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        Thank you for teaching mostly reluctant teenagers (of which I was one) to think logically. Without math, I wouldn’t be where I am today.
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      Soft snow fell outside the tiny windows. For the second time in a month, Mia’s world closed in on her. Though, this wasn’t as bad as the first time. But still, she’d hoped her family would help her forget that she was supposed to be on her honeymoon.

      “This isn’t fair,” Mia whined.

      She hated the way her dad looked at her, hated the sound of her voice, but it really wasn’t fair. The look he gave her was a mixture of pity and exasperation, a look she’d become very familiar with the last few weeks. It was the same look her boss, the principal of the high school, gave her when he put her on leave two weeks ago. It was the same look most of the teachers gave her. It was certainly better than the look her pupils parents gave her as she trudged out of the school after getting put on leave. She felt like a criminal even though she’d done nothing wrong. The people watching might as well have had tar and feathers.

      She glanced around the old house that was now hers alone. The ceiling creaked and groaned as it settled, matching her mood. She spotted some cobwebs across the boards of the vaulted ceiling. Those would be easily remedied with a ladder, and she mentally added it to her list of things to clean. She would make sure the house was spotless, to keep her mind off of everything while she was alone for the holidays.

      She hadn’t even bothered decorating yet, and she loved Christmas. Somehow, all of that was overshadowed by finding out her fiancé was sleeping with one of her students. Sure, it had been one of Drew’s students as well, he’d been the history teacher, but she’d been close with Jenny and was still searching for signs that she should’ve seen. But Mia had been too busy picturing her fantasy future, a picket fence and little children running around with water guns or princess crowns to notice anything alarming. Her brain told her this wasn’t her fault. Her heart, where she held the crushing guilt, told her she should have noticed something was off.

      Mia and Drew had helped the girls soccer team with their fundraisers and had gone to their games. She thought Drew was such a compassionate person, caring about the students and wanting to make sure he was involved with them. Man, she should have known his level of involvement wasn’t natural.

      But there had been zero signs. Well, until she found the series of highly inappropriate texts on Drew’s phone. She’d so wanted to believe he wasn’t like the men from her past, and she worried that she’d just ignored the signs. She rubbed her forehead. Maybe he’d truly been that good at covering it up.

      Dad shifted on the couch next to her, bringing her back to the present.

      “But it’s Christmas,” Mia said.

      “I know it’s Christmas, but Sheila and I have been looking forward to our cruise for some time.”

      Dad’s rich new wife smiled at Mia. “It will be good for you to get out of town anyway. You don’t really want to stay here, do you?” Sheila’s bright white teeth stood out on a face that definitely had its share of Botox. Even though she was well into her sixties, there were no creases in her forehead, and she always looked a little surprised. Mia would rather have wrinkles instead of not being able to move her muscles to express her emotions.

      Mia shook her head. No, she certainly didn’t want to stay here alone. She loved her tiny

      town, and Christmas was her favorite time of year, especially with the caroling, Christmas pageant, and the dance on the twenty-fourth. But now, she wouldn’t be able to show her face at any of those events. The whole town of Janesville, Iowa had turned on her, since she should’ve stopped things before they started. At least, that’s what a few of the moms told her. Mia didn’t blame them, but it still hurt. She didn’t even feel comfortable going to the grocery store anymore.

      “But I want to spend Christmas with family. We always do.” Mia and her father had never spent a Christmas apart, even though she was nearing thirty. The best part of it was spending time with her family. They baked cookies, watched silly movies, and played games.

      Dad let out a breath. “Sheila and I booked the cruise after you booked your honeymoon. You should still go to Colorado.”

      Mia let out an ironic laugh. “Right. Go on my honeymoon alone.”

      Sheila laid a hand over Mia’s. “It’s already paid for. Why not go?”

      Mia flung herself on the couch cushions. “I don’t get why you didn’t tell me you were going to be gone.”

      “You were busy with the wedding plans. It didn’t seem important.”

      This was the last thing Mia needed. Not only was her perfect Christmas wedding destroyed, but now she had to spend Christmas by herself in a town where everyone hated her.

      “I don’t want to be alone at Christmas.”

      “Neither had your father. That’s why we planned this trip,” Sheila said.

      Her father’s face tensed, but Sheila was a hundred percent correct. Mia had wanted her special day during her favorite time of year, and she hadn’t thought about how that would impact her family. She hadn’t originally planned to go on a honeymoon over Christmas, but Drew had talked her into it.

      “I’ll just go spend Christmas with Vi.” Mia still didn’t get how her father didn’t understand that she wanted to be with family. That was what Christmas was about.

      “Violet didn’t tell you?”

      “Tell me what?” Mia asked.

      “Josh’s parents are paying for all the kids and grandkids to go to Disney World.”

      It felt as if the entire universe pushed at her from all sides. A tightness in her chest had been growing since the start of this conversation, and the panic crept in on Mia. She didn’t want to be alone for Christmas, but she’d rather be alone at home than alone at a resort in Colorado.

      She’d never had wanderlust. She liked her tiny home in her tiny town, with her job as the librarian in the tiny high school with only two hundred kids. Except, she wasn’t sure her job would still be there after the trial. The parents needed a scapegoat, and she was it.

      Mia made a mental note to send her sister a nasty text message later. Vi had to have known Dad was going to pressure her to take the trip. Violet wasn’t nearly as sentimental as Mia.

      Christmas was about family, not ski resorts, cruises, and Disney World.

      “Dad, I don’t want to spend Christmas by myself.” Especially in a honeymoon suite. Mia hadn’t wanted to ski, but Colorado was a good compromise. Drew could go do outdoorsy things, and she could curl up and read in front of a fire. She’d picked the spot because, at least, it would still feel like Christmas. If Drew hadn’t been caught, he probably would have spent the days hitting on underage snow bunnies. She’d been so blind.

      “When’s the last time you took a vacation?” Dad’s face softened a little.

      Mia bit her lip and shrugged.

      “That’s what I thought. Go. You can’t get your money back now. I don’t want you to be here alone.”

      Christmas, with all its traditions, was her favorite day of the year, and she’d been prepared to sacrifice it for Drew, but now everything was different.

      “I don’t need to go anywhere.”

      Neither had her father for that matter, until Sheila waltzed into his life three months ago and completely swept him off his feet.

      Mia liked Sheila well enough, and she made Dad happy. Sheila had money that they never had. Her dad had a small pension from the electric cooperative where he worked as a janitor for years. He retired after Mom got sick, and he had to take care of her, but it was too early, so he didn’t get his full amount. By the time Mom died five years ago, he was too old to go back, and Mia moved in with him to help pay the bills.

      “Mee, this will be good for you,” Sheila said. “Get up in the mountains, learn to ski. You’ll see. It will clear your head.”

      Mia grimaced at Sheila using her father’s nickname for her, but she tried not to let it bother her.

      Dad shoved the ticket at her that she’d tossed into the trash. “Everything is paid for. Go.”

      Mia let out a breath.

      “Fine.” She took the ticket and stormed to her room. They had a point. Staying here would be absolute torture. She’d just take a whole suitcase of books. Reading in a ski resort in Colorado would beat hiding out in her house. She collapsed on her bed just as the text message from her sister arrived.

      So are you going? Violet asked. Mia wanted to ignore the text because she was pissed Violet didn’t warn her. But if she didn’t respond, the phone would just ring. Violet had bailed as soon as she graduated high school. She lived in Des Moines now with her husband and three adorable kids.

      Yes. No thanks to you. Why didn’t you tell me about Disney? Mia couldn’t blame Vi for taking the trip to Disney, especially when her in-laws were paying for it. The kids would have such a good time.

      Ha! Because I knew I was your only excuse for not going to Colorado, and I didn’t want you to have time to think of another.

      Brat. What am I going to do there? Mia looked around the room. Evidence of Drew was still everywhere, his things like a fungus she’d not gotten around to treating. He’d moved in a month ago, and his shirts still hung in the closet next to her teacher skirts and blouses. She should’ve cleaned them out, but it was easier to binge watch Grey’s Anatomy and re-read every book on her shelf.

      Meet a hot ski instructor.

      Ha! No. Didn’t I tell you I was done with men? Especially now. She couldn’t believe Vi would even suggest such a thing.

      You’ve only had three boyfriends. All douchebags. You haven’t met the right guy.

      All three of them cheated on me. I really don’t want to walk in on another guy that I love in bed with somebody else. I’ll just keep my book boyfriends.

      So not the same.

      You snagged the only good guy on earth. There are no more left.

      Eh, maybe. But Mee, I’m not talking about a relationship. Have a fling. You deserve one after all you’ve been through.

      Fling. Yeah, right. Mia was not a fling type of girl.

      At least now.

      College didn’t count.
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      Tristan opened the balcony doors, and the icy wind hit his face. Sera peeked out from around his legs and whimpered. Most of the year they lived in the Keys, and she was used to chasing birds on the beach. She didn’t know what to do with the white flakes hitting her snout.

      He hoped the thick clouds would bring a bed of fresh snow. The air in Breckenridge was crisp, unlike the salty air he was used to. It was always a refreshing change.

      He patted Sera’s black and tan head. “Sorry, girl. You won’t be going outside here.”

      She looped back into the living room of their suite and curled up on the couch. The room was perfect for him. The reds of the décor and the couch made him feel like a king, the paintings were minimal, and the TV was huge. Not all the suites were the same in the resort, and he wanted to make sure he got this one.

      The hot tub on his balcony had been positioned at the perfect angle to look over the skiers and entertain a lady friend or two.

      He shut the door and started the coffee. A note was on his counter. Had a great time last night. Hope to see you at the bar again.

      A phone number was scrawled underneath it. He’d had a great time last night too. The blonde was all legs and didn’t ask to spend the night.

      He grinned. She was exactly his type of woman, didn’t even try to kiss him before she left. But he couldn’t remember her name. In fact he wasn’t sure she gave it to him. They’d gone straight from a couple of drinks back to his room.

      Tomorrow he’d hit the slopes with several of his buddies from college, the start of his two weeks in Colorado.

      This was Christmas. Snow and skiing. Everyone was coming out this year, but the ones with kids wouldn’t show until after Christmas, so there would only be half of them for the first week. Tristan rolled his eyes. He didn’t have much of a family. His parents always spent Christmas in some exotic location, even when he was a kid. He’d never actually spent Christmas with his family. Most of the time, it was just nannies.

      No. His friends were his family, and they had zero expectations, except hitting the slopes.

      Little vines of anxiety wrapped around his mind. It wasn’t like him to be jittery, but it was his nerves. He’d actually been the first of his friends to get married, but he’d been alone now for nearly six years. After his wife’s death, he swore he’d never let himself get close enough to anyone to feel that pain again. He fully embraced the one-night stand lifestyle, but now with more couples emerging, his buddies were bound to try to change his ways.

      Several of his friends were playboys too, but Tristan was the only one known for his inability to keep a woman around for more than a few days. The blonde from last night was fun, but he’d had his eye on a few others as well. Vacation girlfriends were the best. They fell into bed quickly and never expected it to last past the end of the trip.

      If he was completely honest with himself, it was why he traveled.
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      Mia stared at the massive tree in the foyer. It had to be at least forty feet tall. The entire lobby was decked out in red bows and all things Christmas. Her heart swelled a little. She appreciated the decorations, but this looked like a high-end Hobby Lobby threw up all over the place. Each decoration in her house was thought out and meticulously placed. She and Dad always waited to do the tree until Christmas Eve and reminisced about Christmases past.

      The entire resort was set up to look like a huge lodge. Everything was dark wood and rustic but in an expensive way. The fireplace that stood behind the giant tree was a large glass square with purple flames dancing inside. There were chairs on both sides set up to enjoy the warmth. She thought it would be a great place to read when she got tired of her room. Drew must have spent a fortune.

      No, not going to think of him at all. I’m going to pretend I did this for myself.

      The front desk clerk typed quickly and flicked her eyes up occasionally at the line forming behind Mia. She sighed and typed some more.

      “Is there a problem?” Mia asked.

      The clerk gave a stiff shake of her head. A baby screamed behind Mia, and she clutched at her purse. She couldn’t imagine traveling with a baby. She could hardly handle traveling on her own. The clerk waved over a man in a suit and whispered furiously to him.

      He gave Mia a tight smile.

      “The suite you booked had a plumbing problem this morning and will be uninhabitable for a few days. We had a last minute cancellation, and we can put you in another room, but it’s not as romantic as our honeymoon suites. We’ll go ahead and give you a $500 resort credit. Will that be okay?”

      Mia stared at the man. She almost told him that she was no longer celebrating her honeymoon, but who was she to turn down a $500 credit. That would pay for her food, and maybe she’d book a massage or two.

      “That will be fine. Thank you for making such swift changes.”

      The man’s face relaxed, and the clerk handed her two room keys. Families and couples alike crowded in the decorated lobby, and Mia dragged her heavy suitcases toward the elevator. She brought a lot of books and more clothes than necessary. Sure, she planned on just vegging in her room, but she’d have to emerge sometime, so she practically packed her entire winter wardrobe.

      She squeezed by a couple who had their hands all over one another. Then she stumbled into a mother holding a toddler’s hand. No one else was here alone. She lugged her suitcases onto the elevator and tried to pretend that she was actually here to meet someone and not be a pathetic loser by herself. Christmas wasn’t meant to be spent alone, but she could still watch silly movies and bake by herself. Christmas was a week away. Maybe a family would adopt her as the crazy aunt for Christmas Day.

      Drew had booked her ski lessons, and so she’d take those, but she suspected she wouldn’t spend much time out on the mountains. Sports weren’t her thing, but she was determined to make the most of her vacation. Before today, she’d never been outside Iowa, and she was surprised to find that she’d been excited to be on the airplane.

      Maybe this wouldn’t be so bad after all. There were no evil glares from the townspeople here. No one knew she’d unsuspectedly dated a man who thought sixteen was old enough to give consent.

      Mia glanced at the room number. Huh, top floor. She wondered how far they’d upgraded her. She found her room, but instead of going in, the lobby below captured her attention. Fake snow fell from above and covered the tree. It was truly magical. She pulled out her phone and took a picture. At least she’d have something to send Violet.

      Without warning, a dog collided with her knees. She gripped her phone and stumbled a little. A black and tan face stared up at her with terrified eyes. A bellboy raced down the hall after the Doberman, who nudged Mia’s hand with her long snout.

      The bellboy put a hand on his chest and took a couple of deep breaths. “Sorry, she got away from me.” He was short with spiky black hair and a slight New York accent.

      “No worries. I like dogs.”

      The bellboy tried to grab the dog’s leash, and she cowered behind Mia’s leg and barked.

      Mia giggled. “She doesn’t like you much, does she?”

      He grumbled. “Part of our job is to walk the dogs of rich playboys and old broads. The little dogs are the worst. Usually the big ones aren’t a problem, but she’s been trouble since I picked her up.”

      He reached for her again, and she barked and quivered behind Mia.

      “Sera!”

      Mia spun and gave a sharp inhale. A man stood there in nothing but a towel. He had ripped abs and a tattoo on one side of his chest, with another on his shoulder. Dark hair fell into his eyes, and a five o’clock shadow dusted his face.

      He was the sexiest man she’d ever seen in real life. Holy flip.

      The dog hung her head and slunk over to him.

      He looked past Mia to the bellboy. “Sorry, she’s not used to being on a leash. Come on in, and I’ll make sure she’s worth your time.”

      The bellboy raised his eyebrows at Mia and then dropped his voice. “Worth it. Maybe that towel will fall off while I’m in there.”

      Mia took a quick pic of the man’s retreating back and then dropped her hand. Did she really just take a picture of a half-naked stranger?

      Yeah. She did.

      She leaned back over the railing and watched the fake snow fall, then she sent the pic to her sister.

      My next-door neighbor.

      Vi would appreciate the picture. She was always sending Mia photos of hot men.

      Holy hell, sister. You. Must. Fling.

      Mia rolled her eyes. Right. Like someone like that is going to be interested in me. Besides, that’s not me. A fake snowflake fell on her screen, and she brushed it off.

      Sweetie. I’d cheat on Josh for that.

      VIOLET

      What? It’s true. Don’t send me another message until you have a name. Merry Christmas to you.

      Dang it. Vi was serious. She wouldn’t respond until Mia had a name. Ah well. She’d make something up if she had to.

      The door to Sera’s room opened, and Mia couldn’t help but look up expectantly. At least the eye candy would be nice. It was just the bellboy though.

      “Did the towel fall?” Mia asked, grinning.

      The boy brought a hand to his chest and dropped his eyes. “Sadly, no. But there’s always next time.”

      He held out his hand. “I’m Frankie. Feel free to call on me at any time. I’m told Tristan’s friends will all be in town the next few days, and they all look like him. The view on this floor will be the best of the season. You’re lucky you got this suite. Most of the time they book the entire floor.”

      “I heard it was a last minute cancellation,” Mia said.

      “I hope you like dogs.” Frankie leaned against the railing next to her.

      “I do.” She’d never had one, but she loved them. Maybe that would be her Christmas present to herself. A puppy. Then at least she wouldn’t be lonely.

      Frankie grabbed one of her suitcases and dragged it to her door. “So where is your hubby?”

      “Excuse me?” Her words nearly caught in her throat. She should have a husband right now, but she didn’t.

      Frankie snatched the room key out of her hand. “I was told you were celebrating your honeymoon. They radioed me and said to take care of the happy couple.”

      Mia didn’t know what to say. She couldn’t very well tell Frankie the truth.

      Before she could say anything, he continued.

      “I don’t know about you, but I think a heart-shaped bed and lots of roses are overrated. If you want real romance, all you need is a fireplace, a view, and a large bed.” He wiggled his brows at her. She cringed at the thought of a heart-shaped bed and wondered if it had a quarter slot to make it vibrate.

      “Uh, the wedding was canceled, but the trip was already paid for so…” She watched Frankie’s face for a reaction, but he didn’t give one. Maybe this happened more often than she thought.

      Frankie pushed open the door and shoved her suitcase in. “Your choice or his?”

      “What?”

      “Did you call it off, or did he?”

      How did she answer that question? She decided on a modified version of the truth.

      “He cheated on me.”

      Frankie winced. “I hope he paid for the trip. Well, you’re a beautiful single woman. You’ll enjoy yourself on this floor this week.”

      “I’m sure I will.” Right here. Alone with her suitcase full of books.

      “Call me anytime you need anything. I’d give anything to see that man in a towel again.” Frankie waved a hand in front of his face.

      “I’ve never been to a place like this before. What exactly would I call on you for?”

      “Whatever you want. Need to book a massage? Dinner reservations? A date with boy toy over there? Do you need a dress pressed or a wine stain taken out? I do it all.”

      “Thanks, Frankie, but I’m probably not going to need much. I’m mostly going to sit and read when I’m not on the slopes.” Which would be ninety percent of the time, but Frankie didn’t need to know that.

      “Ah, I know all the best places to read. When you want someplace other than this, I will show them to you. But make sure you insist I come up here.” He wiggled his eyebrows.

      “Will do.” She chuckled. Frankie would be fun to have around.

      He left, and Mia stepped into her room. Maybe vacations weren’t so bad after all. The room had a small kitchen and living room. Not romantic, but rustic like a wood cabin. This beat whatever honeymoon suite she was supposed to have. A carved wooden bear hung on the wall in the small hallway leading her to the bedroom. The room was painted in greens and reds, which fit her Christmas mood perfectly. She took her suitcase to the bedroom and found a king-sized four-poster black oak bed covered by a huge green quilt with skiers all over it. There were enough pillows to drown in, and she thought about sinking into them for a nap.

      Forcing herself out of the comfy bedroom, she stepped into the bathroom and found a large jacuzzi tub and separate waterfall shower. While it had a manly feel, especially with the old timey saw above the toilet, she still felt very comfortable. A large green rug was laid out in front of the sink, and intricate rock work made up the walls.

      In the living room, another wooden bear hung on the wall over the couch with throw pillows and a blanket with elk and snowflakes. A fireplace sat where the TV should’ve been. It was perfect. Except it needed some garland, a few bells, a tree, and a wreath. If she was feeling inspired, maybe she’d try to recreate the magic of the lobby in a more tasteful way. Maybe Frankie could wrangle up a few decorations for her.

      She wheeled her other suitcase into the bedroom and stared out the window overlooking the snowy mountains. She dug her bathroom bag out and went to put her things away.

      The enormous jacuzzi tub once again drew her eye.

      Maybe she would be paging Frankie and asking for a bottle of wine and something divine to put in that tub.

      She took a couple of pictures and sent them to Violet.

      So. Maybe I’m glad I came.

      …Name?

      Oh yeah, Tristan.

      You move fast. There’s hope for you yet. You better be sharing that tub with Tristan.

      Nice try, Vi.
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