.

      And he’s super hot, I thought to myself as I smoothed my skirt and sat down, hoping my face didn’t bloom red again.

      Sitting across from me, Dallas asked, “How is she doing in class? I’ve checked her grades online, and it looks like she’s got an A at the moment. Is that correct?”

      “Yes, she’s doing quite well academically,” I assured him. “She’s very bright, and she always puts forth plenty of effort in class. She’s kind to her classmates and helps them when she can. Overall, she’s doing great. However, I do like to meet with the parents of each of my students at least once a semester. Since I hadn’t been able to do that yet, I wanted to have you in to see if I could answer any questions for you. Also, I have noticed a slight shift in her mood recently.”

      His eyebrows raised over piercing green eyes. “Her mood’s shifted? In what way?”

       “Well, she doesn’t seem quite as bubbly and happy as she used to. Ordinarily, the kids are a bit wound up this time of year. They’re ready for Christmas break and excited about the holidays. I haven’t seen much of that from Daphne.”

      “I can understand that.” He folded his hands in front of him on the edge of my desk. “Her mother’s getting remarried, and it’s been difficult for Daphne. Leslie hasn’t had much time to spend with her recently.” He was quiet for a moment before he muttered, “I’m never doing that again.”

      I wasn’t sure what he was talking about. Getting married? I let it go since it didn’t seem like something he meant for me to hear. Going back to what he’d said about Daphne, I replied, “Oh. That makes sense.” Daphne hadn’t mentioned her mother’s impending marriage to me, but then, she’d never told me her parents were divorced either. “I bet that is difficult for her.”

      “She’s trying to navigate living life there most of the week and then coming over to spend the weekend with me whenever she can. It’s a lot for someone her age.”

      I swallowed hard, trying to comprehend what it would be like for Daphne. My parents had been happily married for over thirty years, so I’d never had to go through something like a divorce, and then to have her mother remarrying on top of it? That was a lot. It was no wonder Daphne had asked me that follow-up question about Jake’s statement.

      Thinking of that, my eyes flickered to Mr. Anderson’s. Should I mention it to him? He stared back at me, a curious expression in his eyes. No, now wasn’t the time. “We do have MAP testing later this week,” I told him, which was something I tried to tell all of the parents I spoke to right before the assessment came up. We sent notes home as well, but I had no idea if Mr. Anderson got any of that communication since he wasn’t the custodial parent.

      “I can’t imagine Daphne reading a map,” he said with a slight chuckle.

      I laughed, too. “Oh, no, not that kind of map, although we do teach that in social studies. MAP is an assessment tool we use to determine what skills our students have mastered and which ones they need further review on. We use it to prepare for the STAAR test, the state assessments the students will take at the end of the year.”

      “I do know what the STAAR test is,” he assured me. “Does she take a social studies STAAR test this year?”

      “No, but we still MAP test for it.” I went on to explain to him how we used MAP testing information and I showed him Daphne’s scores from the tests the students completed at the beginning of the year. “She did well. I expect her to do just fine this time around as well, but we encourage parents to make sure the students get a good night’s sleep the night before and eat breakfast.” I realized as soon as the words were out of my mouth that he would have no control over that.

      Mr. Anderson chewed on the skin on the edge of his thumb for a moment before he cleared his throat. “I’ll make sure Leslie knows.”

      I couldn’t imagine having a child and not getting to see him or her all the time. It had to be painful for him. From what I could tell, he loved Daphne very much.

      I spent a few minutes showing him her journals and going over some of our activities. He asked general questions about her disposition, her friends, what other activities she could be involved in if she wanted to join the clubs, etc. It was nice to be able to give him an idea of what the school had to offer that he might not have been aware of before. “Do you get the emails and the phone calls the school sends out with information?”

      He shook his head. “I think there may have been some miscommunication in the office,” he said.

      “You should provide them with the divorce paperwork that shows that you have custody as well so that they can add you to everything,” I suggested.

      “I will do that,” he said, and I had an idea once he made such a statement it was as good as done. “Also, do you know the women that work in the office well? I was thinking they might appreciate some sort of a Christmas gift from Daphne.”

       A smile broke across my face. “Mrs. Henson, the older woman, loves Crumbl Cookie, the chocolate-chip kind. Mrs. Stephenson, the other, is addicted to Bath and Body Works. She especially loves the Rosewater and Ivy scent.”

      He grinned back at me. “Thank you for that. What about the teachers?”

      “Oh, well, since you asked,” I said, slightly sheepishly. “Honestly, what we really want for Christmas is gift cards. The kids are so thoughtful when they bring us ornaments and other presents. But we all have classroom items we need to purchase, and a gift card would make that so much easier.”

      A puzzled expression crossed his face as his eyebrows knitted together. “You have to buy your own supplies?”

      Nodding, I said, “All teachers do. Not all of them, but some.” The school I worked at was very good at providing supplies, but I still spent several hundred dollars a year on my classroom.

      “It’s not right that you’d have to spend your Christmas gift card on items for your classroom. There has to be something you would like for yourself.”

      Like a hot single dad? I found myself blushing again. “I’m fine,” I assured him. “But thanks for the offer.”

      He didn’t look as if he believed me, but he let it go. “Thanks for taking the time to meet with me, Ms. Rodgers.”

      “Yes, of course. Thank you for coming in. It was lovely to meet you.” I hoped I still sounded like I was talking like a teacher.

      He set his business card on my desk. “In case you need to get a hold of me.”

      “Thank you.” I smiled at him, wishing I had more to say. I didn’t want him to go. But he was standing, so I hopped up as well. “Oh, can you sign this parent-teacher conference sign-in sheet?” His signature was the last one I needed for the semester.

      We both reached for the pen lying on top of the paper at the same time, our fingers brushing. Electricity shot up my arm, sinking into my spine. I bit back a gasp as his eyes met mine.

      Looking away quickly, he signed his name on the sheet. Still struggling to breathe, I waited for him to speak again. “Have a good night, Ms. Rodgers.”

      “You, too,” I said, watching him walk to the door. Eventually, my feet started moving in that direction, even though my head was still swimming. I told him goodbye again and pulled my eyes away from his form retreating down the hallway, hard as it was.

      Dallas Anderson seemed like he cared very much for his daughter. He definitely didn’t deserve what he’d been through. I hoped, one day, he’d find someone who deserved him.
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      It had been a long day, full of meetings and important phone calls. My eyes had been on the clock for the last thirty minutes as I prayed for this day to just be over. So many people in the office were taking time off, which was great for them, but as the boss, I needed to be there, and their absences meant that I had even more responsibility than usual.

      About fifteen minutes before it was time to call it a day, my cell phone rang. At first, I groaned, mistaking it for my office phone, but then I realized it couldn’t be work-related since anyone who wanted me for work right now would use my desk phone. With a deep breath to calm myself, I looked down and saw Waylen’s name flashing on my phone.

      A chuckle escaped my lips. Just thinking of my burly best friend made me laugh. Must be nice to sit at home and watch TV. But then again, I’d get bored really quickly if that was what my life was about.

      Picking up my phone, I asked, “What the hell are you up to, man?”

      “Not much,” he admitted. “Just watching Judge Judy. Damn, I wish I could be so direct with people. This broad is harsh.”

      Still laughing, I reminded him, “You are just as direct as she is, bruh. You always speak your mind.”

      “No way, not like that. She just made this dude cry. I respect her, but I also fear her.”

      “Kind of like your mother?” I asked, noticing an email coming through that I’d need to respond to before I went home.

      “Exactly. Hey, you wanna go grab a beer? Figured we could try that new place out by the pier. Shouldn’t be a lot of tourists around right now. Most people don’t come to Galveston for Christmas,” he explained.

      “Sure, that sounds good. I have a few things I need to wrap up, but I can be there by six,” I told him.

      “You are always working late, my man,” he lamented. I could see him shaking his head in my mind’s eye, his unruly dark curls bouncing around.

      “Well, some of us have companies to run,” I reminded him. “You sure you don’t want a job?”

      “Fuck no. Mom’s so happy to have me home right now, she hasn’t even complained to me for a few days,” he said.

      “That does sound like progress,” I admitted. “I’ll see you in a bit, all right?” With that, I hung up and finished the work I needed to get done before grabbing my briefcase and heading out of the office, the last one to leave, as usual.

      I made the drive over to the bar he’d mentioned. It was a trendy place, one I wouldn’t have chosen myself, likely to be full of college kids and the few tourists still hanging around waiting to catch Christmas cruises or just getting back from the Bahamas. I didn’t mind meeting Waylen there, though. Not any more than I minded footing the bill for everything. I chuckled under my breath as I walked in, seeing him sitting at the bar, already tossing back beers as a popular song played over the speakers.

      When he saw me, he grabbed his beer and lumbered down from the barstool, moving to a table. I met him there and slid in. Only a moment later, an attractive young waitress with her entire abdomen showing came over to take my order. I ordered my favorite kind from the tap and settled in. “Been here long?” I asked my friend.

      “Nah, only about ten minutes. Nice, huh?” He looked around, taking in the hipster décor. “I like this song.”

      It sounded like something Daphne would listen to, way too mellow for me. “Yeah, it’s fine,” I told him, but I didn’t want this to become a regular hangout for us.

      The girl brought my beer, and Waylen told her to put it on the tab he’d started.

      “So you’re picking this up?” I asked, taking a sip as he broke into a fit of laughter.

      “Of course not, but she doesn’t need to know that. She’s hot.” His eyes trailed her across the space to the bar.

      “She’s like twenty years old, man,” I reminded him, shaking my head. “You robbing the cradle now?”

      He shrugged. “I bet she’s older than that. As long as she’s legal, what difference does it make?”

      I decided not to respond to that, sipping my beer instead. The last thing I needed to think about right then was women. The image of Daphne’s social studies teacher came to mind. God, that woman was gorgeous in the most unassuming way. But it didn’t matter. She was my daughter’s teacher, after all.

      “So how’s Daph?” Waylen asked, not reading my mind so much as asking his usual line of questions. He was very fond of my daughter. She was like a niece to him.

      “She’s okay,” I told him. “I had a conference with her history teacher yesterday. She’s doing well in school, but I think this damn wedding is messing with her head a little bit. I’ll be happy when it’s over.”

      “Is her history teacher one of those football coaches who doesn’t give a fuck about academics?” He finished his beer and signaled for another one.

      I hoped a dude would bring it over this time, but the same waitress was headed our way. Waylen would have a chance to flirt with her again.

      “No, actually, her history teacher is a woman,” I told him, holding back that she was also very pretty. “Definitely seems to care about the kids. We had a nice chat. I guess Leslie’s basically told all of the teaching staff and the folks in the office not to contact me, so I made sure they had a copy of the divorce decree and then sent them all a treat.”

      “You bribing the teachers to make sure your kid gets a good grade?” he teased me.

      “Not even a little bit,” I assured him. “Just making sure I hear about it when Daph has something going on, that’s all.”

      “What did you send them?” He took his beer from the waitress and grinned at her. She smiled back. He was so good at being charming, but she’d change her mind when she found out he was currently unemployed and living in the back room of his parents’ house. If we had basements in Galveston, that was where he’d be.

      I didn’t really want to answer that question because it wasn’t any of his business. “Just some Christmas cheer.” I hoped the ladies in the office appreciated their cookies and gift cards to Bath and Body Works. All of Daphne’s teachers had received gift cards in amounts high enough they should be able to buy themselves something for their classroom and still have money left over for Christmas. I hoped they didn’t think I was bribing them, but I wanted to make sure they were taken care of since they treated my girl so well.

      “Well, aren’t you just a regular Kris Kringle?” Waylen teased. “You looking forward to the wedding?”

      “Fuck no,” I said quickly. “I am going to try to survive the damn thing.”

      Waylen laughed loudly at my response. “You should take a date. You get a plus-one, right?”

      I shook my head before he even finished the question. “Yes, I can take someone, but I’m just going to see Daphne in her pretty dress as a junior bridesmaid, not to enjoy myself. It doesn’t make any sense that I would drag another soul into the depths of my misery.”

      “I could throw on a wig, a pair of nice heels, though not too high, and come with you,” he offered, laughing as we both imagined what that would look like. “I could be Waylina. Or Wanda.”

      “Would you shave your beard?” I asked him, eyeing the thick stubble coating the bottom half of his face. “Or should I just say you work in a circus?”

      “I would shave for you, my brother. Anyone else, fuck that shit, but for you, I’d clean up real nice.” He winked at me, and even though I was still laughing, I was a little creeped out. I knew he was joking around, though.

      “No, thanks,” I told him. “Seriously, though, the teacher alluded to the fact that Daphne is having a hard time with the wedding. It needs to be over so that Leslie can get her head on straight and start paying better attention to our daughter.”

      Waylen grew serious. He cleared his throat. “You gonna tell her?”

       I knew immediately what he was getting at. We’d talked about the fact that Daphne could choose who to live with when she turned twelve a few times, and my friend really thought I should let her know so that if she would be happier with me, she could live at my house the majority of the time.

      I shook my head. “She already knows, but I’m not going to discuss it with her.”

      “She already knows?” His bushy eyebrows raised in shock. “How?”

      “I don’t know for sure.” Daphne had mentioned her teacher told her, which I thought was odd, but I hadn’t asked Ms. Rodgers about it because she had been so polite, and I didn’t want to seem hostile. Maybe there was something I was missing. “Anyway, we just need to get through the wedding right now. After that, we can reassess the situation.”

      “Well, I believe you need a date,” he said again. “You should go in there with a beautiful woman, flaunting her in front of Leslie, that stupid bitch.”

      As much as I didn’t like Leslie, it still stung a bit when people called her names. I cringed and took another drink, not responding.

      Waylen wasn’t done. “The nerve of that woman to cheat on you with that pile of shit and then marry him. She deserves a life full of misery. I hope he cheats on her. Once a cheater always a cheater, you know.”

      “I know.” My voice was terse as I tried to dismiss what he was saying. “They deserve one another, but Daphne doesn’t deserve to have to go through another divorce. That’s one of the reasons why I am never getting married again.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous, man. You can’t make that kind of a decision right now. You deserve to be happy, too. If the right woman comes along, you can’t let Leslie’s shitty choices ruin your life.” Waylen leaned back in the booth, an arm hanging over the backrest.

      I didn’t want to talk about that at the moment either. It had been a long time since I met a woman I wanted to go out with more than once. I’d only gone on a couple of dates since my divorce, and they had been with women who had been introduced to me by older women in my office who were trying to play matchmaker and help. The women were nice enough but not my type at all.

      No, I didn’t need to be dating. What I needed was to make sure my daughter had everything she needed and then some. I wanted to make sure Daphne had the best Christmas ever, despite her mother and her soon-to-be husband.

      Even if I could think of someone to invite to the wedding, it was too late now with the wedding looming in just a few days. No, it was a bad idea. I just needed to go by myself and focus on Daphne.

      “If you change your mind, let Waylina know,” my friend said with a smirk as he batted his eyelashes at me.

      “Not in a million years,” I confirmed, listening to his hardy laugh. My mind flickered back to Daphne’s teacher. She seemed like a nice person.

      Too nice of a person for me to drag her into that sort of a nightmare.
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      Thursday morning, I arrived at school with a lot on my mind. Using my keycard to access the door closest to my classroom, I headed inside carrying the same three bags I usually had with me—my purse, my bag with all of my graded papers and other teaching supplies that I needed both at home and school in it, and my lunchbox. In my other hand, I carried a cup of coffee that was more creamer than actual coffee. On a day like this, so close to Christmas break that I could practically taste it, I wouldn’t dare try going to school without a huge mug of coffee.

      When I rounded the corner and saw my classroom come into view, I was surprised to see the form of a child sitting with her back against the wall next to the door. Even though the hallway lights hadn’t been turned on yet and only the safety lights were glowing, I could see that it was Daphne Anderson sitting there, her phone in her hands as her backpack rested against the lockers we no longer used. Kids hauled their belongings around in their backpacks all day now.

      “Daphne?” I called out. “Why are you here so early?”

      “My mom had to go early today,” she explained, putting her phone away. “The custodian let me in. He said the teachers aren’t on duty in the gym yet, so I asked if I could come here, and he said he didn’t care as long as I didn’t cause problems or make a mess.”

      I almost giggled, thinking about that exchange with the custodian. Mr. McGough was a nice older man who knew most of the children by name. He would know that Daphne was a good kid.

      “Well, come on in,” I told her. “You can help me get ready for first period.” I used my keycard to unlock the door, and Daphne pushed it open for me, slinging her backpack over her shoulder as she went. “No lunchbox today?”

      “Mom said I’d have to buy my lunch today. Our maid wasn’t up yet, and Mom doesn’t like to make sandwiches. She says we need a chef, but she can’t afford it on the measly amount of money my dad gives her every month. She hopes things will be different when she marries Chad.”

      Every word out of her mouth sounded like it was an echo of what her mother had said. Something told me the former Mrs. Anderson wouldn’t be embarrassed at all to hear such haughty remarks being repeated. She probably thought that she deserved all of those things. Maybe she did. I still hadn’t met her, but I thought it was very irresponsible for her to drop her daughter off at school so early. We had no staff on duty for another fifteen minutes, and Daphne had been here for a while, or so it seemed from how settled she looked on the floor next to my door.

      “Well, I’m glad you came to my room,” I told her with a friendly smile. “Are you excited about your mom’s wedding?” I asked as I set my stuff down on my desk. Turning my computer on, I waited for it to boot up while I watched Daphne. She set her stuff on her desk and wandered back up to the front of the classroom.

      “I guess so,” she said with a small sigh. “She really likes Chad. He’s not bad, I guess. But he’s nothing like my dad. I guess I don’t understand why my parents would get divorced in the first place. I mean, my dad is awesome.”

      “Your dad did send all of the teachers nice Christmas presents from you,” I told her, figuring she probably didn’t know that since she hadn’t been at his house all week. I went over to the windows and began to open the blinds, and she hopped in to help without being asked.

      “He did?” she asked, her eyebrows rising. “That’s cool.”

      “Yeah, so thank you for the present.” I patted her on the shoulder, and she smiled at me.

      “You’re welcome. I hope it’s something you like,” she said, pulling down on the strings to open the last window’s blinds.

      “Definitely,” I told her, not wanting to disclose exactly what her father had given us because it was a lot. He’d sent every one of Daphne’s teachers a thousand-dollar Amazon gift card, as well as spoiling the ladies in the office with Crumbl Cookies and Bath and Body Works gift cards. He’d even sent the principal a gift basket. Some people might think he was trying to bribe the staff, but Daphne didn’t need any of that for the teachers to like her, so it was clear to me he was just appreciative of the staff. I had to wonder just how much Mr. Anderson was worth that he could afford those kinds of gifts, but it wasn’t my business.

      Rich and hot, I thought to myself. Feeling my face flush, I looked away. “Thanks for your help, Daphne.”

      “Of course,” she said in a cheerful voice. “Is there anything else I can do?”

      I pointed out some books on the shelf that needed straightening, and she went to do that while I pulled the lesson for the day up on the SmartBoard.

      “My mom is going shopping for some last-minute items for the wedding today,” she shared with me as she leaned the books up in the right direction.

      “That sounds fun,” I told her, trying to sound nonchalant. “Did you not go because you wanted to come to school?” Most kids would do just about anything to skip school.

      “No, I wanted to go, but she said it was for grownups only,” Daphne explained. “She spends a lot of time with her friends now. They have been planning the wedding for months, but now that it’s all planned, they’re doing other stuff. It seems like a lot goes into that sort of thing, you know?”

      Done with that task, she returned to her seat, pulling her phone out but setting it on the desk in front of her instead of actually using it.

      “Yes, I think weddings probably take a lot of planning,” I agreed.

      “You’re not married, are you, Ms. Rodgers?” she asked, her tone innocent enough.

       “No, I’m not.” I smiled over at her, trying to give her my attention while still getting ready for class. “I’d like to be someday, though, I suppose.”

      “I don’t know why you’re not,” she mused. “You’re so pretty.”

      Feeling the red seep into my face again, I smiled at her. “That’s very sweet of you, Daphne. Thank you. You’re a nice, kindhearted, beautiful young lady yourself. And very well spoken. I do appreciate how you’re always willing to help the other kids in class, especially Jake.”

      “Thanks, Ms. Rodgers. It’s no problem,” she told me. “I don’t mind helping, especially with kids like Jake. We were in fifth grade together. I remember when his mom got remarried, and he was really upset because he didn’t like his stepdad. His mom isn’t all that nice to him either. He never gets to see his dad.”

      Getting up from my chair, I walked around my desk and leaned on the edge of it, wondering why I’d never had this conversation with her before. She could potentially help me better understand both herself and Jake.

      “Why doesn’t he get to see his dad?” I asked.

      “Because he’s a truck driver, so he’s out on the road a lot. And his mom doesn’t like his dad at all, so sometimes, even when he’s in town, she tells him not to come over. Jake was crying about it the other day at lunch,” she told me. “I wish I could help him. I don’t know what I’d do without my dad.” She looked down at the desk and shook her head.

      I was beginning to understand Jake a lot more. “That’s rough. Thanks for telling me, Daphne.”

      “You won’t mention it to him, will you?” She looked up at me with wide green eyes. “He’d probably be mad at me for telling you. He doesn’t trust teachers much since last year when Mrs. Stringer yelled at him and called him a big baby for crying in class. It was the day after his mom got remarried, and she was in Cozumel without him.”

      I pressed my lips together, wishing I could speak to Mrs. Stringer and tell her how unbelievably rude that was. Teachers who treated students like that shouldn’t be in the business. “I’m really sorry that happened,” I told Daphne. “Jake is lucky to have a friend like you.”

      She shrugged. “He doesn’t hang out with me or anything. He has some guy friends that he usually hangs around with, and I have my friends that don’t really like him because he’s loud and sometimes does gross things like burping and farting, but I try to keep an eye out for him since I know how hard it is to have your parents be divorced.”

      I almost laughed when she so candidly mentioned gross bodily functions. “Still, he’s lucky you’re there for him. Do you have someone who’s there for you?”

      She thought for a moment and then nodded. “I can tell my dad anything,” she said. “Oh, and you.” Her smile widened.

      “That is true, Daphne. I’m always here for you if you need to chat. And then there’s the guidance counselor, Ms. Campbell. You could always speak with her if you wanted to.” I wondered if her father had thought about the counselor and the assistant principals. I imagined he had gotten them something as well. Not that it would matter. Ms. Campbell was willing to help any kid she could.

      “Thanks, Ms. Rogers. By the way, you said that you’re not married, but do you have a boyfriend?” She blinked at me a few times, the picture of innocence.

      I arched an eyebrow. “No, not at the moment.” Not for a long time, I noted, keeping that comment to myself. It had been way too long since I’d had a guy to call my own, but I’d thrown my heart into teaching, and my students were my focus. That was enough for me for now. At least, that was what I told myself.

      Her smile widened. “Interesting.”

      “Why do you ask?” The bell was about to ring, and I needed to get to my station at the door to greet the rest of the kids as they came in.

      “Just wondering.” She picked up her phone and began to type a message into it. I figured she was responding to something she’d gotten from a friend.

      “The other kids are arriving,” I reminded her. “So you’ll need to put your phone away, Daph.”

      “Daph?” she repeated, putting her phone in her backpack. I stared at her for a second, wondering if I’d offended her. She giggled. “That’s exactly what my dad calls me.”

      “Oh.” I wasn’t sure what else to say, but once again, I found myself envisioning Mr. Anderson in my mind, and my skin heated with just the thought of him.

      At the door, I took my usual place as the bell rang. Kids started pouring in from the gymnasium where they sat before school started. Others came from the direction of the door where parent drop-off was still active. They would have ten minutes to get to their first class before the tardy bell rang.

      I saw familiar faces coming toward me, a couple of girls that were in my first period. “Good morning, Sarah. Hello, Alexis.” I offered each of them my hand, and they shook it, returning the greeting. I had to get thoughts of Daphne’s father out of my mind so that I could concentrate on class, but it would be difficult.

      When I saw Jake headed my way, a forlorn look on his face, everything else slipped from my mind. This kid was going to need me today.
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      Sitting in the parent pick-up line might’ve been annoying to some people, but I actually liked it. Rather than thinking of it as twenty minutes of wasted time, I used it as a mental break. I answered any calls that came in, but for the most part, I just sat in my truck and cleared my mind or made plans, thinking about what Daphne and I could do that evening.

      In the car in front of me, an elementary-aged child climbed over the seat, probably driving the mom crazy. I snickered, thinking that mother probably didn’t enjoy this as much as I did. I always tried to get here early enough so that Daphne didn’t have to wait too long or walk too far. The line got long about ten minutes before the bell actually rang, and it took some time for the cars to start moving forward, so I wanted to make sure she didn’t have any trouble finding me and didn’t have to walk along the loop where the cars lined up. I knew her mom usually waited for everyone else to clear out and then swung by, leaving Daphne to sit outside of the school for ten or twenty minutes, waiting, but I didn’t mind sitting here for a few minutes if it made it easier on my girl.

      When the kids started pouring out of the building, I saw her immediately, her eyes darting around, looking for my truck. Our gazes locked, and she broke into a wide grin as she rushed toward the truck, waving her arm. I waved back, so happy to see her pretty face. It had only been a few days, but it was too long for me.

      Daphne hustled over to the truck and tossed her backpack inside before climbing in. “Hey, baby girl,” I said, reaching over to give her a hug. She hugged me back and then put her seatbelt on, just in time for me to start inching my way forward. “How was your day?”

      “Fine. Guess what, Dad? You’ll never guess what I found out today,” she said, practically exploding in her excitement.

      “What’s that?” I asked, stopping for a teacher with a stop sign who was allowing kids to cross the parking lot.

      “This morning, Mom dropped me off super early, and the custodian had to let me in—”

      “That’s awful!” I blurted, assuming that must be what she had been planning to tell me.

      “It’s fine. It happens sometimes,” she said, waving me off. “Anyway, I went inside, and since the teachers weren’t there yet, the custodian said I could sit in the hallway by Ms. Rodgers’ door, so I did, and guess what?”

      “Another custodian came by, thought you worked there, and told you to clean the toilets?” I asked, still irritated that Leslie had dropped her off so early.

      “No, Dad.” She rolled her eyes in true tweenage fashion. “Ms. Rodgers came in and let me help her get the room ready, and while we were doing stuff for the kids to come in, we started chatting. And guess what?”

      How many times was she going to tell me to guess before she just told me? “What, baby?”

      “She’s single!”

      The words hung between us as I finally made my way out onto the main street that ran past the middle school. I wasn’t sure what to say to that, so I said nothing for a very long moment. Eventually, I managed, “That’s nice.”

      “Can you believe it? She’s so pretty, Dad, and she doesn’t even have a boyfriend,” she continued.

      “Yes, I heard you, baby girl. I’m just not sure what it is that I’m supposed to say to you in response.”

      “Dad! You met her the other day. She’s so beautiful. And nice, and smart, and super sweet! You should totally ask her out,” my daughter exclaimed.

      And there it was.

      “Honey, I’ll agree, your teacher is all of those things, but she’s also your teacher. I don’t think it’s a good idea for me to be dating your history teacher. Besides, I don’t even know her.”

      “But that’s how you get to know her—by going on a date,” she reminded me. “So you think she’s pretty, huh?”

      Inhaling deeply, I said, “Sure, Daph. She’s beautiful. She’s smart and nice. I’ll give you all of that, but now’s not the time.”

      She grabbed my arm. “But what about Mom’s wedding? You need a date!”

      Turning my head for a moment, I glared at her. “Has Uncle Waylen been texting you?”

      Her green eyes widened. “No. Why?”

      I laughed and shook my head. “I don’t need a date to the wedding. You’re the only woman I need in my life, baby girl. Now, tell me why your mom dropped you off so early.”

      “Oh, she had to go shopping with her friends for the wedding.” Her tone was more than a little bitter, and my heart instantly started to ache.

      “She went shopping for the wedding so early that she had to drop you off early, and she didn’t take you with her?” I clarified.

      Again, she rolled her eyes. “Yeah, it was just one of those things, you know? She was going with her friends.” She stuck her tongue out the side of her mouth.

      “Well, would you like to go shopping this evening?” I asked her. “We can go pick out a few outfits.”

      Her eyes widened. “Are you sure?”

      “Yeah, if that’s what you want,” I told her. “Maybe grab some pizza.”

      “You know I have school tomorrow, right?” she clarified.

      “I know, but it’s the Friday before the last week of school before Christmas break. What kind of horribly mean teacher would give you an assignment of any consequence this close before break?”

      “We have to finish our MAP testing tomorrow,” she said, and I suddenly remembered Ms. Rodgers mentioning that.

      “Well, we won’t be out too long then. We’ll go to the shops here on the island instead of driving into Houston,” I said. The shops on Galveston were not that spectacular compared to the mall I usually took her to in Houston, the one that her mother was probably still shopping at now, if I had to guess. But we would make do.

      “Thanks, Dad. You’re the best,” she said, reaching over and squeezing my arm. “There is a shirt I really want from Hot Topic, if they have it.”

      “Sounds good,” I told her, making a turn that would point us in the direction of the shopping center we were headed to. “You have your dress for the wedding already, right?”

      “Yes, Dad,” she said with a twang of annoyance in her tone. I’d learned over the years not to be offended by it—that was typical tweenager speak as well. “Do you think Mom isn’t being overly particular about the dress I’m wearing? I’m a junior bridesmaid. I’ve got to match the bridesmaids without looking exactly like them. It took her forever to find the right dress, and I had to go back for, like, forty-five fittings to make sure it fits all right.”

      “That sounds annoying,” I told her, meaning it.

      “What about you? Do you have a new suit for the wedding?” she asked, her voice making me think she was up to something.

      “Nope. I’ve got plenty of suits,” I told her. “Don’t need any more.”

      “Mom said you’ll probably wear that raggedy-ass suit you wore to her sister’s wedding five years ago,” Daphne said, mimicking her mother.

      I cleared my throat. “Even when you’re quoting your mother, don’t curse, Daph. And don’t quote your mother.” I didn’t bother to add what I was thinking—because it was annoying as fuck.

      “Why can’t I say ass?” she asked me. “I’m almost twelve years old. That’s not that bad of a word.”

      “Because I’m your father, and I said so, and even when you are twelve, you won’t be able to curse. Not in front of me, anyway.” I took a slightly authoritative tone, but nothing too strict. I knew she was just asking the question after all.

      “I asked Mom if I could say that word, and she said she didn’t give a damn,” she replied, mimicking her mother again.

      I growled under my breath. “Baby girl, what did I just say about cursing? And mimicking your mother?”

      “Sorry,” she said with a slight shrug that told me she didn’t really mean it because she wasn’t actually sorry.

      We pulled up to the shopping center, and all was forgotten as she darted out of the truck toward her favorite store. I followed along behind her, the dutiful father with the cash and credit card. I knew she was probably going to be spoiled rotten if I kept letting her buy whatever she wanted, but so far, Daphne hadn’t let the fact that she came from a wealthy family go to her head.

      She went into Hot Topic, and I handed her a wad of cash because I couldn’t breathe in that store and didn’t need to suffocate through it. Twenty minutes later, she came back with a shopping bag, a huge grin on her face, and my change.

      “Did they have the shirt?” I asked her.

      She pulled something out of her bag that looked like something kids would’ve worn in the eighties to me. “Isn’t it cute?” she asked me.

      “Yeah, it’s great. Now where?” I asked her, looking around at our options.

      “Oh, this way.” She grabbed my arm and started pulling me toward one of the bigger stores, so I went with her. When we walked inside, I took her bag so she could better look around. Following her from department to department, I looked at all kinds of T-shirts, jeans, dresses, shoes, and handbags. She didn’t pick much out as there was almost always something wrong with each item that caught her eye, once she inspected it more closely.

      When we got to the men’s department, Daphne sidled up to a suit. “Eh?” she asked, pulling it out for me to take a look at.

      “Eh what?” I asked, shaking my head. “I think that’s a little big for you, girly.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Dad! Not for me, for you. You can wear it on your date with Ms. Rodgers.”

      I almost laughed, but I didn’t want to encourage her. “No, thank you. The suit can stay here, Daph. Now, are you gonna buy that stuff you’re carrying around? I’m starving.”

      She stuck out her bottom lip in a pout and reluctantly let go of the fabric before heading up to the counter to pay. By the time she’d made her purchases, she’d forgotten all about me shooting down her date idea and was her happy self again.

      We took the bags back to the truck and then walked over to a restaurant that sat in the same parking lot as the shopping center. It wasn’t the pizza I’d had in mind, but she was excited to go there because they had “the best cheesy fries ever.”

      Sitting across from Daphne, listening to her talk about her friends at school and how excited she was for Christmas, I couldn’t help but smile. The marriage that had produced her had been a catastrophe. Leslie and I hadn’t gotten along from the very beginning. Everything about it had been a mistake—except for Daphne. Even though Leslie had made me never want to date another woman again for the rest of my life, even though she’d stolen a big chunk of my twenties and early thirties from me, I didn’t regret it. If I had to go back and do it all again, knowing the results would be the same, I wouldn’t even hesitate.

      “What are you smiling at, Dad?” she asked me, wiping her cheesy, greasy fingers on a napkin.

      “I’m smiling at the most beautiful girl in the world,” I told her. She tipped her head to the side and shook it at me, but I meant it. I really didn’t need any other girls, as long as I had Daph.
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      The moment the kids left the school building for the day, I gathered up my bags and watched the clock, waiting for that magical moment, fifteen minutes after school got out, when teachers could leave, too. This time of year, a lot of teachers left with the kids, not really giving a damn that our contracted time was slightly longer. They were beat and ready to get out of Dodge. I felt the same way, but I was a rule follower, so I waited.

      As soon as the clock ticked over, I was out of my chair and headed down the hallway. I almost ran into another sixth-grade teacher, Tonya Rice, as she made a break for the door as well. “You’re bookin’ it today, Ms. Rodgers,” she teased with a laugh.

      “I know. For once in my life, I have plans,” I told her, fumbling with my car keys as we approached the first set of double glass doors that led to fresh air and freedom.

      “Ooh, a hot date?” she asked me with a twinkle in her eye.

      “Nah, just dinner with a friend.” I couldn’t remember the last time I had a date at all, let alone a hot one.

      “Well, that’s still fun. I did see that dad you were talkin’ to the other day. Holy hell, was he fine!” She nudged me with her elbow in the side.

      Pretending to have no idea who she was talking about, I said, “I’m sure if it was one of my students’ parents, he’s probably married.” She meant Dallas Anderson, of course, a man I couldn’t get off my mind since he sauntered into my classroom and made me keenly aware that he was not, in fact, married.

      “Nope. It’s that billionaire bachelor dad that gave us all the nice presents,” she said. “He even sent gift cards to the teachers that don’t have his daughter this year.”

      “He did?” I didn’t realize that. “Wow.”

      “Yep. Ours weren’t as much as yours, but still, I’ll take five hundred bucks any day. Didn’t spend a damn penny of it on my classroom either.” She winked at me and split off, headed toward her car on the other side of the parking lot from mine. “See you tomorrow. Think we can survive to the weekend?”

      “We’ll make it happen,” I called with a wave. With her gone, I picked up my pace, ready to get out of there. Unfortunately, I’d be back in just a few short hours.

      Once I’d tossed my bag and lunchbox into the back, I started my car and let the stresses of the day go. My day hadn’t been that bad. I’d had a nice conversation with Daphne to start it off. Then, Jake had actually done his assignment without causing any trouble. The rest of my classes had also gone pretty well, even though one of my students’ cell phone had rung in the middle of class. We were supposed to take them up when that happened, but I pretended to be temporarily hard of hearing to spare her the trouble. I’d said, “Consider this a Christmas gift.”

      By the time I pulled into the parking lot of the restaurant where I was meeting my best friend, Ashley, I had a smile on my face. Ashley and I had been friends since I’d come to Texas for camp almost twenty years ago. We’d stayed in touch and become very close. When she told me how badly Texas needed teachers, I knew exactly where I wanted to move. It had been a huge adjustment for me, coming to Galveston Island from Sun Valley Lodge, but I didn’t regret it. I did miss my family. Ashley had filled that void for me. We tried to have lunch at least once a week.

      Getting out of my car, I grabbed my purse and dropped my keys in the pocket, looking around for her Jeep. Since I didn’t see it, I headed inside, figuring I’d grab a table while I waited. Sometimes it took her a while to get here from the prison, depending on traffic. Her hours were always changing and were not what I would consider regular shiftwork either, but she loved her job, and that was all that mattered.

      The hostess recognized me immediately since I came in so often. “Afternoon, Jordan,” she said, smacking her gum. “Table for two?”

      “Yes, please,” I told her with a smile. “Ashley’s running a little late.”

      “No problem,” she said. “We’re not that busy today. No cruise ships.” She giggled and rolled her eyes as she stopped at our usual table by the window in the corner. “This work?”

      “Thanks, Eva,” I told her, sliding into the booth.

      “Iced tea?” she asked, straightening the salt and pepper shakers.

      “Please. Thanks so much.” I smiled at her and pulled out my phone to see if I had a message from Ashley. I wasn’t surprised that I didn’t, but a moment later, I looked up to see her lumbering toward me, still in her uniform, an agitated look on her face.

      Ashley slid into the booth across from me, running a hand through the loose curls of red hair that had come out of her bun. Shaking her head, she said, “Well, it’s been a shit show of a day for me. How are you, princess?”

      I bit off a laugh, knowing she was being silly but also clearly had had a rough time at work. “I’m fine. What happened? Did Carnival Carl pee on your boots again?”

      “Fuck no,” she said as Eva brought my tea. “I’m gonna need something stronger than that. Bring me a Bud, dear. No, two of ‘em.”

      “Of course,” Eva said, spinning around to hop to it. She knew better than to annoy Ashley. It wouldn’t matter that she was mad at someone else. Ashley’s tongue was sharp, and Eva had caught the point of it more than once.

      “What’s going on?” I asked her.

      “Fresh fish,” she muttered, shaking her head. “They had me go over to the women’s prison to help with intake today. Apparently, we got a bunch of transfers from Huntsville on the same day that we got some fresh fish from the jail. Well, this one sassy little bitch about got her block knocked off more than once. She looks at me and says, ‘Where’s my slippers, hoss?’ I’ve never wanted to backhand a prisoner as much as I wanted to punch her in her smart little mouth.”

      Again, I almost choked on a laugh. Ashley was not a petite little flower. She was a good three inches taller than me, and I was five foot-four inches tall. She also weighed at least fifty pounds more than me, which was saying something since I was pretty curvy myself. But for Ashley, it was all muscle. She lifted weights every day. If she showed even the slightest bit of weakness working in the men’s detention center, they would take her down, and she wasn’t having any of that.

      “Well, I’m glad you got through it,” I told her. Hearing stories from her work made me appreciate my own job, even if sixth graders could have pretty smart mouths as well.

      “Oh, that’s not even the half of it. After I get all of these new bitches processed, I went back to my own unit.” She paused as Eva returned with her beers, and ordered some nachos as an appetizer. “I walk in, and ol’ man Winkler has pooped all over his fucking cell. He said he has the runs. There’s shit everywhere.”

      I almost gagged as she went into great detail about the contents of this particular inmate’s bowels. “Okay, Ash, I think I understand. There was poop. Did you have to clean it up?”

      “Fuck no. That’s not my job,” she reminded me. “But I had to fucking smell it.”

      Right on cue, our nachos arrived. I wasn’t sure I’d be able to eat any of them at first, but Ashley dug in, and eventually, I tried them. We ordered burgers and then went back to our conversation. “So, how many more days until your trip?”

      “Eight,” I told her, a smile spreading across my face. “I can’t wait.”

      “Yeah, that place sounds magical. But then, so does the place where you grew up,” she said with a shrug before cramming an entire nacho into her mouth, leaving a smear of sour cream across her cheek. I motioned for her to wipe it away, but she was oblivious. “Who knows? Maybe you’ll meet a man.”

      “Wipe your mouth, Ash,” I told her, shaking my head. “No, I don’t think so. I’ll be with my mom.”

      “So what? She’s gotta sleep sometime, right? I say, by three in the afternoon, she’ll be out, and you can go party.”

      I laughed. “My mom’s not like that.”

      “Okay, so by three in the morning. Then, you can go out on the prowl, find yourself a hot man.”

      Her words conjured up the picture of a well-built man with dark hair and electric green eyes. I swallowed hard, trying not to blush so she wouldn’t notice.

      Ashley knew me so well. “Wait a minute! Did you already meet someone? What’s that pink shit creeping up your cheeks?”

      “No! No!” I assured her, taking a sip of my tea. “I didn’t meet anyone. It’s just—one of my student’s fathers that I’d never met before came in for a meeting earlier this week, and he’s very good looking, that’s all.”

      “Ah! Damn, girl. You should ask him out. Is he single? Doesn’t matter. Men like to cheat. It’s a fact,” she said before finishing her first beer.

      “Firstly, I would never date a married man. You know that. You’re just asking for problems if you go that route. Secondly, it’s not a good idea to date a student’s father. Besides, I’m pretty sure he wasn’t interested in me.” I took a deep breath and another sip of my tea to calm myself.

      “What’s not to be interested in? You’re beautiful. Your boobs are great, and you’ve got all the right junk in all the right places. He’d be stupid not to want to go out with you.” Ashley shrugged and started on her second beer.

      “Thank you for that, but I’m not looking for a man right now, and he made a comment that he isn’t ever going to get married again anyway. His first wife is a disaster, from what I can gather. I feel sorry for his daughter,” I admitted with a small sigh.

      “Oh, yeah? That sucks. But you know, he might change his mind. You never know. A lot of guys say never again and then get married two or three more times.”

      “That’s promising.” I rolled my eyes. Like I wanted to be wife two of four.

      “You know what I mean. Just don’t count him out, you know? If you like him, then maybe it’ll work out. This is Christmas, after all? This fucking music playing over the loudspeakers every damn place I go keeps reminding me of it. It’s the time for Christmas miracles.”

      Laughing, I noted that “Winter Wonderland” was playing. I hadn’t been paying that much attention, which was weird for me. Christmas had always been my favorite time of year, but Dallas had me distracted, which was dumb. He was way out of my league. Why would a rich businessman want to date a middle-school teacher?

      “But then again,” Ashley continued just as our burgers arrived, “if he’s got an ex-wife and a daughter, maybe he’s damaged goods and you should look elsewhere. Mitch the Mac is getting out on Tuesday. I could hook you up with him.” She flashed me a dazzling smile and chuckled under her breath.

      “Thanks for offering, sweet friend, but once again, I’m afraid I’ll have to decline dating one of your inmate friends.” I took a bite of a French fry and batted my eyelashes at her.

      “Your loss,” she joked. “What is it about the kid you’re worried about?”

      I thought about what Daphne had asked me, about being able to choose who to live with. A heaviness settled into my heart. “I’m not sure she’s happy with her mom, and she can’t see her dad as much as she wants,” I explained.

      “That is rough,” Ashley agreed. “But kids are resilient. She’ll be all right.”

      I nodded, but then, if all kids were resilient, why were there so many damn people in prison? I knew Daphne wouldn’t end up like that, but I was still worried about her. She was a good kid. I hoped she’d be okay.
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      “Daph!” I shouted as I gave her scrambled eggs another stir. “You need to hur—”

      “I’m right here, Dad.” I turned to see her sliding to a stop on the barstool behind me. “You don’t need to yell.” With a mischievous twinkle in her eye, she took a drink of her orange juice.

      I grumbled under my breath, “Well, last time it took you forever.”

      “That was different,” she said. “Last time, I was upset. Today, I’m not.”

      Deciding her eggs were done, I pulled a plate from the cabinet and used a spatula to scoop them out onto her plate. “What’s different today?” I asked. The bacon was finished and sitting on a stack of paper towels so that the grease could run out of it. I picked up a few pieces and tossed them on her plate, then grabbed one for myself as I handed it over to her.

      “Fork?” she said, looking at me expectantly.

      “Why? Just use your hands.”

      She laughed, and I got her a fork. She thanked me and started eating. “Today, I’m excited because it’s the last Friday before the last week of school before Christmas break,” she said with a shrug, like it was obvious. “And I’m excited to see my friends.”

      “Oh?” Something about the way she was talking sounded different than usual. Even on her best days, she usually wasn’t this happy to go to school. “Any friend in particular?”

      “Nope,” she said with another small shrug. “Just my friends.”

      I didn’t know if I bought that, and for a moment, a flash of concern pooled in my mind. What if she had a boyfriend? The thought sank into my stomach, making it twist into a knot. God, I was so not ready for that. I could picture one of those little shits trying to hold her hand in the hallway, and it made me growl with rage. Most of the boys in her class had mullets and wore socks with Crocs. Maybe that was the fashion these days, but I was not having it.

      “What’s the matter, Dad? You sound like Mr. Wilson’s dog whenever mom takes the trash out while he’s walking by,” Daphne asked.

      I almost laughed at that, imagining a big German Shepherd or some other menacing breed growling at Leslie just because he knew a bitch when he smelled one. “Nothing,” I told her, not ready to admit the truth even to myself. “I’ll get you there as soon as you’re done eating. But not so early that you have to hang out with the custodian.”

      Her eyes widened slightly, and I knew I’d said too much. I didn’t usually bad mouth her mother in front of her, not even with a slow jab like that one, but I let my anger get the best of me, and it just slipped out. I knew that Leslie was constantly talking badly about me in front of Daphne, not just because my daughter often told me what she said but also because that’s just how Leslie was. Immature, childish, rude. But I wasn’t usually that way, and I immediately regretted it.

      “I shouldn’t have said that,” I said, starting to clean up the kitchen. “I’m just upset that that happened to you. And I’m sad that I have to give you back so soon.” Having her every Thursday and every other weekend simply wasn’t enough.

      “I understand, Dad. I didn’t like being dropped off that early either, but Ms. Rodgers was there, and she let me spend the time in her classroom,” she reminded me.

      “I know. You’re lucky you have such a nice teacher,” I replied, knowing she probably wouldn’t let that comment go.

      She didn’t. “She is super nice, Dad. And beautiful.” My daughter waggled her eyebrows at me. I wasn’t sure why, and I didn’t want to ask. Had I said aloud that I thought she was beautiful? Maybe I had. It didn’t matter. We weren’t going there.

      “Finish up,” I said, dismissively, the dishwasher loaded and waiting for her plate.

      Daphne let out a huff and handed me her plate. I put it into the dishwasher, took her glass, and did the same. Then, with the machine started, I said, “Ready?”

      “Yep.” She climbed down, wiping her mouth one more time before tossing her napkin in the trash and grabbing her bags. “She also smells really good, Dad. Like vanilla.”

      “Who? Mr. Wilson’s dog?” I asked her, grabbing my keys and heading out to the truck.

      Daphne laughed, which was exactly what I was going for. I loved the sound of her laughter. “No, silly. Ms. Rodgers. And she has diamond earrings that her mother got her for Christmas last year.”

      “That sounds lovely,” I said, not really wanting to talk about the amazing Ms. Rodgers anymore. She was a lovely woman, but Daphne seemed to be obsessed with getting me to ask her out, and it wasn’t happening.

      “So Mom is picking me up tonight, right?” she asked me.

      “That’s right. But I get you next Thursday and then all weekend, so we’ll have plenty of time to spend together before Christmas,” I promised her.

      She let out a loud sigh. “And the wedding.”

      “That’s right. And I’ll see you at the wedding. See? It’ll be fine. I’m sure your mom has all kinds of fun things planned for you this weekend since it’s almost her wedding day.” I forced a smile, knowing I was lying through my teeth. I was still pissed that Leslie hadn’t let her go shopping with them the day before.

      “I don’t know, Dad. Mom’s been so focused on the wedding, I doubt that she’s even bought any Christmas presents. I mean, I know that presents for me shouldn’t be what I’m focused on, and I’m really not, but I’m still a kid. I expect presents, you know?” She shook her head. “That sounds selfish.”

      “No, it doesn’t.” I reached over and squeezed her hand as we headed toward the school. “You are a kid, so it’s natural for you to want some presents for Christmas. I can understand that. Don’t worry. Santa never misses my house. Just because I won’t see you at Christmas this year, that doesn’t mean we won’t have a special celebration afterward.”

      She squeezed my hand back. “Thanks, Dad. I know Christmas will be special at your house. It’s just not the same. I used to pray that you and Mom would get married again. I wanted it so bad, more than anything. But then, she told me she was marrying Chad, and I knew she’d never marry you again. And it made me so sad. But then I thought, you would probably be happier with someone else anyway, someone who isn’t so—like Mom.”

      I listened carefully to everything she was saying and realized my little girl was more in tune with what was going on than either her mother or I gave her credit for. She was right—I definitely wouldn’t be happy married to her mother—but it made my heart feel heavy in my chest hearing her talk like that, knowing that she’d prayed for us to get back together.

      “Honey, your mom is happy with Chad. Regardless of what I think of the man, she loves him. That’s good. If your mom is happy, then you should be happy for her. As for me, well, like I’ve said a thousand times, you are the only woman I need in my life.”

      “But that’s not true, Dad. You need to fall in love. You deserve it.” She shook her head, her eyes a little misty.

      I didn’t want to make her cry, so I said, “Maybe you’re right. We’ll see what the universe has in store.”

      We were almost to the school, and that heaviness in my heart continued to weigh me down. I absolutely hated telling her goodbye.

      But today, I’d hardly come to a stop when she said, “All right, Dad, I love you.” Daphne hugged me quickly and then shot out of the truck, practically skipping to the door where one of the teachers stood, greeting everyone.

      I sat there for a few seconds, trying to process. What the hell was she in such a hurry for? Did she have a boyfriend? I refused to entertain the thought. Shaking my head, I pulled away, wondering what the little bastard would think if he came over to see me sitting there polishing my shotgun.

      The phone rang, jarring me out of those thoughts. Glancing down, I saw that it was Leslie and groaned. What the fuck did she want now?

      “Good morning, Leslie,” I said, trying not to sound agitated. I knew it bothered her when I sounded happy.

      “I guess. It’s morning anyway,” she replied in an irritated tone. “Listen, Dallas, I need you to get Daphne today. She has to stay with you this weekend. I’m far too busy planning the wedding to entertain her.”

      Pausing, I let her words sink in. Was that really what she thought being a mother consisted of? Entertaining our daughter?

      I didn’t argue. After all, I wanted Daphne. I’d take her every day if I could. “No problem, but I still get her next weekend, right? My usual weekend?”

      “Yes, yes. You can have her next week as well. Thursday through Sunday. Blah, blah, blah. I have to go. Just make sure you actually pick her up from school. Don’t fucking forget.”

      “I’ve never once forgotten to pick Daphne up from school,” I said, gritting my teeth to keep from snapping at her.

      “Whatever. I just know how forgetful you can be. This is our child, not a business meeting.” She was pushing all of my buttons.

      “Have fun planning your wedding, Leslie,” I said and hung up before I started matching her nastiness. With a deep breath, I turned the radio on and tried to lose myself in some country music before I got to work. I needed to calm my nerves or else I was going to be irritated all day.

      When I walked inside the office, it was empty. I’d told everyone else they could choose to work from home if they wanted to since it was a Friday and so close to Christmas. It seemed like everyone had taken me up on that offer, which was fine with me. But I still needed to be able to access some files today, so I would be working at least part of my day from here.

      Walking inside, I turned on the radio and found that it was still tuned to the Christmas radio station someone had picked the day before. Not wanting to mess with it, I headed to my office, sat down at my desk, and got my computer running.

      A lyric from the song that was playing caught my attention—something about taking a ride on a sleigh. That sounded like a lot of fun. I knew that Daphne loved Christmas and really wanted to experience the kind of wintery Christmases she saw in all of her movies. She’d never really gotten to do something like that. It never snowed here. Why hadn’t I ever made that happen for her?

      My fingers began to fly over the keys of my computer as I searched for places we could go for an impromptu trip next weekend. My desk phone rang, but I ignored it, deciding this was more important.

      After about twenty minutes of searching, I found it, the perfect place for me to take Daphne so she’d have the perfect Christmas. Luckily, I was able to find a hotel room, too. It was expensive, but I didn’t care. With that booked, I went to another site and scheduled a private jet. Daphne was going to have the time of her life.

      Once everything was booked and ready to go, I leaned back in my chair, a satisfied smile on my face. I couldn’t wait to see how excited she would be to see snow, real Christmas trees, and all the twinkling lights. I might not be able to have my girl with me all the time, but when I had her, I could make sure she had the time of her life.
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      Fourth period always seemed to take forever. Probably because it was the period right before my lunch break. The kids were great. A lot of them were the sort of kids that would end up in advanced placement classes in high school, the kind that always made the honor roll and passed their standardized tests with no problems. I loved teaching those kids because they were so hungry to learn. They asked great questions, and our lessons became real to them. It wasn’t just me standing up at the front of the classroom lecturing. Rather, they were engrossed and wanted to know as much as they could.

      Nevertheless, it was the Friday before the last week of school before Christmas break began, and I was tired. When third period let out, I wished them all a happy weekend and dragged myself over to the doorway to greet the next set of kids coming in, hoping the hour went by quickly. I had a tuna fish sandwich in my lunchbox calling my name, that and a few minutes to myself.

      Standing in the doorway, I plastered a smile on my face and shook hands with the new group of kids as they came in. Down the hallway, I heard the aggravated voices of other teachers barking at kids to hurry up and get to class. Everyone was on their last nerve this time of year. We just had to survive a few more days.

      “Good morning, Nicole,” I said, shaking the girl’s hand. “How are you today?”

      “I’m good, Ms. Rodgers, thank you. How are you?” she asked politely.

      I nodded. “Fine, thank you. Please come in.” I moved to the next kid, trying to make each interaction as personable as possible, but it was hard when I just wanted to eat my lunch.

      Once the group of thirty-five sixth graders was seated and the bell rang, I got started on the lesson. Like every day, I’d done my best to make it interesting, incorporate technology, and give the kids a chance to talk with one another and come to their own conclusions. I launched into the first part of the lesson, and the students immediately showed their interest, chiming in with responses and questions. It made the hour go by much more quickly than it otherwise would have, and by the time the bell rang to release them, we were all invested in an interesting discussion about whether or not the Bill of Rights should’ve included more or if some of the rights shouldn’t have been included at all.

      “We’ll continue this discussion on Monday,” I promised them. “Thank you all for such a great talk. Have a great weekend.” I stood and escorted my students to the classroom door, glad that the lesson had gone so well and quickly. Now, I would have thirty minutes to myself to eat my lunch before I taught the same lesson three more times. After that, it would finally be the weekend.

      I sat down in my chair at my desk, deciding I wasn’t going to do any work during lunch this time. Maybe I’d catch up on social media or watch a few silly videos. I’d just gotten my lunchbox open when I heard a slight rapping on my open door. I usually closed it but I’d accidentally left it open this time.

      Looking up, I saw Daphne standing there with her lunchbox, a shy smile on her face. “Hi, Ms. Rodgers,” she said. “You know how you said I could eat lunch with you sometime if I wanted to?”

      I blinked a few times, trying to recall. “I did say that.” The conversation we’d had outside of my classroom door earlier in the week came back to me. It had been that day she was so sad about her father dropping her off and not being able to see him for several days, or so I’d gathered from our discussion. “Come on in, Daphne.”

      Her smile widened as she walked further into the classroom. I cleared off the edge of my desk so she’d have a place to put her lunchbox. “Thanks, Ms. Rodgers.” She unzipped her lunchbox and pulled out a thick turkey and cheese sandwich, a bag of chips, an apple, and a baggie with several cookies in it as well as a bottle of water.

      “That looks like a yummy lunch,” I noted before taking a bite of my tuna sandwich. “Did your mom pack that for you?”

      “Nope, I was with my dad last night,” she explained.

      “Oh, so you’re with your father on Thursday nights?” I was just trying to make conversation, I told myself. I wasn’t curious about her dad. Not in the least.

      “Yep. And every other weekend,” she explained. “For now, anyway.”

      “For now?” I questioned, wondering what she was getting at.

      “Well, I’ll be twelve soon enough, and when I’m twelve, I get to choose, right?” she asked me, her eyes wide as she waited for an answer.

      I cleared my throat, not sure how to respond to that. “The law says that twelve-year-olds get to choose, in Texas, anyway,” I said with a nod. “But I think that’s probably something you need to discuss with your parents, Daphne. There are usually other circumstances that need to be considered.”

      Disappointment settled around her as her smile waned. “But Jake said that’s the law, and I really hope it is because I want to live with my dad. He’s the best, Ms. Rodgers.”

      “He seems very nice,” I told her, feeling my cheeks start to flush. I wasn’t sure what it was about Mr. Anderson that made me immediately turn red just thinking of him, but it wasn’t appropriate, especially not in front of his daughter. “What about your mother?” I asked.

      She shook her head. “It’s not the same. But listen, Ms. Rodgers, my dad isn’t just rich and handsome. He’s also very smart. He runs his own business. And he’s nice, too. He gives lots of money to charities, and at Christmas, he gives a ton of toys to needy kids. You’d really like him if you got to know him better.”

      Clearing my throat, I took a drink out of my water bottle and contemplated how to respond to her statement. I saw no reason to make her think that I wouldn’t like her father, or that I didn’t like him, but at the same time, she seemed to think I should throw myself at him. Why would she be trying to convince me that her dad was a catch?

      “Yes, I got the impression at the parent-teacher conference that your father was a nice, intelligent man,” I agreed. Not knowing what else to say, I asked, “What friends do you usually sit with at lunch? Will they be missing you today?”

      Her eyebrows furrowed slightly as she fought to stay on the topic she had chosen. With a dismissive wave of her hand, she said, “Olivia and Jessica are fine. I told them I was having lunch with you. But Ms. Rodgers, I think that you and my dad have a lot in common. I think you should go out with him. On a date.”

      I almost choked on the bite of tuna sandwich I’d just taken. Well, at least Daphne was direct. “Oh, Daphne, I’m not sure that’s appropriate,” I told her. “I’m your teacher. I can’t be asking your father out on a date.”

      “Why not?” she argued. “Olivia said that Mr. Watson met his wife at a parent-teacher conference.”

      Mr. Watson was the PE coach. I hadn’t heard that story, but I did know he was a major flirt who chatted up a lot of the teachers, and he had been married several times. “I wasn’t aware of that,” I told her, trying to sound nonchalant. I finished my sandwich, which gave me a moment to chew. When I was done, I said, “I think the expectations might still be a little different for men, especially when they are coaches.”

      “True,” she said. “But I still think it would be great if you went out with my dad. You could wait until I’m not in your class anymore, but I don’t think you have to. I mean, it’s the twenty-twenties, right? People are way more accepting than they used to be. You should totally go out with him. You’d really like him.” She smiled at me and finished her sandwich before moving on to her chips.

      “Thank you for letting me know your thoughts, Daphne,” I said, hoping my tone was dismissive. “I don’t think now is a good time for me to be dating anyone. It’s almost Christmas break, you know. Do you have plans for the holiday?”

      She let out a loud sigh, probably wishing I hadn’t changed the subject again. “I’m with Mom for Christmas this year. Dad always makes it fun. He plans the best activities, and we watch lots of Christmas movies and eat popcorn. It’s great. Mom’s busy planning her wedding, though, so I’m not sure if she’ll have time for Christmas this year.”

      Against my better judgment, I found myself asking her a question about her dad. “Will you get to spend any time with him before Christmas?”

      She nodded, her eyes lighting up. “Yes. He has me next weekend. I’m sure we’ll do lots of fun things.”

      “What kind of fun things have you done in the past?” I peeled my orange, hoping she’d talk for a while about her fun memories and not about me dating her dad.

      “Well, once we went to the zoo with all the lights up on the cages,” she said. “And then another time we went on a historic tour in Houston of a bunch of old houses. You’d probably like that. We carried candles through them.” I knew the tour she was talking about and nodded along. “And then we went to see A Christmas Carol at the theater once. That was fun.”

      “All of that sounds magical,” I agreed with her. “Maybe you’ll get to do something else fun this Christmas.”

      “I hope so. What are you doing for Christmas?” she asked me.

      “Oh, well, my parents own a ski lodge, so I’ll be going there for Christmas. It’s in Idaho.” I smiled just thinking about it.

      “Will you get to see your sisters again?” she asked.

      “Yes, I will get to see them,” I assured her. I had told my classes about my trip to New York, about the historical landmarks and other places I’d seen, so they knew about Mikaela and Victoria. “I’m excited to see them again so soon.”

      “It must be nice to have sisters,” she said, her tone a little sad again. “One day, I hope my dad gets remarried and has a baby so I can have a sister or brother.”

      “What about your mom?” I asked, confused. “She’s getting married again. Couldn’t she potentially do that?”

      Daphne shook her head. “Mom says, ‘Never again,’ whenever any of her friends mention kids. Chad has a son and a daughter, but they’re way older than me.”

      I figured it probably hurt Daphne’s feelings to have her mother say something like that, though I can’t imagine that it was anything personal against her. Maybe she just didn’t like being pregnant or the birthing process.

      I didn’t know what else to say to her about that topic, so I changed our conversation again. “What other classes do you have this afternoon?”

      “Reading, math, and science,” she said, looking up at the clock. “Lunch is almost over, huh?”

      “Yes, it is.” I smiled at her. “It was nice eating with you.” We both began to gather up our trash and toss it in the garbage can next to my desk.

      “It was nice eating with you, too, Ms. Rodgers.” She zipped her lunchbox and got out of her seat. “I hope you’ll think about my dad some more. He is super nice. And I know he’d like you, too. After all, he did say you were beautiful.” She headed to the door like she hadn’t just dropped a bomb on me.

      “He said what?” I asked as Daphne headed into the hallway, the bell ringing to release kids from lunch and start the transition time to fifth period.

      “Have a good weekend, Ms. Rodgers!” she called, waving back at me.

      “Yeah, have a good weekend.” Still in a daze, I thrust my hand toward my first student, greeting him with a practiced smile.

      Was that true? Had Dallas Anderson said I was beautiful?

      Holy shit.
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      Daphne wasn’t expecting me. I’d sent her a text while I was waiting in the parent pick-up line in hopes that she’d check her phone and know to look for me, but students weren’t allowed to have their phones out at school except for in emergency situations, so I wouldn’t know if she saw it or not until school got out. I was parked about eight cars back from the door since I’d gotten out of work a little later than normal, but I was still there, ready to pick her up when the bell rang and the kids started pouring out the doors.

      I didn’t see her, though. My heart fell a little. I hated that she wouldn’t be rushing out the door to hop into my truck because she didn’t know I was there. Slowly, the line crawled forward, and I went with it, wondering what I would do if I didn’t see her by the time I was at the front.

      When I was about three cars away, I spotted her. Daphne was sitting on a bench near the door the students exited through, her head down, staring at her shoes. If her mother had been the one picking her up, she’d have another ten or fifteen minutes to sit there while the crowd cleared out. I hated seeing her like that, all sad and disappointed.

      Rolling down the window on the passenger side, I shouted, “Daph! Hey, Daph!”

      She looked up, a confused expression on her face at first, but when she saw me waving at her, she grabbed her backpack and lunchbox and came running over, nearly colliding with another kid who was trying to get to his vehicle. She apologized but then reached my truck door just as the line began to move again.

      “Dad!” she exclaimed, pulling the truck door open and leaping inside. “Why are you here?”

      “Sorry you didn’t get my text in time,” I told her. “Your mom has some stuff going on and thought you’d have more fun with me this weekend.” That wasn’t completely accurate, but I didn’t want Daphne to feel like her mother had pushed her off because she didn’t want to deal with her.

      “That’s so cool,” she said as she pulled her seatbelt out and buckled up. “I didn’t get my phone out yet. Mom usually takes a lot longer to get here.”

      “I know.” I reached over and ruffled her hair. “I thought maybe we could go down to the pier and have some ice cream, maybe ride the carousel?”

      “That sounds fun. I’d love to do that. Thanks, Dad,” she said with a wide grin. “I’m so glad I get to spend the weekend with you. But what about next weekend?” I could hear the apprehension in her tone as she asked the question.

      “I’ll get you next weekend, too,” I promised her. “I’ve got a huge trip planned for us. I can’t wait to tell you all about it, although right now, I just need to get out of this parking lot without hitting any of your friends. What’s with the kids darting out in front of cars on Fridays?” I asked, slowly crawling through the parking lot.

      “They’re not my friends, Dad,” she reminded me. I’d just been trying to be nice. Calling them stupid brats didn’t seem like a good idea. “They’re in a rush to get home from school,” she reminded me.

      “Yeah, I guess so. Anyway, I think you’ll like this place. It’s got a whole Christmas theme. It’s perfect for my little Christmas fiend.”

      She giggled. “That’s awesome. I love taking trips with you, Dad. Maybe when I get to live with you, we can take even more trips together.”

      I swallowed hard, not sure what to say to that. She was still hung up on this “turning twelve getting to decide” situation that her teacher had told her about. I wasn’t sure why Ms. Rodgers would think it was her place to mention that, and I didn’t want to ask because it would just make the situation more difficult for Daphne.

      “We’ll talk about that later,” I assured her. “Right now, I want to hear about your day. How are Olivia and the other girls?”

      “They’re fine,” she said with a shrug. “I had lunch with Ms. Rodgers today.”

      “You did?” I finally made it out of the parking lot, waving at the traffic cop who was standing in the middle of the road, making sure the kids were safe. He was at Daphne’s campus all day, which made me feel much better about having her in public school. He waved back, a big smile on his face, and I figured he must’ve gotten his Christmas gift. I was glad I’d had the opportunity to show some gratitude to everyone at her school. “Were you in trouble or something?”

      “Nah, the other morning when I was sad, she told me I could eat lunch with her anytime I wanted to,” Daphne explained to me.

      Once again, I felt a heaviness in my heart. “When you were sad?” I asked. “When was this? What happened?”

      “Monday morning when you dropped me off. I was sad because I knew I wouldn’t see you for several days. I’m always sad when you tell me goodbye, Dad,” she continued, making me feel even worse. “Ms. Rodgers said I could talk to her about anything.”

      Part of me wanted to know what they’d talked about, but the other part thought maybe it was best if I didn’t know. Daphne seemed fixated on the idea that I was going to ask her teacher out. Maybe she’d told Ms. Rodgers that. If so, I didn’t want to know. My daughter was too young to be a matchmaker.

      “I’m sorry that makes you sad, honey,” I told her, wishing I could change it for her. “Maybe things will be different when the wedding is over.”

      “Why would it, Dad? Mom’s going to be even more distracted with her new husband. She doesn’t have time for me. That’s never going to change.” She sounded so forlorn, I wanted to call Leslie and chew her out, but now wasn’t the time, and it wouldn’t do any good anyway.

      Not sure what else to say, I pulled into a parking spot near the pier and turned to face her. “Let’s try to focus on the fun we’re going to have right now, huh? What do you say?”

      She nodded, and a smile formed on her face. “I love the ice cream here. Do you think it will be crowded since it’s a Friday?”

      “Let’s go see,” I offered, getting out of the truck. I walked around to meet her, taking her hand like I always did when we were in a crowded place. I hoped she’d never get too old for that, though I figured one day she’d shrug away from me.

      The pier wasn’t that crowded yet, but it was early still. As the evening fell, I had a feeling there would be a lot more people coming out. We walked to our favorite ice-cream stand and ordered two twist cones. The sounds of the carnival filled our ears—music from the carousel, beeps and whirls from the games, and the shouts of people on the Ferris wheel. This was a permanent feature of the pier now, one that had been put in to help attract more people to Galveston Island and the beaches. While it was a popular attraction with kids like Daphne, I did miss the solace of looking out at the gulf here and the peace it used to bring. Thankfully, there were still other places I could go when I just needed to feel the relaxing sensation of the waves pouring into shore.

      We walked along as we licked our ice-cream cones, and Daphne pointed out various people on the rides having fun or boats on the water. By the time we finished with our ice cream, the sun was starting to go down.

      “Do you want to ride the carousel or the Ferris wheel?” I asked.

      “Can we ride both?” She looked up at me, batting her eyelashes.

      How could I refuse that? “Sure, but then we’ve got to get home in time for dinner,” I reminded her.

      She nodded in understanding and we headed over to the merry-go-round first. I bought tickets for both rides and then we climbed up next to one another. Daphne chose a white horse with pink ribbons in its mane and I took the black horse next to her.

      Because of the holiday season, the carousel was playing Christmas music. We went round and round to the tune of “Deck the Halls,” our horses rising and falling with every turn. Daphne’s smile was wide as she laughed aloud with joy, and my heart felt content for once as her happiness radiated to me.

      When the song ended, the horses came to a stop, and I offered Daphne a hand to get down, but she didn’t need it, hopping off with no problem at all. “Sometimes I can’t believe how grown up you are,” I muttered under my breath as she took off toward the Ferris wheel.

      Since we had our tickets purchased, we got in line, watching the giant wheel circle around until it finally started to slow and the people were let off one car at a time. “It looks like we’re going to get the purple car,” Daphne told me. “My favorite.”

      “Must be your lucky day,” I replied, giving her a half hug.

      “It definitely is. After all, I get to spend the weekend with you,” she said grinning up at me. I took a deep breath, trying to fight off my emotions. She was so sweet. I hated that she didn’t have a better time with her mother, but I had to wonder if she would feel differently if she was with me all the time.

      Aboard the purple car, we climbed slowly into the sky while the other people got aboard. From the top, we could see clear out across the gulf. It was a spectacular view, even though the sun had gone down and the moon wasn’t full.

      “Where are we going on our trip?” Daphne asked, sitting next to me in the enclosed seat.

      “Oh, I think you’ll love it,” I told her. “It’s an entire village all focused on Christmas. This is their most magical time of the year. Let me show you.”

      Carefully, I fished my phone out of my pocket, hoping I didn’t drop it and see it ping through the slats of the floor. I opened the website of the place I’d found earlier in the day and showed it to her. Immediately, my daughter’s eyes lit up. “We’re going there?”

      “Yep, that’s right,” I assured her. “Look at all of the things you can do there.” I showed her the list of Christmas activities and watched her eyes fill with awe as she looked at the extensive list of things I knew she’d love. “And here’s the place where we’re staying.”

      As I navigated to the page of the bed and breakfast, I watched her face as she continued to beam with joy. “Wow, that place looks so Christmasy. I love it, Dad.”

      “We’ll leave Saturday morning on a private jet, and by that afternoon, you’ll be in Christmas heaven.” I put my phone away before I dropped it.

      “That’s amazing, Dad.” She threw her arms around me and hugged me tight, and I knew I’d made the right choice.

      “You’re welcome, baby girl. We’re going to have the best Christmas ever,” I promised her.

      “I know we are, Dad,” she said. “And when I live with you, every day will be like Christmas.”

      I wanted to tell her again that we needed to wait to discuss that until she was older, that now wasn’t the time, but I decided to just let it go. We were having a great evening, and I didn’t want to spoil it by telling her I knew her mother would never let her move in with me, no matter what Daphne wanted.
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      “All right, kids,” I said a few minutes before the bell rang the next Friday afternoon. The week had flown by, which was surprising, but I was glad for it because I was ready for Christmas break. “Y’all have a safe, happy Christmas break. Be careful and remember it’s better to give than receive.”

      “We’ll miss you, Ms. Rodgers,” one of the girls in the front row called out.

      I smiled at her. “Oh, I will miss you, too, Samantha. All of you. So much.” I hoped I didn’t sound sarcastic. I really would miss them to a degree, but while I was on my Christmas trip with my mother or when I was back at Sun Valley Lodge with the rest of my family, I wouldn’t be thinking about my students. That was my personal time, a reprieve, and I was looking forward to it after one long, trying semester.

      The bell rang, but the kids didn’t move. They knew the rules in my classroom. I didn’t make them wait long. “You’re dismissed. Merry Christmas! I hope you all get what you want for Christmas.”

      A few of them came by to hug me or shake my hand before heading out the door, whooping and yelling with happiness. They were just as glad that school was out for the semester as I was.

      I felt sorry for the teachers who had after-school duty today. They’d be manning the buses and parking lots with lots of excited kids running around, not listening. I would probably have before or after school duty next semester, which would make it even more hectic than this semester had been, but thankfully, I hadn’t had to deal with that this time around.

      In the hallway, I waved at the kids as they were headed in various directions to meet their parents or get on the bus. I saw Daphne’s familiar face coming down the hallway and smiled. “Have a Merry Christmas, Daphne,” I called to her.

      She rushed over and wrapped her arms around me. “Merry Christmas, Ms. Rodgers. By the way, did you think any more about that date with my dad?”

      Immediately, my face heated. “No, I’ve just been too focused on Christmas,” I told her. “Have a good break, sweetie.”

      Disappointment clouded her face for a second, but then she nodded. “Well, it was worth a try. You, too, Ms. Rodgers. Bye!”

      “Bye, Daphne.” I waved at her as she headed out the doors to parent pick-up, shaking my head. The girl had a one-track mind. I hoped her father met someone soon so that she would stop trying to fix the two of us up. “Maybe Mr. Anderson will get a girlfriend for Christmas,” I mumbled.

      Once all of the kids were gone out of the hallway, I went ahead and packed up my belongings, making sure the room was ready for a two-week hiatus. The blinds were closed, the plants had drippers in them to make sure they got enough water, and the computer was turned off. Now, it was just a matter of waiting until the time ticked over for the teachers to be able to leave. Today, I wasn’t going to slow down to converse with anyone.

      In my hands, I held my regular bags, but I also had another bag stuffed with gifts from the students. Coffee mugs, Christmas ornaments, candles, and other trinkets poked out of the top. The kids could be so thoughtful. I appreciated every gift they gave me, though nothing had compared to the gift card Daphne had given me. I had noticed she’d been in high spirits during class today, though I hadn’t gotten a chance to ask why. I imagined she was going to be with her dad this weekend.

      The sound of the PA system clicking on caught my attention. “Good afternoon teachers and staff,” our principal said. “I just want to thank you all for your hard work this semester and wish you all a Merry Christmas and Happy Holidays. Now, get out of here, and I’ll see you next year.”

      With a grin on my face, I took off, keys in hand, glad that he’d let us leave a few minutes early. I wasn’t the only one who didn’t need to be told twice. By the time I reached my car, a stream of other teachers coming out the doors made me wonder if we’d have a traffic jam exiting the teacher parking lot.

      After a few minutes, I was able to get out to the main thoroughfare, and then traffic began to move quickly enough. With a smile on my face, I listened to the Christmas music on the radio as I navigated home. Early the next morning, I’d be headed to the airport to catch a plane to Idaho to meet up with my mother on our way to Montana, and I couldn’t wait. I’d been looking forward to this for months.

      Still smiling, I pulled into the garage and got my bags out of the car, carrying them into the house with me. Immediately, I headed into the bedroom to start packing my suitcase for our trip. I set my other bags aside and grabbed the same suitcase I’d recently taken to New York out of the closet. Three trips within a few weeks was a lot for me, but all of them meant spending time with family, so I couldn’t be happier about all of the traveling I was doing.

      Before I got to opening my drawers and pulling out the clothing I’d already planned to pack, I noticed my cell phone was ringing from my pocket. I pulled it out and smiled at my mother’s picture looking up at me. Sitting down on the bed, I answered, “Hi, Mom.”

      “Hello, dear. How are you? How was your last day at school?” She sounded so cheerful, which made me happy, too.

      “It was good,” I told her. “I’m glad it’s over, though. Of course, the kids were all wound up, so ready to be out for a couple of weeks. How are you? I suppose you’re already packed to go,” I teased. Mom had a reputation for getting packed weeks before the trip even happened whenever she went anywhere.

      “Yes, yes, I’m ready,” she said. “Got my bags all packed. Your father is going to take me to the airport, so you’ll be able to see him for a few minutes. How long is your layover?”

      “It’s about an hour. I think, since the airport is so small, I should be able to come out and meet you then go through security with you,” I told her. That would be the only way I could see my father. “Dad won’t be able to come through security without a ticket.”

      “Oh, yes, that’s right. I know they’ve changed things. It didn’t used to be that way, you know,” she reminisced.

      “I know,” I told her. A lot had changed in the last twenty or so years that people like my parents, who didn’t travel that much, had trouble getting used to. “But I’ll come out and then we can go through security together and get to our plane in plenty of time.” Getting through security always troubled my mother as well. She was always nervous that she was going to get felt up by a member of security or something. I’d tried to get her to get the precheck done so she wouldn’t have to go through the longer line, but she hadn’t done that yet. Knowing my mother, she probably never would.

      “I called the hotel today and made sure our arrangements were still booked and nothing had gone wrong,” she explained to me. I grinned, thinking I could’ve done the same thing online, but that was okay because it made her feel better. From one hotel owner to another, I was certain they’d had a nice conversation.

      “What are you most looking forward to?” I asked. “The Christmas caroling? Or the shopping?”

      “You know I love all of it, dear,” Mom said. I could hear the joy in her voice as she continued. “I get so much inspiration from Holly Well Springs. From the beautiful decorations to the events they plan every year, whenever I leave there, I have all kinds of great ideas that we can put into place for the next year at Sun Valley Lodge.”

      For a moment, I felt a slight pang in my chest. If my sister Mikaela didn’t come through, my parents might not even own Sun Valley Lodge at Christmas next year. “How is everything going with the investor? Is Mikaela making any headway?”

      “Oh, I think so,” my mother said thoughtfully. “This Liam fellow is very nice, and they seem to be getting along very well.”

      I remembered my sister telling me that William Banecroft, or whatever his name was, was an old man. I thought of my sister leading the elderly man around the lodge, possibly holding his arm so he didn’t slip on the ice, trying to make sure he saw the place for what it really was. “That’s good to hear. Mikaela always was good at making older people feel comfortable.”

      Mom was quiet for a second before she said, “What’s that, dear?”

      “Old people,” I replied. “Isn’t the investor old?”

      My mother burst out laughing. “Where did you get that idea? No, sweetie. He’s just a little older than her and very fine looking, if I do say so myself.”

      Now it was my turn to be speechless. “Oh. She didn’t say that when we were in New York.”

      “She wouldn’t have known then, I don’t suppose. At any rate, he’s a nice young man, and I think he’s going to be able to help us. I’m hopeful about it, anyway,” Mom explained.

      “I hope so, too,” I told her. “I can’t imagine what would happen if we lost the lodge.”

      “Now, don’t you worry about that, dear. Your father and I will take care of it. Sure, we’ve got a lot riding on this investor, but if it doesn’t pan out, we’ll figure it out. We aren’t going to lose the lodge, honey. We’ve had it in our family for generations. Your father and I won’t be the ones to let it go.”

      “I know, Mom,” I told her, even though I wasn’t certain that would be the case. I knew she’d do everything she could to keep from losing the lodge, but sometimes, no matter what we did, things were out of our hands.

      “Are you all packed?” she asked me, changing the subject.

      “Not yet. I was just about to do that now.” I had wanted to ask more questions about this Liam fellow. It would be nice to make a hundred bucks off my sister.

      “Well, I’ll let you get to it, honey. I just wanted to see how your last day was. Sounds like all the kids were ready for Christmas break, too, huh?”

      “Yes, they definitely were,” I said with a chuckle. “I’ll see you tomorrow, Mom. I can’t wait to give you a big hug.”

      “I can’t wait to hug your neck, too, dear. And your father is looking forward to seeing you even though it will only be for a few minutes. I love you so much.”

      “I love you, too, Mom. See you tomorrow.” I hung up and let out a sigh, so looking forward to spending some time with my mom. It had been so long since just the two of us had done anything together.

      With the call over, I got back to work packing my bags. Climbing off the bed, I headed to my dresser and pulled open the top drawer, looking over my underwear. A lacy thong I’d never worn was sitting on top, which made me laugh. I definitely wouldn’t be needing that on my Christmas trip to Holly Well Springs with my mother. Pushing it aside, I grabbed some more practical underwear and carried them to my suitcase, so happy the day was almost here. In a few short hours, I’d be on my way to Montana, and I could leave all of my worries behind.

    

  







            15

          

          

      

    

    






DALLAS

        

      

    

    
      Daphne had a big grin on her face when I picked her up from school the last day of the semester before Christmas break. Rather than sitting hunched over staring at the ground between her sneakers as she had been when she thought her mother was picking her up, she raced to my truck, smiling from ear to ear.

      Throwing open the door to my truck, she bounced inside. “School’s out for the rest of the year!” she announced, laughing.

      “Wow, that makes it sound a lot longer than just a couple of weeks,” I told her as we began to move forward. I made sure she had her seatbelt buckled before we went too far. “How was your day?”

      “It was amazing. We got to watch The Polar Express in math class, and in PE, we had different Christmas stations to complete. We got to do things like have a snowball fight with cotton balls and see how many candy canes we could loop together. Olivia accidentally threw a snowball right at the fire alarm, and it almost went off.” She covered her mouth, she was laughing so hard.

      I snickered too, imagining the scene in my head, though it wasn’t quite as funny to me since I wasn’t there. “Sounds like an awesome day,” I concluded.

      “It totally was. But tomorrow’s going to be an even better day.” She clapped her hands together and squeezed my arm. “I can’t wait! What time does our plane leave?”

      “We need to be at the airport at nine in the morning,” I explained to her. “So we’ll need to leave our house a little before eight.”

      “Sounds good. I guess it’s not like an airline where if you’re late they’ll leave without you, though, right?” she asked with a twinkle in her eye.

      “Nope, but we still need to be on time because the pilot and crew have other flights to get to, I’m sure.” I pulled out onto the main street and headed across town to the pizza arcade I knew she loved so much. “Wanna go to Jimmy’s?”

      “Absolutely I do,” she said, laughing again. “Today is shaping up to be even better than I thought it was going to be. So tell me what it’s like to fly on a private jet.”

      “It’s a lot like flying on a regular airplane except there aren’t any other people, the seats are more comfortable, and the plane isn’t that big.” I shrugged. “Okay, maybe it’s nothing like flying on a regular airplane.” It had been a while since I’d flown anywhere on an airline. Daphne had only ever flown first class, so she’d have no idea what it was like to be ushered toward the back of the plane like cattle, searching for one’s row and seat number.

      “Sounds so cool,” she said. “Do they serve champagne?”

      “Not to eleven-year-olds,” I said, and we both laughed. “They’ll have plenty of beverages for you to choose from and snacks, I’m sure. It’ll be a long flight. Montana and Texas are not exactly adjacent.”

      “I know but I can watch movies and stuff, right?”

      “Sure. Bring your headphones, though. It’ll be really annoying if I have to listen to H2O all the way there,” I reminded her.

      Of course, she rolled her eyes. “That’s not a movie, Dad.”

      “Well, whatever it is, mermaids aren’t exactly my thing.”

      Daphne let out a sigh. “You just don’t know good television when you see it, Dad.”

      “You’re probably right, baby girl. But I doubt you’d wanna listen to anything I wanna watch either. You wanna listen to Yellowstone all the way there?” She made a face like she was going to throw up, and we both laughed.

      I pulled into the parking lot of the pizza parlor/arcade, and she hopped out before I could even get my seatbelt unfastened. It was quite clear she was excited, which made me happy. I had a feeling I wouldn’t be able to keep up with her inside either as she ran from one game to the next.

      I’d learned a long time ago to load her up with money on her card and to stay out of the way, though I loved to watch her play the games. Some of them she was really great at. Others not so much. As long as she had fun, that was all that mattered to me. I realized as I put two hundred dollars on her game card that I could buy any of the prizes up there for way cheaper somewhere else, but it was the gaming itself that made it so fun for her, and that was priceless to me.

      About an hour later, Daphne collapsed into the booth across from me, a small stuffed monkey tucked under her arm, beads of sweat popping up on her forehead as she took a deep breath and said, “Well, I think I spent it all.”

      “Of course you did,” I replied, taking a sip of my beer. When Jimmy had gotten his liquor license a couple of years ago, this had become my go-to place to bring Daphne. Before that, it had been a nightmare. I would only have one because I had to drive her home, but it helped take the edge off. “Are you happy with your little friend there?” I eyed the pink monkey and chuckled.

      “Yes, I am, thank you very much,” my daughter replied, plopping it onto the table. “Her name is Marigold. Marigold the Monkey, and she’s very pleased to meet you.”

      I reached over and shook the plush toy’s hand. “Welcome to the collection, Marigold.”

      “I don’t have that many plushies at your house,” Daphne argued before removing the monkey from the table. “When do we eat? I’m starving?”

      “I put in the order about ten minutes ago, so it shouldn’t be long now.” I scooted her soda a little closer to her, too, so she’d realize it was for her. “While you were out running around, Dad was taking care of dinner.”

      She grabbed the soda and slid it closer, working the straw into the side of her mouth. “Thanks. I’m super tired now.”

      “Good. Maybe you’ll sleep like a baby tonight and not be up half the night squealing with excitement about what time we’re leaving and all that.” I gave her a teasing grin.

      “Yeah, maybe. Did you pick up my suitcase from Mom’s? She was super pissed that I wanted to take some of the stuff I packed, but most of my good clothes are at her house because I wear them more often there.”

      “I did pick it up,” I assured her. “And please don’t say the P word. It’s a grown-up word.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Olivia’s mom lets her say it. She lets her say shit, too.” I cleared my throat, and my angelic little girl curled back into her seat slightly. “Just sayin’.”

      “Don’t just say,” I told her. “You don’t get to cuss until you’re eighteen.”

      “Fine.” She let out a humph but quickly changed tunes. “Guess what we did in history class today.”

      “Studied something historical?” I smirked, but she didn’t laugh.

      “No, Ms. Rodgers read us ‘Twas the Night Before Christmas, and we passed around these little gifts. Every time she said ‘left’ or ‘right’ we had to pass them that direction. It was so much fun.” Her bright smile made me smile right back at her.

      “What was in the package?” I asked.

      “Oh, a little Christmas ornament. They were all different. Mine was a gingerbread girl. I’ll show you when we get back to the truck.”

      “Cool.”

      Just then, our pizza arrived, and we both dug in, but even eating wasn’t enough to stop Daphne from talking about her history teacher.

      “Ms. Rodgers looked so pretty today, Dad. She had on a red sweater, and it made her cheeks look all rosy. Her hair was kind of curled at the bottom, too.”

      “Sounds nice,” I said, trying to be indifferent. I could imagine how lovely the woman would’ve looked in red. Ever since our parent-teacher conference, I had been imagining her way more than I wanted to admit.

      “Yeah, and she was having so much fun watching us try to pass the presents, she just kept laughing. She’s so nice, Dad. I wish—” Daphne stopped talking and let out a sigh.

      She didn’t need to finish the sentence for me to know what she wished. She wished I’d go on a date with her history teacher. Hell, maybe she wished I’d marry her. She wished her mother was more like Ms. Rodgers, too, I was sure. Whether or not the woman could truly measure up to the standards Daphne had set for her in her mind was another story, and I wasn’t even sure it mattered. She thought Ms. Rodgers had hung the moon, and nothing was going to convince her otherwise, unless Ms. Rodgers did something awful to burst that bubble, and I hoped that didn’t happen because Daphne admired her so much.

      “I know how much you like her, Daph,” I said, reaching over and squeezing her hand. “She seems like a really nice person. Heck, I don’t even know her middle name and I feel like we’re best friends from everything you’ve told me,” I joked. She chuckled under her breath. “Let’s do our best to concentrate on Christmas now and not worry about school or the wedding or any of that stuff at least until we get back from our trip, okay?”

      “Okay,” she said with a nod, and we both dug back into our pizza. I could tell she hadn’t quite let everything go, but she didn’t mention it again while we were eating. I paid the bill, and we headed home.

      Once we got there, I double checked she had everything she’d need in her suitcase. Everything looked good to me, though I imagined I’d end up buying her plenty of stuff while we were there anyway. Then, I went into my room and packed my bag, wondering if I should take a suit just in case. It wasn’t like I was going to be going anywhere fancy. Still, I ended up putting one in my luggage.

      Satisfied that we were ready to go, I went back into Daphne’s room to see her scrolling on her phone. Wearing her favorite pajamas, she was in bed with the covers up to her waist. “You ready for bed already?” I asked her.

      She nodded. “Yeah, I figured I should try to go to sleep early since it’ll be hard to fall asleep with so much excitement bouncing around inside of me.”

      Chuckling, I sank down on the bed next to her. “I could read you a bedtime story.”

      Yet another eyeroll. “Dad, I’m almost twelve. I’m too old for that,” she said.

      Reluctantly, I nodded, not pointing out to her that Ms. Rodgers had read her a story today. “I miss little Daph,” I said, trying not to sound as sad as I felt.

      “Well, maybe you’ll get married and have more kids one day.” Her tone was matter-of-fact. I couldn’t bear to squash her dreams by letting her know that I was never going to get married again. Ever.

      “Even if I did, I still won’t have my little Daph back,” I explained. “You’re getting to be such a grownup right before my very eyes. I’m not sure I’m ready for it.” I blinked back tears, not wanting to get emotional, but it was difficult to imagine her as a teenager and then as a young woman and an adult.

      “I love you, Dad,” she said, reaching over and squeezing my hand. “I always will.”

      Leaning forward, I kissed her forehead. “I love you, too, baby girl. You get some rest, and tomorrow we’ll have an adventure we’ll never forget.” Standing, I smoothed the blanket over her and turned her light off, giving her one last longing glance before I walked out of the room.
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      The flight from Texas to Idaho was long. I’d chosen the least expensive airline, which meant that I didn’t have an assigned seat. I’d managed to get in the first boarding group, though, so I’d had a window seat, but the child next to me was impatient and upset most of the flight, the mother on his right indifferent. When the plane finally touched down, I felt like I’d had an emotional beating and was just glad to be able to stretch my legs a bit.

      Exiting through security didn’t seem like the best idea to me, but it was the only way I was going to be able to see my dad, and I knew that my mother was nervous about going through security herself. I only had one bag and my purse, and my suitcase was small enough to carry on, so I’d grabbed it out of the overhead as soon as I could and made my way through the airport to where my mother and father had texted me that they were waiting. They were never late, so I didn’t have to worry about that.

      When I walked through the security checkpoint, they both saw me in the distance and waved. I could hear their laughter flittering across the crowded airport. Picking up speed, I dodged a few people and rushed over to them, wrapping my arms around both of them.

      “There she is, our little Jo Jo,” Dad said, using a nickname only he ever called me. He kissed the top of my head. “How was your flight, sweetie?”

      “It was good,” I lied, not wanting to upset or worry them. “Long but good. How was the drive from the lodge?”

      “Snowy,” Mom said with a chuckle. I looked out the window behind her and saw that it was still coming down, though not very thick. Still, just seeing that the weather wasn’t completely clear made me nervous. If we couldn’t make our flight to Montana, I’d be so disappointed.

      “I’ve checked the airline a thousand times,” Dad said, reading my mind, “and your flight is still on time. So I suppose I should let you ladies go get in that long security line.”

      I glanced over to where the security checkpoint started and only saw about twenty people in line. Again, my heart had been thundering at my father’s words but quickly slowed down as I laughed. “Yes, it’s practically a mob, Dad. If security were like that in Houston, I’d fly every day. Well, if I could afford it.”

      “Shouldn’t take long to get through,” Mom agreed. “You just know how nervous I get when I have to go into the little tube and raise my arms.”

      “I know, Mom.” I’d told her so many times she wouldn’t have to do that if she’d just get the pre-check approval, but she either didn’t understand or didn’t want to mess with it. Not that my parents traveled that much. Mom always said she was saving all of her frequent flyer miles for when she had grandbabies in New York or Texas. Well, she’d be waiting a while, at least on the latter.

      “You will be fine, Cindy,” my father reassured her, pulling her tight. “I’m going to miss you.”

      “I’ll miss you, too, Harvey,” Mom told him. They embraced and kissed, and I looked away. It was sweet, but they were still my parents.

      Once they were done saying their goodbyes, Dad turned to me. “Now, don’t you let your mother find some younger, more handsome fellow to go out on the town with, Jo Jo.”

      “Oh, Harvey, stop,” Mom said, swatting at him as she giggled and her cheeks turned red.

      “Don’t worry, Dad. Neither one of us will be dating while we’re there, I can promise you that,” I said.

      “Now, you never know,” Mom said with a mischievous twinkle in her eye. “You might meet a nice guy while we’re there. Holly Well Springs is a lovely little town, full of magic. Especially this time of year.”

      “Yeah, that would take a Christmas miracle, Mom,” I assured her, trying not to roll my eyes. “We should probably get going so we make it to our gate in time.” I’d already checked, and our gate was the furthest away. That was just my luck.

      “All right, dear,” Mom said before she turned back to hug my dad one more time. I hugged him, too, kissing his cheek. We all said our goodbyes, and then Mom and I moved on toward security. I knew she was apprehensive, so I tried to get her mind off security by asking questions about the Christmas decorations at the lodge. She answered me, and before she even knew it, we’d managed to make it through the checkpoint with no problems.

      Mom sat down on a bench to put her shoes back on. I’d worn slip-ons, knowing what a pain it was to take them off. Since I’d walked with her, my pre-check hadn’t done me any good this time, so I’d still had to go through all the trouble of taking off my shoes and all that, but it was okay with me if it made her feel better.

      Once Mom was put back together, she stood and took her suitcase handle. “How’s teaching been lately? What sort of antics has good ol’ Jake been up to?”

      A smile formed on my face. It was easier to smile when I thought of the boy since he was so far away and I wouldn’t have to see him for the rest of the year. “Same ol’ same ol’,” I told her. “He’s been better since I finally got to meet with his parents.”

      “Well, that’s good,” Mom said as we briskly walked to the gate. They would begin boarding soon, and I wanted to make sure we were there on time, even though we did have assigned seats this time. It would make Mom too nervous to fly any other way. I’d be stuck in the middle seat, but it was a relatively short flight, so I’d make it work.

      “He’s a pretty good kid,” I told her. “When he wants to be.”

      She laughed. “I think that’s true for all of them.”

      She had a point there. All of my students had their strengths and weaknesses. I thought of Daphne and hoped she was having a good Christmas break. If she was spending time with her father, then I knew she would be.

      We got to the gate in time for our boarding group and soon enough found ourselves in our seats. Mom was wringing her hands, so I put my hand on her knee, hoping she’d calm down a bit. It was too bad I couldn’t afford a private jet to fly her around in. Then, maybe she wouldn’t be so nervous.

      Before long, the plane was loaded, and we were ready for takeoff. “It’ll be fine,” I told her, and she nodded, but her eyes were fixed out the window. The plane lifted into the air, and Mom tensed up even more, but once we were at cruising altitude, she calmed down, and we were able to go back to our discussion.

      “I’d like to find another gift for Mikaela while we’re there,” she told me. “Oh, and I made a stocking for Liam. He’ll need a few more things to go in it.”

      “Is Liam coming for Christmas?” I asked, shocked. Maybe I’d get that money from my sister after all.

      Mom shrugged. “I’m not sure,” she said with a hint of a smile. “But I sure hope so. He’s such a good man, and I think your sister really likes him.”

      “And he likes her?” I clarified. It would be hard to imagine anyone not liking Mikaela. She was such a good person. Smart. Beautiful. Even if she was a little bossy sometimes.

      “I think he might,” she said with a nod. She told me all about how Mikaela had been showing him around the lodge and how sad she’d been when he left. I had no idea my sister was flying to Vancouver to visit him.

      When we arrived in Montana, I felt like I was completely caught up on the situation with both of my sisters. Victoria was working on a case for a grumpy billionaire named Sawyer that Mom seemed to think she liked. Everyone had something going on but me.

      For a moment, the image of Dallas Anderson floated before my eyes, but I pushed it away. He was thousands of miles away in Texas, and even if he were here, I couldn’t date a parent to one of my students anyway.

      Getting out of this airport was a lot more relaxed. We took our time, rolling our luggage behind us to the car rental counter. My vehicle was waiting, and it only took a short time for us to get our bags loaded up and head out on our way.

      The drive to Holly Well Springs was pleasant. Snowflakes drifted down from the clouds in a light sprinkle that didn’t obscure my vision or stick to the roads. We made our way to our accommodations and checked in, taking our bags upstairs. It was a beautiful place, full of Christmas decorations, and our room had two full-sized beds with a view that looked out over the snow-covered backyard. A group of children were making a snowman. Instantly, I felt a happiness in my heart I hadn’t for months. Christmas was the best way to make a person feel relaxed and full of joy, at least in my experience.

      “Well, dear, what would you like to do first?” Mom asked me.

      “Do you want to head into town? I know you love the shops there. We can make a wish in the well,” I suggested.

      “That sounds great. We can walk from here—unless it’s too cold for my Texan.” She winked at me, and I shook my head at her teasing.

      “I haven’t quite acclimated to the Texas weather just yet,” I assured her. “It’s not too cold for me.” We bundled back up and headed out, arm in arm, so glad to be spending some quality time together.

      Holly Well Springs had a quaint street with lots of shops and a huge gazebo in the center of town. In the middle of the gazebo was a wishing well where people from all over the world came to make their wishes. Plenty of seating around the perimeter gave busy shoppers a place to relax and snack on something from the nearby bakery or just people-watch. I thought that was one of my mother’s favorite things about the town. She just loved to see the excited families looking forward to Christmas.

      As we walked along, Mom reminded me of the other wishing well. “You know, they say, only a heart in need of healing can find the other well.”

      “That’s what I’ve heard,” I said, watching out for ice patches. The sidewalks looked clear, but I didn’t want either one of us to fall. “I’ve never seen it before. Have you?”

      “Nope, but I’m perfectly content with my sweet Harvey and you girls,” she said. “Maybe one of these days you’ll find it.”

      I looked at her wide-eyed. Was my heart in need of healing? I didn’t know for sure, but I would’ve loved the chance to make a wish for a man to come into my life who would love me the way that Dad loved Mom.

      We bought some roasted chestnuts and sat down on one of the benches near the wishing well. Mom bobbed her head along with the Christmas music playing through the PA system. Everywhere I looked, I saw Christmas decorations. From garland to red ribbons to Santas and snowmen, every imaginable symbol of Christmas was here, and it made my heart bubble over with joy and hope.

      Then, out of nowhere, I heard a little voice shouting my name. Shocked, I turned my head to see a familiar form running toward me. “Ms. Rodgers! Ms. Rodgers!”

      Stunned, I stood and headed in that direction. I hadn’t even made a wish, and it seemed a Christmas miracle was already beginning to unfold before my very eyes.

      It was Daphne—and her dad.
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      “This is amazing!” Daphne gushed for the hundredth time as the two of us sat side-by-side in the private jet. “Look how far back the seat goes!” She pushed the button and made her seat go all the way back to reclining. “And it’s not even touching the seat behind it!”

      “Yeah, but if there was someone sitting there they might be annoyed at you,” I pointed out with a chuckle. It didn’t matter. The only other people on the jet with us were the pilot, copilot, and flight attendant. Janet, a nice woman who was almost old enough to be Daphne’s grandmother, had already brought her more snacks and sodas than I could count. By the time we touched down, she was going to be bouncing off the walls.

      Daphne pushed the button to make her chair go back up and then started watching something on her iPad. My eyes focused out the window. I hoped she would enjoy this trip. I knew things had been rough for her lately, with her mother getting married and all. She hadn’t had a whole lot of Christmas happiness in her heart these days, but I wanted to change that.

      The captain came on to announce that we’d be touching down soon. I’d opted to land in a regional airport near the town we’d be staying at so we wouldn’t have to worry about all of the airlines flying into the bigger airports. We’d still be renting a car, but it would be waiting for us. Sometimes having money just made life a lot more convenient. I hoped that Daphne realized not everyone got to live this way. When I was her age, my parents rarely took me and my brothers on vacation, and when we did go, it meant a road trip in the back of my mom’s van. I wished my parents were still alive so I could spoil them the way I was spoiling Daph, but I also wanted her to realize that everything she had now had come through hard work and determination. It wasn’t a gift.

      “Wow, look at the mountains!” she said with a huge grin on her face. “Is that snow on the tops?”

      “It is. And snow on the ground, too. Look.” I pointed to the grassy areas around the airport, and she gushed with excitement at seeing real snow. It’d been too long since she’d gotten a chance to play in it.

      The pilot landed, and we waited for him to pull off and come to a stop before we unbuckled. When Daphne had the okay, she unlatched her seatbelt so quickly, it went flying. She practically ran to the exit.

      “Hold on there, baby girl,” I told her. “You need to wait for the ground crew to open the door or else you’re gonna go tumbling out.”

      “Sorry, Dad. I’m just so excited, I can hardly stand it,” she said. “Can I play in the snow?”

      “You want to play outside in the snow at the airport?” I asked, confused. “Wouldn’t it be better to wait until we got to the hotel so you can play with clean snow?”

      She huffed. “I guess. I just can’t wait to throw a snowball at you and hit you right in the head,” she said with a devilish grin.

      I shook my head at her. “Well, in that case, no, you can’t play in the snow. Not here. Not there. Not anywhere.”

      “Dad, you sound like Dr. Seuss,” she said, which made us both laugh. She was right—I really did.

      Once the door was open, we headed off the plane in time to see the baggage being loaded into the back of the large black SUV that was sitting there waiting for me. I thanked the crew again and accepted the keys from one of the airport employees. Daphne waved at everyone and wished them a Merry Christmas before climbing into the passenger seat.

      While I worked the navigation, making sure I knew how to get to the Sleigh & Stay Hotel, Daphne found a Christmas station on the radio. It didn’t take me long to find my way to the main street. We drove past a beautiful gazebo in the middle of town which Daphne proclaimed she wanted to visit first. Everywhere we looked, we saw Christmas decorations. It was beyond anything I ever could’ve imagined, with garlands and wreaths, ribbons and bows, Snowmen and gingerbread cutouts. I couldn’t believe my eyes. It was like we’d fallen into a Christmas card.

      “Dad, I read online that they celebrate Christmas three hundred sixty-five days a year here in Holly Well Springs. Can you believe that?” Daphne asked from the passenger seat.

      “No, that’s incredible,” I told her. I actually had read that, but I liked listening to her tell me everything she’d discovered.

      “Yeah, and this year is a special anniversary year for the town. They’re celebrating how the town got to be a Christmas town. Isn’t that amazing? There’s even more stuff going on than usual,” she continued to explain.

      “I guess we came at the right time then,” I told her. I saw the Sleigh & Stay down the street and headed in that direction.

      “There’s a wishing well in that gazebo, and I wanna make a wish,” she told me. “I found a lucky penny the other day, so it’s perfect.”

      “Okay,” I said, refusing to ask the question poised on my lips—what was she going to wish for? I thought I already knew, and I didn’t want to hear the answer. I was certain it had something to do with me and her teacher. “We can do that.”

      “Also, they say there’s a secret wishing well here, too, but only a person with a wounded heart in need of healing can find it. Can you believe that? What if you find it, Dad? Then maybe you’ll wanna get married again.”

      I looked at her for a moment before I finished pulling into the parking spot I’d been in the process of occupying. I hated that she felt that way, that I was wounded. But I couldn’t blame her for those thoughts. What else was she supposed to think when she saw her mother moving on with her life while I refused to date?

      Rather than responding, I reached over and squeezed her hand. “This is it. This is the hotel. Why don’t we go in and get settled, and then we can head out to the gazebo?”

      Daphne blinked a few times before nodding and opening her door to get out. She checked for traffic and bolted around to the back of the SUV to get her suitcase as I got out at a more leisurely pace.

      The Sleigh & Stay Hotel was decorated for Christmas from the base of the front porch to the top of the roof. It was a large wooden cabin with huge wraparound porches. While it was the size of a hotel, it reminded me of a bed and breakfast because it was family owned, so I supposed it just depended on how one wanted to categorize it. Daphne saw so many cool Christmas decorations on her way to the front door, she couldn’t even name them all.

      Inside, we were greeted by a huge Christmas tree with silver and blue decorations, which matched the furniture in the entryway perfectly. A large staircase made the inn feel like a home, and a roaring fireplace took the chill off from the December snow. Daphne and I looked at one another and smiled. We would definitely like it here.

      “Welcome to Sleigh & Stay,” a friendly voice called from behind a counter on the other side of the room from the Christmas tree. “You must be the Anderson family.”

      “How did you know?” Daphne asked, wheeling her suitcase over to where an older man stood. He had a wide grin on his face, clearly pleased to have gotten it right.

      “Well, this is Holly Well Springs,” he said with a shrug. “Christmas magic is in the air. It lets me know all sorts of things.”

      A woman about his age came up behind him and patted his shoulder. “Bill, are you tricking our guests again?” she asked, shaking her head. “Hello, Miss Anderson, Mr. Anderson. I’m Bonnie. Welcome to the inn.”

      “Thank you,” I told her. “We’re happy to be here.”

      “Hope your flight wasn’t too bad,” Bill continued as he checked our registration. “Did you fly into Billings?”

      “No, we used the local airport,” I explained, not really wanting to talk about the jet.

      “We had our own plane,” Daphne supplied, making my face turn red. I didn’t like to brag about those kinds of things. She just didn’t know any better. “It was so cool.”

      “That does sound cool,” Bonnie said. “Kind of like Santa, huh? He has his own flying machine, too.” They all laughed, which made me feel better about the jet situation.

      “Here we are. You are in the Rudolph Suite. One of the best rooms in the house, if I do say so. Would you like some help with your bags?” Bill asked as he handed me an actual key.

      “No, thanks. We can handle it,” I told him with a smile as I signed the documentation he required.

      “Second floor, all the way to the end on the right. Enjoy your stay, and let us know if you need anything at all.” Bonnie’s smile was warm and friendly.

      I thanked them both, and we headed up the stairs, me carrying both suitcases, which was just fine.

      Daphne ran on ahead, marveling at every decoration. I hoped no one was trying to take a nap because her excitement made it impossible for her to keep her voice down.

      Eventually, we made it to our room which was, of course, decorated in reindeer décor. Everywhere I looked, a four-legged friend was staring back at me. It was tastefully done, though, and the room was comfortable with a great view of the backyard.

      “Can we go?” Daphne asked, bouncing on her bed. “I can’t wait to see the gazebo and the well and town and everything!”

      “Hmm, are you a little excited?” I teased. “Sure. We can go.” I hadn’t bothered to take my coat off since I had the feeling she was going to want to run out of there as quickly as possible to go explore.

      We headed outside, hand in hand, and she pointed at everything Christmas related, which was just about everything in sight. I couldn’t help but smile, so glad that she was having a good time.

      We came across a little café, so I asked, “Do you want to stop for lunch? Or did you want to go to the gazebo first?”

      “Well, what I really want is to make a wish,” she said. “I want to wish that you and Ms. Rodgers can go on a date.” That twinkle was back in her eye.

      I shook my head. “We are in Montana, baby girl. Ms. Rodgers is likely still in Texas or somewhere visiting family.”

      “I believe in Christmas miracles.” She folded her arms across her chest.

      “Fine. Let’s go find your Christmas well so you can throw a good penny away,” I told her, messing up her hat since I couldn’t ruffle her hair at the moment. She squealed and pulled away from me, fixing her beanie before she headed off toward the gazebo. I figured we’d have to eat something later.

      The main street area was full of little stores and boutiques. I didn’t get a chance to even look inside the windows as she continued her frantic march toward the gazebo. Thankfully, we were in an area now where there wasn’t a lot of traffic, though there were a lot of pedestrians milling about.

      Before we even made it to the gazebo, Daphne stopped in her tracks, making me pull up behind her. “Oh, my goodness!” she exclaimed. “I didn’t even have to wish!”

      “What are you talking about?” I asked, but then, I saw her, too.

      “Ms. Rodgers!” Daphne shouted, taking off and running toward the gazebo. “Ms. Rodgers!”

      She stood, looking around in confusion, until her brown eyes fell on Daphne’s face and then mine. The confusion didn’t entirely melt away. Jordan Rodgers was here. In Montana.

      What were the chances?
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      “Daphne?” I couldn’t believe my eyes or my ears when I realized it really was Daphne Anderson running toward me across the snow-covered grass near the gazebo in Holly Well Springs, Montana. What were the chances that she could be here in this town thousands of miles away from Galveston? And, of course, her father was with her, following close behind and looking at me with an expression that told me he was just as puzzled as I felt.

      Daphne flung herself at me, wrapping me up in a tight hug. “I can’t believe you’re here, Ms. Rodgers. Can you believe that we came to vacation in the same town? It’s not like we even talked about it.” She didn’t let go of me, but she turned her face toward her father’s. “She didn’t tell me or anything, Dad.”

      I hugged her back, but when Dallas arrived, he kept his distance, and all I could do was look at him and shrug. “No, she didn’t tell me at all. I may have mentioned to the class that I was going on a trip with my mother, but I certainly didn’t say where. I do talk to the kids about my trips when I return, especially if I’ve gone to a site that has something to do with history, but this is, well—”

      “Fortunate!” Daphne supplied. For a moment, I’d thought she was about to proclaim it was fate. When she chose a different F-word, I was glad, though I wondered if yet another four-letter F-word sprang to Dallas’s mind. He looked confused, to say the least.

      “It’s nice to see you, Ms. Rodgers,” he said, slightly shaking his head as he extended his hand. By then, Daphne had extricated herself from my waist.

      I shook his hand, and even with gloves on, I could feel the same sort of electric tingles shooting up my arm to my wrist that I’d experienced when we’d both reached for the same pen during our parent-teacher conference. “It’s nice to see you as well.” The sound of someone clearing her voice behind me reminded me that I hadn’t come here alone. “Oh, Daphne, Mr. Anderson, this is my mother, Cindy Rodgers.”

      “Well, hello there,” Mom said, leaning down slightly to make eye contact with Daphne. “It’s so very nice to meet you, dear. Are you in my daughter’s class at school?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Daphne replied politely before taking my mother’s offered hand. “You’re her mom? Really? Cool.”

      “That’s right, I am,” Mom said, chuckling good-naturedly. “And Mr. Anderson, it’s so nice to meet you.” She stood and extended her hand.

      “Please, call me Dallas,” he told her as he shook her hand. “Both of you.” His eyes met mine for a fleeting second before I had to look away.

      “It’s a pleasure,” Mom said. I had to wonder if she had any idea who this was or what was going on, but the mischievous smile pulling at the corners of her mouth let me know that she was on to something. “Now, what brings you to Holly Well Springs, my dear?” she asked Daphne.

      “Well, my dad and I just love Christmas,” Daphne began, a twinkle forming in her eyes as she spoke. “It’s our favorite time of the year. But I’ve never really seen snow, not since I was a baby, and I don’t remember that. So this year, Dad promised me we could go somewhere magical for Christmas, someplace where all of the Christmas stuff I like to do happens. He found this place online, and here we are.” Turning to look at me, she said, “It really does seem magical to me.”

      All I could do was smile at her. I’d always known that Holly Well Springs had a reputation for being a place where dreams came true, especially during Christmas, but I’d never seen anything like that firsthand. Now, I had to wonder. How had Daphne managed to pull this off?

      “We were just about to have a look around town,” Mom said. “Would the two of you like to join us? It’s been many years since I had a little girl holding my hand while I shopped the streets of Holly Well Springs.”

      “Sure, that sounds great,” Daphne blurted out before turning to her father. “If that’s okay with you, Dad.”

      “Yeah, sure, baby girl. Whatever you want,” Dallas said, trying his best to sound indifferent. He seemed a bit apprehensive, though, and I had to imagine that Daphne had been pressuring him recently as much as she’d been talking to me about the possibility of the two of us going on a date. The thought would’ve made my cheeks red if I wasn’t already flushed from the icy breeze.

      “Can I make a wish in the well first?” Daphne asked. “That’s what we were coming to do when I saw Ms. Rodgers.” Her grin widened. “Although it kind of already came true.”

      I looked at her and smiled, flattered that she’d spend a wish on me, but I also didn’t want her to end up getting crushed because the grown-up world was often difficult to understand and complicated when you first started trying to navigate it. Hell, it still was for me at twenty-nine.

      “I think that’s a splendid idea,” Mom said. “I’ll make one, too.” She turned to me and winked. All I could do was shake my head. Now, it seemed Daphne had a co-conspirator in all of this.

      They made their way over to the wishing well in the center of the gazebo. Both of them dug coins out of their pockets. I knew Mom always kept a few “lucky” pennies there for just this occasion whenever we traveled here. Both of them closed their eyes and raised the pennies to their lips, giving them a kiss before plinging them into the water. Then, they turned to one another and smiled. I wasn’t surprised at all when Daphne hugged my mother, even though she’d just met her. Mom was ready to be a grandmother in any capacity possible, even if it just meant for a few hours with a little girl she might never see again.

      Once they were finished with their embrace, Mom kept Daphne’s hand in hers and asked, “Where to, my dear?”

      “Well, we passed a shop on the way here that looked really cool. It had all kinds of old toys in the window,” Daphne explained.

      “Oh, I know that place,” Mom said. “Let’s head that way.” They didn’t even check with Dallas or me, and something told me they would’ve gone whether we tagged along behind or not.

      The sidewalks were slightly crowded as we made our way down the thoroughfare to the toy store in question, listening to Christmas music and noting the decorations as we went along. Mom could tell Daphne the origins of nearly every decoration we came across, and Daphne listened with excitement, both of them chatting about German Christmas trees and the first garland made of twisted branches and other items from the forest.

      “Your mom knows a lot about Christmas,” Dallas noted, strolling along beside me.

      “Yes, she does,” I agreed. “My parents own a ski lodge in Idaho, so it’s kind of her job to know. Unlike Holly Well Springs, they don’t do Christmas all year round, but they do it really well from the day after Thanksgiving until a week after New Year’s. They’re always fully booked during those months.”

      “Really?” he echoed. “What’s the name of the place?”

      “Sun Valley Lodge,” I told him proudly as I avoided a snow drift outside one of the stores.

      “I saw that place when I was looking at places to go,” he said with a nod. “It was fully booked, though, so I chose this town instead.”

      “Did you just book your trip?” I asked, surprised. “Holly Well Springs is almost always booked up for months in advance of Christmas, and since this is an important anniversary year, it’s even more crowded than usual.”

      He shrugged. “I guess we got lucky. The Sleigh & Stay Hotel must’ve had a cancellation recently.” Leaning slightly closer to me, he added, “Or it was fate.”

      I turned and stared at him, catching a whiff of his minty breath. Our eyes met, and my eyebrows raised before he started laughing. He was teasing, of course. Still, everything was happening quickly, and I was confused. Really, what were the chances of them being here, especially if he’d just booked his room?

      “I’m surprised you could even catch a plane to Montana this time of year,” I continued, ignoring his mention of fate.

      “Oh, we flew private,” he said, nonchalantly.

      I took a deep breath and let it out, trying not to let his response affect me. I didn’t want to judge him because he was in a different social class than me, but I wondered how he felt knowing his daughter was trying to set him up with a schoolteacher. We weren’t exactly on even financial footing if he was flying around in private jets. “Cool,” I said, playing it off. “And I thought having assigned seats on the airline was impressive.”

      Dallas chuckled. “Hey, that does make a difference.” He grinned at me, and I knew he was being sincere. As far as I could tell, he never gave off the impression that he thought he was better than other people because he was rich.

      “What is it that you do again?” I asked him. I thought I’d seen it in the newly shared paperwork from the office that he worked in oil and gas, but I had been trying not to snoop.

      “Petroleum,” he said, a simple answer for a much more complex question.

      “I didn’t realize the Seven-Eleven paid its hourly employees so well,” I joked.

      He turned and looked at me, eyebrows raised above stunning green eyes, and I felt my smile start to falter. Then, he broke into a laugh that made Mom turn her head slightly. “That’s a good one,” he said. “Really funny, Ms. Rodgers.”

      “It’s Jordan,” I reminded him, relieved that he found my attempt at being witty humorous. “As long as you’re not in my class.”

      “I think I’m a little old for that,” he replied as we reached the store Daphne had wanted to go inside. “But I bet you could teach me a thing or two about history.”

      I smiled at him. “That’s my area of expertise.” Our shoulders bumped going through the door, and I had to take a step back to keep from overheating.

      For the next couple of hours, we flitted about the area, taking everything in as Daphne directed our course. Seeing her so happy and seeing my mom so enthusiastic about sharing what she knew of this gem kept me smiling. The conversation with Dallas as we lingered in the background was also pleasant. When Daphne picked out a couple of Christmas gifts for her mother, Dallas paid with no questions asked, even though I’d gotten the impression he didn’t get along well with his ex-wife. But it was what his daughter wanted, and if she was happy, he was happy.

      “Well, I don’t know about you, but I’m getting hungry,” Mom proclaimed. “Do you care to go to dinner?”

      “Sure, I could eat,” Dallas said with a shrug.

      “Me, too,” I agreed.

      “Perfect! Dasher’s Favorite Soups & Sandwiches is just up the road here. You two go on in there and have some fun getting to know one another while me and my new friend grab a burger and head back to the room.” Turning to Daphne, she added, “Did you know that Miracle on Thirty-Fourth Street is on tonight? I love that movie.”

      “I love it, too!” Daphne proclaimed.

      “Dallas, you don’t mind if Daph and I go back to our room, do you?” Mom’s smile would’ve set anyone at ease.

      “Please, Dad?” Daphne asked, practically begging.

      Dallas looked at me, and I shrugged, thinking it would be nice to have dinner with him—even if this was a trick. “Sure,” he told her, and Daphne hugged him tightly while he looked at me and slowly shook his head.
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      I wasn’t sure how Daphne had managed to pull any of this off. Logically, I thought this had to be a coincidence. There was no way that Daphne could’ve gotten into my head and somehow subliminally made me choose the same vacation destination as her teacher, yet, here she was.

      The only alternative was that this was some sort of a Christmas miracle. Even though I loved the holiday season, I’d never believed in that sort of thing before. While I was certain the coin Daphne had tossed in the magical wishing well had something to do with me and Ms. Rodgers, she’d done that after we both ended up in the same town.

      It was just all so bizarre, I had no idea what to think of it.

      And now, Daphne and Jordan’s mother were conspiring to make us go to dinner together. I couldn’t help but shake my head a little as we walked along down the sidewalk toward the scent of hamburgers and pie.

      “Well, this is all quite unexpected, isn’t it?” Jordan asked as I pulled the door open at Dasher’s Favorite Soups & Sandwiches for her. The bell above us rang and the hostess greeted us and showed us to a booth.

      I waited for her to choose a side and then sat down across from her before saying, “Yes, it really is unexpected. I guess Daphne must have a direct line to Santa Claus or something.”

      She laughed and took the menu that the hostess offered, not looking at it yet. Around us, the sounds of the Christmas season filled the background—holiday music playing, excited chatter, children laughing. It all fit the scenery so well with all of the cute Christmas decorations, garland, and twinkling lights. “I’m not sure what’s going on,” Jordan finally admitted. “It’s all a bit surreal.”

      “You can say that again,” I agreed, finally looking down at the menu in my hand. At first glance, it looked like they had a little bit of everything. My stomach rumbled, and I remembered that I’d wanted to eat before we even started shopping. If I waited too long to choose something, I would be waiting even longer. “Have you eaten here before?” I asked the teacher perusing the menu across from me.

      “I have,” she said, flipping a page. “It’s been a while, but from what I remember, everything is really good.”

      They had some menu items I wouldn’t expect to see in a restaurant this far north—like chicken fried chicken and gumbo. Every time I looked at a new menu item, I found myself changing my mind. “What are you going to get?”

      “Well, I was thinking maybe the chicken and dumplings, but honestly, a big juicy cheeseburger sounds really good,” she said, her eyes still wandering over the options.

      I couldn’t help but smile, though I hid it when she glanced up at me. Leslie would’ve never eaten a cheeseburger, not early on when we were dating anyway, and even later, she would’ve insisted on using a fork. Jordan was more down-to-earth, more relaxed, and I liked that. Any woman who wouldn’t hesitate to eat whatever the hell she wanted to in front of me won points in my book.

      “That sounds good to me,” I told her as the waitress came back for our order. We both ordered burgers and fries with sweet tea, which was another sign that this restaurant catered to people from all over the place. So many northern restaurants expected a person to stir in a sweetener and make it taste the same, which was impossible.

      “Daphne and my mom sure seem to like one another,” Jordan noted as she took a sip of her drink.

      “Yeah, they sure hit it off. That doesn’t surprise me. Daphne has such a big heart. She accepts everyone, and your mother seems like a genuinely sweet person,” I noted.

      “Yes. Mom has three daughters, so she’s great with little girls. Really, with all the kids that come into the lodge, she’s a pro at talking to children. She would’ve made an excellent teacher if she would’ve wanted to choose that as a career,” Jordan noted.

      “Why did you become a teacher?” I asked her, curious as well as just trying to keep the conversation flowing.

      “Oh, well, I am the oldest of three girls, so I was always the one leading the way,” she said with a little chuckle. “When we were younger, we’d play school, and my sisters let me be the teacher. I’ve always loved learning and kids. So I decided to combine the two.” She shrugged like it was just that simple. Maybe it was. From what Daphne told me, she was an excellent teacher who passed the enthusiasm she felt about her subject matter on to her students.

      Which begged the next question. “Why history?”

      “I’ve always loved it,” she said. “My dad loves to study the Civil War. We used to watch television programs, documentaries, and movies about it together. One summer, we took off for a month and toured all of the major battlefields of the Eastern Theater. From Gettysburg all the way down to Vicksburg, we saw dozens of historical sites, just the two of us. It was one of the best trips I’ve ever taken.”

      I felt my heart swell a bit listening to her talk about the love she shared with her father. “That sounds really cool—if you like history, anyway.”

      “Yeah, it was,” she said with a nod. “But I found out in college that teaching would be a better route for me than working at a national park. By then, I realized how much I wanted to share my love of history with children, so I went that way instead. Besides, there are other time periods I wanted to learn about and reveal for other people, not just those four deadly years.”

      I’d never given much thought to history before, but something told me, if I spent enough time with Jordan Rodgers, I’d start to see it in a new light. Clearly, she was very passionate about the subject, and I could see how that enthusiasm could transfer to her students.

      We talked a bit about the college she’d attended, how she’d moved to Texas because of her best friend from summer camp, and how long she’d been living in Galveston. By then, our food had arrived, and we took a pause on the conversation to dig in.

      When we were about halfway done, Jordan asked me, “So how did you get into the petroleum business?”

      “My grandfather passed away when I was in high school and left me a lot of land,” I explained. “Soon after, my father and I discovered there was oil there—and our family owned the rights. Unfortunately, my dad passed away about a year after my grandfather, leaving it all to me. I started the business while I was in college, majoring in business, and now, I own a successful oil and gas company.”

      “Wow,” Jordan said, dipping a fry into ketchup. “You say all of that so nonchalantly, like it’s not a big deal.”

      I shrugged. “Well, it’s kind of luck, really. If I hadn’t inherited that land, I wouldn’t have my company.” Leslie reminded me of that fact every chance she got. Thank goodness I had it in the paperwork that she got none of that with the divorce.

      Jordan’s eyebrows shot up. “Hardly!” she proclaimed. “Starting a successful business takes a lot of work from the beginning, and it’s ongoing. It’s more than just luck and what someone gifted you. Lots of people would’ve had no idea how to take that and turn it into a success. It’s impressive.”

      I stared at her for a moment, not sure what to say. That was one of the highest compliments anyone had ever paid me. “Thank you,” I said, looking into her warm brown eyes. “I appreciate that.”

      “Of course,” she said, waving a fry at me dismissively. “It’s true. Do you think Daphne will want to work for you one day?”

      Laughter spilled out of my mouth, almost making me choke on a fry. “No, not even a little bit.”

      She laughed, too. “Yeah, you’re probably right. I’m not sure that’s quite her jam.”

      “I can see her being a teacher though,” I noted. “You really inspire her. Clearly, she thinks you’re pretty amazing.”

      “Aww,” Jordan said, placing a hand over her heart. “She’s such a great kid. I just love her. She’s so kind to all of her classmates, even the ones that make me want to pull all my hair out. And she always does really well on the material. Really, you should be very proud of her.”

      Hearing her say such kind words about my daughter made me a bit emotional. I didn’t want Jordan to see that, though, so I nodded and took a drink, blinking a few times as I looked away. “The pie smells incredible, but I don’t think I have any room left.”

      “I know. I don’t either,” she said with a small smile, wiping her mouth on a napkin. “Maybe next time.”

      My eyebrows raised slightly as I tried to figure out if she meant the next time she came here or if she meant the next time the two of us went out on a date. “Yeah, maybe so,” was all I could manage to say before I raised a finger and gestured for the waitress to come over. “Can I have the check please?”

      “Of course, sir,” she said with a friendly smile. “Together or separate?”

      Before Jordan could respond, I said, “Together.”

      “I’ll be right back.” The waitress headed off just as another group of people came in. The place was growing more crowded by the minute.

      “Thank you,” Jordan said. “That’s very nice of you.”

      “Of course,” I said, meaning it. “I’ve appreciated getting to know you better. If Daphne has anything to say about it, you and I will be spending more time together on this trip than she and I will.”

      Jordan smirked. “Yes, especially now that my mother is caught up in the scheme.”

      The waitress came, and I paid the bill, leaving a generous tip, and then the two of us walked out together, Jordan leading the way to the place where she and her mother were staying.

      When we reached their room, Jordan opened the door to reveal Daphne and Cindy sitting on a couch in front of the television, sharing a bowl of popcorn, discarded take-out boxes on the table. They acknowledged we were there, but since the movie was almost over, Jordan and I snuck in and had a seat, waiting until it was over before we said anything.

      Once the last line was spoken, Cindy clicked the television off. “I just love that movie,” she said. “Natalie Wood sure was a cute little girl.”

      “I love it, too. That would be so neat to get to meet the real Santa Claus,” Daphne agreed. “Dad, did you have fun?”

      “We had a great time,” I told her, meaning it. “But now, we need to get back to our own room and get out of these nice ladies’ hair.”

      “Ms. Cindy invited me to go shopping with her tomorrow, Dad. Can I go?” she asked, batting her eyelashes at me. “We’re going to pick out a present for her husband, Mr. Harvey, and I need to pick out something for you, Dad.”

      Immediately, my eyes went to Jordan. She seemed as perplexed as I felt. I’d thought Daphne might try to get me to spend more time with Jordan the next day, but I had no idea she’d already planned something. “Well, I guess that’s okay,” I said. Jordan shrugged. “Are you sure, Cindy? You don’t have to do that.”

      “Why, of course, I’m sure. Daphne and I have had a lovely time, and she has an idea for a gift she’d like to get you. We can’t have you seeing your own present now, can we?” She chuckled, and I could see the scheming already.

      “All right then,” I said with a nod, standing. “I guess we’ll see you guys tomorrow.” I lifted a hand to wave goodbye as Daphne hugged both Cindy and her teacher goodbye.

      Jordan stood and walked with us to the door. I gave her a fond smile. Truth be told, I really wouldn’t mind spending more time with her, but if Daphne expected some sort of Christmas romance, well, she was bound to be disappointed. I didn’t have the time or effort it took for a relationship right now—no matter how badly my daughter wished it to be.
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      The sound of my mother bustling around in the small kitchenette of our room woke me around the same time that I would normally get up for school. Some weekends, I did sleep in a bit, but most of the time, my internal alarm clock had me getting up at six even if it was a Saturday. Today, I took my time stretching, reminiscing about the fragments of dreams still floating through my head, and finally crawled out of bed a little after seven.

      After a pit stop in the bathroom, I joined Mom in the sitting area. She was nestled by the window, a large cup of steaming coffee in her hand as she sat with a blanket across her lap, staring out at the snow flurries that coated the branches of the large pine tree directly outside of our window with new sprinkles of snow.

      “Good morning,” she said, glancing over her shoulder. “There’s plenty of coffee.”

      Lifting the mug in my hand I’d stopped for, I said, “It’s delicious, Mom, thank you.” Everything my mom made, food, beverage, or something in between, it always tasted amazing. “How did you sleep?”

      “Well,” she said with a nod, smiling at me. “I think I was a bit tuckered out from the traveling.”

      “Yes, traveling makes me tired as well.” I took a seat across from her. “I didn’t really talk to you much after Daphne and Dallas left last night.”

      “I went and called your father and then headed to bed,” she acknowledged. “Sorry about that, dear. It just caught up with me all at once.”

      “That’s okay,” I said with a smile. My mom had started having children a little later in life, so she was almost sixty now, which was hard for me to believe. She was still energetic and spry, but I was beginning to see a few changes that made her seem a bit more like the grandmother Daphne seemed to think of her as. “Did the two of you have fun?”

      “Oh, yes! We had the best time,” she said, her smile widening. “That girl is so sweet. She reminds me a lot of you when you were her age. Smart. Curious. And, of course, she loves Christmas. Anyone who loves Christmas as much as you do is all right in my book.”

      I felt my face brighten at my mother’s words. “Daphne is a sweet girl, but you do realize she’s manipulating you, right?” I asked, narrowing my gaze at my mother.

      She just chuckled. “No, she’s not,” she said, shaking her head. “I know exactly what she’s doing, and I’m in on it, my dear.”

      I let out an aggravated breath. Of course, I’d known my mother was in on it from the beginning, but I’d been hoping calling her out on it would make her see the error of her ways, and she’d let sleeping dogs lie. “Mom, the two of you really shouldn’t be conspiring to get Dallas and me together. Can’t you just let things run their natural course?”

      Mom took a long sip of her coffee and focused her attention back out the window. “How long has it been since you went on a date with a nice man? One that you really liked who liked you back?”

      My mouth fell open and then closed again as I tried to remember. “I’m not sure.”

      “Uh huh. And when was the last time you dated someone responsible enough to run his own business? Successful enough to employ thousands of other people?” She turned and looked at me then.

      I shrugged. “Never, I guess.”

      “That’s right. And when was the last time you were truly interested in a man and took the time and the self-love one needs to pursue the possibility of a relationship?”

      She definitely had me there. “Probably not since college,” I mumbled.

      “Jordan, dear,” Mom began, leaning toward me, “Dallas Anderson is a good man. I can tell that by the way he treats his daughter. If you want to judge a man and how well he will treat a potential spouse, you look at two relationships: the way he treats his mother and the way he treats his daughter. Stop getting in your own way, sweetheart, and let it unfold. No, we’re not leaving it all up to fate, but the fact that you’re both here speaks volumes to me. Now, take the little nudge sweet Daphne and I are offering you and see it out.”

      I completely understood what she was saying. I’d definitely had a nice time with Dallas. Not only was he good looking, successful, and intelligent, but he was a good dad. And he smelled like the forest after a fresh rain. I was intrigued by him, pulled to him in a way. But I also didn’t want to end up making a fool out of myself by falling hard for a guy who was only seeing me out of the kindness of his heart to make his daughter happy.

      “Mom, I want to spend time with you while we’re here, and I’m sure Dallas wants to see Daphne. This is our mother-daughter trip, remember?” I reminded her.

      “Yes, of course, I remember,” she said with a dismissive wave of her hand. “We’ll spend time together. And we’ll see each other again at Christmas, which will be here before you know it. The two of us should get ready and go out and do a bit of shopping this morning. I’m not meeting Daphne until two o’clock. Then, you and Dallas will have to keep each other company while we go pick out some gifts for our special fellas.” She had a twinkle in her eye that only sparked whenever she was hatching one of her schemes.

      Who was I to argue with my own mother? “All right,” I told her with a sigh. “Just please, try not to embarrass me.”

      “Now, how in the world would I do that?” Her face went perfectly straight as she stared at me, offended.

      “Please, Mother.” I headed into the kitchenette to rinse out my empty coffee mug. “Do you not remember when I was a sophomore in high school and we came across Michael Hayes in the grocery store?”

      Immediately, Mom started giggling. “All I did was mention loudly that it was a shame you didn’t have a date for the winter formal.”

      “That’s right. And his eyes bugged out of his head.” I felt my cheeks flushing a deep red just thinking about it. “You practically talked the boy into asking me out under threat of death. Or worse—siccing dad on him.”

      Mom erupted in a fit of laughter. “That’s not quite how I remember it. But he asked you, didn’t he? And you had a nice time.”

      “True,” I said, letting out a loud sigh. “But then he started dating Keri Weaver and broke my heart, so maybe you should’ve just let things go, Mom.”

      She turned and met my gaze, slightly shaking her head. “Honey, I can’t guarantee that things will work out between you and Dallas, but he’s a good man. You should give this a try. And if it doesn’t last, well, you know what they say. It’s better to have loved and lost than to have never loved at all.” She gave me a sympathetic smile and then turned back to face the window.

      I knew she was right—she always was. Still, my heart felt heavy as I walked to the bathroom to take a shower and get ready to head out. Dallas was an exceptional man, and I’d had an amazing time with him the night before. But I didn’t want him to feel obligated to go out with me just because our matchmakers were arranging it.

      An hour or so later, Mom and I made our way downstairs, bundled up against the cold in coats with festive scarves and hats Mom had knitted just for this trip. We greeted a few people in the lobby and then headed out, ready to take in more of the shops and festivities.

      It wasn’t quite ten, so we had about four hours to spend together before Mom met up with Daphne, which may or may not leave me with Dallas. For all I knew, he might have something else he’d rather do—like go back to his hotel room and take a nap.

      Scents from the bakery filled our noses as we wandered around. We found ourselves stopping in for a pastry and another cup of coffee for breakfast and then headed into a cute boutique that had a lot of clothes I really liked. I settled on a sweater that matched a skirt I had back home and also bought a shirt I knew Mikaela would love as a gift for her. Then, we headed to the next store, where Mom found some earrings and a necklace for Victoria.

      For the next couple of hours, we shopped on, stopping for lunch at another one of the quaint restaurants. This time, I did save room for pie. Warm apples and cinnamon mixed with melted vanilla ice cream tasted so delicious, I ate until I couldn’t shovel in one more bite. Then, we went back out and shopped some more, buying presents for my sisters, my dad, and lots of the people who worked at the lodge.

      “I wish I would’ve thought to bring an extra, empty suitcase,” Mom said as we headed to the gazebo, the place where she and Daphne had decided to meet. It was almost time for their rendezvous, and I felt myself beginning to grow nervous at seeing Dallas again. He’d been so nice the night before, but what if he’d changed his mind about the idea of sharing his trip with his little girl with some strange woman he hardly knew? I wouldn’t be able to blame him if he did.

      “We can always ship the presents back to Sun Valley,” I reminded Mom. “It wouldn’t cost that much, and nothing you bought is too fragile.”

      “That’s a good point,” she said with a nod. “I think I may take these packages back to the room before Daphne and I head out. Do you want me to take yours too?”

      I didn’t have nearly as many bags as she did, but they were a little cumbersome. “I don’t want you to go to any trouble,” I said, worrying about her walking back there alone on potentially slick sidewalks.

      “I’m sure Daphne will help. She’s a big strong girl,” Mom said with a smile.

      “If you’re sure you don’t mind.” I handed the bags over, helping Mom slide them over her wrists.

      “Of course I don’t mind,” Mom said with a smile. “Listen, honey, there is something I want to make sure you understand, though.” She lowered her voice slightly, inclining herself so that she was leaning toward me, her eyes serious.

      I felt a shiver wash through me as I braced myself for whatever fact of life my mother was about to lay on me. “What is it, Mom?”

      She took a deep breath and blew it out slowly. “I know you’re very happy with the life that you have right now. You give your all to your students, to your profession, and you’re very good at what you do. If this was all you ever had, you’d probably be very content with the life that you’ve chosen.”

      I nodded, waiting for the other shoe to drop.

      “However, I do think that you’re missing out on parts of life you’ve never even considered before because you’ve been so focused on your work. Listen, my precious daughter, you’re still a young woman, but time stands still for no one.”

      A nervous giggle erupted from my lips. “What are you saying, Mom?”

      “I’m saying I think it’s time you took a chance. Dallas is a nice man. He could make you very happy.”

      “Or he could break my heart and devastate me.” I laughed when I spoke to lighten the mood, but I meant it.

      Mom shook her head. “Give the man a chance, dear. That’s all I’m saying. Please?”

      Drawing in a deep breath, I nodded. My mother was right. It was time for me to experience love. Hopefully, I would win, but losing would be better than never having done it at all.
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      “You know, I brought you here to spend time with you, right?” I asked Daphne over a giant stack of pancakes with whipped cream and strawberries. I took another sip of my coffee before setting it down next to the plate of scrambled eggs and bacon I’d hardly touched. “It would be nice to get to see you a little.”

      Daphne rolled her eyes and finished chewing her bite of breakfast. “I know, Dad. Don’t worry. We’ll get to see each other plenty. I just think that Ms. Cindy can help me find you the perfect Christmas gift, that’s all.”

      “Spending time with you is the perfect Christmas gift,” I reminded her. “Daph, you don’t have to get me anything.”

      “But I want to,” she argued. “I hate it when we have our Christmas time together, and I’m over there opening a bazillion presents under the tree and you have a macaroni necklace I made you in art class or a drawing. That’s not fair, Dad. Christmas is the time for giving, so I want to give you real presents this year, not just stuff I made for you.”

      “Those presents are some of the best I’ve ever received.” I meant it. “But I am glad to hear that you’re starting to understand that Christmas is more about giving than receiving.” I didn’t want to take the joy of giving away from her. It had certainly become my favorite part of the holidays.

      “That doesn’t mean I don’t still want presents,” she said, pointing a finger at me for emphasis.

      I reached over and grabbed her finger, squeezing it a little until she squealed and pulled it away. “Oh, don’t you worry, missy. You’ve already got plenty of presents at home. Soon, they will be wrapped to perfection by yours truly.”

      “Dad, when you wrap the presents yourself, it looks like a T-Rex did it,” she said, teasing me with a giggle. “You should hire someone.”

      My mouth dropped open as I pretended to be offended. “How dare you? Fine. From now on, you only get those gift bags that are no fun at all!”

      “I’m just kidding!” she said. “No, no gift bags. You know the fun is in the unwrapping.”

      I pretended to have T-Rex-length arms as I said, “Well, I’m afraid I can’t help you with that.”

      “Stop!” She swatted at me and laughed some more, music to my ears. “You’re ridiculous.”

      We both laughed for a few moments, but then a serious thought entered my mind. “You sure like Ms. Cindy, huh?”

      Daphne’s smile faded slightly, and her head rocked back and forth. “Grandma Stella isn’t anything like Ms. Cindy, Dad. Whenever I spend time with her, I feel like I’m at an etiquette lesson. She’s always trying to tell me how to be prim and proper. But Ms. Cindy is just fun. She tried dipping her pizza in ranch last night because I like it that way. She’d never tried it before, but she liked it. And she let me drink soda after the sun went down.” She shrugged. “It’s like having a fun grandma, like Olivia’s Grandma Mara. I like her a lot.”

      I smiled and nodded as my daughter spoke. No one needed to tell me how cold and stiff Stella was. She’d been my mother-in-law for many years, and I never did like the woman. My own mother had died when Daphne was still a baby, so she never got to know her. I knew my mom would’ve absolutely loved my little girl and would’ve spoiled her rotten. Cindy reminded me a lot of my mother, Gladys, and when I watched Daphne interact with her, I couldn’t help but imagine what it would be like if my mom were still alive.

      But she wasn’t. And Cindy Rodgers, the kind, sweet woman that she was, would never be able to take the place of my mother. She wasn’t Daphne’s grandma, and she lived in another state. Still, if I could give Daphne the gift of having a nurturing grandmother for just a little while, I would do that.

      “My Grandma Dolly was a lot like Ms. Cindy,” I told her, a smile forming as I took another sip of my coffee. Thoughts of the time I’d spent with my grandparents on their ranch when I was a little boy drifted through my mind. “She always made Christmas the most special time of the year.”

      “Yeah, Ms. Cindy told me all about the lodge in Idaho and how everyone who comes there loves it so much. Maybe we can go there next year, Dad? What do you think? We’ll have Christmas together next year.” She wiped her mouth on her napkin and pushed her plate away. The stack of pancakes was considerably smaller, though not gone yet.

      “We can definitely talk about that,” I told her. I thought about Jordan and how much fun we’d had together at the diner, and I wondered if there was a possibility of a future for us. At the moment, I had no idea, but if we could remain friends, then I saw no reason why we couldn’t visit her parents’ lodge for Christmas. It wasn’t like it had to be anything romantic between us.

      But was that what I wanted? Or did I want to sweep this woman off her feet and show her a world she’d never known existed before? I couldn’t answer that question at the moment because I hadn’t quite gotten over the shock that she was here. All I knew for certain was that I thought she was beautiful, intelligent, and interesting. The attraction was real. Did that mean we could have something solid? I didn’t know.

      “Are you ready?” Daph asked me, jarring me out of my thoughts.

      I nodded and signaled for the waitress to bring the check, which she did promptly. As we got up, I asked Daphne, “Where to, Bobbaloo?”

      Giggling, she stuck her arms through her coat. “You’re so silly, Dad. I don’t know. Just walk around for a while? We have, like, three hours before we need to be at the wishing well.”

      “All righty. Lead the way,” I said, extending an arm for her to go. My daughter didn’t hesitate to head back outside, into the crowds, the search for a Christmas adventure on her mind.

      We wandered around, looking at all of the decorations but expressly missing the stores so that she could explore those later with Ms. Cindy. We sampled some of the treats, even though we were both quite full from breakfast, which was really more like brunch since it had taken me forever to get my almost-teenage daughter out of bed.

      For lunch, we grabbed a sandwich from a food cart and walked through a little park area together, gazing at Christmas trees and birds fluttering around from snow-covered branch to boughs entwined in lights and bulbs. It was a beautiful, tranquil place just off the major thoroughfare where several other people had come to get some peace, either sitting on benches gazing at their surroundings or walking along like us.

      “Dad,” Daph said as she wadded up the paper wrapper from her sandwich, “do you like Ms. Rodgers?”

      “Jordan is a nice woman,” I said, not sure how to answer. Spotting a trashcan up ahead, I took her paper and went to throw our trash away, giving myself some time to think. When I rejoined Daphne, I took a deep breath. “Daph, I know you really want this to work out, but you shouldn’t get your hopes up. Adult relationships are complex. Jordan and I are two complicated people with lots of considerations to make before we just start dating. Real life is not like the movies where people meet, fall in love, and everything is perfect.”

      She took a deep breath, blowing out a cloud of vapor as she nodded. “I know that, Dad. I just want you to give her a chance—and to trust my judgment. I love you so much, and I want you to be happy. You deserve that. Ms. Rodgers is an amazing woman. Please don’t blow her off because you think this is some scheme on my part. It’s not like I could’ve made this happen on my own.”

      As I listened to Daphne’s well-articulated request, I realized that my baby girl wasn’t such a baby anymore. She sounded like an adult, like someone who knew more about the ways of the world than I was willing to admit. I reached over and pulled her into a half-hug. “I’ll keep that in mind, baby girl.” I leaned down and kissed the top of her head. “Now, I think we should probably be heading over to the gazebo if we don’t want to be late.”

      “We can’t be late,” she said, her eyes widening, making me chuckle.

      Daphne picked up the pace, even though we had plenty of time to make it the couple of blocks back to the gazebo and the wishing well. We wound through people, trying not to bump into anyone else. Lots of people said, “Merry Christmas,” as they came by, and we did the same.

      Eventually, the top of the gazebo came into sight in the distance. I felt myself becoming a bit more excited than I wanted to admit. I’d been so worried about Daphne, I hadn’t really thought much about what Jordan and I were going to be doing all afternoon. There was plenty to do, with the anniversary celebration happening on top of the regular Christmas activities, so I was sure we wouldn’t be bored. Spending time with Jordan sounded like fun, no matter what we’d be doing. I just didn’t want to ruin it by being unprepared.

      Daphne sucked in a deep breath, her body tensing as her eyes focused on familiar faces in the crowd.  “Ms. Rodgers! Ms. Cindy!” she shouted, breaking into a sprint.

      Seeing Jordan’s face in the distance as we approached the gazebo that encircled the wishing well had my heart leaping into my throat. The pair of them saw us and continued walking toward us, but I decided to hang back, keeping a smile on my face. Jordan’s mom opened her arms wide, bending down, even with large shopping bags swinging from her wrists. “There she is!” She scooped Daphne up in a tight hug, and they both giggled.

      It made my heart want to explode, seeing them both so happy. Once Cindy let her go, Daphne rushed to her teacher. “I missed you, Ms. Rodgers,” Daphne said.

      “I missed you, too.” It was the truth, I could tell. Then, I looked at Jordan. Seeing her here really did make me happy for reasons I couldn’t explain. Something about the woman intrigued me in ways I hadn’t felt for years, if I’d ever experienced this before.

      “Come on, deary,” Cindy said, taking Daphne’s hand. “Let’s head back to my room for a few minutes to drop these off, and then we’ll be on our way. Meet you here at six?” she asked me with a wink.

      I nodded. “Have fun, Daph. And listen to Ms. Cindy.”

      “I will, Dad,” she assured me with a smile, and then they were gone, leaving the two of us looking at one another awkwardly.

      “Well,” I said, rocking back and forth on my heels. “What would you like to do on our date?” Hearing that word slip out of my mouth had my face flushing red, but I waited patiently for Jordan to respond.

      She blushed as well. “I’m not sure. It’s the anniversary celebration, so there’s a lot going on right now.” Her genuine smile had my heart racing.

      Not sure what to do, I took a page from one of Daphne’s favorite Christmas movies. “I’ve got some ideas,” I told her before heading off in the direction of the craft market. I looked over my shoulder to see if she got the joke, and when she started laughing, I slowed down and fell in line beside her.

      I wasn’t sure which one of us was Elf and which one was Jovie, but I was glad to be on a “date” with her.
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      When Dallas said the line from the movie Elf and walked away from me, I couldn’t help but laugh. It was completely unexpected but also hilarious. Taking a few hurried steps, I caught up to him, and he turned to me with a big grin on his face. “Have you been to the market stalls on the other side of town?”

      “Not yet,” I told him. “We spent most of our day so far in the shops over there.” I pointed back the way we had come.

      “Let’s go check it out,” he suggested.

      I nodded, and we moved through the crowd past plenty of other couples, families, and groups of friends who were enjoying all of the festivities. Smiles and shouts of “Merry Christmas” could be heard from all directions as we walked along past windows decorated with scenes of Christmas cheer.

      “These are great,” I said, noting an ice-skating scene next to a panorama of a couple of kids building a snowman out of cotton.

      “They really are,” he agreed. “Daph and I saw them earlier. She wants to go ice skating, but I’m afraid to take her.”

      “Why is that?” I asked as we paused to check out the scene of a little girl staring out her bedroom window as Santa flew over a full moon.

      “We don’t have a lot of places to ice skate in Galveston, as you know,” he reminded me. I nodded—that was true. “I’m afraid she’s going to break a bone.”

      I bit back a chuckle. Thinking of Daphne getting hurt wasn’t funny, but it did seem like a worried dad sort of thing to say. “Oh, we’ve all got to start somewhere,” I said with a shrug. “Has she ever gone roller skating before?”

      His brow creased as he looked over my head, deep in thought. “I honestly don’t know,” he said. “Not to my knowledge. I usually know what she’s up to, so I would think she would’ve told me if she had. It’s not like we have a roller rink anywhere around.”

      “True. We had one in the town I grew up in. That was a lot of fun. But then, I started ice skating on the lake at the lodge when I was six or seven.”

      “Really? You must be pretty light on your feet then.” He looked impressed.

      “I’m not bad. My sister Mikaela is much faster than me, and she never falls. Never.” I shook my head and let out a giggle, thinking of Mikaela’s uncanny ability to ice skate. “Anyway, as long as you know what you’re doing, I think Daphne should be fine.”

      His eyes met mine for a second, his mouth moving silently, before he finally said, “Honestly? It’s been so long since I did any kind of skating, I’m not sure how well I would do either.”

      So that was his big concern, that Daphne would get hurt because he was rusty. “Well, if you wanna go try it out now, we can. Then, when you take Daphne, you’ll be all set. You could take her later this afternoon or in the morning if you’re not leaving too early.”

      I could still see hesitancy in his expression. “Are you going to laugh at me if I wipe out?” he asked.

      “Most definitely,” I replied, and we both laughed. The feel of his fingers resting on my elbow to steady him as we both laughed sent familiar electric pulses through me, even through the thick fabric of my coat. “No, of course I won’t laugh at you. Are you kidding? It’s part of my job to keep my face straight when other people are cracking up.” I thought of all the times kids had passed gas or said something inappropriate. “Besides, it’s been a while since I skated myself. For all I know, I could be the one falling down.”

      “Well, all right then,” Dallas relented. “Who knows? Maybe I’ll be a dynamo. I do remember winning a limbo contest in high school.”

      “That’s impressive,” I said as we turned to continue in the direction of the skating rink. I’d been there before, and we could walk through the market stalls we’d discussed earlier on the way.

      “Not really. Everyone else sucked,” Dallas joked, making me laugh again.

      As we reached the arts and crafts stall, we slowed down and looked at all of the different items being offered. We saw Christmas decorations like wall hangings and figurines, jewelry, and clothing items. Some of the crafts were so impressive with their design and the skill level it took to create them, I had to stop and admire them for several seconds before moving on.

      “Look at this,” Dallas said, fingering a saw blade painted with a scene of carolers going door to door. The details were so perfect, it looked like the little children in the front row were actually singing.

      “Amazing,” I said as the man in the stall came over. “Did you paint this?” I asked him.

      “I did,” he said. “That’s one of my favorites.”

      I couldn’t see taking a saw blade through security at the airport, even if it was decorative, but otherwise, I might’ve bought it. “It’s breathtaking,” I told him.

      “Thank you so much,” he said with a humble smile.

      “All of your work is very impressive,” Dallas agreed. “You’re a very talented artist.”

      “I appreciate it. I used to paint on canvas like a normal person, but I found painting on less traditional items made my work stand out a bit. It also blends in nicely with the farmhouse and lodge aesthetics,” he said with a chuckle.

      “That’s a great idea,” I told him. I’d seen other similar works of art, but nothing like this. I wished I could buy something of his, but none of it would fit in my luggage. “Thank you for sharing your art with the world.”

      “Of course,” he said. “It’s been nice chatting with you. You two have a nice afternoon.” He excused himself to go talk to another potential customer and we kept walking.

      A few minutes later, the skating rink came into view in front of us. Dallas stopped in his tracks, checking it out. He seemed to constantly be weighing whatever situation he was in to take it all in before acting, which I thought was a sign of intelligence. Either that or he was just a bit scared to proceed.

      “Skate rentals are over there,” I said, pointing at the booth. “Benches line the sides for people to put their skates on or rest. It’s pretty straightforward.”

      “And how thick do you think this ice is?” he asked.

      That almost made me laugh, but true to my word, I didn’t. “About six inches. It’s not a lake,” I assured him. “It’s just a skating rink. That’s all. Come on.” Taking him by the arm, I pulled him over to the skate rental place, and he came with me, dragging behind just a step or two.

      Lots of other people bustled around, getting their skates or returning them as children tossed snowballs at one another and laughter filled the air. Speakers played Christmas music in the background, cheerful holiday tunes lifting everyone’s spirits.

      When it was our turn to get our skates, I gave the woman behind the counter my size and was a bit shocked when Dallas asked for size elevens. I hadn’t noticed until then, but he did have rather large feet and hands, which immediately made me think of something else that had my face turning red. I had to turn away for a second to compose myself.

      “That’ll be ten dollars,” the woman told us. I fumbled with my crossbody to get my money out while Dallas reached for his wallet.

      “Oh, I’ve got it,” I assured him.

      “I don’t mind,” he said as I pulled a twenty out.

      “I’m sure you don’t, but neither do I, and you did pay for dinner yesterday,” I reminded him.

      “Jordan, this is supposed to be a date, remember?” he asked, a bill in his hand. “Daphne would be very disappointed if it wasn’t. And being a gentleman from Texas, I can’t let you pay for something on a date.”

      I raised an eyebrow, not sure how to respond to that. It was only ten bucks, so it wasn’t going to set either one of us back, so I nodded and put my money away, letting him pay. Still, I hoped he knew that I didn’t expect him to pay for everything. Just because he had money, that didn’t mean he had to be the one to spend it. I wasn’t used to someone paying my way.

      Dallas carried the skates for both of us, and we headed across the crunching snow to an empty bench where we sat to put them on. It took me a moment to get the laces tight enough, but once they were tied, I felt like the skates were going to work just fine.

      Hesitantly, I pushed up off the bench, steadying myself to make sure that I hadn’t lost my touch. Dallas wasn’t quite ready yet, so I waited for him, taking a few slow steps toward the ice before shifting around to face him. “You ready?”

      He didn’t answer at first, but then he nodded and stood. “Are you sure about this?”

      I gave him a reassuring smile. “Yep. We can do it. You can hold on to me if you want to.” It wasn’t just an excuse to get him to touch me.

      Dallas wrapped his hand around my arm, and we took our time making our way to the edge of the ice. A few couples flew past us, laughing and picking up speed as they turned. We weren’t ready for that yet. Gingerly, I stepped out and waited for him to come with me.

      As if he was expecting to fall the moment he put a toe on the ice, he let out a loud breath, and his free arm flew out. But he was steady on his feet, and when we pushed off, gliding out onto the frozen surface, he was just fine.

      We took our time, staying clear of everyone going much faster or children who acted like they were born with skates on, and Dallas kept his hand around my arm as we built our confidence. After a few minutes, I said, “See? Just like riding a bike. You’ve still got it.”

      “I guess so,” he agreed. “When I was younger, we’d go up north to visit my great-grandma sometimes at Christmas, and there were always a bunch of kids who would skate on a pond out by her farm. Scared the hell out of me,” he noted. “I was always afraid to try that. I need an actual rink, I guess.”

      “I can see why that would be troublesome,” I agreed. “But if you take Daphne out here, you’ll have a great time. I just know it.”

      He smiled at me, and I felt a tingle pulse down my spine as my heartbeat quickened. “I appreciate your patience, Jordan.”

      “No problem,” I assured him. “I’m a pretty patient person. But I needed to take it slow, too.”

      “You are a patient person.” His eyes seemed to be looking right through me, into my soul. I found myself biting into my bottom lip. “You’re a pretty remarkable person, Jordan. I hope it’s not weird that my daughter is doing her best to get us together.”

      “No, it’s not,” I told him. “I’m having a really good time with you.” My face heated as I looked away, a bit embarrassed about putting myself out there.

      We skated along for a few more beats to “Jingle Bell Rock” before he said, “What would you think about giving me your phone number? Maybe when we get back to Galveston, we could spend some more time together?”

      I lifted my eyes to meet his, shock and happiness mingling together to make my heart race. Just then, a little boy darted in front of us, making us both have to pull up short. I shifted around so that I was facing Dallas, his lips only a fraction of an inch from mine. We stared into each other’s eyes for a moment, the thought of lifting up to kiss him weighing heavily on my mind.

      Instead, I simply whispered, “I’d love it.”

      He grinned at me, and somehow, we became disentangled, continuing on our way.

      For the next couple of hours, we had an amazing time together. From skating to a quick bite to eat from a food truck, we laughed and told one another stories, all while singing along to the music and wishing everyone a Merry Christmas.

      When we got to the well to meet my mom and Daphne, they were sitting next to each other on a bench, laughing and chatting. It warmed my heart to see it. I was glad my mom had gotten to meet Daphne—and I was happy to have gotten forced to accept a date with her father.

      “Oh, I need your number,” Dallas said, pulling out his phone. He handed it over to me, and I plugged in my number just as Daphne ran over.

      Flinging herself around my legs, she shouted, “I knew it!” and laughed.

      Meeting Dallas’s eyes, I shrugged, and he chuckled at her, shaking his head. I handed his phone back to him, my number now stored safely inside. “I’ll see you when you get back to Texas, Daphne.”

      “I can’t wait, Ms. Rodgers,” she said, squeezing me tighter.

      I hoped this all worked out for the best—for her sake and mine.
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      The drive from the airport to Leslie’s house was too fast. Even though I’d had Daphne since Thursday night, I just wasn’t ready to hand her back over to her mother yet. I wanted to keep her with me forever.

      She didn’t want to get out either. As we turned into her neighborhood, she let out a loud sigh.

      Reaching over, I took her hand and squeezed it. “It’ll be okay, baby girl. I’ll see you soon.”

      “I know,” she said. “It’s just—we had so much fun. I’m so glad you got to see Ms. Rodgers, and spending time with Ms. Cindy was amazing. She was so much fun. Do you think I’ll ever get to see her again, Dad?”

      “I bet you will,” I said, though I had no way of knowing for sure. I did intend to call Jordan. In fact, ever since we’d gone skating together the day before, she’d been all I could think about.

      Last night, I’d lain awake in bed, thinking about her for hours. Was it okay for me to date my daughter’s teacher? It sounded a little strange, but I couldn’t really think of any reason why not. Unless, of course, things didn’t go well. Then, it could be a little awkward between Jordan and Daphne, but I knew Jordan would never treat her differently just because we were no longer seeing one another.

      “I had so much fun ice skating with you this morning, Dad. Thanks for taking me. I was afraid I was going to fall, but you kept me on my feet,” she said as I pulled to a stop in front of Leslie’s house.

      Turning to my daughter, the most important person in the world to me, I said, “I’ll always be there to keep you from falling, Daph.”

      “Thank you, Dad.” She unbuckled her seatbelt and leaned closer to me, throwing her arms around my neck, giving me a tight squeeze. I hugged her as tight as I could without breaking her, feeling so blessed to get to be her dad.

      “Daphne Grace!”

      The sound of Leslie’s voice had us both pulling apart quickly, and my stomach tightened into a ball of nerves. When I saw Daphne’s eyes enlarge, I hastily put on a smile. “Come on. Don’t you miss your mom?”

      She said nothing, only pressed her lips together. We got out of the truck, and I grabbed the gifts Daphne had chosen for her mother out of the back. We’d had the woman at the shop wrap them so that no one had to endure my T-Rex arms wrapping them, not even Leslie.

      “Is Ms. Rodgers’ gift back here?” Daphne asked, getting her suitcase out of the back.

      “Of course,” I said, patting the big box that was still nestled next to my suitcase. “Right here.”

      “I can’t wait for her to open it.” Daphne grinned at me, but then her mother shouted her name again, and we both froze for a second.

      Leslie was standing on the porch, her arms folded across her sweater, looking at us like she’d been standing there all weekend. With the gifts in hand, I closed the truck door and went around the vehicle to join Daphne, all the while reminding myself to be nice.

      “Howdy, Leslie,” I said. “Daph bought these for you.”

      “Fine, just put them down,” she barked. “Daphne, get inside and get cleaned up. We’re going to dinner. Chad will be here soon.”

      Daphne looked deflated but didn’t argue with her mom. Instead, she hugged me again, and I kissed the top of her head before setting the gifts on the front porch.

      As soon as Daphne was inside, she turned and said, “You’re still not considering coming to the wedding are you?”

      I wasn’t exactly sure where that had come from. “Considering?” I asked. “Hell, Leslie, I RSVPed months ago. Even got you a nice gift. You don’t have a toaster already, do you?”

      Growling at me, she said, “For once in your life Dallas Anderson, be fucking serious. Listen, I think it’s absolutely ridiculous that you’re thinking of coming to my wedding. Can’t you just accept that I’ve moved on?”

      The laugh that erupted from my mouth started in my stomach and exploded like hot lava pouring from my lips. “Nice one, Leslie. We both know I sure as fuck won’t be there because I want you back. I’m going to see Daphne in her beautiful dress as she stands up there next to you, to lend my support to my little girl. Not you or the man you cheated on me with.”

      “Yeah, well, maybe I wouldn’t have had to cheat if you weren’t such a manipulative asshole,” she said.

      I put up a hand and turned halfway to my truck. “I don’t know what kind of bee you’ve got in your bonnet, but I didn’t come here for this, all right? Daphne and I had a nice time. Thank you for letting her stay a few hours longer than normal. I’ll see you later, Leslie.” With that, I started walking toward the truck.

      “Fine, Dallas. Just walk away. Like you always do!”

      I froze, the temptation to whirl around and remind her that she was the one who walked away from our marriage when she let that other man stick his dick in her was on the tip of my tongue.

      But that was what she wanted me to say, so I refused to do it. It took every ounce of willpower inside of me to keep walking.

      Back in my truck, I drove a few blocks and then pulled over to the side of the street to collect my thoughts. I should go home, unpack, start the laundry, all of the things a person usually did when they came back from a trip. But I didn’t. Instead, I pulled out my phone and sent Jordan a quick text. “Are you back in town?”

      Almost immediately, she answered, “I am. Are you?”

      “Yep. Just dropped Daph off at her mom’s. Wanna go to dinner?” I waited patiently, watching the little bubbles form on my phone.

      “No.”

      That was it? One word? Just like that?

      I watched the dancing bubbles, holding my breath, wondering what I’d done wrong. “I’m sorry—I already have plans. I actually do want to. Just can’t. But I’m free tomorrow night.”

      Relief washed over me, and then I started to chuckle, shaking my head. What the fuck? This woman sure knew how to mess with me.

      “Well, after that, maybe I don’t wanna,” I shot back with a winky eye emoji.

      She sent a laughing emoji before saying. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t be messing with you when you just dropped Daphne off. But if you’re free tomorrow, I’d love to see you then.”

      “All right. You’ve won me back over. Text me your address, please. Pick you up at seven?”

      “It’s a date.” She sent me her address, and I found myself grinning like a Cheshire cat.

      I still didn’t want to go home, though, so instead, I found myself calling Waylen. Using my truck as the speaker allowed me to pull back onto the road and continue to wind my way out of Leslie’s neighborhood.

      “Well, well, if it isn’t the rich and famous Governor Dallas Anderson. How are you, old chap?” Waylen asked in the worst British accent I’d ever heard anyone butcher.

      “Why the hell are you talking like that?” I asked him. “Did you get dumped by an English woman or something?”

      “Nah, I just figured someone fancy like you who takes private jets all over the place should probably be greeted a bit more formally than what I usually say, that’s all,” he replied back in his usual Texas twang.

      “Do you wanna go grab a drink?” I asked, trying not to sound depressed. Already, I was missing Daphne, as well as wishing that I’d had the chance to see Jordan. I’d just seen her the day before, but I’d been hoping all day to be able to catch up with her. I should’ve just asked her out when I’d had the chance to, while we were skating. I’d been too busy trying not to fall on my ass and embarrass the hell out of myself. God, I’d wanted to kiss her when she did that spinny thing and ended up right in front of me.

      “Sure, sure,” Waylen said. “I’m always up for a drink. Meet you in ten?”

      “Sounds good.” I hung up and headed to his favorite hangout, knowing it would take me at least fifteen minutes to get there from here if traffic was cooperative and knowing he wouldn’t be there waiting for me.

      I pulled into a parking spot, not seeing Waylen’s vehicle anywhere, and I took a few steps out onto the beach, staring at the ocean. It was a soft grayish green, seagulls circling out over the cresting waves, calling to one another. For a moment, I wondered if that was what my heart sounded like, crying for the girls I was currently missing.

      The sound of a rough-running engine had me turning around to see Waylen pull into the parking lot. I shook my head, wishing the man would get a job so he wouldn’t have to keep taking risks with his health driving around in that damn thing. He got out, slammed the door, and fanned smoke away from his face.

      “You know, there’s a great mechanic over on Tenth Street that could probably fix that for you,” I told him as I caught up to him, patting him on the back.

      “Nah, it’s fine. Just dripped some oil when I changed it last, that’s all,” he said. “Besides, now that I have a new job, I’m going to save up for a new truck. Maybe get me one like yours.”

      I arched an eyebrow at both his announcements and the idea that he thought he could easily buy a truck like mine, which cost over a hundred grand. “Where are you working?” I pulled the door open for both of us and let him in first.

      He waved at the waitress, giving her a crooked grin before heading to our usual table. “Got a job at the gas station down the street from my folks’ house,” he explained. “Going to be the overnight cashier. That shift makes the most money.”

      “Good for you!” I exclaimed, meaning it. I wouldn’t want to do a job like that, but I had to applaud him for finally finding a way to earn an income.

      “Mom’s agreed to keep my rent low so I can save up to get a new ride and a place of my own.” He shrugged. “I’ll keep you posted.”

      The waitress came over and we both ordered beers. As she headed off to get them, I said, “Well, you are never going to believe who also happened to be in Montana.”

      He arched an eyebrow. “Taylor Swift?”

      Laughing, I said, “No, not even close. Daphne’s teacher.”

      “Shut the fuck up!” he proclaimed. “Did Daph tell her where you were going?”

      “No, she didn’t. Jordan had already planned on going with her mom, and Daphne never mentioned it to me because she didn’t know. Craziest coincidence ever.”

      Waylen stared at me for a second before saying, “Did you call her Jordan?” I felt my face heat up as he smiled. “All right, you bastard. Tell me everything.”

      Our beers arrived just in time for me to tell him everything that had happened. By the time I finished, Waylen was grinning at me like a devil. “That’s it. We’re going out tomorrow night,” I said with a humble shrug.

      “Well, I’ll be. After all this time, you’re finally dating again. I’m so proud of you.” He reached across the table and smacked me in the shoulder.

      “Thanks. I’m just a little nervous because of Daph, you know? She loves Jordan, and I don’t want to fuck this up.” I wiped my palms on my jeans, noticing that they were sweaty just from talking about going out with Jordan. “I think we need to take it slow.”

      “You can’t let that worry you, man. Just put your foot down on the pedal and go!” Waylen finished his beer, still smiling at me.

      I nodded, but I wasn’t sure. In my heart, I felt like Jordan was special, that maybe we could really have something here. Something magical. But if I fucked it up, it wouldn’t just be the two of us getting hurt.

      Daphne would be brokenhearted, too, and I couldn’t let that happen. No matter what.
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      “Why do the stores always have to be so fucking crowded?” Ashley asked as she elbowed her way through a crowd to enter a department store.

      Following close behind her, I caught up to her once we got to an aisle that had relatively fewer people rushing by. “We’re at a mall, in Houston, a few days before Christmas, Ash,” I reminded her. “That’s why they’re crowded today.”

      “Yeah, but if all these idiots wouldn’t just fucking wait until the last minute to buy presents, then it wouldn’t be so damn crowded.” She headed over to the tie section, looking for a gift for her dad.

      I cleared my throat. “You do realize you did the same thing, right, my friend?” I asked, using a soft tone so as not to elicit her wrath.

      It didn’t work. She turned and looked at me with that icy stare she used to pin inmates to the wall. “I have an excuse, unlike most of these assholes. I have to work all day with criminals who don’t give a shit that it’s Christmas. I seriously bet Grandma Moses and her flock of grandkids over there could have taken off a few weeks ago to make her way out here.” She pointed with the crown of her head toward an elderly woman with three young teens walking alongside her, looking through the men’s dress shoes.

      Rather than trying to use logic with my friend, I decided to let it go. Ashley did this every year, and every year I came along to the mall with her, even though she never wanted or took any of my suggestions. I was just there for moral support and to help her find a parking spot—someone had to be the lookout.

      “What do you think of this one?” she asked, holding up a generic-looking gray tie. “It would match everything.”

      “Yeah, I can see your dad liking that,” I said with a shrug. I’d known Ashley’s dad, Phil, for years, and I’d never once seen him wear a tie. He was a barber, so he didn’t wear them to work, and her parents’ church was very relaxed, the kind where people could wear jeans or even shorts if they wanted to. But who was I to try to invoke some reason in my sweet friend who was clearly set on buying him a tie again this year?

      “So you go to Montana and this guy shows up out of nowhere?” she asked, taking the tie and moving to the women’s sweaters. Her mother, Darla, did love ugly sweaters, so it should be pretty easy for her to pick something out this time of year.

      “That’s not quite what happened,” I said, browsing through the not-so-ugly sweaters nearby. “It was a coincidence.”

      “A coincidence?” She stopped looking through the sweaters. “Sounds a lot like Shifty McCarter’s reasoning for why his last two girlfriends fell out hotel windows. That’s the kind of coincidence that doesn’t quite add up, if you ask me.”

      “Note to self, do not date anyone named Shifty McCarter,” I mumbled, making her snicker and shake her head. “No, it really was. I never told my students where I was going, and I certainly didn’t know he was going there. Mom and I planned this trip months ago, you know that.”

      “So? He’s a rich guy, right? Any chance he has somebody in the airline industry who could figure out where you were flying?” She held up a sweater with a cat with sand flaking off its claws and considered it.

      “That’s not something I’d even given a thought,” I admitted. “Seems like an awful lot of trouble to me. Why would anyone do that?”

      “I have no fucking idea, Jordan. He’s your stalker,” she reasoned, putting the sweater back and moving to another rack.

      Shaking my head, I followed along. “He’s not a stalker, Ash. He’s a professional, very nice and intelligent. We had a nice time together. And if he asks me out again, I’m going to go.”

      “But aren’t you worried about his kid? What if she gets so attached to you that she starts calling you Mom or some bullshit? Then, he breaks up with you. Or maybe even worse from that perspective, you realize he’s a douche with a limp dick. Then what?”

      I thought back to how large Dallas’s hands and feet were. “I doubt that will happen.”

      “Which part?” she asked me, raising an eyebrow.

      “Any of it. I don’t know. Daphne is already attached to me, but that doesn’t mean she thinks I’m going to be her mom. And who knows? Maybe we’ll hit it off and end up together. I’m not saying it’s likely, but it’s got to happen sometime, doesn’t it?” I sounded hopeless. Sighing, I slumped against the nearest clothing rack.

      Ashley patted me on the shoulder. “Sure, and it will. I just don’t want you to get hurt, that’s all. If you don’t think he’s a stalker and he seems like a nice guy, then go for it. Just be careful. I was serious when I said he seemed a bit like damaged goods to me. He’s got one fucked up ex-wife from what I can tell.”

      “I am the picture of caution,” I assured her, just as my phone vibrated in my pocket. My heart stopped beating for a moment as I considered whether or not it could be Dallas. Then, logic took over, and I reminded myself that wasn’t likely. It was probably my mom, even though I’d just talked to her a little while ago to make sure she got home okay. But then, Mom wouldn’t text.

      Inhaling deeply, I retrieved my phone and stared down at it. The message was from Dallas. He’d texted me once before to let me know his number, and I’d saved it in my phone.

      “Is that from him?” Ashley asked, stepping over to look over my shoulder. “Maybe he is stalking you. What are the chances that he’d text you while we’re talking about him?”

      “High,” I said, shaking my head. All she ever wanted to do was talk about him. “He wants me to go out to dinner with him tonight.”

      “Girl, I know you like this guy, but you’d better not bail on me,” Ashley said, giving me a look that said she was serious.

      “Hoes before bros,” I reminded her. It sounded so wrong coming from my mouth that we both laughed. I texted a quick response back to Dallas, letting him know I couldn’t, but then I told him I was free the next night. He laughed at my psych out that I didn’t want to at all, and then we made arrangements to see each other the next night.

      “Well, at least he has a sense of humor,” Ashley muttered. “Okay, so you’ve got yourself a hot date. What the fuck are you going to wear?”

      “I’ve got that blue dress I bought when we were shopping a few weeks ago, remember?” I reminded her. “I can wear that. I should be good.” I thought about the different shoes I owned and considered a couple of pairs of strappy heels.

      “All right, but what about under the dress?” Ashley asked a bit too loud. The grandma from earlier was standing nearby and turned to look at us. “What?” Ashley asked her. “Not all of us wear Depends.” The woman gasped and turned away.

      “Ashley!” I shook my head. “Really? So sorry!” I called after the woman who turned back to look over her shoulder at me. Returning my attention to Ashley, I asked, “Why do you have to talk to everyone like they’re inmates?”

      “Because that’s all I know,” she said with a shrug, like that was all there was to it.

      “You should get out more.” With a sigh, I contemplated the point she’d been making before she shamed an elderly woman. “I’ve got a whole drawer full of fancy underwear that won’t leave lines or anything under the dress.”

      “That’s great, but do they match? Are they the kinds of sets you’d want someone to see you wearing briefly before he yanks them off with his teeth?” She arched both eyebrows and waited for my answer.

      Immediately, my face flamed bright red. “Ashley! What makes you think I would do something like that on a first date?”

      “By my calculations, this isn’t a first date, girl. It’s at least a third if you count dinner and the ice skating thingy. So in the real world, where people aren’t concerned about what their students and their parents may think or find out, most people think that it’s totally acceptable to have sex on a third date. I’d plan on it if I were you. Unless, of course, you don’t want to, which is cool, too.”

      I stared at her for a long moment, my mouth agape, trying to process. It hadn’t occurred to me that this wasn’t actually a first date. She did have a point. It’d been a long time since I’d had a third date with anyone—and much longer since I’d had sex. As a teacher, I often put my work above all else.

      But Dallas was different. If he wanted me like that, I wouldn’t say no. After all, he was unbelievably hot. Everything about him was sexy. Would he be interested in sleeping with someone like me? An intellect with curves and a common job from a middle-class background? I had no idea. And if he was interested in sex, without the promise of there ever being more, was I okay with that? Well, that answer was easier. I was.

      Returning my gaze to Ashley, I said, “I guess you have a point. I don’t really have any sexy sets. You know, about a hundred years ago, if female teachers even so much as went out in public with a man who wasn’t related to them, they could be fired.”

      “Thank god we’re not living in the 1800s anymore.” She looped her arm through mine and started dragging me across the store, carrying the tie and a sweater with a large glittery cardinal in the middle of it.

      “Where are we going?” I asked, trying to keep up with her.

      “To the lingerie department, of course,” she said, shaking her head at me. “We’ve got to make sure that you’re ready to rock and roll.” Stopping in her tracks, she turned to me. “By the way, have you done any gardening lately?”

      “Gardening? The weather isn’t bad outside, Ash, but it’s not exactly the time of year for that, even in Galveston.” What the hell was she asking that for?

      A peal of laughter rippled through her at my response. “No, silly. Not that kind of gardening. You know, gardening.” She looked down toward my middle, her eyes wide, her head shaking slightly.

      Suddenly, I understood what she meant. “Oh. Right. Gardening. Hell, I don’t know.” Why would I disclose that sort of information to her in the middle of a shopping mall? “I’ll check it when I get home.”

      “See that you do. The last thing you need is for this smokin’ hot billionaire to get caught in the weeds.” With that, she pulled me into the lingerie section and over to the panty and bra sets. I took a deep breath and started looking. It might’ve been presumptuous of me, but I’d rather be prepared.

      “Better safe than sorry,” I mumbled, looking at a nice black lacy set.

      “What about this?” Ashley held up a bright red thong with no crotch and a bra so tiny I wouldn’t even be able to get my nipples wedged in there.

      I burst out laughing. “No, thank you. I think I can do this part on my own.”

      “We’ll see,” she said, dropping it and looking at more choices.

      She was right. I did tend to be conservative. Maybe it was time for me to take a chance. But nothing as drastic as what her choice had been. I moved from the black choices to brighter bolder prints and then saw something that looked perfect. With a smile, I found my size and held it up. “Ash?”

      With a grin, she said, “That’s perfect.”
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      The house seemed eerily quiet as I got ready for my date with Jordan. It wasn’t as if I was used to having Daphne around all the time, making noises in other rooms, like she used to when we all lived together, but having been with her for the weekend in a smaller area, I missed her now more than ever.

      Straightening my tie, I tried to get my mind off that. In the back of my head, I always wondered if I would have a family under the same roof with me again one day—Daphne included, of course. She would always be my little girl, no matter whether or not I met someone new and had another child.

      I shook my head to clear it, trying to get my thoughts back on the matter in front of me, making sure I was ready for this date. I’d missed Jordan almost as much as I’d missed Daphne since we’d said goodbye in Montana. That seemed absurd, but we’d had a really fun time together, and I looked forward to getting to know her better.

      Satisfied that I looked good, I took a deep breath and stepped back, trying not to get nervous. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d gone on a date that actually mattered to me. It had been a while. Reminding myself that this wasn’t a first date helped. The woman had already gone out with me at least one other time, maybe twice depending upon how she wanted to count that impromptu meal at the diner, so she must like me okay, or else she wouldn’t have agreed to dinner with me now. I chuckled about how she’d faked me out by saying no originally.

      I slipped my phone into the pocket of my jacket and made sure I had my wallet. This was going to be fun. We were going to have a great time. There was no need to be nervous.

      In my truck, I turned the radio on, glad to hear Christmas music pouring out as I started on my way to Jordan’s house. She’d given me her address, and I knew what part of town it was in, so I didn’t bother with the GPS. Sometimes I liked to do things the old-fashioned way.

      Humming along to “Holly Jolly Christmas,” I ignored my racing pulse and drove across town, telling myself it would be fine. I’d made reservations at one of the fancier restaurants downtown, and we had about half an hour before we were supposed to be there, so there was nothing to worry about.

      Jordan lived in a nice little cottage in a part of town that was known for having lots of young families near a popular elementary school. I wasn’t surprised at all to see a number of Christmas decorations on the lawn and lights on the house. With a smile on my face, I headed to the door, suddenly wondering if maybe I should’ve brought flowers.

      The door opened, and Jordan stood there with a warm smile on her face. “Hey!” she said cheerfully, not a trace of nerves in her voice. “Let me grab my coat, and I’ll be ready.”

      “Okay.” I took a step into the entryway, but she didn’t have far to go. Helping her put her coat on, I said, “You look beautiful.” She did, too, dressed in a sapphire blue gown that hit just above her knees and hugged her curves in all the right places.

      “Thank you,” she said with a smile, turning to face me. “You also look nice.” Her eyes roamed over my suit, causing a grin to form on my face. I liked the weight of her eyes on my body.

      “Thanks. Are you ready to go?” Still feeling a bit on edge, I offered my arm, and she took it, tucking her bag under her arm and locking the door before we headed to the truck.

      As soon as we got inside, we started a conversation about our flights home, and she told me how her mother had gotten pulled aside at security and almost had a nervous breakdown. I felt sorry for sweet Cindy, but it all ended up just fine, and they’d had a nice flight to Idaho. Jordan said her flight to Texas was uneventful. I told her ours was also fine, and she teased me about being on a private jet.

      We pulled in front of the restaurant, and one of the valets opened her door for her. I handed off the keys and hustled around to take her arm, not wanting to hand her off to anyone else, not even for a few seconds. I thanked the workers and headed inside.

      The moment I walked in, the hostess said, “Mr. Anderson, welcome. If you and your guest will follow me, we have a beautiful table for you near the fireplace and the Christmas tree.”

      “Perfect,” I said with a smile, wondering how she knew me. But then, there weren’t a lot of billionaires in the area, so sometimes I did get recognized.

      I pulled Jordan’s chair out for her and helped her remove her coat, which the hostess took to check. It wasn’t cold outside, so the fireplace was more of a romantic ambiance enhancement than a necessity to make it cozy. It hardly gave off any heat, but it looked inviting.

      The waiter arrived instantly, handing us menus. I ordered an expensive bottle of wine, and he went away to give us a moment.

      “I’ve always wanted to eat here,” Jordan said, her eyes gazing over the offerings. “Did you know this building used to be a theater?”

      “I didn’t realize that,” I admitted. “I’ve been here a few times, for business reasons. It’s not quite as romantic during the day. Or with portly Texas good ol’ boys who expect a deal on a contract.”

      She giggled, a sound I was definitely beginning to enjoy.

      “What’s good here?” she asked. “Everything?”

      “More or less,” I assured her. “I usually get the steak when I’m at lunch with those sorts of fellows. Gotta prove I’m a cowboy and all that.”

      That just made her laugh louder. “Well, you don’t have to prove your manhood to me, but if you want to get the steak, it does sound good.”

      I stared at her for a moment, trying not to be rude, but she had shocked me again. “On our first date, I was impressed that you’d gotten a cheeseburger. Are you telling me you’re going to get a steak tonight? You are a woman after my own heart.”

      She shrugged. “I’ve got to do something to maintain these curves.”

      To me, that was an invitation to let my eyes trace down her body. Since she was currently seated, it was hard to see anything other than her breasts, but they sure as fuck looked good in that dress. I smirked at her and looked away, trying to cool myself off a little bit. She was a schoolteacher—weren’t they supposed to be more chaste than most people? Or was that just a vicious rumor?

      The waiter returned and poured us each a glass of wine. Raising mine, I said, “To our second date.”

      She moved to clink her glass against mine but froze. “Second? Are you sure it’s not our third?”

      I stared into her gorgeous brown eyes for a moment and then said, “Do you wanna count the diner?”

      She shrugged. “Do you?”

      Carefully, I weighed the question, thinking there was more to it than I was currently understanding. If we counted the diner, that made this our third date. Was that significant? I channeled my inner Waylen for a moment and decided it was “Sure,” I said. “To our third date.”

      We toasted to that just as the waiter came to take our order. Both of us ordered steaks with potatoes and steamed vegetables, and I knew this woman and I had more in common than pretty much anyone I’d ever dated before.

      “When do you get to see Daphne again?” she asked as we waited for our food, munching on some delicious homemade bread.

      “Not until the wedding. Leslie has her until after Christmas. She and her new husband are waiting until February to go on their honeymoon because Chad has some big clients he has to meet with in January, and Leslie doesn’t want to mess up his work.” I tried to keep the angst out of my voice because I didn’t need to seem bitter about it. I just hated that Leslie cared about Chad’s work but never gave a flying fuck about mine.

      “Does she get to stay with you while her mother’s away?” she asked me.

      “Yes. We’ve got some fun day trips planned for weekends and evenings,” I told her. “She really wants to go to the aquarium in Houston. We haven’t been there in a while.”

      “How fun. It’s so great that she gets to visit so many places and have such unique experiences. Kids learn so much through that.” She smiled at me, and I could see the warmth in her eyes.

      “I try to take her places when I can. It’s always a lot of fun for both of us.” I thought of all the other places I’d taken Daphne, but in my mind, I added Jordan in. Wouldn’t it have been even better to have her there? The idea that Jordan could seamlessly fit into our lives took form.

      “And what about the wedding?” she asked me, taking a sip of her wine. “Are you planning to attend? Daphne told me that she thought you were.”

      I nodded. “Absolutely. I want to see my daughter. I couldn’t care less about my ex and her new husband, but Daphne wants me there, so I’ll go. I’d sit through hell if she wanted me to.”

      Jordan gave me a slightly surprised but affirmative gaze, but she didn’t say more, so I asked about her family, and soon enough our food arrived. We focused on eating for several minutes. The steak was delicious, and the potato was perfectly cooked. I knew I’d made the right choice in picking this restaurant, and Jordan seemed to like it, too.

      “You know,” Jordan said when we were about halfway done, “if you want someone to go with you, for moral support, I could go.”

      I stared at her for a long moment, not sure what to say before I asked, “Really?”

      She nodded. “I don’t want to impose or anything, but I can’t imagine how awkward that might be for you. So, think it over.”

      “Thank you,” I said. “No, really. I appreciate it. I’ll let you know.”

      She smiled, and we went back to our dinner, chatting about Christmas and other easy topics, but all the while, I couldn’t help but think about what an amazing woman Jordan truly was.

      When dinner was over, we got into my truck, but I didn’t find myself driving toward her house. I wasn’t ready to tell her goodbye just yet. “Do you think you would like to come to my house?” I asked her. “For… drinks?”

      I took a deep breath, wondering if she’d know what I was getting at. I was really starting to fall for this woman, and I wasn’t ready for the evening to end.

      Jordan was quiet for a second. I bit down on my bottom lip, waiting, wondering if I should take it back. “That sounds fun.”

      I turned to look at her, and she smiled at me. My heart started beating again. Her eyes told me she was feeling the same thing for me that I was for her.

      Pulling into my driveway, I willed myself to slow down, not to rush, but all I wanted to do was get her inside and press my lips to hers. Jordan walked alongside me to the front porch. I fumbled with the keys but finally got us in. We took two steps inside, and I turned to take her coat, but before I could help her take it off, her mouth was on mine, and everything else faded away.
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      I wasn’t sure what had come over me, but the moment I stepped into Dallas’ house, I found myself unable to hold back anymore. Throughout dinner, we’d been flirting with one another, even while discussing some pretty important topics. When he’d invited me back to his house, I’d been compelled to think that he wanted me as much as I wanted him. I hardly even had my coat off before my mouth was pressed to his in a heated kiss.

      Initially, fear that he would push me away had me thinking I should try to hold back. How would I ever face him or Daphne again if I’d misinterpreted everything, and he really just wanted to get another drink, maybe talk about her grades or something? His hand came up to cup the back of my head, holding me in place. His tongue darted against my bottom lip, urging me to part my lips to his soft, warm mouth. I knew I hadn’t misread anything.

      This was happening.

      Thank goodness Ashley had pressed me to buy the nice underwear. The cheetah-print bra and lacy thong I was wearing made me feel more confident than I ever had in my life.

      Dallas pulled away from me with a soft sigh, his eyes closed as he lowered his forehead against mine. It was as if he needed a moment to contemplate that what we were doing wasn’t going to end badly. Then, his emerald eyes snapped open, and his mouth was on mine again. Whatever we’d started wouldn’t be snuffed out so easily.

      Still exploring my mouth with his tongue, Dallas led me down the hallway toward a staircase. I hoped he’d release me so that I could climb the stairs without tripping. These heels made it difficult to walk anyway, especially while climbing unfamiliar obstacles, but somehow we managed to reach the top and make it down a hallway to his bedroom without either of us taking a tumble.

      I didn’t get much of a chance to look around the space because all I could think about was Dallas and getting his clothing off him as quickly as possible. His jacket came off easily enough. He worked on my dress as I loosened his tie. I had to separate myself from him long enough to slide the obstruction over his head, but when he reclaimed my mouth with his, the taste of the wine we’d shared at dinner and peppermint mingled with the feel of his rough tongue against mine, and it had me moaning into his mouth.

      It had been so long since I’d felt this way about anyone, like I wanted to tear his clothes off and my own. I could hardly contain myself. In fact, I wasn’t sure I’d ever felt like this before. My fingers fumbled with the buttons of his shirt, aggravating me and causing me to tear with such a frenzy that one of them popped off and flew across the room.

      Dallas pulled back, and we both laughed for a second. Smoothing my hair back with his palm, he said, “You’re so beautiful, Jordan. I want you so bad.”

      “Thank you.” I looked into his emerald eyes and bit down on my bottom lip already wanting his mouth back on my body. “I want you, too.” The urge to tell him how everything about his body turned me on bubbled to the surface, but I forced it back. I didn’t need to sound needy and desperate, not when he just said he wanted to be with me.

      We resumed the undressing process, slowing down this time and taking our time. Dallas tugged down my zipper, his warm fingers brushing against my back as it lowered, and I managed to get the rest of the buttons undone without mutilating his shirt anymore. Then, I moved onto his belt and zipper, stepping out of my shoes as he did the same with his shoes and socks. I only let go of him long enough to work my arms out of the sleeves of my dress.

      When my dress pooled on the floor, Dallas took a step back, his hands still resting on my upper arms, as a guttural sound caught in his throat. “Damn,” he said. “You look amazing.” His eyes grazed over every curve of my body, from my hips to my breasts. I’d definitely chosen the right undergarments.

      Smiling, I said, “Thank you,” again and then moved closer to him, our lips meeting in a deep, passionate kiss as I finally managed to get his arms out of his shirt and feel the smooth, muscular surface beneath my palms. Everything about his body was just as perfect as I’d imagined seeing him with his clothes on. Running my fingertips down his rippling abs left me quivering, the ache that had formed between my legs long ago increasing to a painful degree. God, I wanted him so badly.

      He had to have known it, too. A small smirk formed on his mouth as he leaned in to kiss me again. I didn’t care. All of my inhibitions had left me the moment I’d thrown myself at him to kiss him at the door. Pushing his pants and boxers down, I took a few steps closer to the bed. Dallas complied, coming along with me. He lifted me up, dropping me backward onto the soft blue comforter. The mattress was divine—it was like I was lying on a cloud, but those thoughts only surfaced for a moment as I reached for him.

      Dallas paused next to the bed, looking at me, lying there in my lingerie. I dragged a hand between my breasts, across my tummy and lower, hoping he could tell how badly I wanted him. His smile widened as he drank me in, but he didn’t say anything else. He didn’t need to. Quickly, he pushed his pants down, taking them all the way off, his boxers as well, leaving him standing before me in all of his glory.

      His cock was even bigger than I’d imagined, based on his shoe size. I couldn’t help but stare, my mouth dropping open slightly as I tried to imagine how something so large was going to fit inside of me. I’d find a way to get him all the way in.

      That ache became an all-consuming fire. While he glided to the nightstand to grab a condom, I peeled my sopping wet panties off and tossed them aside, letting one knee drop to the bed so he could see everything I had to offer as well.

      “Fuck,” Dallas murmured, still holding his dick even though he had the condom on. “You’re even more gorgeous than I ever could’ve imagined.”

      I didn’t get a chance to respond because he was soon on top of me, my legs on either side of his hips, the tip of his massive erection at my entryway. I wiggled my hips, wanting to take him in right away, but it seemed Dallas had other things in mind first.

      Reaching beneath me, he unclasped my bra. It slid down to my elbows, and I swiped it away, getting rid of the last scrap of clothing between us.

      Dallas drank in my full breasts, his eyes roaming freely over every square inch as I reached up and stroked his chest. When he moved to touch me, every trace of his skin on mine left a blazing sensation on my flesh. He worked each breast, taking his time massaging, stroking, and rubbing my nipples between his thumb and forefinger, plucking them, making them so hard, I could hardly stand it. Then, when he dipped his head to kiss each one, lick, suck, flick his tongue against the peaks, I began to pant uncontrollably. I felt myself becoming closer and closer to falling over the edge from him just touching my breasts. The idea that he would soon be inside me made my thoughts fuzzy and my breathing ragged.

      “Please, Dallas,” I begged him. “Please, take me.”

      “You don’t like this?” He ran his tongue along the edge of my areola before flicking it against my nipple. Then he grazed his teeth along the outer edge before clamping down and sucking, all while running his tongue along the surface.

      “I love it,” I told him, my fingers tangling in his hair. “God, it feels so good. But I want you to fuck me.”

      “Oh, I’m going to fuck you,” he promised. “Just as soon as I’m done tasting your beautiful breasts.”

      With his mouth still on my nipple, he slid a hand down my stomach, then lower, trailing his fingers between my folds and finding my entry. I braced myself, inhaling deeply as I inwardly begged him to press his dick inside me.

      “You’re sopping wet, gorgeous,” he said with a chuckle.

      All I could do was gasp in response as another finger entered me, stretching me, getting me ready. Then, he withdrew his hand and grabbed hold of my hips. Looking up into his eyes, I tried to prepare myself, but when he finally plunged inside me, there was nothing that could’ve gotten me ready for the sensation. My head tipped back and an ethereal gasp exited my mouth as I took it all in, all of him, and all of the pleasure circulating through my body.

      “Does that feel all right?” he asked me, still grinning down from where his face hovered above me.

      I nodded. “More, please,” I begged him.

      He dropped his head to find my mouth, kissing me, as he began to move his hips. At first, he took his time, moving carefully, pushing all the way inside with each pass. But then, once I was able to start moving my hips up to meet his, the pace quickened. In a matter of moments, we were both panting, glistening with perspiration as we moved together as one.

      It didn’t take long at all for me to lose all touch with reality. Dragging my fingernails down his back, I cried out, screaming his name and grunting as wave after wave of ecstasy rippled through my body. I’d never felt this good in my entire life, and I never wanted it to end.

      After several minutes, my lungs began to burn. I couldn’t breathe, I was so overwhelmed with pleasure. I felt Dallas begin to tighten up as well, though he was fighting it, trying to keep me at my peak for as long as possible. When he finally joined me, he grunted several times, his body growing stiff, and then, with one final groan, he collapsed on my shoulder.

      Both of us lay there, intertwined, our bodies heaving as we sucked in air. I didn’t want to move. I only wanted to enjoy this sensation, to feel the weight of him on top of me and know that we had done something amazing and beautiful together.

      But then, another thought flickered across my mind. As reality began to set in, it occurred to me that I’d just had sex with one of the parents to a student in my class. I’d done something some people may think of as unethical, immoral. Panic washed through me. What if he told people? What if I got a reputation as some kind of a teacher-whore?

      “Jordan? What’s the matter?” Dallas asked, climbing off me but keeping me close as he brushed sweaty strands of hair away from my cheek.

      “Do you think we’ve crossed a line?” I asked him.

      “No, not at all,” he assured me. Dallas moved to climb beneath the blankets, inviting me along with him. I came, too, snuggling against his side. “We are two consenting adults. Don’t worry, Jordan. No one is going to think you are seducing your students’ parents for some strange reason.”

      When he put it like that, it did sound silly. I chuckled and ran my hand across his chest. “You’re right. I’m sorry. I guess my brain is still a little fuzzy.”

      He leaned down and kissed me. “I understand. Stay with me?”

      I nodded, happy he’d asked, but when he got up to fetch me a long T-shirt of his to wear and put his boxers back on after getting rid of the condom, I felt a bit better. I wasn’t sure I was ready to sleep naked with a man I’d only known for a few weeks.

      We took turns in his master bathroom and plugged in our phones to charge before we curled up in bed again. The feel of his lips against mine sent another chill of goosebumps down me as I leaned my head on his shoulder. “I’m not sure how any woman could ever let you go after that.”

      He grinned and kissed the top of my head. “Goodnight, Jordan.”

      “Goodnight.”
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      The sound of my phone ringing woke me out of a deep sleep. Blinking a few times, I tried to lift my arm to wipe my eyes but quickly realized I couldn’t.

      Someone was asleep on my arm.

      The night before came flooding back to my mind. Looking down, I saw a tangle of brown curls spread out all around me, and a smile filled my face. Jordan was still here. Everything about the night before had been perfect. Images of her body beneath mine had me beginning to stiffen all over again.

      But there wasn’t time for that right now. Fumbling for my phone, I managed to pick it up in time to see that it was Daphne calling, and the call was likely about to go to voicemail. Quickly, I managed to slip out from beneath Jordan as I answered and stepped into the bathroom. “Hello?”

      “Dad?” Immediately, I could tell that something was wrong. Daphne’s voice sounded distressed. My stomach tangled in knots, and my heart lurched into my throat as a million possibilities as to what might be wrong came to mind.

      “What’s the matter, baby girl?” I asked her. “Is everything okay?”

      “No, Dad, it’s not,” she said, and I could tell she was about to burst into tears. “Mom says I can’t live with you, that it’s not my choice, and that’s not fair.”

      My brain was still foggy with sleep, so it took me a moment to decipher what in the world she was talking about. Knowing that she was at least safe, that whatever the dilemma was, my daughter wasn’t in immediate danger, made my heart stop racing quite as quickly, though I was still very concerned for her.

      Sitting down on the side of the tub, I went over what she’d just said again. “Your mom said you have to live with her?” I repeated, dragging a hand down my face and rubbing it against my stubble-covered chin as I willed my brain to catch up with my child’s concern.

      “Yes, that’s what she said. I told her that when I’m twelve I get to choose who I live with, that that’s what the law says, and she just told me absolutely not, that I live with her, period, and then she sent me to my room. Dad, I wasn’t even being rude about it. I brought it up over breakfast, just as a, like, by the way kind of thing. But she started yelling. It was so embarrassing. Chad’s whole family was here.”

      I took a deep breath and blew it out loudly, taking a moment to consider how to respond to the situation. Of course, I was infuriated that Leslie had been so rude, but I definitely wasn’t surprised. That was her MO, after all. She always overreacted in any sort of situation, taking it to the Nth degree, even when that wasn’t called for.

      But I also had to be careful about what I said so as not to create more trouble than Leslie had already brought to the situation. I’d learned a long time ago that sometimes it was better to be quiet than to be right, and when Leslie had something important coming up, she was more likely to cause a scene. Her second wedding had to fall into that category, I was certain.

      “Well, honey,” I began, taking a deep breath, “you know how your mom gets when she’s got something going on. Now might not have been the best time to talk to her about it.”

      “But, Dad, I’m almost twelve! And she’s totally not listening to me. She won’t even consider the fact that I want to live with you. She’s so mean. And she doesn’t even have time for me. Sometimes, I hate her. I’m sorry. I know that’s not nice, but it’s how I feel.” She took a deep breath, and I could hear her voice trembling.

      “Baby girl, you need to just let your mom and I handle this, okay? I’ll talk to her about it later on, after the wedding. You know how she gets when she’s hyper-focused on something. All right?” I hoped she’d understand how important it was that she let this go for now. The last thing I needed was for Leslie to come at me at the wedding over it.

      “Fine,” she said on a loud exhale. “I’ll let you handle it. I was just trying to handle it myself, to be more responsible.”

      “I know you were, and I’m proud of you for taking that initiative, but it’s probably a better idea to just let me handle it. Your mom loves you, and she doesn’t want to think about not getting to see you all the time.”

      “Please, Dad.” She said “please” like it had six syllables. “We both know that’s not true. Mom doesn’t care about me at all. She is too focused on stupid Chad and the wedding.”

      “She is focused on that right now, but that doesn’t mean she doesn’t love you, baby girl. She’s just trying to get it all finalized so everything is perfect.”

      “I guess,” she said, and I knew she wasn’t really buying it, but she didn’t want to argue with me either. “I just wish she could be nice. I always have so much more fun with you.”

      It did warm my heart to hear her say that, but at the same time, I didn’t want her to be at odds with her mother either. “I know, sweetie. In other news, I have something to tell you that might make you happy.”

      “What is it? You’re finally getting me that pony for Christmas?” Daphne asked, her tone completely changing.

      I couldn’t help but laugh. “No. Where would we put that exactly?”

      “Well, you could buy me a barn, too,” she said with a giggle.

      “Unfortunately, it’s not the pony. But… how would you like it if Ms. Rodgers came to the wedding with me?” I held my breath, waiting for her answer and praying she didn’t change her mind and no longer wanted me to date her history teacher.

      I got my answer pretty quickly as she squealed. “Really, Dad? Like as a date?”

      “Something like that,” I said, not wanting to get her hopes up too far at this point in case something went wrong. Jordan seemed like a dream come true, and in my experience, when something was too good to be true, it usually was.

      “That’s awesome, Dad. I’m so happy to hear that. I can’t wait to see both of you,” Daphne said.

      “I’m glad to hear it. Now, you just be nice, try to do what your mom says, and let’s get past the wedding and Christmas, and then we’ll worry about what happens when you turn twelve, okay?” I stood, hoping this meant she was settled and could go on with whatever wedding plans her mother had on the schedule for the day.

      “All right, Dad. I’ll do my best.” Her unyielding sense of justice told me it would be hard for her to just let it go, but I hoped she tried. An angry Leslie was a dangerous Leslie.

      “I love you, baby girl,” I told her

      “I love you, too.” We hung up and I took a moment to gather myself before walking into the bedroom.

      Jordan was awake. I cursed under my breath a little at having disturbed her sleep, though it was past eight, which meant she probably had slept in a little. “Sorry about that,” I said. “Daphne had an issue with her mom.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” she said, brushing her dark hair back over her shoulder. “Is everything okay?”

      I didn’t want to talk about it, especially not with Jordan, and not now. She might feel bad about even bringing it up in class, and I didn’t want her to feel that way since I had no idea of the context and didn’t want to get into it. “Everything is fine now. Are you hungry?”

      “I’m famished,” she said, placing a hand over her belly.

      “Well, I think I’m going to go make some breakfast. Eggs and bacon sound good to you?” I smiled at her, heading to my dresser to grab some joggers to slide on over my boxers. I didn’t have any pants that were going to fit her, but I found a pair with a drawstring that I thought might make her more comfortable and offered them to her.

      “Thank you. Those might be more comfortable than my dress from last night.” She smiled at me and accepted the pants.

      “Take your time. I’ll be in the kitchen.” I wanted to lean down and kiss her, but I wasn’t sure we were that comfortable with one another just yet, so I flashed her another smile and then headed out of the bedroom to the kitchen.

      With my mind going over the conversation with Daphne and everything that had happened between Jordan and me, the cooking became mindless. By the time Jordan joined me, I’d already made scrambled eggs and bacon for both of us, had them plated, and was pouring two cups of coffee.

      “Wow, this smells great,” she said as she sat on the barstool where Daphne usually ate breakfast. She looked sexy in my T-shirt and sweatpants. The fact that she wasn’t wearing a bra was obvious—and appealing. I tried not to think about it. The last thing I needed was for her to think that I was only after her for sex.

      “I like cooking breakfast,” I admitted. “Dinner’s a little too complicated sometimes, though I try. But breakfast and lunch don’t take a lot of thought, so cooking those meals allows me some time to think, to let my mind wander.”

      “I understand,” she said with a nod as she took a bite of eggs. After she finished chewing, she said, “At school, sometimes I don’t have time to think about anything. The kids ask a million questions, and I have to be prepared, already knowing the answers. It’s nice to have something to do that can allow my mind to run free.”

      “Do you like to cook?” I asked her.

      “Sure, sometimes. My mom is an amazing cook. She tried to teach all of us at least the basics. Mikaela took to it better than Victoria and I, but I can make a few things.” She took another bite of her eggs. “These are delicious, by the way.”

      “Glad you like them,” I said with a grin. “I’m not sure what you had planned for today, but how would you feel about going shopping? I wasn’t going to bother to buy a new suit for the wedding, but now I feel like I should. And I’m assuming you’ll need a new dress?”

      “That sounds great,” she said. “Do you mind if I go home to get cleaned up first?” She looked down at her current outfit, and we both laughed.

      “I guess,” I said with a sigh, and we laughed again. “Sure, I don’t have anything planned for today, so you can take your time. You are sure you want to go, right?”

      “Of course,” she said quickly. “As long as you’re sure and you think Daphne will be cool with it.”

      “Daphne is ecstatic about it,” I admitted. “I went ahead and asked her about it when I spoke to her on the phone.”

      “Then I’m all in,” she said with a dazzling smile.

      Part of me thought I should warn her that my ex was a monster, and that now that she was planning a wedding, she was a bridezilla on top of that, but I didn’t know how to say that, and I didn’t want to scare her when she didn’t need to worry. If Leslie even had two seconds to speak to her at all, it would likely be a brush-off. It wasn’t like she’d ever been to a parent-teacher conference.

      No, I had to assume everything was going to be just fine. We finished our breakfast, talking about anything, everything, and nothing, and I felt more drawn to Jordan than I ever had before.
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      Dallas took a shower and got dressed before we left his house. When we arrived at mine, he waited in the living room while I got ready to go shopping. It all seemed a bit surreal, I thought as I stood under the steaming water of the shower. We had gone on three dates now and slept together, and now he was hanging out at my place while I got ready to go do something a couple might do—go shopping together.

      “Are we a couple?” I asked as I rinsed the shampoo from my hair. No, of course not. It was way too soon for that. Still, I liked the idea of having a boyfriend—especially a super hot, sexy, successful one.

      But I couldn’t get ahead of myself. Once my hair was rinsed, I finished up in the shower, got out, dried off, and got dressed. I decided on a simple sweater and pair of jeans, nothing too fancy. About a half hour later, I was satisfied with my hair and makeup and headed out to the living room to find him browsing on his phone.

      “Sorry that took so long,” I told him, sitting down to put on my boots.

      “Oh, no. You’re fine,” he said with a smile as he put his phone in his pocket. “You look great, by the way.”

      I smiled back at him, zipping up my boot. “Thanks.” It really was nothing special, but it was nice that he thought I looked good. Standing, I said, “I’m ready to go if you are.”

      “Sure thing.” He pulled himself up off the couch, standing there looking amazing in jeans and a long-sleeved shirt. Part of me wanted to rush over to him and kiss him like I had the night before, but I’d decided I needed to be a little more mindful and not let my emotions take over. After all, we were new to this, and there was a child involved.

      We got into his truck, and he headed over to the ritzier part of town, which didn’t surprise me, but I’d never shopped here before. My thoughts went back to the department store in New York City and how I’d gotten stuck in that glamorous gown. I couldn’t help but chuckle.

      “What’s the matter? My driving comical to you?” he asked with a smirk.

       “No, I was just thinking of how I went shopping with my sisters and got stuck in a designer gown,” I told him. He raised an eyebrow at me. “I told them it was too small, but they didn’t believe me. Sure enough, I put it on, and the zipper wouldn’t go down. Thank god one of my sisters was able to use a pencil to get it down.”

      “That’s crazy,” he said with a laugh. “Well, whatever happens today, we’ll make sure that you get the right size. We don’t need anyone getting stuck in a dress for the next couple of days.”

      We pulled up in front of a store with a French name that I wouldn’t even try to pronounce for fear I’d butcher it, and Dallas handed his keys off to a valet. I didn’t think I’d ever been to a store that had valet parking. This really was the rich part of town. Stopping outside, I gazed around me, taking in all the fancy stores with expensive-looking cars parked out front.

      “Are you ready?” he asked, offering me his arm.

      “Oh, yeah. Sorry. Just looking at the Christmas decorations,” I lied. There were lights on the top of the building and some garlands and wreaths here and there, but it was still daylight, so there was nothing magical about any of it.

      The two of us walked inside where two associates seemed to be waiting for us. “Mr. Anderson, welcome,” a woman said, rushing over to air kiss him on each cheek. “How are you, darling?”

      “Good, Gigi, thank you,” he said. “This is Jordan Rodgers. She’ll be my date for the wedding.”

      “Wonderful to meet you,” the woman said. As she leaned in to air kiss me, her short red hair tickled my nose, and I almost sneezed.

      “It’s nice to meet you, too,” I told her, thinking this all rather odd.

      Dallas explained. “Gigi has been helping me pick out suits for special occasions for years.”

      “That’s right, and we always make him look like a billion bucks,” she said, emphasizing the B in billion. All I could do was smile.

      “And who might this be?” Dallas asked, looking at the other woman. She looked younger than me, with bleach-blonde hair and bright red lipstick. Both of them were dressed in elegant, professional business jackets and skirts with heels that made my feet hurt just looking at them.

      “This is Barb,” Gigi explained. “She will be helping dress Ms. Rodgers while I pick out your suit with you, sir.”

      “Oh.” My eyes widened as I looked at Dallas. “I thought I’d have your help.”

      “No, of course, you will,” he said. “We’ll find your dress and then my suit.” He turned and looked at Gigi, and her smile widened, though the look in her eyes said she was uncomfortable with the change in plans.

      “Of course, we will,” she echoed. “Now, right this way. Ms. Rodgers, what color were you thinking?” We began to follow the two of them to a part of the store that was filled with designer gowns in all colors, sizes, and styles.

      The overwhelming idea that I had no idea what I was doing suddenly entered my mind. Like I literally had no idea.

      “What are the colors of the wedding?” I asked Dallas. “Or should I try to go with something that isn’t a color of the wedding party? I don’t want to look like I’m in the party.”

      “We tend to choose a complementary color,” Gigi told me.

      “I have no idea what the colors are,” Dallas admitted. “I know that Leslie’s favorite color is green. Like money.” He seemed slightly bitter when he said that, not that I blamed him.

      “All right, well, we could go with a neutral color. Something like silver or gray. Perhaps a nice beige?” Gigi stopped and fingered a lovely gown in a peachy tone that I thought would look nice, but I wasn’t sure.

      “What about something like this?” Barb asked, pulling out a rose gold sparkly gown with a long, full skirt and spaghetti straps. It would hug me in all the right places.

      “That’s lovely,” I said, my mouth hanging open in awe. I didn’t even want to think about how much this gown was going to cost, but I knew that Dallas would pay for it. Money never really mattered to me, but then, I was also perfectly content picking up my clothes at a normal mall or even online. This was extravagant, but the dress was gorgeous.

      “Try it on,” Dallas insisted. I nodded and told Barb my size. She found it and said she’d take it to the dressing room they were preparing for me.

      “This one is similar, but a bit less glittery,” Gigi said, pulling out another gown in a deep wine color.

      I wasn’t sure that was neutral, but I said, “I’ll try it.”

      After about thirty minutes, we’d selected five gowns for me to try on. Barb led me to the dressing room while Gigi offered Dallas a seat on a couch outside and a glass of champagne.

      With Barb in the room to help me, I felt a lot better about not ruining the gowns. My undergarments weren’t exactly right for any of the dresses, so she brought me proper versions of those first and averted her eyes as I changed. Then, we started trying on the gowns.

      We worked from the one we’d picked out most recently back to the rose gold one. While they were all lovely, that was the one I had my eye on. Each time, I stepped out for Dallas to see, and with each new gown, his eyes grew bigger. Finally, I tried on the last one. The moment I looked at myself in the mirror, I knew it was the one. It looked even better on me than the gown in New York City had.

      “You look incredible,” Barb reassured me. She’d said similar statements about each gown, but I tended to believe her more on this one.

      “Thank you. Let’s see what Dallas thinks,” I told her.

      Nervously, I stepped out to where he was waiting. The moment he saw me, his mouth dropped open. “Oh, wow,” he murmured. “Now, that looks incredible. What do you think?”

      I turned to look in the mirror, admiring every detail of the dress and how I looked in it. From accentuating my waist to showing off the curve of my hips, the dress was perfect in every way.

      Dallas came to stand behind me. I met his eyes in the mirror. “I love it,” I told him.

      “Then it’s the one.” He grinned at me, and I giggled in glee, so happy to have found the perfect gown with so little time.

      Leaning over to him, I kissed his cheek. “Thank you so much.”

      “Thank you,” he said, grinning back at me. “I’m not sure you realize what you’re getting yourself into, Ms. Rodgers.”

      I laughed some more, but I also knew he was right. This wasn’t going to be easy, being the date of the ex-husband at a wedding. I had tried not to let myself think about it, though.

      Back in the dressing room, Barb helped me get out of the gown and then went to get it ready for me to purchase, along with my new undergarments, as I got dressed. When I walked out, Gigi asked, “Are you ready to help us find a suit?”

      “Definitely,” I said, thinking it would be fun to sit on the couch and sip champagne as Dallas tried on different suits for me.

      He was pretty particular, it seemed, not wanting anything flashy or out of the ordinary. Ultimately, he found three suits to try on. Two of them were regular suits in black with white shirts and black ties, just in different cuts, and the other was a deep navy. Gigi had convinced him to try it because she thought the groom might wear a black suit, and she didn’t want anyone to think Dallas was in the wedding party. I figured lots of guests would wear a standard black suit, but what did I know? I’d never been to a fancy wedding before.

      Sitting on the couch, I accepted the glass from Barb, noting that Gigi did not go into the dressing room with Dallas, which made me happy, but rather, she stood outside. When he came out in the first suit, I almost choked on champagne bubbles. He looked amazing. But then, he always looked amazing.

      Straightening his cufflinks, he looked at himself in the mirror. “Yeah, I think this works, Gigi,” he said. “I’ll take this one.”

      “You look great,” she agreed. “But don’t you want to try the others?”

      “Nope. I’m sold.” He looked at me, and I nodded in agreement, though I was slightly disappointed I wouldn’t get more time on the couch. Maybe next time.

      Would there be a next time?

      Ten minutes later, we had paid and were walking to the truck, Dallas carrying the garment bags. I couldn’t believe how much it had all cost, but Dallas didn’t even bat an eye. This really was a different world to me.

      “Do you think you’d mind spending Thursday night at my place?” he asked as we drove out of the parking lot. “That will make it easier for us to get to the wedding on time.”

      “That sounds great,” I told him. He reached over and took my hand, and I grinned at him for a moment before he returned his gaze to the road.

      We were acting like a real couple. And I loved it.
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      Nervous energy bubbled up inside me for the hundredth time as I went to stare into the refrigerator to make sure that I had everything I needed to make dinner for Jordan when she arrived. I’d decided to go ahead and make her one of my signature dishes, something I made for Daphne all the time, spaghetti with my homemade meatballs.

      It wouldn’t take that long to cook. Hand-rolling the meatballs was the most time-consuming part, but I’d gotten to be a pro at it since Daph asked for it almost every time she came over.

      Satisfied that I’d purchased all of the ingredients I needed at the grocery store earlier, I closed the door and paced in front of the kitchen island for a few minutes. Jordan was due to be there in about ten minutes. A million thoughts raced through my head, most of them negative ones. What if she didn’t come? What if she did come but decided she didn’t want to go to the wedding? What if she did go to the wedding, but something happened, and Leslie caused a big scene? Would Jordan never want to see me again?

      Taking a deep breath, I tried to calm myself down. I was being ridiculous. “Everything’s going to be just fine,” I said aloud, hoping that would make it easier to believe. But I knew myself, and I knew my luck. Once again, those familiar words played through my mind. “If something is too good to be true, it probably is.”

      Jordan was too good to be true. What were the chances that such a beautiful, intelligent, kindhearted woman would just happen to be my daughter’s history teacher? What were the chances we’d end up in the same vacation town together? It seemed like I’d had a lot of luck helping me out with this situation so far, and I had no idea when my good luck might run out.

      The sound of a car pulling up had my heart beating out of my chest again. I took a deep breath and dragged my hand down my face before I went to the door to greet her.

      Jordan was getting out of her car. She waved and then went to the trunk to get her bag. I had the gown here, so I didn’t think she’d have too much, but I rushed out to meet her so I could help her get her belongings into the house.

      “Hey,” I said, stepping out into a slightly chilly breeze. It had cooled off a little bit, which was a little out of season, but in Texas, a person could never tell what the weather was going to be like from one minute to the next.

      “Hello,” she said with a bright smile. I took her bag from her as she wrapped her arms around my neck. Inhaling her floral scent, I told myself to calm down and give this some time. We hadn’t even made it inside yet, and I was ready to devour her. “How are you?”

      “Good,” I asked, stepping away and trying to seem nonchalant as she closed the trunk of the car. “And you?”

      “Great,” she said, walking up the porch steps beside me. “I’m excited to see Daphne tomorrow. Is she ready to get all gussied up?”

      “She is.” I opened the front door for her, and she walked in with me following her. I carried her bag over to the stairs and left it at the bottom to carry up later. “She’s looking forward to wearing her dress. And I did ask. The colors of the wedding are green and red.”

      “Like Christmas,” she pointed out.

      “Right.” I hadn’t thought about it before, but that made sense. “December wedding and all.”

      “I hope my dress doesn’t clash with the red,” she noted, looking a little worried.

      “Nah, it’ll be fine.” I reached over and wrapped my arms around her, glad to be able to give her a proper hug now. She melted into me, and I just held her for a few moments, trying to fight the urge to carry her up the stairs and have my way with her, dinner be damned.

      Eventually, she pulled away from me. “So, what did you have in mind for this evening?”

      “Well, I was going to make dinner, if that’s all right,” I told her.

      “Sounds great, if you’re sure you don’t mind. I remember what you said about preferring to make breakfast and lunch.”

      Taking her hand, I headed toward the kitchen. “That’s true, but I’m going to make spaghetti and meatballs, if that’s okay with you. So nothing too complicated. I don’t make my own red sauce, but I do make my own meatballs.”

      “That sounds amazing.”

      I steered her toward the barstool and headed around the island to get everything I needed out of the refrigerator and pantry to start my concoction.

      “So how long have you lived here?” she asked.

      “In this house?” I clarified. She nodded. “Since Daphne was about a year old.” I set the hamburger and the other ingredients I needed for the meatballs down on the counter and got the proper dishes. “We used to live on the other side of the island in a much smaller house.” I looked around at my place, a house I’d grown to love. “Leslie picked this one out.”

      “She has good taste in houses,” Jordan noted. “And she used to have good taste in men, though I must say I’ve never met Chad.”

      She said his name the same way I always did, like it was a curse word, and it made me chuckle. “He’s something else,” I noted.

      “How did they meet, if you don’t mind me asking,” she said, folding her hands in front of her.

      “Chad is a member of the same country club I used to be a member of,” I explained. Before I started working on the meatballs, I poured us both a glass of wine. Jordan accepted hers with a thank you. “Apparently, they met at an event. I guess I didn’t notice how chummy they were until it was too late.”

      “I’m so sorry,” she said, shaking her head. “That’s terrible.”

      “Thank you, but I’m actually not upset by it anymore. I figure they deserve one another. Leslie and I loved each other at one point, I suppose, but after my business took off, she became a different person. She was obsessed with all of the money I was making, but it was also never enough for her.”

      “Yet, she was willing to give it all away?” Jordan asked. “Chad must be one hell of a guy.”

      I snickered. “I think Chad makes a lot of big promises to her. He doesn’t have the money I do, or the reputation in his line of business that I have. But he also allows her to spend above his means, so she’s probably happy with that. Hell, I don’t know. As long as she’s good to Daph, that’s all that matters.”

      She smiled and nodded. “Tell me about the oil business. What do you do every day?”

      I was glad to change the subject, though I’d been the one to accidentally steer it toward Leslie. She was the last topic in the world I wanted to talk about. As I made the meatballs, I explained my job to her. She listened and asked a lot of thoughtful questions. By the time our meal was ready, I felt like she had a good understanding of not only my company but me.

      “You’re a complex man, Dallas Anderson,” she said as we toasted over plates of pasta with meatballs, red sauce, and garlic bread on the side.

      “My business is complex,” I told her. “But I’m not. I’m pretty simple, actually. Being a Texan will do that to a person. I like freedom, privacy, wide open spaces, and people who care about other people more than they care about themselves. I try not to do anything that would embarrass my family or drag the Anderson name through the mud. With those ideas in mind, it’s pretty easy to run my business and take care of my daughter, and that’s what’s most important to me. Well, and now there’s you.”

      Her cheeks flushed a bright pink, which made my heart just as warm. “Thank you,” she said. “You’re right. When you put it like that, it’s really not that complicated. It just seems like you’ve got a lot going on, primarily with your business, that’s all.”

      “I will agree to that. Once the holidays are over, I’ve got several big contracts coming up I need to get finished up. Then, who knows? There’s always something new on the horizon.”

      “That’s one of the reasons I like teaching so much. It’s never the same. There’s always something different, whether it’s the curriculum or the kids and the questions they ask,” she said.

      I nodded. “Do you think you’ll ever want to do anything else? Maybe even teach something else?”

      She shrugged. “I do like helping other teachers. I’ve considered becoming an instructional coach, but I’m afraid I might miss the kids too much.”

      “What’s that?” I took a bite out of my bread, listening intently. I’d never heard of such a position before.

      “It’s a teacher who helps other teachers improve their instructional practices,” she explained. “It’s a way to move up the ladder without becoming an administrator. I’m not sure I’d ever want to be an assistant principal or a principal. They spend so much time dealing with discipline and data, and I’d rather focus on the classroom.”

      “That makes sense to me. Well, I hope you get to do whatever it is that makes you happy,” I told her.

      She took a sip of her wine. “Honestly, sometimes I think I’d like to write. Fiction or nonfiction, I’m not sure, but history intrigues me so much. I think telling stories about people in the past might be fun.”

      I couldn’t help the grin that spread across my face. “That would be awesome. I have some friends in the publishing world if you ever decide to do it.”

      “Really?” She was intrigued. “I’ll keep that in mind. Can I ask you a personal question, though?”

      “You can ask me anything,” I assured her, but I found myself bracing for what the question might be.

      “Why Dallas?”

      I stared at her for a moment, not sure I followed. “Come again?”

      “Why did your parents name you Dallas?”

      “Oh, because naming someone Galveston who lives in Galveston is too confusing,” I teased. She laughed, and I found myself shrugging. “My mom always loved to visit Dallas and Austin, so she named me and my brother accordingly. She said if I had been a girl, she would’ve named me Antonia after San Antonio. My mother was a Texan through and through.”

      Jordan laughed. “I think I would’ve loved her.”

      “She would’ve loved you.” I met her eyes, and we both smiled before I cleared my throat and finished eating.

      When we were done, I brought out a pie I’d baked earlier for dessert, and we each had a slice of that. The apples and cinnamon hit the spot after the pasta—but I was ready for a different kind of dessert.

      Jordan gave me a coy look as she collected the plates and carried them into the kitchen. “What are you doing?” I asked her.

      “Well, I figure you made dinner. The least I can do is rinse the dishes and load them into the dishwasher.” I followed her into the kitchen and noticed she paused and looked at either side of the sink. “Or dishwashers, as the case may be.”

      I chuckled. “The house had two dishwashers when we moved in.”

      She shrugged and went on about what she’d said she was going to do. I watched her for a second, but she looked so sexy, I knew it wouldn’t last.

      Coming up behind her, I brushed her hair aside and wrapped my arms around her neck. She sighed and leaned back into me as my mouth came down close to her neck. “Thanks for doing this.”

      She took a deep breath. “I guess you owe me one.”

      Leaning toward her neck, I let my lips linger just short of touching her flesh. “I like to pay my debts off quickly, Jordan.” I grazed her skin, and she let out a little moan. I felt myself growing hard against her back. “We can always leave these for tomorrow.”

      A clatter and a splash followed as she dropped the silverware she’d been rinsing and turned the water off, spinning to face me. This time, it was me who couldn’t wait as I launched at her, our lips pressing together in a smoldering kiss.

      This was exactly the dessert I’d been waiting for.
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      Dallas standing behind me at the sink had my heart pounding against my chest. His lips on my neck teasing me, tasting me, made my hands tremble so badly, I could hardly rinse them and turn the faucet off. As soon as I managed, I swiveled around, eager to have his warm mouth on mine.

      He kissed me vigorously and his hands grasped my ass as I lifted off my toes to have better access to him. The feel of his fingers kneading into my flesh sent a tingling sensation soaring through my body, immediately causing my core to ache. Memories of the last time we were together flooded my mind, and I found myself lifting my leg, resting it against his hip, trying to press myself against him even more tightly.

      Releasing my lips, Dallas kept his head close to the side of my face as he breathed out, his stubble scratching me lightly on the cheek. “Do you want to go upstairs?” His voice was husky with lust. He was clearly feeling the same longing I was.

      In an equally heady voice, I replied, “Do you have to ask?”

      He chuckled, a rumbling noise that had me lurching at him again. I caught his mouth with mine and tugged on his bottom lip with my teeth for a moment. Dallas’s kisses devoured me, his hand sliding up my side toward my breasts but stopping just short of the underwire of my bra.

      We both came up for air again, and he said, “I think we better head upstairs before we start again or else we won’t make it.”

      I had nothing against letting him fuck my brains out right here in the kitchen on the counter, but I knew that he was a parent, and that might be weirder for him than it would for other people. I nodded breathlessly and took his hand, letting him pull me along as we rushed up the stairs—again.

      This time, we made it all the way to his bed before our lips entangled again. Our lips smacked together several times as he dipped to kiss me, our shoes and socks flying off first, followed by the rest of our clothing until we were in our underwear.

      Once again, I’d thought ahead. This time, I was wearing a bright red set that showed even more than the last cheetah set. Dallas took a step back again, standing there in his boxers with his massive cock outlined as it stood at attention. He admired my body again for several seconds before slowly shaking his head and saying, “Fuck me.”

      “That’s the plan,” I told him with a devious grin.

      Chuckling, he came at me again, lifting me onto the bed as our limbs tangled on top of the comforter as we came together again, both of us trying to get closer to one another. I could feel his cock pressed against my stomach and I moved my knee to his hip, trying to give him better access. Even with our remaining clothes between us, I wanted to feel him against my skin.

      The feel of his teeth nipping on my neck and his rough tongue flat against my flesh had me tipping my head back, trying to pull in a lungful of air. My fingers twisted in his hair, and my other hand slipped down his back, dragging down planes of muscle and under his waistband to his perfectly sculpted ass.

      The moment I touched him there, Dallas let out a ragged breath and swore again. Looking at me, he said, “You’re still wearing too many clothes.”

      I grinned at him. “So are you.”

      “We need to remedy that,” he growled at me, his eyes focused on my breasts.

      I wanted him so badly, but I also wanted to let him know I wasn’t the kind of girl who was content to just lie there and let things happen. Rather than letting him take control again, I lifted my knee and nudged him in the hip and I used my body weight to flip him onto his back so that I was lying on top of him, my knees straddling him.

      “Well, hello there,” Dallas said, his eyes wide for a second before he smiled and regained his normally cool, composed look. “Whatcha doin’ up there?”

      “Taking control,” I said with a wiggle of my eyebrows.

      “Works for me,” he said, his hands still playing over my skin. “Do we need a condom?”

      I shook my head. “Not unless you want one. I’m on the pill.”

      “Perfect.” With that, he lifted a hand to the back of my head and pressed my mouth down to his, his tongue darting out to catch mine. I deepened the kiss again, taking my time and savoring the taste of him. The sweet wine from dinner lingered in his mouth, and I lapped it up, drunk on him.

      Coming up for air, I sat up, my eyes trailing over him as his hands slid up my sides toward my breasts. I unhooked my bra and let it slide down to my elbows slowly, teasing him. His tongue darted out and licked his bottom lip, his eyes widening slightly. I held on to that moment for a second before I tossed my bra aside. Immediately, his hands shot up to grab both of my breasts. He massaged them in his palms, rubbing my nipples softly at first. Then, he moved to pinching and plucking them, making them hard as ice within seconds.

      I let out a loud moan, my head lolling back again, as my hips began to move against him. How could he make my body feel so good with just his hands on my nipples? I didn’t know his secrets, but as long as he knew how to make me feel this way, I didn’t care.

      Lowering myself down so he could reach my breasts with his mouth, I ran my tongue up and down the length of his neck before stopping to tease his earlobe into my mouth, sucking and nipping at it with my teeth. But it soon became difficult for me to concentrate on what I was doing because he was sucking and licking my breasts so hard, ripples of pleasure shot through me. For a moment, I thought I might come before I even took my panties off.

      I slid myself up and down, feeling the wetness of the fabric against my skin. I didn’t know how much longer I could wait to get him inside me. Teasing him and showing him my dominance was delaying the fucking, and I suddenly realized I was ready for it.

      Pulling away from him, I leaned up so that I could work his boxers down off his hips. His thick cock sprang to life beneath me. I took it in my fist and ran my hand all the way from the tip to the hilt, listening to him moan with excitement. I knew what I needed to do then. Despite the urgency building inside of me, I moved so that I could fit his dick between my lips. Bracing myself, I took as much of him into my mouth as I could, expanding my throat so that he was hitting me as deeply as possible. The salty taste of him filled my mouth as my cheeks expanded.

      “Fuck, Jordan.” He tangled his hand in my hair as I began to slide my mouth up and down as quickly as possible. Dallas bucked his hip, rocking into my mouth, unable to control himself as the intensity built.

      I could feel him beginning to tighten up. Though the idea of swallowing him down was appealing, selfishly, I wanted him inside of me elsewhere. I pulled my lips off him with a popping sound and gave him a moment to recover as I slipped my panties off.

      “Jordan,” he sighed, looking at me as he fisted his dick. “You’re so good at that.”

      In response, I bent down and kissed him, letting him taste himself on my tongue. At the same time, I positioned myself so that my entryway was right over his dick. Then, tightening my muscles, I slid down slowly, taking him in one inch at a time. Closing my eyes, I savored the feel of my pussy swallowing him up. When he was fully buried inside me, I opened my eyes and locked onto his.

      Dallas settled his hands on my hips, and the two of us began to move together. We took our time at first, still exploring one another, getting to know each other’s bodies. But the deeper he moved inside me, the faster I wanted to go. Soon, I was up on my feet, my knees bent, as I bounced up and down in a fevered frenzy.

      He was hitting me in every perfect place imaginable, his cock stroking against my clit and hitting me deep inside as well. I found myself crying out as I grabbed hold of his shoulders to brace myself. Dallas reached between my legs and found my most sensitive area, flicking it with his finger as I broke into spasms around him. Cursing and crying his name, I continued to pound into him, enjoying every second of the intense pleasure rolling through my body.

      Once again, I felt Dallas beginning to tighten up beneath me and knew that he was almost ready to join me. I braced myself, letting the last few seconds of overwhelming satisfaction wash over me as he grabbed my hips tightly again, holding me still as he filled me with his warm essence.

      Both of us were still for a second, our bodies vibrating with the intensity. I took a deep breath before opening my eyes. He looked as drained, but overjoyed, as I felt.

      Slowly, I lifted myself off him, moving to the side so that we were lying next to one another, our sweaty bodies glistening in the light coming in from the slits in the blinds. Everything seemed to be happening so fast between us, but I was certain that I cared about this man more than I’d ever cared about anyone before.

      After a few moments, Dallas pulled me over to him, wrapping me up in his arms and kissing my forehead before I settled against his chest. “Thank you for that, Jordan. That was amazing.”

      “Thank you,” I replied, my hand smoothing over the marbled muscle of his chest. I wanted to say more, to tell him how much I enjoyed it, but I didn’t know how to express my feelings in words and have it make sense.

      He brushed my sweaty hair back off my shoulder, and we just lay there, our arms and legs wrapped around one another. In his arms, I felt safe. I felt complete. It was as if everything I’d been missing in my life was suddenly right there before my very eyes.

      But another thought occurred to me. We were about to do something pretty important tomorrow, something we couldn’t easily undo. What if something went wrong? I wasn’t as concerned about myself as I was Daphne and Dallas. I didn’t want to be part of something that was going to make the situation between Dallas and Leslie more difficult.

      Taking a deep breath, I rose up on my elbow so that I was looking into his eyes. “Are you sure you want me to go tomorrow?” I asked him. “Do you think everything will be okay?”

      He raised an eyebrow before a smile settled over his face. “Yes, Jordan. Of course, I want you to go. I can’t think of anyone else I’d want to take, and I can’t imagine going without you.” He ran a hand down my cheek, and I lowered myself back down, pressing my lips to his before I reclaimed my place on his chest.

      I told myself everything was going to be fine, but I had an unsettled feeling I just couldn’t shake. I hoped I was wrong.
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      Stomach acid pooled at the base of my throat as I made my way to the church near the beach where Leslie and Chad were about to tie the knot. The idea that Leslie was getting married in a church was laughable to me. I imagined her bursting into flames the moment she crossed the threshold onto holy ground, the devil standing there laughing as he welcomed her into his embrace.

      “What are you thinking about?” Jordan asked from the passenger side of the truck.

      I grinned, but I didn’t want to tell her the truth, that I thought my wife was some sort of a demon who shouldn’t be allowed in a place of worship. “Nothing. Just thinking about how beautiful you look in that gown.” That wasn’t exactly a lie. I had been admiring her ever since she’d stepped out of the guest room wearing the gorgeous rose gold gown we’d bought the other day. Everything about her was polished to perfection. She looked like a famous supermodel.

      And I knew that was going to piss Leslie off.

      Part of me was glad that my ex was about to lose her shit when she saw the woman I was with. Leslie had always been the jealous type. Time and again, she’d chastised me for “flirting” with women at parties whenever I’d paid them any attention at all. Ultimately, it had been ironic that she was the one who ended up cheating. Now, she shouldn’t give a flying fuck who I was with, but she would. And if the spirit moved her, she’d be sure to let me know her feelings, one way or another.

      I couldn’t think about that, though. I had to stay focused on the task at hand, which was making sure Jordan was comfortable and that Leslie thought I was completely unfazed by anything she did. Which I was. I really couldn’t care less that she was getting married. I was honestly happy to be rid of her. I just hoped she didn’t cause a scene.

      Pulling into the parking lot, I shifted into park and turned the truck off, sitting for a second before I turned to look at Jordan. She gave me a reassuring smile and reached over to squeeze my hand. “It’ll be okay,” she assured me.

      “I know,” I told her. “I know it will be. I’m just anxious to see Daphne.”

      She nodded, but she could tell that wasn’t true. We got out of the truck, and I went around to meet her. She took my arm, and we walked up the path together, along with lots of other guests. Immediately, I could see the tension in their gazes as friends of Leslie I hadn’t seen for years realized I was there—and with another woman. A gorgeous woman. I smiled and nodded, glad that Jordan was at my side.

      Upon entering the church, I pulled out my phone to let Daphne know we were there. “She’s been texting me all day,” I told Jordan, who graciously accepted a program and wrote our names in the guest book.

      “Is she excited?” she asked me, reclaiming my arm.

      “I think she’s been bored for most of the day. She’s been dressed up since early this morning, and they’ve already done pictures and all that jazz.”

      “Where is the reception being held?” she asked me. “Will she be able to ride with you?”

      “Actually, it’s here in the grand meeting room, whatever that is.” I was doing my best not to cuss while I was in church.

      Jordan nodded. “That makes it easier, I suppose.” Her eyes shifted slightly as we walked along. I could tell she was nervous. I tried my best to be reassuring, but there wasn’t much I could do. I was also anxious about the situation.

      Before we could even begin to decide which side of the church we were supposed to sit on, I heard a familiar voice. “Dad!”

      Turning around, I saw my little girl coming toward me. She looked so grown up with her hair piled on top of her head, wearing a long, flowing red gown, a bouquet of flowers in her hand.

      “Daph!” I took Jordan’s hand, and the two of us rushed toward her, the other people standing around parting to make way. I took Daphne into my arms and held her tight. For some reason, it felt like I hadn’t seen her in ages, though it had only been a few days. “You look so beautiful.”

      “Thanks, Dad,” she said. “You’re squishing me.”

      I let her go. “Sorry.” Still, I held her at arm’s length and took her in. “Wow. You look like you’re twenty years old.’

      She smirked and rolled her eyes. “No, I don’t. But thank you.” Then she realized Jordan was there, and her eyes widened as a huge grin filled her face. “You came!”

      “Hi, Daphne.” Jordan embraced her, too, though not as tightly as I had. “You do look so grown up. You’re just gorgeous.”

      “Thank you, Ms. Rodgers. You look like a model. I love your dress.” Daphne looked her teacher up and down. “This is totally different than what you wear to school.”

      Jordan laughed and pulled the side of her dress out a little. “I’m not sure the kids would appreciate a gown like this for school,” she said with a laugh.

      “Nah, Jake would probably step on the hem and tear it or something. I’m so glad you could come.” She hugged her teacher again.

      “I’m really honored to be here.” I could tell Jordan meant it.

      Daphne smiled at her for a second, but then her face fell. “I have to get back. Mom said I could only have a minute to say hello to you. We have to line up soon. Thank goodness it’s almost over.” She rolled her eyes, in true teenage fashion.

      Reaching over, I squeezed her arm. “You’re going to do great. I’m so proud of you, Daph. I love you so much.”

      “I love you, too, Dad,” she said, grinning at me. “All right. See you later.”

      “Goodbye, Daphne.” I watched her disappear into the crowd, hoping everything went well. I didn’t give a damn about Leslie’s wedding, but I didn’t want Daphne to be embarrassed or ashamed.

      With that out of the way, we turned around and walked over to the ushers, who were seating everyone. “Bride or groom?” one of Leslie’s cousins, who apparently didn’t recognize me because he was too busy staring at Jordan, asked.

      “Let’s go with bride, I guess,” I replied with a groan.

      “Very well.” He led us in and seated us toward the center of the place, on the end of a pew, which was good because it meant I could get out faster if I needed to. We were about six rows back from the front, which was also good. I hated waiting to be called to leave for weddings.

      I sat on the end so I would have a better view of Daphne. The couple sitting on the other side of Jordan was a work associate of Leslie’s from several jobs ago and her husband, but they didn’t speak to me, and I was just fine ignoring them. All around me, I saw familiar faces of people I’d never wanted to see again.

      The wedding was supposed to start at eleven, but by eleven thirty, there was no sign of Leslie coming down the aisle. I wasn’t shocked. Leave it to Leslie to be late. I wasn’t planning on attending her funeral one day, but I had a feeling she’d be late for that, too.

      By noon, people around us were beginning to grow impatient, complaining of being hungry, their bottoms hurting from the uncomfortable benches. Jordan and I chatted about the Christmas decorations and how beautiful Daphne had looked. It was intense sitting there, waiting to just get it over with. Every second seemed like an eternity. At least I had a beautiful, intelligent woman sitting next to me to keep me company.

      At twelve fifteen, the music changed and murmurs filled the church from people who were so glad to know that the wedding was finally beginning. Before too much longer, Leslie’s godmother came down the aisle on the arm of a man I didn’t recognize, who ended up sitting on Chad’s side.

      Leslie’s parents had died a few years after we got married, so I had no idea who would be walking her down the aisle, but I imagined it would be her godfather since the pair of them had filled in for her parents since they’d died. Unfortunately, that didn’t include being grandparents to Daphne since they already had a litter of their own.

      Chad and the groomsmen came out, and then the music changed again and the bridesmaids came down, Daphne first. I smiled broadly at her, and she waved at me as she passed, getting a few giggles from the crowd at her adorableness. Once she took her place, I told myself it was practically over.

      Leslie’s close friends, sisters, and cousins came down next. She had more bridesmaids than I could count, more than she had for our wedding. It was a bit ridiculous but didn’t really surprise me. Then, Leslie herself came down. We all stood and turned to look at her. I forced myself to smile, glad to see that she had gone with a garish gown, her hair and makeup too over the top for anyone to find stylish.

      Leslie gave her best fake gracious smile as she walked by. When her eyes met mine, they narrowed slightly, and then she looked past me, at Jordan, and her expression changed again. I recognized that look. But it wasn’t jealousy as I’d expected. It was anger. Shaking my head, I tried to blow it off. Who knew what was going on in Leslie’s head?

      Once she reached the front, we took our seats, and I mentally drifted off, only focusing on Jordan and Daphne. Thankfully, the ceremony didn’t take too long, despite Leslie’s sister Cara singing a horrible rendition of “The Greatest Love of All” that didn’t even fit the occasion.

      Everyone clapped when the bride and groom kissed. I was clapping because it was over. We waited our turn to walk down the aisle, doing so in silence. All I wanted was to say goodbye to Daphne and leave. I saw no reason to attend the reception. Daphne could eat cake and play with her cousins, and I’d see her when it was my turn to have her again.

      We walked out, skipping the line to say congratulations to everyone. Jordan and I took up residence against a wall near the door. “It was a lovely wedding,” Jordan said politely. I looked at her and raised an eyebrow, but I said nothing.

      “Dad!” Daphne rushed over to us. “Mom’s going to put on her reception dress. Will you walk over with me?”

      “Uh, we weren’t going to stay for the reception, Daph,” I told her. “I can walk you over though.”

      I saw her face fall, but she nodded. “Okay.”

      “You did such a great job,” Jordan told her as we began to walk outside. “You were more attentive than the older bridesmaids.”

      “Thanks,” Daphne said. “It was long, though.”

      We stepped outside and began to head toward the reception hall, following the signs.

      “You didn’t look tired or bored,” I assured her.

      Daphne opened her mouth to respond but then I heard a familiar voice shouting my name behind us, and we all stopped.

      “Dallas Anderson!” Leslie shouted, barreling toward us. “I cannot believe your nerve.”

      “Excuse me?” I asked. I couldn’t believe that she was outside instead of enjoying her wedding.

      “This is her, isn’t it?” She pointed at Jordan. “You’re the stupid bitch who’s trying to take my daughter away from me! Just who the fuck do you think you are?”

      Jordan’s mouth dropped open as we tried to understand what was happening. All I knew for sure was that shit was about to get real.

      “Daphne, go on inside,” I told her, guiding her toward the reception hall.

      She hesitated for a second but then nodded and turned around to head in that direction. Then, I turned to face Leslie, anger boiling inside of me. Who the fuck did she think she was?
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      The fury burning in Leslie’s eyes as she stared me down had me wanting to turn tail and run away. I was not a confrontational person, which was one of the reasons why I’d chosen to become a social studies teacher and not a lawyer like my sister. The fact that she was causing a scene, cussing at me at her own wedding, made matters even worse. There had to be at least two hundred guests here, and every single one of them would take her side. All I wanted to do was melt into the ground and find a way to slide away.

      Dallas looked almost as mad as Leslie, his face red, his eyes narrow. “Leslie, seriously, calm down,” he said, his eyes catching those of the people who were beginning to gather on the periphery to see what was happening. “You’re causing a scene.”

      “I’m causing a scene?” Leslie shouted. “You’re the one who brought this bitch here! What the hell were you thinking? Is this because you’re trying to take my daughter from me? I swear to god, you fucking asshole, if you so much as think about trying to get custody of Daphne, I will cut your balls off and shove them down your throat!”

      “That’s enough, Leslie,” Dallas said, taking a menacing step toward her. “I don’t know what kind of drugs you swallowed in an attempt to keep yourself calm for the wedding this time, but I think you took too many of them. Now is not the time or place for us to discuss this. Jordan didn’t do anything wrong, so shut up and go back inside and find a man to cheat on your new husband with.”

      “She didn’t do anything?” Leslie asked, but she seemed slightly calmer now, as if she realized Dallas was right—she was making a big deal out of something she didn’t need to in front of everyone else. Turning to me, she asked, “Since when do you think it’s your place to tell kids they have a right to pick a parent, huh?”

      I shook my head. “That’s not what happened, but we do talk about the law in social studies. The topic did come up. I’m sorry it’s caused trouble for you. That was never my intention.”

      “I don’t give a fuck what your intentions are. Am I supposed to think it’s a coincidence that you told my daughter that, then you ended up vacationing at the same place as her, and now, here you are on my husband’s arm?”

      “Ex-husband,” Dallas corrected in a growl.

      Leslie glared at him. “Thank god. Chad is a better husband than you could ever dream about being.”

      Dallas shook his head. “We’ll see if he’s still Mr. Perfect when he catches you sucking another man’s dick in his shower.”

      A cackle came out of Leslie’s mouth before she whirled on me again. “You can have my discarded man, but my daughter is off limits. Got it, bitch?”

      All I could do was nod. Clearly, she had some misconceptions, but now was not the time or place to try to clear them up. As she turned on her heel and marched back toward the church, her shoe caught on a crack in the sidewalk, and she pitched forward, tumbling into the bushes that lined the walkway.

      “Oh, shit!” Leslie screamed as a ton of onlookers scrambled to help her up.

      I stood there, frozen, covering my mouth, thanking the heavens that she was far enough away from me that no one would think that I pushed her.

      “Let’s go,” Dallas said, taking hold of my arm and turning me toward the truck.

      “Don’t you want to say goodbye to Daphne?” I asked him as we began to march with determination toward his truck.

      He didn’t answer me. Instead, he released my arm with a harsh fling, and when we reached the vehicle, he didn’t open the door for me. Confusion washed over me as I tried to figure out what was happening. He’d just defended me to his ex-wife. So why the fuck did it seem like he was mad at me?

      I climbed inside the truck and hooked my seatbelt. Dallas peeled out of the parking spot, tires squealing, and headed toward the exit. He shut the radio off with a sharp twist of the knob, and I could tell by the set of his jaw that he was agitated.

      But it wasn’t just at Leslie. He was mad at me. Did he think that I’d purposely told Jordan that she could choose a parent to live with soon? Why would he think that?

      I wanted to speak to him about it, but my tongue was stuck to the roof of my mouth. Maybe he just needed a few minutes to calm down. In all of the time that I’d known him, he’d never brought up the question of what happened in class that day. I figured he wasn’t worried about it, but now, I realized he hadn’t just blown it off. He had internalized it, and now, all of the emotions he felt about it were about to bubble to the surface.

      It took him about five minutes before he finally ran a hand through his hair and asked, “What the hell were you thinking? Telling kids shit like that? Is it really part of your curriculum to introduce that to kids at that age? If it’s not, why would you say it? And even if it is, don’t you have any sort of filter for what comes out of your mouth?”

       I couldn’t believe my ears. He was being almost as mean and unrelenting as Leslie had been, not even giving me a chance to explain myself. Did he really think I could be so careless? So thoughtless? I shook my head and turned to look out the window, fighting tears that stung the backs of my eyes.

      “What? So now you’re not even going to answer my fucking questions?” he demanded. “Jesus.”

      “I would answer you,” I said, turning to face him, “but does it even matter what I say? You and Leslie have already decided you know what happened. It wasn’t like that.” I looked away again. I couldn’t believe this was happening. The man I thought I knew would never treat me like this. He would take my side and then console me after his ex had done such an awful thing to me. But Dallas wasn’t being the man I thought I knew—not right now.

      “The only thing I wanted to do today—the only thing—is make it through that fucking wedding without causing a scene. Damnit.” He turned the truck down the street that led to his neighborhood. I was glad I’d packed everything into my car before we left, even though I’d hoped to be spending tonight with him, too. Obviously, that wasn’t happening. My car keys were in my clutch with my phone, lipstick, and powder. All I wanted to do was get in my car and drive away.

      “I’m sorry about the scene,” I told him, meaning it. “Leslie was out of control.”

      He shook his head. “I should’ve known better. If I had just gone by myself, none of this would’ve ever happened.”

      “Oh, so now it’s my fault?” I gritted my teeth, wanting to say everything playing through my mind but trying not to say anything cruel. Just like my students who could spout awful things when they were hurting, Dallas was going through something right now. I needed to approach it with grace, but that was hard when he was being irrational. “I went there to try to help you.”

      “Yeah, and a lot of help you were,” he spat out. “If you hadn’t been there, that wouldn’t have happened.”

      “If I hadn’t been there, that psycho would’ve found something else to scream about,” I reminded him. “And if you had a question about what I teach in my class, you had plenty of opportunities to ask me about it.”

      We pulled up in front of his house, and he stopped without even parking in the driveway so that I wouldn’t have so far to go to get into my car. 

       “This was a mistake,” he said. “Whatever forces were pushing us together, making us end up in the same place at the same time and all of that bullshit, it was a huge mistake.”

      “I’m sorry you feel that way,” I told him. Regardless of his harsh words, I couldn’t say I felt the same way, but I wasn’t going to tell him that either. Unbuckling my seatbelt, I reached for the door handle. “Merry Christmas, Dallas,” I told him as I slid out of the vehicle. “When you’re ready to talk about this like a rational adult, you know where to find me.”

      Again, he shook his head adamantly at me. “Don’t hold your breath.”

      With that, I closed the door to his truck and got into my car, slamming the door on my gown and having to reopen it to pull the entire thing inside. He pulled into the driveway, and I watched him for a few moments in the mirror as he sat in his truck. My hands were trembling so badly, I could hardly get my car to start. Finally, the engine rolled over, and I drove away, taking my time since I was blinded by my own tears.

      As I drove away and headed toward my house, I went over everything again, trying to figure out what I could’ve done differently, what I could’ve said or been to make this work out. The only thing that entered my mind was that I could’ve talked to Dallas about what Daphne asked me ahead of time so he could discuss it with Leslie before the wedding. But kids said things to me all the time that they never even thought of again, let alone brought up to their parents. I had been hoping Daphne would just let it go. Instead, she’d fixated on it and became obsessed with it in a way only children could.

      By the time I pulled into my garage and shut my car off, my entire body was shaking as tears wracked through me. I rested my forehead on the steering wheel, trying to calm down enough to walk into the house, but it was going to take me a few moments. Here I was thinking that Dallas really could be the man for me, that the two of us could be happy forever. I thought I was what he wanted, that I was somehow smart and pretty enough for him despite our different stations in life.

      But all of that had been a mirage. It wasn’t reality. Whatever he’d thought he’d seen in me wasn’t real, and now, here I was, left to nurse a shattered heart.

      Before I got out of the car, I took my heels off, thinking it would be less dangerous that way. I didn’t want to fall like Leslie had. That image made a loud laugh burst from between my lips. Well, at least there was that.

      Getting out from behind the steering wheel, I got my luggage out of the back and carried it all inside, thinking now would be the perfect time to break into the carton of Little Debbie’s Christmas Tree ice cream I’d bought at the grocery store the day before. I could probably eat the whole damn thing and down the bottle of wine in the fridge without even batting an eye.

      Somehow, I managed to get out of my dress and into my comfy pajamas without popping a seam. I thought about calling someone I loved–my mom, a sister, Ashley—but I didn’t even want to talk about what had happened.

      With a blanket, the ice cream, and the wine, I sat in front of the television, watching It’s a Wonderful Life and wondering where my Clarence was.
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      The bar was a bit busier than usual the afternoon after the wedding when I pulled up outside and waited for Waylen’s old piece of shit car to pull into the parking lot. It was a gray day—with the sky and ocean melding on the horizon in a turbulent mass of greenish-tinged steel. Even the seagulls circling overhead were crying, their normally chipper sounds somber on this hazy day.

      I’d felt like that inside, all the way to my core, since I’d seen Jordan’s face in the rearview mirror as she gazed back at me, right before she put her car into drive and pulled away. I’d caused her to feel just as miserable as this misty day felt.

      Still, I’d had good reason. At least, I thought I had. She’d essentially caused a scene at the wedding and upset my daughter. I’d never been one to get angry easily, but when someone messed with my baby girl, I took it to heart. All of that mess with Leslie after the wedding had stemmed from Jordan telling my daughter something she shouldn’t have, and that made me frustrated, angry—and hurt.

      I’d lain awake for hours the night before, going over everything in my head. I’d wanted to talk to Daphne to make sure she was all right, but she hadn’t been able to talk. She’d sent me a text later that said her mom wouldn’t let her out of her sight until after the reception, and then she had been so tired, she didn’t want to talk.

      I hoped she would call me soon. It had been a lot to witness, her mother screaming at her teacher like that, especially when Daphne cared so much for Jordan. Even though I’d sent her inside when the argument had first started, Daphne knew what was going on.

      The sound of an engine on the brink of death caught my attention, and I turned my head to see Waylen’s vehicle limping its way to the parking spot closest to the front door. I laughed and shook my head. Apparently, he hadn’t saved up enough money from his new job to buy that new truck yet.

      Getting out of my truck, I headed over to join him as he got out, the car backfiring loudly as the engine cooled. “Nice,” I told him as he clapped me on the shoulder in greeting. “You’d better ask Santa for a new sleigh.”

      “Nah, I’m saving my pennies, buddy,” he told me. “Won’t be long now until I have a brand new ride. Looks like you survived the wedding.”

      I growled at him and headed toward the door to the bar, wanting to get inside out of the weather. “You don’t know the half of it,” I told him.

      We took our usual table, and the waitress he was always flirting with came over to get our order. I wanted to order something stronger than beer, but I was planning on driving out of there, so I needed to keep an eye on my alcohol intake. Beer it was—and only one.

      “So what happened? Did Leslie sing a stirring rendition of ‘Careless Whisper’ that had the audience clapping with tears streaming down their cheeks?”

      I laughed, imagining what that would be like. It couldn’t be much worse than the song her sister had sung. “No, but she did cause a big scene.”

      “Do tell,” Waylen insisted before accepting his beer from the waitress and giving her a mischievous grin.

      I took a sip of my own beer and then inhaled deeply before telling him everything. I started with dress shopping and how gorgeous Jordan had looked. I skipped over the sex the night before—sort of. I couldn’t leave out all of the good parts—and then I got to the wedding itself, letting him know how Leslie had come out screaming at Jordan, making everyone stop and listen to the argument.

      “It was so fucking embarrassing,” I said, shaking my head.

      “What did you say to Leslie?” he asked me, almost finished with his beer.

      “I told her where she could shove it, essentially. She had no right to attack a guest at her wedding like that. And then I told her to go back inside and find someone to cheat on Chad with.”

      Waylen let out a belly laugh at that. “Now that’s funny.”

      “What was funniest of all was when Leslie tripped going back inside and fell in the bushes in her wedding gown.” A satisfied smile fell into place on my face. If nothing else, at least she’d suffered that humiliation. Served her right. I hoped she’d ripped her dress. What was she thinking wearing white anyway?

      “Are you shitting me?” Waylen asked, almost spitting out his beer. “She fell? That’s awesome, man. I wish I would’ve been there to see that.”

      “Ordinarily, I don’t think it’s funny when people fall—” I began.

      “I do. It’s fucking hilarious. But I know what you’re saying. Was she hurt?” he asked.

      I shrugged. “No idea. I hope so. Anyway, as soon as we got in the truck, I let Jordan know how irritated I was that she’d told Daphne about the custody law. We ended up having a fight, and I dropped her off. Haven’t spoken to her since.” Sighing, I picked up my beer and took another drink, waiting for him to say something.

      He didn’t. Not for the longest time. Instead, he just stared at me with his eyebrows raised. Finally, he said, “Let me get this right. Leslie comes out, flying off the handle, attacking Jordan, calling her names, telling her she shouldn’t have told Daphne about custody laws—in her history class where she’s supposed to teach kids about the law. You jump in to protect Jordan, tell Leslie where to shove it, and then you tell Jordan she’s done something wrong?”

      It was my turn to stare speechlessly. When he put it like that, it really did sound harsh. But he was leaving so much out. “That’s not quite the way it went down.”

      “Isn’t it, though? What part do I have wrong, buddy? Sounds right to me. What the hell were you thinking? How many days had you known about this history lesson but hadn’t asked Jordan about it yourself, man?” He slowly shook his head. “That’s fucked up.”

      “No, but you don’t understand. I didn’t ask her about it before because I was going to handle it. But then when Leslie found out about it and she confronted Jordan before I got a chance to talk to Leslie about it, that pissed me off. I should’ve had a chance to tell her I wasn’t going to let Daphne choose.”

      “But why?” Waylen asked. “First of all, you should let Daphne choose. Why the fuck would you want to make her live with your bitch of an ex if she doesn’t want to? Secondly, how is it Jordan’s fault that Daphne told Leslie before you got a chance to talk to her? After all, you did have a chance to talk to Leslie about it. You know the law. And you had a chance to talk to Jordan about it but you didn’t. If you ask me, this is just a case of Dallas being classic Dallas and shouting at someone else about his own fuck-up.”

      When he was finished, I contemplated what he’d said for a long moment, not sure how to respond, not even sure I completely understood what he was saying. “Dallas being classic Dallas?” I asked.

      “Yeah. You know, when you decide you want to try to do what’s best for everyone else, even though you know there’s a better way. But because that better way may be more beneficial to you, you don’t go that route. And then, when things go wrong—as they tend to do when they’re not the best way—you get upset and want to know why everyone else didn’t just do what you would’ve done in the first place if you weren’t trying to be so damn nice and consider everyone else’s feelings. It’s like the tuna can.”

      “Oh, god, Waylen,” I said, shaking my head. “Please don’t bring up the fucking tuna can.”

      “Oh, I’m gonna,” he said, pounding his fist on the table. “If you would’ve told me that my tuna sandwiches were driving you crazy, I would’ve stopped eating them around you. Instead, you waited until I mentioned the tuna can smelling bad, and you lost your shit. If you would’ve just told me the problem to begin with, you wouldn’t have had all of that anger bottled up inside of you, and you wouldn’t have yelled at me over me questioning your smelly tuna.”

      “That was almost fifteen years ago,” I reminded him.

      “That’s right. It was. And we haven’t shared a hotel room since. Hell, every time we go anywhere together at all, I have to carefully smell all of my food in case I accidentally brought something smelly along with me. All because, for three nights in a Sheraton in San Antonio, you couldn’t say, ‘By the way, could you eat that outside?’”

      This wasn’t the first time he’d brought up the time we’d argued about smelly food in the hotel room on that trip to see his grandmother before she died. I got it. The point had nothing to do with stinky food and everything to do with me bottling up my emotions and then exploding irrationally.

      He was right. That was what had happened with Jordan. I’d taken everything about the situation out on her, and that wasn’t fair.

      “You’re right. I should probably call her,” I finally admitted.

      “Fuck yeah, you should,” he agreed. “The sooner the better. And the first words out of your mouth should be, ‘I’m sorry I’m such a fuck-up.’”

      “Don’t push it,” I told him. “You’re right, though. I do tend to let things fester inside of me, and when they finally come out, I don’t control myself the way that I should.”

      “I’m glad you can finally see that about yourself.” Waylen signaled the waitress for another beer. “It takes a big man to admit he has a problem.”

      My first thought was that he was one to talk and he had a lot more problems than I did, but that wasn’t what this conversation was about. We weren’t here to talk about Waylen’s life at the moment. We were working on fixing what I’d just fucked up.

      “What if she doesn’t want to take me back?” I asked, my voice cracking slightly. I’d had such a good time with Jordan. Even though I hadn’t known her long, everything about her made me smile. She was a good woman. I’d been so disrespectful to her, though. I wouldn’t blame her if she never wanted to see me again.

      “You may need to make some sort of a gallant effort,” Waylen said as his beer was delivered. “Make sure she knows just how sorry you are.”

      “Yeah. But I still don’t understand why she would tell the kids that. Even if it’s in the curriculum, common sense would tell someone not to mention it.”

      “What if it’s on a test? Fuck, the state assessments these days are awful. Who knows why? Man, as long as you’re thinking thoughts like that one, you’re not ready to apologize. You need to make sure your head is on perfectly straight before you have that conversation with her. She’s a good woman. You better recognize that.”

      I nodded, knowing he was right, and finished my beer before I pulled out my wallet. I left some money on the table to cover my beer, his two, and the one he’d have next. “I’m going to go.”

      Waylen nodded. “See you, man. Good luck.”

      I thanked him and headed out, not sure what I was going to do. Part of me thought I should just drive over to Jordan’s house and apologize in person immediately. But maybe that was me being too impulsive again.

      It never ended well.
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      The morning after the wedding, I woke up to the sound of my phone ringing. My eyes were puffy and swollen from crying too much. I wiped them with the backs of my hands and strained to see who was calling. I should’ve known it would be my mother—not Dallas.

      Mom had been hoping I’d call her the night before to tell her how the wedding had gone, but after spending a few hours gorging myself on ice cream and watching Christmas movies, I’d cried myself to sleep.

      Now, I needed to find a way to tell her everything without letting the tears start again. Otherwise, she’d never understand a word I was saying.

      “Hey, Mom,” I said, taking a deep breath.

      “Good morning, dear. Did I wake you?” She sounded chipper as ever, which wasn’t surprising this close to Christmas. I hoped that meant the investment deal was going well, though I had too much on my mind to ask right then.

      “It’s okay,” I told her, sitting up. “I need to get up anyway.” I had plans to see Ashley for lunch, and I knew I shouldn’t miss them. She’d want to hear all about what had happened, and I needed to talk it over with her.

      “Well, how did it go? Did you have fun? I bet Daphne looked like a doll in her dress. I hope you got a picture of her. And of you, of course. Oh, I’d love to see it!” She laughed, and I could picture her smile in my head.

      “The wedding itself was fine,” I replied. “Daphne was beautiful. I didn’t think to take pictures. Sorry, Mom. But listen, after the wedding, as Dallas and I were leaving, Dallas’s ex, Leslie, came out and started yelling at me.”

      “What?” All signs of happiness were gone as my mother’s voice filled with concern. “About what?”

      “About this situation at school. Daphne really wants to live with Dallas, Mom. She knows that she can decide when she’s twelve because we talked about it in class. She told Leslie about it, and her mom got mad. She confronted me about it.” I hoped I wasn’t talking so fast that none of it was making sense.

      “Oh, dear,” Mom said, clearly understanding every word I’d said. “She decided it would be a good idea to do this at the wedding?”

      “Yeah. It was like she needed the backing of all of her friends or something. It was awful. I’ve never been so embarrassed in my entire life.” I thought about other embarrassing incidents, like when Mikaela was yelling at the hansom cab driver in Central Park. Nope. Not even close.

      “Well, what did you say to her?” Mom asked.

      “I tried to apologize. I wanted to explain. But I didn’t get a chance because Dallas jumped to my defense.”

      “That’s so nice of him. I always knew he was a good man,” Mom said.

      “Sure, that sounds good,” I replied. “But then, as soon as we were in the truck, he started yelling at me, too, telling me that I shouldn’t have told Daphne that. We ended up in a fight, and he dropped me off, and that was that. Mom, I think it’s over.” Just saying the words out loud made the tears start streaming down my cheeks again.

      “Honey, I am so sorry,” she said in a quiet voice. “I can’t imagine how you must feel. Why would he defend you to his ex and then yell at you over the same thing?”

      “I honestly have no idea,” I said. “He had plenty of opportunities to ask me about the lesson if he was concerned. He obviously knew about it. None of it makes any sense.”

      Mom was quiet for a few moments as she contemplated the situation. When she finally spoke, she said, “You’re right. I don’t get that either, sweetie. I wish you could ask him about it. You probably can in a day or two, after you both have time to cool off. I can see why he was upset that you told Daphne that. He probably didn’t want her to know or wanted to tell her himself. Maybe you should be a little more careful about lessons like that.”

      “Mom, I didn’t bring it up,” I clarified. “I didn’t get the chance to tell him that because it doesn’t matter. She learned about it in my classroom, so I’m responsible, but it was another student who mentioned it. When Daphne asked me about it, I told her it was true, and she needed to speak to her parents about it. That’s all.”

      “And Dallas doesn’t realize that?” she asked.

      “I don’t know. Daphne may have told him. I’m not sure it matters. The bottom line is, I teach what I’m supposed to in my class. That is part of the law, so I wouldn’t ever deny it if someone asked. I’m responsible for what goes on in my classroom. But they’re making it seem like I went out of my way to tell her, ‘Oh, by the way, Daphne, if you think your mother is a raving lunatic, go ahead and live with your dad when you’re twelve because he’s also crazy but not as dangerous.’ Really, Mom, it’s not like I’m trying to steer her either way. And if I was, shouldn’t he be happy about that? It benefits him. I don’t know. None of it makes any sense.” I fell quiet finally, having gotten all of that off my chest.

      “Sweetie, it sounds like there’s more to this than what we both know at this point. I hope that Dallas comes around and speaks to you about it. I truly do think he is a good man and that the two of you make a good couple, but there’s no way for us to know what he was thinking. In the meantime, why don’t you see if you can change your flight? Come home a couple of days earlier than you’d planned. We’d love to see you.”

      I took a deep breath, going over everything she’d said in my mind. Maybe she was right and I was missing something. I wouldn’t know unless Dallas wanted to talk to me about it, but I wasn’t about to contact him first. He’d made it very clear when he’d dropped me off the day before that he was done—at least for now.

      “All right,” I told her. “I’ll see if I can change my flight.”

      “Take care, sweetie. You know your father and I love you very much. We are looking forward to a magical Christmas with all of our girls home.”

      Once again, I found myself crying but for different reasons altogether this time. “I love you, too, Mom,” I told her.

      We said our goodbyes, and I hung up. With a loud sigh, I pulled myself out of bed and headed to the shower to get ready for lunch. I couldn’t shake the feeling of gloom that sat over me like a wet blanket, but I couldn’t just sit at home and wallow in my grief either.

      By the time I reached the restaurant I’d arranged to meet Ashley at, I felt a little better. But the weather was gray and gloomy, which made it hard to feel bright and energized, even though we’d gotten a table with a view of the gulf.

      “You don’t look like someone who got laid last night,” Ashley observed as I sat across from her, sipping on a margarita.

      “You always were the most observant person I know,” I teased. Taking a chip from the bowl in the middle of the table, I dipped it in queso and chewed it up before I launched into my morbid tale.

      Ashley listened, only cursing once or twice throughout the story. When I told her about Leslie falling in the bushes, she nearly laughed her ass off. But everything else made her horribly mad on my behalf. When I was done, she shook her head and made an ugly face. “What an asshole.”

      “Which one?” I asked, picking up another chip.

      “Both of them! Holy shit, Jordan. Give me that man’s number so I can call him up and rip him a new one.”

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” I told her.

      The waitress came, and I ordered the taco platter with rice and beans. Ashley ordered a giant burrito the size of her head with thick queso sauce. This was one of the best Tex-Mex restaurants in town, and even though it seemed like “Feliz Navidad” was stuck on a loop, I was glad Ashley had chosen it. I could use some carbs on a day like today.

      “Well, I don’t really give a shit what you think, my friend. That man deserves to have his ass chewed up and down, and not in a good way. And since I know you won’t do it, I need to take matters into my own hands.”

      I shook my head at her. “I appreciate your outrage on my behalf, but let’s focus on chewing these chips and no one’s ass, okay?”

      She took a chip and stuck it in the guac, getting a huge pile on top before she shoved it in her mouth. Even though she had food in her mouth, she continued to talk. “That’s fucked up. Man, I told you he was damaged goods. You know what? Fuck him. That’s what you need to say. Blow his ass off. Tell him where he can shove it. He’s the one who’s missing out here, not you.”

      I managed a small smile, knowing she was trying to be supportive. The truth of the matter was that I had no idea why Dallas had acted that way. It didn’t make any sense to me that he’d be so angry at me for the same thing he’d just defended me to Leslie over. But if that was the way he felt, there wasn’t much I could do about it but wait for him to calm down and then see what happened next.

      “My mom wants me to come home early,” I continued. “I’ve checked flights, and I can get on one tomorrow instead of waiting. I may do that.”

      Ashley nodded. “I think that might be for the best. Go back to Idaho and spend some time with the people who love you—except for me. I love you but I ain’t going to fucking Idaho. Anyway, clear your head a bit and see how you feel when you get back. I know you liked this guy. Hell, you bought new underwear for him, and you haven’t done that in ages. But if he’s going to treat you like this, then you can’t keep giving a fuck about him. It’s just not right.”

      Reaching across the table, I took her hand in mine. She was right, and I appreciated how much she cared about me. “I love you, too,” I told her. “Thanks, Ash.”

      She nodded, giving me another small smile. “Now, let’s eat way too much Mexican food and then spend the rest of the night in the bathroom. What do you say?”

      Laughing, I picked up my glass for a toast, agreeing with the first part and praying against the second.

      Later that evening, when I got home, I decided Mom and Ash were right. I needed to go somewhere to get my head on straight. I made the arrangements with the airline and got my suitcase out of the closet. The sooner I put some distance between myself and Dallas, the better off I’d be.

      As I zipped my suitcase and set it aside, a silent tear slid from my eye. I’d hoped that this would work out, that he would finally be the one to change everything for me. But ultimately, it seemed it was all a dream.

      Dallas was too good to be true, and I knew when something was too good to be true, it usually was.

    

  







            35

          

          

      

    

    






DALLAS

        

      

    

    
      All night, I’d dreamt about Jordan. I had lain there again, for the second night in a row, staring at the ceiling until I finally fell asleep around two a.m., and then my dreams had been about her—but not in a good way.

      In every single dream I had, I was yelling at her, and she was crying. In one of them, Leslie had been standing off to the side in a ripped wedding gown, bleeding from the knee, as she laughed at Jordan, pointing a finger at her. Rather than being mad at Leslie, I’d continued to yell at Jordan. Now that I was awake, I felt like an asshole.

      “Fuck, I am an asshole,” I whispered to myself. Tucking an arm under my head, I stared up at the ceiling, contemplating what to do. This was all my fault. Waylen was right. I’d let my own problem with asserting myself become someone else’s problem.

      Taking a deep breath, I dragged my hand down my face, noting I needed to shave. Everything was such a fucking mess now. Why couldn’t I have just asked Jordan about the situation before it got out of hand? Or why didn’t I just take her side and let it all blow over before asking her why she had mentioned all of this to Daphne to begin with?

      I didn’t have answers for any of the questions clouding my mind, but I did know that I had to take action. If I didn’t find a way to apologize to Jordan and let her know I was sorry for being an asshole, that I would never do anything like that again, I was going to lose her. And the thought of having to let her go now, before I really got to see where we were headed, made my stomach twist into a knot.

      The possibilities of what she might say played over and over again in my mind as I pulled myself from bed and headed to the shower. The warm water did nothing to ease the tension in my muscles. If she refused to listen to me or didn’t accept my apology, I had no idea what I was going to do.

      I got out of the shower and put on some clothes, deciding the best approach was to actually go talk to her. Sure, there was a chance she would be busy or that she would slam the door in my face. But calling her didn’t seem like a big enough gesture. Even going over there wasn’t grandiose enough for what I wanted to accomplish, but I didn’t really have time to hire a marching band or a skywriter.

      Once I was dressed, I gathered my keys, phone, and wallet and headed out to the truck, deciding to make a stop along the way. At a little shop about halfway between my house and Jordan’s, I ducked inside to pick up a poinsettia. I had to imagine that she liked any sort of plant that had to do with Christmas.

      I’d placed her present that Daphne and I had gotten from Montana in the backseat of my truck the day before, thinking I might take it over to her, but then I’d chickened out. Everything Waylen had said kept circulating in my mind. At first, I’d wanted to go apologize immediately, but then I’d thought I needed to get my shit together first. So I’d waited. Now, I would be at her house in a few minutes, and I still wasn’t sure what I was going to say.

      As I was thinking about it, my phone rang. For a moment, I thought it might be Jordan, but when I saw it was Daphne, I was just as happy to answer. It had been too long since I’d spoken to her. “What’s up, baby girl?”

      “Dad? How’s Ms. Rodgers? Is she okay? Mom was so mean to her.” I could hear the sadness mixed with anger in Daphne’s voice as everything poured out of her.

      I took a deep breath and swallowed hard. “I think she’ll be okay. I’m on my way to talk to her right now.” I wasn’t sure if what I’d said was true or not, that she would be okay, but it had nothing to do with Leslie.

      I was the one who had upset Jordan—not my ex.

      Changing the subject, I asked, “How are you? I was hoping you’d call me before now.”

      “Sorry, Dad. I wanted to call you yesterday, but Mom had us busy all day with Chad’s family. It’s so ridiculous. Right now, they’re all downstairs eating breakfast. I just snuck away. They fight all the time about everything. I can hardly stand it. But I’m fine, Dad. Mom has been spending so much time with Chad, she’s not really paying much attention to me. Except when I mentioned to her yesterday that I wanted to go call you. Then she got mad.”

      I growled a little, hating the sound of that. Leslie was probably mad at me and was trying to punish me by not letting me speak to Daphne. She wouldn’t care that it also hurt Daphne. “It’s okay, baby girl. I’m always happy to get to talk to you, but there’s no reason to upset your mom about it.”

      There I was, placating Leslie again. I needed to knock that off. But I didn’t want to make Daphne feel bad either.

      “Dad, I’m worried about those things Mom yelled at Ms. Rodgers. I tried to talk to her about it yesterday, but Mom wouldn’t listen to me. She told me to never say that B’s name again around her. She was so unbelievably mean to her, and it wasn’t her fault. None of it was.”

      Pausing to take a deep breath, I pulled over to the side of the road and shifted into park, not sure I understood what Daphne was telling me. “You tried to talk to your mom about the mean things she was yelling at Ms. Rodgers? I can understand your mom not wanting to talk about it. But what do you mean it wasn’t her fault?”

      “Yeah, Mom doesn’t want to talk about it. She said she hopes next time she sees Ms. Rodgers she can leave her bloodied the way Ms. Rodgers left her bloodied.” Daphne chuckled under her breath.

      “What did she mean by that?” I asked, confused. Jordan hadn’t touched Leslie at all.

      “When Mom fell in the bushes, she cut her leg. She’s fine now, I think, though she’s still limping around like her leg is broken. One of Chad’s cousins is a nurse, so she cleaned it up and bandaged it, but there’s blood on Mom’s wedding dress, and there’s a big rip down the side. Not to mention the grass stains.” Daphne laughed even louder now, and I found myself chuckling as well. “Mom said she’s going to send the dry cleaner bill and the bill for getting it sewed up to Ms. Rodgers.”

      “I will gladly take care of that on Ms. Rodgers’s behalf,” I said. “Even though it wasn’t her fault your mom tripped.”

      “No, even Chad said he saw what happened and Mom just tripped over a crack in the sidewalk, but you know how she gets when she’s angry.” I could practically hear Daphne rolling her eyes.

      “Yes, I do know how she gets,” I confirmed. “But can we get back to what you said about this not being Ms. Rodgers’s fault, Daph?”

      “Oh, yeah, that’s right. You need to know that none of that was Ms. Rodgers’s fault, too, Dad. So the whole ‘I can live with whoever I want to when I’m twelve’ thing? she wasn’t the one who brought it up in class, so Mom shouldn’t be blaming her. I know you wouldn’t be mad at Ms. Rodgers anyway since you like her so much, but Mom thinks it’s her fault, and it’s not.”

      I inhaled a shaky breath. Daphne didn’t know what happened after I left the church. She had no idea that I’d yelled at Jordan, too. As I contemplated what she was saying, my heart stopped beating in my chest. “What do you mean?”

      Daphne continued. “I mean, it was this other kid, Jake. He mentioned it, and then Ms. Rodgers said we should talk to our parents about it. Later, in private, I asked her if it was true, and she said yes, but I should discuss it with you and Mom. So it really wasn’t her fault at all. It’s not right for her to be the one who’s being attacked when it was Jake who told us all about it.”

      “Fuck,” I muttered under my breath.

      “Dad!” Daphne scolded. “You’re not supposed to say that word.”

      “Sorry, baby girl. Uh, I didn’t realize that.” I should’ve known Jordan wouldn’t purposely do something like that, telling all of the kids they could live with whoever they wanted to. All of this was starting to make more sense to me now. Why Jordan didn’t just explain that to me when I was yelling at her, I wasn’t sure. She had mentioned there was more to it or something, but I’d been too upset to listen.

      “Dad, is everything okay?” Daphne asked me. “You sound really sad all of a sudden. Or are you mad? Did I say something that I shouldn’t have?”

      “No, baby girl. You didn’t. In fact, you said something I’m very glad you said. I just wish I would’ve known that before,” I admitted.

      “Why, Dad? Is everything okay? You and Ms. Rodgers are still seeing each other, right? You’re so great together. I was so happy to see you on a date at the wedding. She looked so beautiful, and you’re so handsome. It was just perfect.”

      “Yeah, yeah, don’t worry about it,” I told her, but in the back of my mind, I knew there was a possibility I was going to have to take that all back in a day or two. Daphne didn’t need to know right now that there was a chance I’d fucked this all up. Shifting into drive, I continued on my way. “Like I said, I’m going to her house right now.”

      “Okay, cool. Have you given her the Christmas present yet? I can’t wait until she opens it. I wish I could be there, but I know I can’t. You can’t wait until after Christmas to give it to her.”

      “I have it with me. I can take a picture when she opens it, if she doesn’t mind.” The idea that she might throw it at me made me hesitate to say that.

      “Great. Thanks, Dad. I love you so much. I should go. Mom gets cranky when I’m in my room for more than a couple of minutes.” Again, she sounded like a teenage girl rolling her eyes.

      “I love you, too, Daph. I’ll talk to you soon.” I pushed the button on my dash to end the call and took a few deep breaths, trying to calm myself. I was almost at Jordan’s house, and I hadn’t decided what I was going to say.

      As I rounded the corner near her home, I realized I was going to have to figure it out quickly. Jordan’s garage door was opening, and her car was slowly backing down the driveway.

      “Fuck,” I mumbled again. Without really thinking, I positioned my truck so that I was right behind her, blocking her path. I knew it wasn’t the nicest thing to do, and she might even feel threatened, but I didn’t want her to drive away without hearing me out.

      Her eyes were wide in the rearview mirror as she saw the vehicle blocking her, but then she saw it was me, and her expression changed. At first, I thought I saw a hopeful look on her face, maybe even happiness, but then it shifted, and by the time I got out of my truck and was standing next to her window, she looked like she was about to cry.

      She pushed the button, and the window slowly came down.

      “Can we talk?” I held my breath for the answer.
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      When I first saw a truck blocking my driveway, fear and anger welled up inside of me, but then I realized it was Dallas’s truck, and a thousand other emotions mixed within me. What was he doing here? Did he just come to yell at me again?

      I watched him through the rearview mirror as he came around to my window. His face was easy to read. I could tell by the way the corners of his mouth were turned down and the red rimming his eyes that he was upset, though I still didn’t know exactly why. Perhaps he was still irritated that Daphne had been troubled by the fight at the wedding.

      Slowly, I pushed the button to roll my window down and looked at him expectantly, saying nothing.

      “Can we talk?” Dallas asked me, his voice low and full of emotion.

      I nodded and turned my car off, wondering why he felt it was necessary to park directly behind me. Did he think I might try to drive away without speaking to him?

      As I got out of my car, I checked the time on my phone. I needed to be leaving if I was going to make it to the airport on time, but I felt it was necessary to hear Dallas out. Maybe he’d come to his senses and realized he was being ridiculous—defending me to his ex but then yelling at me himself for the same reason.

      Inside, I invited him to sit down on the couch but didn’t offer a beverage or anything. I sat down about three feet from him, keeping my distance. I’d already allowed myself to get hurt because I let him in. Now was not the time to do that again.

      “What would you like to talk about?” I asked him, folding my arms and leaning away from him.

      He cleared his throat. “I want to talk to you about what happened at the wedding,” he said. “And the conversation you had with Daphne that pissed Leslie off to begin with.”

      “The way I see it, Leslie wasn’t the only one who was angry,” I reminded him. Perhaps I was pushing the situation now and should’ve just sat there quietly, but I wanted to make sure he took responsibility for what he’d said to me.

      “No, that’s true,” he said with a nod, rubbing his jaw. It didn’t look like he’d shaved in the last few days. “I definitely lost my cool, and I’m very sorry about that.”

      I said nothing, only waited. If he wanted to explain himself, I would let him speak, but at the moment, I wasn’t feeling like going out of my way to forgive him. “What do you want to say?”

      Taking a deep breath, he said, “I spoke to Daphne, and she told me that it wasn’t actually part of your lesson, that some kid blurted it out in class, the thing about being able to choose a parent to live with.”

      “Yes, I’m aware of what you’re referring to,” I said a bit snidely. “What difference does it make who brought it up? It’s my classroom, and I’m responsible for everything that happens within those four walls, regardless of whether or not it’s something a child says or something I incorporate into one of my lessons.”

      “I don’t know about that,” he said, scratching the back of his head. “If some jerk kid punches another one in the face, that’s not your fault.”

      “It’s my fault if I didn’t see that there was a problem in time to fix it,” I argued, really not needing someone who had never been a teacher to tell me what it was like to be in a classroom. “Yes, a child brought it up, but I confirmed that it’s true. It is the law, and it’s my job to make sure that the kids know the law, even if it’s uncomfortable. Believe me, there are a lot of controversial topics in our curriculum now. I can’t pick and choose what I want to teach. All I can do is present it in a way that is informational and allows students to consider the situation and make up their minds on their own.”

      He listened to what I had to say and then nodded. “I completely get what you’re saying, and it does make sense. I guess Leslie and I sort of thought that it had been presented differently, though. Sort of like if Daphne wanted to choose to live with me instead of her mom, then she should press the issue with us because it’s the law.”

      “So you think I was trying to stick my nose into your business?” I clarified. “Why would I do that?”

      “I have no idea,” he admitted with a shrug. “It didn’t make any sense to me.”

      “So why not ask me about it instead of just getting mad? You could’ve asked me what happened even before the situation at the wedding. You did know about it, right?”

      “I did know about it,” he said with a nod. “And I’d considered asking you about it, but I didn’t want to argue, and I didn’t want to put you in an uncomfortable situation.”

      “Instead, you just waited until someone else did it for you and then took her side, even though you’d literally just stood up for me in front of her? Talk about something that doesn’t make any sense.” I shook my head and looked away, not sure what else to say.

      “I’ll give you that,” he said. “Waylen, my best friend, said something similar when I was talking to him about it. I tend to do this, Jordan. I try to avoid a confrontation and let everything get bottled up inside of me, and then I sort of explode. I’m sorry I yelled at you and didn’t ask you what the situation was. I should have.” He looked down at the floor, slowly shaking his head, and I could tell he meant what he was saying.

      I wanted to believe him, to trust him, to let him in again, but it was scary. He’d broken my heart. Was I prepared to be with someone who could flip on a dime like that? Granted, he hadn’t been violent or tried to hurt me or anything. I didn’t think he was capable of that, though I knew some men were. Still, I didn’t like the idea that he would take Leslie’s side on something without even asking me for my side.

      Dallas moved closer to me on the couch so that our knees were almost touching. “Jordan, I’ve had more fun with you in the past couple of weeks than I’ve ever had with anyone in my life. You’re smart, funny, witty, not to mention gorgeous, and when I’m with you, I’m happy. I can’t say that about a lot of people. You make me forget about all of the years I wasted in a loveless marriage with a woman who only wanted me for the prestige she thought it would bring her.”

      I looked into his eyes, hearing his words but not knowing how to respond. I’d never had anyone talk to me that way before.

      “I’m so sorry that I shouted at you and didn’t ask you about the situation first. The truth is, I would love for Daphne to live with me full-time, but I’m afraid that Leslie will flip out if I bring it up, and I don’t want to deal with her tornado of emotions. Now that Leslie knows the situation, though, it might be a lot easier for me to get that done—if that’s what Daphne wants.”

      “I’m pretty sure that’s what she wants,” I muttered. “Not that I’m trying to get wrapped up in your business again.”

      He smirked at me and shook his head. “No, you’re right. And I do appreciate your point of view. I just wasn’t prepared for it, that’s all.”

      Reaching out, I put my hand on top of his where it rested on the couch. “I understand. I’ve never been a parent myself, but I know it isn’t easy. Parents come in to meet with me and tell me way more than they probably should, so I hear stories all the time about the struggles of being a mom or dad. I just need you to understand that I would never intentionally do anything to upset Daphne or you. As far as Leslie is concerned, honestly, I’d just as soon avoid her for the rest of eternity. Not a lot of people scare me, but that woman did. She was out of control.”

      That made him chuckle. He flipped his hand over to squeeze mine. “I agree with that. She’s a nightmare. But you don’t have to worry about her anymore. I’ll deal with her. And I promise, I’ll never take her side over yours again. If you’ll forgive me.”

      I found myself nodding and smiling. Without even thinking about it, I’d already forgiven him. “Yes, of course. Thank you for coming to talk to me.”

      “Thanks for stopping to listen to me. I’m surprised you were leaving so early in the morning. Where were you headed—if you don’t mind me asking?”

      I opened my mouth to tell him but then realized I didn’t want to fly out early to see my parents. As much as I missed them, I wanted to spend more time with Dallas. “Nowhere important,” I told him with a shrug. I’d need to cancel my flight and rebook the one I was originally on. Hopefully, it would still be available.

      Dallas grinned at me and nodded. “Well, if you’re not busy, would you care to go to dinner with me tonight? I would like to make all of this up to you.”

      “I would love that,” I told him. “Thank you.”

      I could tell Dallas was actually relaxing a bit as he smiled at me. “Thank you for giving me another chance.”

      “Everyone deserves a second chance,” I said, reaching up and running my thumb across his cheek. It seemed like it had been forever since he’d kissed me, even though it had only been a few days.

      As if reading my mind, he leaned over and pressed his lips to mine. I let my mouth linger against his, reveling in the feel of him.

      I could’ve kept kissing him all day, maybe even dragged him into the bedroom right then and there, but rather than moving things so quickly right back to where we’d left off, I decided to put the brakes on, at least for a while.

      “I have something for you,” he said. “Daphne wants me to give it to you right away. Hold on, and I’ll be right back.”

      My eyebrows lifted as I wondered what it could be. “Okay,” I said, watching him leave the room. I remembered that I’d gotten him a present for Christmas, as well, and a gift for Daphne. Was now a good time to get them, or should I wait until I could give her gift to her as well?

      Dallas was back before I could decide. He had a large box in his arms, wrapped in bright red and green Christmas paper with a big bow as well as a poinsettia. “Daphne wants me to take a picture as you unwrap your present,” he told me. “And this is my peace offering.”

      I grinned at him and took the plant, thanking him. It was beautiful and smelled Christmasy. “Do you want to record me opening the gift?” I asked, taking the gift from him. It was heavy. I had no idea what it could be.

      “That would be great.” Dallas sat next to me, pulling out his phone, and I began to unwrap the gift.

      Once the paper was removed, I opened the box and looked inside. Gasping, I recognized what I was looking at immediately. “It’s the saw!” I exclaimed, carefully pulling it out of the box. “The one that artist in Montana painted.” I looked at the picture I’d fallen in love with, marveling at how realistic each flake of snow looked, each child’s face.

      “Merry Christmas,” Dallas said. “Do you like it?”

      “I love it,” I told him. I leaned over to kiss him, and he put his phone aside. This was shaping up to be the best Christmas yet.
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      Nerves rumbled up inside of me once again as I approached Jordan’s house. This time, all of the reasons why were much different from earlier that morning when I’d been afraid to talk to her about the fight we’d had. Now, I was dressed in a nice suit, ready to take her to a fancy restaurant to celebrate my apology and her accepting it.

      The neighborhood was all aglow with Christmas lights as I approached her cottage home. A smile fell into place as I saw inflatable snowmen, Christmas trees, and lots of plastic glowing Santas. Jordan had a nice Christmas display as well, mostly reindeer and other forest creatures that looked enchanting in front of her small home.

      I knew how excited she was to be going home for Christmas with her family, but part of me was slightly disappointed that I wouldn’t get to spend the holiday with her or Daph. Instead, I’d be opening gifts with Waylen and his parents. Not ideal, but it was kind of them to welcome me into their home.

      Pushing thoughts of the next day’s events out of my mind, I got out of the truck and headed to the front door, hoping to make the most of the time we had left before she had to leave the next day. I knocked on the door, and she opened it immediately.

      Jordan looked stunning, standing there in a red dress that matched the season spectacularly. I let out a loud gasp and tried to pull myself together. “You look amazing,” I told her.

      “Thank you,” she said with a smile. “As do you.”

      “Are you ready to go?” I wasn’t sure if I should come inside or just stand on the porch.

      “I am, but—” She stopped talking and drew in a deep breath.

      “What is it?” I asked, raising both eyebrows.

      “Well, I was wondering if it would be presumptuous of me to pack an overnight bag,” she said with an innocent look on her face and a small shrug.

      I couldn’t help but laugh. “Absolutely,” I told her. “In fact, if you haven’t packed it already, I’ll come in and help you.” It was nice to know we were on the same wavelength.

      Rather than replying with words, Jordan reached behind the door and pulled out an overnight bag, holding it up for me to see, and we both chuckled at the implications.

      I took her bag, and she came out, locking the door behind her and dropping the key into her handbag. Holding hands, we walked down the sidewalk together, and I opened the truck for her before putting her bag in the back and going around to the driver’s side.

      On the way to the restaurant, we sang along with the Christmas carols playing on the radio. Jordan’s voice was lovely while mine was slightly off-key, but it was fun, and that was all I wanted for the night—to remind Jordan how much I cared about her and have the best time imaginable.

      We pulled up in front of a fancy French restaurant. The valet opened Jordan’s door for her and I got out and handed off the keys, going around to take her arm. When we walked in, our table was ready. As usual, we had the nicest table in the house, near the fireplace and a window.

      Jordan’s eyes focused outside where Christmas lights twinkled. “It’s just beautiful,” she said. “Thank you for inviting me to come with you.”

      “Thanks for coming.” I reached across the table and took her hand. “I’m so glad I get to see you again before you leave for Idaho.”

      “Me, too. I almost left earlier today,” she said. My eyes widened, and I could tell she was debating whether or not she should tell me. “That’s where I was headed when you showed up.”

      I contemplated what she was saying. It would’ve been horrible to have to wait until after Christmas to see her in person and apologize to her. I was glad I’d gotten to tell her in person. Having that conversation over the phone wouldn’t have been the same.

      “I’m glad I got there in time to speak to you, but I am sorry you aren’t spending more time with your family,” I said, still holding her hand in mine.

      “I’m glad you got there in time, too. I feel like fate has been playing a hand in all of this, Dallas. If you’d been a few seconds later, we wouldn’t have been able to talk until after the holidays, and that would’ve made Christmas quite blue.”

      I agreed with her and wanted to say more, to tell her how much she meant to me, but the waiter came to check on us and we needed to take a moment to look at the menus. After we both ordered, my attention was back on Jordan completely.

      “Listen, Jordan, I have to tell you, I was a little worried about Daphne in all of this. You’re right. It does seem like some outside force is pushing us together. But I was afraid to get involved with you because Daphne likes you so much. She seemed to want this more than anything, and I was afraid she’d end up getting hurt or being disappointed. But now that I’ve gotten to know you—now that we’ve gotten to spend some time together—I realize that you’re the best thing that’s happened to me in a really long time. Whatever it is that appears to be guiding us toward one another, I’m so glad that we are together.”

      “I’m glad, too,” she said with a bright smile. I lifted her hand and brushed my fingers across hers. “I’m not sure how we both ended up in Montana at the same time, but after that, well, it’s possible a certain magical wishing well might have had something to do with it.” She had a mischievous twinkle in her eye as she spoke.

      “Wishing well?” I asked. “What do you mean? I know Daphne wished for us to get together at the wishing well in the gazebo about a million times, but are you talking about the other one? The secret one?”

      Jordan nodded. “The night after we went ice skating, I went for a drive. I was just trying to clear my head. I ended up at this tree farm just past the hotel, and in the woods nearby, that’s where I found it. I knew immediately that I’d been led there for a purpose. So I pulled all the change out of my coin purse and dumped it in, wishing that you and I could be together.” She was still smiling, but she had a bit of a sheepish expression on her face as she finished the story. “I didn’t really think it was magical, despite the Christmas spirit, but when we got back home and you called me, I started to think maybe I was wrong. Maybe it was some sort of a Christmas miracle.”

      Digesting her story, all I could say was, “Huh.”

      The waiter delivered our appetizers, so I had a few moments to think. It all made sense now, in a mystical magical way. She’d been led to the wishing well to make a wish, but I was the one who needed redemption. I was the one who had a broken heart. Had she somehow made a wish that put me in a place where I could love again?

      I wasn’t sure, but I did know one thing for certain. Ignoring our food, I said, “Jordan, I have to tell you—and I hope this doesn’t scare you—but I’m falling for you. Hard. I’ve never met anyone like you before. It seems like, from the first moment our hands met when you were handing me that pen in your classroom, sparks began to fly. Now, I can’t get enough of you. When I’m not with you, I’m thinking about you, and when I am with you, well, you’re all-consuming. I hope that, when you get back from your parents’ house, we can pick up right where we left off.”

      “Absolutely,” she said, her dazzling smile beaming at me. “I wouldn’t want anything more.”

      I wanted to clear the table and kiss her right then and there, but I decided not to ruin our lovely dinner, especially with other people seated nearby. Somehow, I managed to hold my feelings back and concentrate on my food. The two of us dug into our salads, changing the discussion to my plans with Daphne for after Christmas. I told her how we’d have Christmas at my house on December twenty-sixth.

      “Will you have her next Christmas?” Jordan asked me.

      “I hope so,” I said with a shrug. “I’m supposed to, but with her mother, you never know.”

      She gave me a reassuring smile and nodded. “Have you thought about whether or not you want to have her move in with you once she turns twelve?”

      “I have.” I picked up my wine glass and took a slow drink. “I think I’ll talk to my lawyer about it. I don’t want to cause big problems with Leslie, but you’re right. Ultimately, I need to do what’s best for Daphne, and if she’s happier with me, then that’s where I want her to be.”

      Jordan reached over and squeezed my arm. “I know it’s never easy to go through that sort of thing, but maybe Leslie will understand that Daphne wants it. Ultimately, Leslie should honor her wishes as well.”

      I wanted to believe that my ex-wife would do what was best for our daughter, but she was a selfish woman, and there was a chance she wouldn’t do that at all.

      Deciding I didn’t want to talk about it anymore, I changed the subject to Jordan’s upcoming semester, and she spoke about the lessons she was planning with enthusiasm and excitement. We finished our entrees without saving room for dessert.

      “Are you ready to go?” I asked.

      A thrill seemed to shoot up her spine as she gave a little shimmy. “Yes, I’m ready.” She was looking directly into my eyes. Something told me there wouldn’t be a lot of discussion once we got home until after the two of us made it to the bedroom.

      I paid the check, telling the waiter to keep the change so we wouldn’t have to wait around for it. Then, taking Jordan’s hand, I headed out to my truck, reminding myself not to speed, even though it was tempting to mash the gas pedal to the floor.

      Thankfully, all the lights seemed to work in my favor, and we made it back to my house quickly enough. Jordan didn’t wait for me to go around the truck to open the door for her. She was out and approaching the front porch as I pulled the keys and found the one to unlock the front door, her overnight bag in my hand.

      I’d barely gotten the door unlocked when I turned to her and pulled her against my chest, my mouth finding hers. She tasted like mint and wine, and I wanted to devour her. Her bag slipped from my hand as her fingers tangled in my hair. I had to kick the door closed behind her, hoping I remembered to come back and lock it later, not even sure if I had my keys.

      Our tongues tangled together as our hands explored one another. Eventually, I had to release her lips to come up for air. “Should we go upstairs?” I breathed against her neck.

      “Definitely,” Jordan whispered next to my ear before her teeth nipped at my earlobe, and my knees went weak.

      Instinctively, I leaned down and slipped one hand behind her knees, the other wrapping around her waist, and I hoisted her into the air. She let out a little yelp and then laughed. I took the stairs two at a time as I brought her up to my room, ready to make love to the woman I would forever consider my Christmas present.
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      Dallas picked me up off my feet and rushed me up the stairs, leaving us both laughing for several seconds until he dropped me onto the bed and fell on top of me, his mouth devouring mine. Then, nothing seemed funny anymore as all I could think about was how badly I wanted him inside of me.

      Lying on a bed in my gown made it difficult to get undressed. For the moment, we made do, our hands grasping one another through our clothing. The feel of Dallas’s hand on my breast, even through the layers of my dress and bra, still set my flesh on fire. I wanted his mouth on me and wiggled beneath him, trying to figure out how best to get out of the confines of our clothes.

      Dallas pulled up, his eyes smoldering as he gazed down at me, his thumb tracing my cheekbone. “You want help getting out of all these clothes?”

      My lungs were heaving from the exertion of kissing him, so I nodded, smiling as he slid his thumb along my bottom lip. He pulled his suit jacket off as he stood, kicking off his shoes and socks. My heels needed to be unhooked, so I sat up to do just that, but he wagged a finger at me.

      “I’ve got it, beautiful,” he insisted before reaching down and unlatching one and then the other. Then, he took off his tie, discarded it, and moved to his cufflinks.

      The dress I wore seemed to weigh a thousand pounds as I watched him take off his clothes, stripping down to his boxers while his eyes were still glued on mine. I reached behind my back to tug my zipper down, but he stopped me from that as well. Once he was nearly naked, his bare chest glistening in the moonlight streaming through the cracks in the curtains, he sat next to me on the bed and reached around to free me from my dress, taking his time as he pulled the zipper down enough that I could wiggle out of the gown. He pulled it from under me and set it aside, leaving me in a red bra and lacy panties.

      “You always surprise me,” he noted with a grin. “God, you’re so fucking sexy.”

      I didn’t know what to say, so I only smiled at him. When I started to take my bra off, he stopped me again. “I get the feeling you want to be in charge this time,” I noted.

      “Fuck yeah, I do,” he said. “I want to take you to places you’ve never been before, gorgeous.” How could I argue with that? “Now, lie back, rest your head on that pillow, and get ready to lose your mind.”

      With a grin on my face, I did as he said, wondering what he had in store for me. I wasn’t expecting him to climb back onto the bed and begin kissing my stomach. He spent a great deal of time exploring everything between my bra and panties, kissing, licking, and sucking along my midriff, heating my skin to a fever before he moved on to my thighs.

      Dallas positioned my legs so that they were spread apart and then licked from my knee to the edge of my thong. I let out a gasp as he neared my pussy, which was already beginning to throb and ache with want. He switched legs, taking his time again, and then, I knew what was coming next.

      My breath caught in my throat, a stuttering noise slipping out as I bit down on my lip, quivering. He didn’t remove my panties right away. Instead, he kissed my mound, sliding his mouth down to my slit. In no hurry, he kissed and sucked me through the thin, damp fabric. Moaning, I slipped my hand through his hair, lifting my hips as my back arched. I wanted to feel his skin against mine, to feel his tongue probing deep within me, and I could hardly contain myself, my want was so desperate.

      Dallas lifted up for a moment, kissing my thigh before he looked at me, that grin still on his face. I couldn’t speak. All I could do was let out a whimper. He understood and slipped his thumbs through the top of my panties, pulling them down and away.

      I lay there completely exposed to him and feeling nothing but anticipation. He let out a sigh and cursed. “Fuck, you’re so beautiful. I can hardly stand it.”

      I opened my mouth to speak, but nothing came out as his mouth came down on my core, his tongue lapping between my folds. Again, I lifted off the bed, desperately wanting him to probe deeper. His tongue found my opening and filled me as deeply as he could before he found my clit. His mouth encircled my most sensitive area, pulling it in and flicking against it before he began to suck.

      “Dallas, oh, god!” I cried, bracing myself against the bed. I could feel myself teetering on the edge as his mouth sent waves of pleasure through my body. When he slipped his fingers inside me and went back to sucking my clit, I lost it. The world spun out of control as I nearly bent in half, the intensity of my pleasure drawing me up off the bed.

      When Dallas could tell I couldn’t handle any more, he released me, moving back up my body to my stomach and then to my breasts. He unhooked my bra and threw it off the bed while I was still trying to get air back in my lungs. Dallas didn’t leave me much time to recover, though, before he took a nipple into his mouth and flicked it a few times before he began to suck there as well.

      “I want you so bad,” I murmured, brushing his hair back from his face. “Please, Dallas. Make love to me.”

      He lifted his face and stared into my eyes, and for a moment, I thought maybe I’d said too much. Maybe I shouldn’t have said that word. But then, the thoughtful look shifted into a smile, and he moved to do as I’d asked.

      Dallas discarded his boxers and lay on top of me, his face hovering just above mine. Brushing my hair off my cheek, he gazed down at me, and I smiled up at him, my eyes lost in a sea of green. “You’re mesmerizing, Jordan,” he said. “You taste so good. I can’t get enough of you.”

      “Your mouth is magical,” I replied, not even caring if I sounded silly. “But so is your dick. Please, Dallas. I can’t wait any longer.” I moved my hips as if to prove it.

      With no further ado, he leaned down and kissed me, his cock plunging inside me with the same motion. I closed my eyes, my head falling back as a guttural sound resonated from my throat. His hands on my hips steadied us both as he worked his way all the way in. I didn’t think I could ever get used to the feeling of him inside me.

      This time, Dallas was in no rush as he slowly began to move his hips, his mouth on my neck, his hands moving between my hips and waist as he set a slow rhythm. Each thrust was deep and hit me in all the right places. I kept my eyes closed, concentrating on how amazing his every touch felt. I moved my hips with his, lifting off the bed and grinding against him.

      Within moments, I found myself panting again, moaning his name, and whimpering as he slowly built the tension between us. Every sensual movement of his hands, every flicker of his tongue against my flesh, every stroke of his hips sent me further and further over the edge until I broke again, my body spasming around his again and again. My hands grasped his hips, trying to keep myself anchored to reality, but I soon lost the battle and slipped into a reverie of ecstasy, all of my thoughts muddled but centered around him.

      When I finally came back down from my high, I was determined to make Dallas feel just as good as I did. Wrapping my legs around his waist, I raked my fingernails down his back, lightly scratching his warm skin as I lifted my head to his neck and nipped and sucked his sensitive skin. It didn’t take long at all for him to start cursing under his breath, breathing more heavily. He picked up the pace a bit, still rocking deeply inside me, and as I lifted my teeth to his ear, probing inside with my tongue, he sped up even more until both of us were coming unraveled again.

      “Oh, fuck, Jordan!” Dallas shouted as he exploded inside me. I shouted several times, both of our bodies vibrating, rocking back and forth, and then we settled onto the bed again, the tingling throughout my body slowly dissipating.

      For a moment, Dallas stayed on top of me, his head on my shoulder as I ran my fingers through his hair. Then, he lifted his head and kissed my lips, the taste of salt from his perspiration glazing my mouth before he released me and tumbled onto the pillow next to me.

      We lay there in each other’s arms for a long time, me staring at the ceiling as I listened to the thumping of his heart. We’d had sex a few times, but this was different. I could feel it in my bones. We weren’t just fucking. This was symbolic. This meant something.

      We had both been making love to one another, exactly as I had requested.

      Dallas brushed a hand through my hair and then resituated us so that the blanket was lightly tossed across our bodies. It wasn’t cold in the room, but as my body dried, I did feel a little chilly. It was nice to snuggle against him, his arms around me. I felt safe and protected.

      “Thank you for that,” Dallas whispered, his voice heavy with sleep. “That was amazing.”

      “Thank you,” I told him, dragging a hand across his chest. “I’ll never get tired of being with you.”

      A rumble of a chuckle emanated from his throat. “Me neither, Jordan. I am going to miss you while you’re gone, though.”

      I kissed his chest, wishing things could be different, but they couldn’t, and I wasn’t prepared to talk about it at the moment. Besides, I could tell by his breathing and the way his heartbeat had evened out that he was beginning to fall asleep.

      My mind wandered back to when we had first met, to how he’d showed up in my classroom, and I’d thought at the time he was still married to Leslie. I’d been so impressed with how much he cared about Daphne. I thought about how kind he’d been to the teachers at her school, how he’d gotten everyone an amazing Christmas gift.

      Then, there was that fateful trip to Montana, the one that changed everything. I still had no idea how I’d gotten so lucky that he had been there, but I was glad fate had pushed us together. My mom had enjoyed spending time with Daphne as well. I’d called her earlier to tell her I’d changed my plans again and was seeing Dallas tonight, and she’d been thrilled.

      The dates we’d gone on had all been amazing. From our first conversation in the diner to the ice skating to the dinners and shopping back home in Texas, every time we went out together, I had an amazing time, no matter what we did because Dallas was so much fun.

      I didn’t want to think about the wedding, but it was clear to me that we needed to get through that to move forward. We needed to prove to one another that we could disagree and get back together again. If that had never happened, he might not have told me what he’d disclosed at dinner—that he was falling for me.

      Dallas was asleep. At least, I was pretty sure he was. Lifting my head, I brushed a light kiss across his lips. “I’m falling for you, too,” I whispered. Falling hard.
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      Before I even opened my eyes, I knew something was different in the most perfect way possible. A floral scent filled my nose, making me breathe in even more deeply, and as I stirred and felt the weight of another body pressed next to mine, everything came rushing back to me.

      Jordan was here. Her head was lying on my chest, her naked skin melding into my flesh. I couldn’t imagine a better way to wake up.

      Opening my eyes, I took her in. She was the most gorgeous thing I’d ever seen, her hair spilling onto my chest, fanning out around her on the pillow, brown curls everywhere. She sighed and murmured something I couldn’t understand before her eyelashes fluttered a few times, and then she was looking at me.

      A smile fell into place on her beautiful face as she realized where she was. “Good morning.” I ran my thumb along her cheek. “How did you sleep?”

      “Good,” she said with a nod, scooting over slightly so she could more easily look at me. “How are you?”

      “I’m great,” I assured her. “I love waking up next to you.” Flashes of what had happened between us the night before came back to me. Seeing her naked body beneath me, how she’d tasted when I’d lapped up her juices, how she’d moaned when we made love. All of that made my body tingle with a pulse of life I hadn’t ever felt before.

      “What time is it?” she asked. “I can’t be late for my plane.”

      Glancing at the clock, I told her, “It’s a little past eight.”

      “Shoot,” she said, sitting up. “I need to be heading to the airport soon.”

      “I can take you,” I offered. “That way, we can have more time together before you leave.”

      Jordan’s eyes widened slightly as she contemplated my offer. “You’d do that? Drive me all the way? You’d have to pick me up, too, you know?”

      I grinned at her. “Oh, is that how it works? Sure, I don’t mind. I don’t have anything else to do anyway.” I thought of Daphne, missing her. I hoped that she would have a good day today with her Mom, Chad, and his family. Being without her was always difficult, and now I’d have to say goodbye to Jordan for a few days as well.

      “I wish you could come with me,” she said, as if reading my mind. She looked down and took a deep breath, her bottom lip quivering slightly. Lifting her eyes to mine, she said, “But I know you need to be here for Daphne, and I’ll be there a while.”

      “Yeah, I do need to be here for Daph,” I agreed. “I get her the day after Christmas, so it won’t be long.”

      Jordan nodded in understanding. “Besides, I think I might owe my sisters some money if I show up with a man. Or is that just if Mikaela shows up with a dude? I’m not sure.”

      “What?” I asked, snickering at her.

      “It’s a long story,” she said with a shrug. “Do you mind if I take a quick shower?”

      “Of course not,” I told her. “I’ll go make us some breakfast.”

      “Thank you,” she said, and I leaned down and kissed her quickly before getting up. I tossed her my robe and put on some boxers. Then I left the room to give her some privacy and headed downstairs.

      Even though we were both sad that she was leaving, I wanted the day to start off on a good note. I turned on some Christmas music and headed into the kitchen to make pancakes. If Daphne had been there, she would’ve said that there was no better breakfast to start a person’s day off with a smile than pancakes. But then, I tended to still make her whipped cream smiley faces on her pancakes, too, so it was both figurative and literal for her.

      As I stirred the batter, my eyes went to the living room where the Christmas tree stood in the corner. I remembered how much fun it had been putting it up with Daphne. We’d had such a good time. Had that been weeks ago? It seemed like just yesterday. Now, dozens of presents were wrapped and tucked beneath it, waiting for my sweet daughter to come and open them. I hoped that she loved the gifts I’d picked out for her.

      Pulling my eyes away from the tree and all the gifts, I concentrated on making pancakes. By the time Jordan came downstairs, I had a stack ready for her, along with a glass of orange juice and some warm syrup. “Do you want whipped cream or strawberries?” I asked her.

      “No, thanks,” she said with a smile as she sat down at the island. “This is great.”

      We ate together, though I found myself wolfing them down a bit because I realized I still needed to take a shower. Jordan told me about all the fun things she had planned with her family for Christmas. I loved hearing about the presents they always bought for the kids who were staying at the lodge as well as the other activities they always did—the caroling, skiing, the dinners. I knew she’d have a great time with her family, but I was a little sad that I wouldn’t be able to join her. My mind went to a future Christmas, possibly even next year, when I’d be able to go to Idaho with her and meet all of the wonderful people she’d told me about.

      When I was finished with my pancakes, I said, “I’m going to go take a quick shower if we have time.”

      She checked her phone. “Yeah, that should be fine.” She gave me a reassuring smile, and I leaned over and kissed her. It was always hard to pull away, but if I made her miss her flight, I’d be kicking myself, so I managed to detangle myself and head out of the room.

      Upstairs, I took a quick shower and got dressed, rushing to put my shoes on and get back downstairs. Jordan was sitting in the living room, talking to her mother on the phone, when I walked in. It was nice to know she spoke to her mom so frequently.

      “I’ve gotta go, Mom,” she said, smiling over at me. “I’ll see you soon. I’ll let you know when I land. Okay. Love you, too. Bye.” She hung up her phone and stood. “You look nice.”

      “Thank you.” I glanced down at my jeans and simple red shirt and kind of shrugged. “You always look amazing.”

      “I’m wearing my traveling clothes,” she noted. “Leggings and an oversized tunic shirt with a sweater in my carry-on to put on the moment I get to Idaho.”

      Grinning at her, I said, “You’re always prepared. Are you ready to go?” I offered her my arm, and she took it. “I assume we need to stop at your house to grab your bags?”

      “Yes, please,” she said, carrying her overnight bag with her as we headed out to my truck.

      I opened the door for her, helping her with her bag, and then I drove her over to her house, where she ran in quickly to grab her suitcase and carry-on, dropping off her overnight bag. Then, we were on our way to the airport in Houston. It would take about an hour to get there, so we had some time to talk. I always enjoyed speaking to Jordan. She was so much fun and always had something interesting to say.

      Christmas music played on the radio, and at one point, we stopped our conversation so she could sing along with, “It’s Beginning to Look a Lot Like Christmas.” I could tell she was excited to get home, even though she told me several times how much she was going to miss me.

      “I’ll call you—probably too often,” I told her as we started to see signs for the airport.

      “You couldn’t call me too often,” she assured me.

      I let out a sigh. It was nice to have a person who wanted to see me, someone I desperately wanted to be with, but it was also difficult to tell her goodbye, even for a few days. Ever since I’d first met her, weeks ago at the parent-teacher conference, I’d been thinking about her. Now, to know that she wanted to be with me, too, but we couldn’t be together because she had to leave for the holidays, made my heart feel heavy.

      When we reached the airport, I headed toward the short-term parking lot. “Where are you going?” she asked me. “You don’t have to go in with me.”

      “Of course, I do,” I argued. “I want to spend as much time with you as I can.”

      Her eyes widened, and her mouth moved wordlessly for a moment before she said, “Thank you, Dallas. You’re really too much.”

      I laughed. “I hope you mean that in a good way.”

      “Of course, I do.”

      We both chuckled.

      I pulled into a parking spot, and we got out of the truck. I insisted on carrying her luggage for her until we got to the point where I could no longer accompany her. I missed the days when a person could walk all the way to the gate with the passenger, though I understood why that was no longer the case.

      “I’m going to miss you,” Jordan said, not for the first time, as we walked into the area near security. I wouldn’t be able to go too much further, so we stepped aside to say our goodbyes.

      “I’ll miss you, too,” I told her, wanting to pull her into a deep kiss but holding back for now. I didn’t want to embarrass her in front of all of the other passengers walking by. The airport was crowded this close to Christmas, with lots of people bustling by on their way home for Christmas or to visit family.

      “I have something for you,” Jordan said, unzipping her carry-on bag. “I wanted to give it to you the other day, but I wasn’t sure if the timing was right. It’s not much, but I hope you’ll like it.”

      She handed me a package about the size of a book wrapped in blue paper with snowmen all over it.

      “What’s this?” I asked. “Jordan, you didn’t have to get me anything.”

      “I wanted to,” she said with a shrug. “It’s really not much in the grand scheme of things.”

      I wasn’t sure what that meant, but I had a feeling she was saying it wasn’t expensive. I unwrapped the present to discover she’d wrapped a picture of the two of us in Montana placed in a beautiful gold frame. Gasping, I held it up to study it more closely. We were standing next to each other, near the gazebo, looking at one another and laughing. “Wow, Jordan. Where did you get this?” I asked her.

      “Mom took the photo,” she explained. “Sneakily, I might add. I had no idea until she sent it to me a few days ago. I thought you might like it as a memory of our time together in Montana.”

      “I love it,” I told her. “It’s amazing. Thank you so much.” I always appreciated thoughtful gifts more than expensive ones.

      “Do you?” she asked. “I have something for Daphne, too. I hope I can give it to her when I get back.”

      “I’m sure whatever you got her, she’ll love it.” I couldn’t hold back anymore. Leaning down, I pressed my lips to hers, taking a moment to savor the taste of her.

      When I pulled away, she said, “I have to go.”

      “I know.” I let out a sigh. “I’ll wait right here for you.”

      Giggling, Jordan said, “You should go home. It’ll be more comfortable. But I will see you soon.”

      “Merry Christmas, Jordan,” I told her, brushing my thumb over her cheek.

      “Merry Christmas, Dallas.” With that, she gave me a wave and turned around to get on her plane. I wouldn’t spend the next few days standing in the airport, but when she returned, I’d be right here waiting for her.
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        One Year Later

      

      

      

      The smell of pot roast cooking in the oven filled my nose as Mom and I stood in the kitchen chopping vegetables together. All of the Christmas presents had been opened, the paper cleaned up, and now everyone had scattered throughout my parents’ house to enjoy their gifts while Mom and I got our family dinner ready.

      Ordinarily, Mikaela would be the one in the kitchen with Mom preparing the dishes, but because she’d announced the night before that she was expecting a baby, I’d insisted that I be the one to help Mom out instead. I had no idea where Mikaela was now, but I hoped that she and Liam were somewhere sharing a moment together. They had a lot to celebrate this year.

      “Are you all right, dear?” Mom asked. “You looked a little sad earlier.”

      I raised an eyebrow, wondering how my mother knew me so well. “I’m great,” I told her. “I’m missing Daphne, that’s all.”

      Mom made an “uh-huh” sound, but I knew she didn’t mean that. Daphne had been with us earlier in the week, and we’d done a mini-Christmas celebration for her, but she’d had to go spend Christmas with her mother because it was in the terms of the new custody agreement. Since Dallas had her most of the time now, Leslie had negotiated that she’d get Christmas Eve and Day with Daphne for the next three years. Dallas had been upset about it, but Daphne had assured him that it would be worth it if it meant she got to be at his house most of the week. Leslie only got Daphne every other weekend now, and sometimes she canceled. She was pregnant with Chad’s baby now, so she was hyper-focused on that. It made me sick to think of her discarding her firstborn, but Daphne and I had bonded a lot over the last year, and I knew she was already beginning to think of me as a mother.

      Which was one of the reasons why it had made me a little sad to see Victoria showing off her ring earlier. All three of us sisters had met our significant others around the same time. Mikaela had gotten married months ago and was expecting a baby now. Victoria was engaged. And while Dallas and I had moved in together and were closer than ever, my ring finger was bare.

      Mom was a smart woman and could tell exactly what was bothering me. “Everything happens at the right time, you know, dear?” she said with a knowing smile.

      I nodded. “Yeah, of course I know. I’m really happy for Victoria.”

      “I know you are. But I also know that you wish that it were you wearing that ring on your finger, honey. Just give Dallas some time, okay, sweet girl?” She leaned over and kissed me on the side of my head.

      “I will.” I took a deep breath and got back to the vegetables I was cutting. Thinking about all of the lovely gifts I’d received and then reflecting on all of the magical moments I’d had with Dallas over the last year, there was absolutely no reason for me to be upset. We’d had an amazing time together. He’d taken me to Paris and Italy, and we had other trips planned. I’d never thought about what it would be like to have money and be able to travel around the world, but now that I had a boyfriend who could afford to go wherever he wanted whenever he wanted, the world was opening up to me. I was able to see all of the historical places that had always intrigued me.

      Not to mention he was such an amazing man. I saw all of his charity work, all of the donations he made, and all of the ways he helped out other people. He loved his daughter fiercely and would do anything for her. Daphne had never seemed happier than she was now that she lived under the same roof as her father and me. She had friends over all the time. Everything in our life was wonderful.

      I just wanted the reassurance of a ring on my finger to know this was never going to end.

      “I’m going to go check on everyone else,” Mom said. “It seems awfully quiet around here.” I thought I saw a twinkle in her eye as she kissed the top of my head and walked out of the room.

      I wasn’t sure what she was up to, but I went back to chopping vegetables, bobbing my head to the Christmas tune playing on the speakers. Mom was right. The house did seem awfully quiet. I wondered if everyone had gone back to sleep. I wouldn’t be surprised at all if my dad was in the living room in his recliner, snoozing away, but where was the rest of the family? Where was Dallas?

      After I was finished chopping the vegetables, I cleaned up, washed my hands, and then headed out to see who I could find. In the living room, all was quiet and still. Not even my father could be found there. I listened quietly at the bottom of the stairs, but not a sound hit my ear.

      A bit frustrated, I decided to go check outside. It was a beautiful sunny day. Snow blanketed the ground, clinging to the tree branches, the temperature just low enough to keep it from melting despite the brightness of the afternoon.

      I slipped on my coat and boots before going out the back door. Immediately, something red and green in the distance caught my attention. Even squinting, I couldn’t tell what it was, so I rushed across the yard to see and noted it was a red and green ribbon attached to an arrow pointing toward the trail.

      Confused, I decided to go ahead and walk into the woods down a path I’d explored many times before, following the arrow. Not twenty yards down the trail, I saw another arrow and followed that as well.

      It took me about twenty minutes of chasing arrows down winding wintery woods paths to come to a clearing in the woods. I’d been here before as well. My heart leaped into my throat as I thought back to what I was approaching.

      It was the site of an old farm that my parents had acquired with one of their expansions. The house itself had been in disrepair and had needed to come down. Only one part of the farm itself remained, and though it was boarded up, it was significant—symbolic.

      Unable to breathe from anticipation, I walked forward, not at all surprised to see Dallas’s familiar form standing next to the old family well. The boards my father had fashioned over the top of it to keep people from falling in had been removed, and the well itself had been decorated with garland, red and green ribbons, and twinkling white lights that were bright enough to be seen even in the daylight thanks to the shadows of the trees all around.

      “Dallas?” I said quietly, taking a few more tentative steps. “What’s going on?”

      He smiled at me, and I could tell he was growing more and more emotional with every passing second. “You found my arrows,” he noted.

      I nodded. “Yeah. What are you doing out here?”

      “Well, Jordan,” he began, his hands shoved deep down into the pockets of his coat. “I wanted this moment to be special. When Mikaela told me about this old well, I thought it would be a wonderful place for what I’d like to ask you.”

      Again, my breath stuttered. “What do you want to ask me?”

      He cleared his throat. “We met at a wishing well. Granted, I’d already met you in your classroom, but the possibility of our relationship—of us—came at a wishing well. You made another wish while you were in Montana that made our love blossom. Now, I’m here next to another well, ready to toss in a coin and make a wish to solidify our love forever.”

      Dallas pulled his hands out of his pocket, and I could see he had a coin in his hand. He flicked it into the well, and a few moments later, we heard a light splash. Then, he turned to look at me, and I braced myself for what he was going to say.

      “Jordan Rodgers?” Dallas dropped down onto one knee, reaching for my hand. I stepped closer to him, tears beginning to form on my cheeks. “You are the most intelligent, interesting, beautiful woman I’ve ever met in my life. You’ve helped me to find love again, and you’ve taught my daughter what a true mother figure should look like. I can’t imagine my life without you.” He pulled a box from his pocket with his other hand and opened it. A gorgeous diamond ring twinkled in the sunlight. “Will you make this the best Christmas ever and grant me my wish? Will you be my wife?”

      The tears flowing down my cheeks almost prevented me from being able to answer. Nodding my head and gasping for air, I managed to say, “Yes, of course!”

      I pulled Dallas up off the ground, his mouth meeting mine in a deep kiss. I couldn’t even wait for him to get the ring on my finger before I had to smother the man in kisses.

      When we broke apart, the woods around us exploded in cheering. My parents, sisters, Liam, and Sawyer all came out to congratulate us. I couldn’t help but laugh. “So this is where everyone went?”

      Dallas slipped the ring on my trembling finger, and then he kissed me again. “I had some help from my future brothers-in-law getting everything ready.”

      “I had no idea. This is perfect.” Looking at my family, I took each of them in, smiling at them. “Thank you all so much.”

      “Congratulations, Jordan,” Mikaela said, coming forward to hug me.

      Victoria stepped over next. “We’ll get to plan our weddings together.”

      Mom was crying when she and Dad hugged me. “This is truly the best Christmas ever,” she gushed.

      I hugged Sawyer and Liam as well before returning to Dallas. Everyone else headed back to the house, giving us some space. Just as he pulled me into his arms, a light snow began to fall. “I love you so much, Dallas,” I told him.

      “I love you, too, Jordan. You will forever be my Christmas wish come true.”
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        If you want to see more of Jordan and Dallas, then I’ve got the perfect thing. Here is a deleted scene that didn’t make it in the book.  Get YOUR Copy HERE!
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        If you loved this book, don’t miss out…

      

      

      
        
        Want more Christmas books? Check out Bad Boy Bachelor Claus!
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      They want me to pose as Santa this year.

      And the media turns it quickly to "Naughty Santa."

      Say what? You cannot be serious.

      But it’s what I’m required to do if I want the billion-dollar family business come New Year's.

      There’s always a catch.

      The prize is just worth my efforts this time. Our sprawling chain of department stores are a cash cow like the world has never seen.

      And it’s all mine.

      New York’s hottest bachelor is on the hunt, dressed up as Mr. Claus and he’s looking for an elf that’ll hop off the shelf and entertain him.

      Just my luck that she’s cute, spicy, and doesn’t put up with me. Thankfully she looks stunning in a tutu and elf shoes.

      Too bad she hates my guts.

      My playboy ways and smart-mouth remarks haven’t won me any favors with her over the last ten years and that’s not ever going to change.

      Or is it? It is Christmas after all.

      The world thinks I’m calling the shots, but they have no idea my little elf has me wrapped around her pointed little finger.

      
        
        I gotta have this!
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      Hey! We’re missing you over here at the Parker’s Insider Group.

      Where you at?!?

      Come grab your spot with the best book part in town and let’s connect.

      Also you get a FREE novel when you join, cause, why not?

      See you on the inside…

      

      
        
        Get it HERE
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      Hey there. I'm Weston.

      

      Have we met? No? Well, it’s time to end that tragedy.

      

      I'm a former firefighter/EMS guy who's picked up the proverbial pen and started writing bad boy romance stories. I co-write with my sister, Ali Parker, but live in Texas with my wife, my two little boys, my daughter, a dog, and a turtle.

      

      Yep. A turtle. You read that right. Don’t be jealous.

      

      You're going to find Billionaires, Bad Boys, Military Guys, and loads of sexiness. Something for everyone hopefully. I'd love to connect with you. Check out the links below and come find me.
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