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        No, it wasn’t a typical Thursday night

        The wind was blowing, and the snow was piling up outside

        Sipping on my black coffee, reminiscing about the lost days

        I thought I could get through the night on my own

        I thought I was well enough on my own

         

        [chorus]

        I felt helpless, but then you walked my way

        With your smile and your contagious optimism

        Soon I lost myself in your crystal-blue eyes

        And there’re so many things I wish I told you

        Starting with the way you made me feel

         

        We found ourselves stranded in an airport

        I had no intention of making a friend tonight

        Sipping on my black coffee, I tried to block you out

        I believed I would be better off all alone

        I believed we weren’t supposed to get along

        (God, I’ve been wrong, so wrong)

         

        [chorus]

         

        You showed me how to seize the day

        And I don’t remember the last time I had that much fun

        Sipping on whiskey now, I wanted to hold on to you forever

        I should have asked for your number that night

        I shouldn’t have let you go in the morning light

        (Oh, how I wished I asked for your full name)

         

        [chorus]

         

        We were strangers destined to meet in the night

        We were soulmates about to drift apart too soon

        We were supposed to be together for longer

        Forever, you and I, I will remember

        From the way you made me feel to the sparks shining in your eyes

        Abby, I wish I’d asked for your full name last night

        Abby, I wish I could see you again tonight
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      My eyes hurt from the lack of sleep. I’d been up all night, searching the internet to find the one person on this earth I didn’t know the name of. I rubbed my heavy eyelids with the sleeve of my hoodie, hoping to clear my now cloudy vision. I swore my brain had decided to see everything in dual frames. A thick fog enveloped my mind, making it hard to think straight.

      Every social media platform I could think of, I’d checked numerous times.

      How many Andrews about my age lived in this country? Way too many. It was a lost cause. A conclusion I came to minutes ago. He could be anywhere around the world right now.

      I sighed.

      Soon I would have to resign myself to my fate and go through this alone. On. My. Own. I scanned the space around me and took in the pile of boxes my best friend Ellie and I had emptied last week, and my eyes brimmed with hot tears. A wave of sadness washed through me. Exhaustion settled in.

      I had promised myself I would find him. And I had failed.

      Rivulets of my sadness cascaded down my cheeks, and I let them flow freely, too tired to even patch the broken pieces of my heart and the dam that ruptured.

      How did I become such a failure at nineteen? I wasn’t even out of my teen years, yet my life seemed all set to derail. In more ways than I could count. And I was all alone for the ride.

      Ellie left before dinner. She took a flight back to campus.

      She didn’t have to come all the way to Tennessee for me after I broke the news to my parents that I’d withdrawn from college for now.

      She didn’t have to help me set my new life on its tracks either. Or even fly here once more and unpack my stuff when I moved here.

      Three months ago, my parents gave me an ultimatum and threw me out without a second look. And for eleven weeks, I had been living someplace I never thought I’d consider home in this lifetime. But what other options did I have? Zero to none. Deciding to not let life have the last word in my future, I worked double-time—even when exhaustion got the best of me—and it paid off because now I had a place to call mine. A home. Or more like the only non-dump I could afford.

      Ellie didn't have to fill the refrigerator of my new apartment with healthy options. And she didn’t have to stop by the store to pick up colorful decor items to give this place a little character and make it lovelier than it was. I told her I’d pay her back. Eventually. And she pushed the idea with a flick of her wrist. “My treat,” she had said. Something that she often repeated these days whenever it concerned me. Or my screwups.

      No, Ellie didn’t have to do any of those things. But she did. From the selflessness of her heart. And I’d forever be grateful she stuck by my side. Because no one else did.

      To add misery to my already complicated existence, I was now failing at the promise I made to myself. To get hold of the one person I had to talk to. To confide in about everything. Be honest. And tell the truth. And yet, he was the one who didn’t seem to exist. As if my brain had created him one night. And he’d evaporated in the morning light.

      Fresh tears blurred my vision.

      Pulling at the fluffy purple blanket Ellie got for me for the not-so-pretty brown couch that came with the apartment and wrapping it around my heaving shoulders, I curled up on the worn wooden floor that must have looked fancy in its earlier years. Now it just looked old. And sad. Like me.

      Even though I tried, I had no more fight left in me.

      These days, every effort felt harder than it really was. I was constantly exhausted, but I tried to push a little more because I only had myself to count on. And being tired wasn’t an option.

      My body let go first. But even in my dreams, my mind was restless.

      Images of our time together waltzed behind my closed lids.

      “I’m sorry,” I murmured through the raw lining of my throat. “For everything.”

      And that was when my brain lost the fight too.

      I would be all right. I had to be. What else could I do?

      His name fell from my lips as his handsome face brightened with joy, the sparks in his eyes aimed at me. He smiled and whispered, “I’ll never forget you, Abby.” The last words he had spoken to me.

      How I wished it were true. The image dissolved, and there was nothing left of the man I’d been thinking about for months now.

      I begged my mind to bring him back. Not a flicker. Nothing. Even the dream version of him had abandoned me.

      For the first time, fear made me a prisoner, its steel claws digging into my heart.

      I wouldn’t let it win. I had to fight back. To make it work. Somehow.

      Oblivion filled my head while my heart was laden with tears.
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      Present

      All my life, I’d been wanting to work in the music industry and after everything that happened, I never thought I’d see this day coming. Or that my dream could become tangible one day. For more than three years, I’d worked my ass off as a virtual assistant while juggling home, college, and all the other responsibilities a twenty-three-year-old woman shouldn’t have had to deal with all by herself. But hey, I was now ready to prove to Mr. Burns I could be the assistant he was looking to hire.

      Three months ago, I had finally graduated with a dual degree in business administration and music management. One I’d worked my ass off for. Days and nights. Literally. I was overqualified for this position, but I didn’t care. I would be an assistant any day if it meant I could prove my value. Climb up that career ladder until I reach my ultimate goal. Yeah, anything to bring me closer to my dream job.

      In the full-length mirror at the entryway, I glanced at my power outfit one last time—white blouse and red pencil skirt—my first impulsive buy and the most expensive one to date. Along with matching heels. Money had been scarce in the past few years. But I had always made it work somehow. I smoothed the fabric over my thighs with trembling fingers, doing my best to calm the jitters invading me.

      Tears pooled in my eyes, and I felt a little pinch in my heart.

      “I can do this. I will do this. I deserve this.” I repeated my mantra over and over. Nothing like a little pep talk to put me in the right mindset.

      I blinked hard to chase the moisture away. Now wasn’t the time to think about every bump in the road, all the things that needed to be done to reach where I was today. Instead, I focused on Aisha Jones’s country song “In Your Dreams” playing in the background. A reminder that the Holidays were seven weeks away. And a nod to the best night of my life.

      Two weeks ago, I celebrated my birthday with Mixchos—reinvented nachos—and the biggest mug of hot chocolate I could find. Ellie, my best friend, had sent me the new pair of heels, that I was wearing today, as a present and told me it would bring me luck. I hoped she was right.

      From my spot near the front door, I surveyed my small apartment, the single main room, two closet-sized bedrooms off to the side, and an open kitchen. My eyes caressed all the furniture and the mess around it lovingly. It had been hard, but totally worth it.

      A smile peeked on my lips. If I’d come all this way, the interview would be easy-peasy. I crossed my fingers, hoping it wasn’t wishful thinking on my part. I’d been learning all about CB Music for the last month, from the awards Mr. Burns won over the years to each page of their corporate website. A girl couldn’t be prepared enough. The guy was a household name on the international music scene. I wouldn’t let his credentials and achievements intimidate me. I would be the professional he expected me to be. Even though deep down, I was kinda amazed by his career.

      Every day, I’d listened to each one of his songs. Just in case they quizzed me on those.

      Back when I was nineteen, I used to be a music encyclopedia. I knew every artist, even the emerging ones, and could tell by heart every award they had won in their careers and their best hits. I could tell which songs would be chart-toppers and which ones would be misses. Over the last few years, I had lost my magic touch, too busy with the numerous curve balls life threw at me. Now I was ready to take my power back. To get to the top of my game and dig up that version of me I somehow had lost along the way.

      In the entryway mirror, I erased the tears from my eyes with my fingers and swiped a hand over my hair. I was ready. I would get this job. I could feel it. Today was the day my life would change for the better. It was about time. I huffed. Yes, the stars would finally align themselves. It was my time to shine.

      At the front door, with a hand around the doorknob, I closed my eyes. This job, this opportunity, would mean the world to me if I got it. I believed in the magical power of the Holidays. A girl could always hope for the best. My grandma told me, while growing up, that all the best things happened around this time of the year. I could tell she spoke the truth because I had already experienced a Christmas miracle four years ago. Now I craved a second one. If it wasn’t too much to ask.

      Locking the door behind me, I exited the building with a pep in my steps. All week, I’d been walking around my apartment in heels to get used to their feel and look confident wearing them.

      On the sidewalk, I let a full breath out as I glanced at the sky. An immaculate blue canvas and glittering sunshine. Yes, today would be a good day. A great day. One to remember.

      A prayer to the Gods above and I climbed into the backseat of the idling cab that would drive me to Nashville’s tallest building where I would meet some of the most important music executives in the country.

      Wish me luck. No, not luck. I knew I’d be the best at that job.

      Go, get them, tiger. Yeah, much better.

      I exhaled. This position was mine. I was ready to hustle for it. Whatever it took, I’d be the new CB Music employee. I, Abigail Peña, would be a rising star on the Nashville musical scene. One day, I would sign the biggest artists under my management and would become a household name in this industry.
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        * * *

      

      One breath in. I passed though security, filled the logbook, hung the visitor pass around my neck, and made it to the twenty-sixth floor. Yes, I belonged here. I could feel it deep in my bones. Goosebumps spread on my arms, and excited flutters danced around in my stomach. This was my chance. And I wouldn’t miss it.

      I checked my outfit and makeup one last time and smoothed a hand over my hair in the mirrored wall of the elevator. Satisfied, I rubbed my clammy hands on my skirt discretely and steeled my shoulders.

      A woman in her fifties with a businesslike demeanor gave me a not-so-subtle once-over when I exited the elevator.

      I cleared my throat softly before approaching her, hoping my voice wouldn’t squeak.

      “Welcome to CB Music. May I help you?” she asked, lifting a dark brow.

      I breathed out. “Yes, I’m here for the interview. For the assistant’s position. I’m meeting with Mr. Burns and Mr. Jacobson at ten.”

      The woman tapped something on her computer before bringing her attention back to me. “Ms. Peña. You’re early. That’s good. Just take a seat. I’ll call out when they are ready for you.”

      I nodded and sat on a white leather chair in the small waiting room, crossing my feet at the ankles.

      To avoid freaking out, I grabbed a magazine and pretended to glance through it.

      I had an interview with Curtis Burns, one of Nashville’s most famous country music stars turned record label owner slash manager.

      If he was as good a manager as his son Riley, this was promising. Riley Burns had signed many upcoming country rock stars over the years. He was as famous as his dad, even though they chose different career paths. One day, I’d play in the big leagues. Just like him.

      The receptionist called out my name, and I jumped to my feet, adjusting my top before following her to the conference room. My breath hitched when I took in the view. The room had a floor-to-ceiling glass wall, offering the best view of the Cumberland River and the football stadium on the opposite shore.

      Curtis Burns and Gregory Jacobson rose to their feet to shake my hand as I entered and took the seat they pointed me to, a genuine smile plastered on my lips. I finally had my chance to shine.

      Deep down, I urged my throbbing heart to take a rest.

      Confidence spread through me. It spurred me to talk slowly and show them I was the real deal. That I was the perfect—no, the only—valuable choice for this position.

      The interview passed by in a blur.

      If someone had requested me to write down the questions they’d asked, I couldn’t have done it. The words had flown out of me with ease before I could think them through. Every time the men exchanged nods and took notes, I high-fived myself in my head. I could do this. Excel and take the first step toward making my dreams a reality.

      “Before you go, Ms. Peña, I want you to meet the first artist we’ve signed under our label,” Mr. Jacobson said. “Being Mr. Burns’s assistant means you’ll work closely with our artists.” He pressed a button on the speaker kept in the middle of the table. “Laura, please send Mr. Ford in. We’re ready for him.” Laura said a few words and hung up as we waited.

      Moments later, a discrete knock resonated through the room, and the door opened to let the man in. I moved to my feet, ready to greet him and introduce myself. Longish brown hair, dark enigmatic eyes, nonchalant gait.

      Our eyes met, and air froze in my lungs.

      “Ms. Peña, this is Anderson Ford,” said someone in the background.

      I tried to speak, but words refused to make their way up, my feet glued to the floor and my arms hanging at my sides.

      Then a rush of air along with a single word. “You?”

      The man’s jaw fell open and he blinked, an expression I couldn’t decipher crossing his eyes.

      Mr. Burns harrumphed. “You two know each other?”

      I nodded, still unable to speak.

      “Well, let’s all sit and discuss, shall we?”

      Neither of us moved, unable to break eye contact as my insides burned and melted, hurting me until I couldn’t seem to breathe.

      As I closed in on myself, I heard for the first time the faint strain of country Christmas music, playing on a speaker somewhere in the ceiling. Ironic, right?

      Santa had mixed my wishes—or was late delivering them—because it had been two years since I last wished for this man, the one whose full name I hadn’t known until today, to walk back into my life.

      Anderson.

      Not Andrew.

      And now that he was here, I had no clue what to do.
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      Four years ago

      “This was good, man. If you don’t make it big one day, you could become a country music Santa for older ladies,” my best friend Joe remarked.

      “Yeah, right. That’s what I want out of life. To be Santa.” I couldn’t help chuckling at Joe’s teasing. He did this every time I finished a Christmas gig.

      “Just saying, man. Those cougars were drooling whenever you strummed the chords. And when you sang, I’m pretty sure they soaked their panties. You’d be rich and famous entertaining them. I can picture it in my head.” He raised both hands before him as if unveiling a banner. “Anderson Ford, singing Santa in retirement homes.” I grimaced as he continued further. “Man, I think it sounds very…very promising.”

      “Forget it. You can’t even convince yourself.” I let out a sigh followed by a deep laugh. “I’d choose dive bars over office Holiday parties anytime. But thank your dad for hiring me tonight. It means a lot.”

      “He’s happy to help. And you know he loves your stuff. He talks about how good you are to all his friends. Anyway, I need to go back. Those ladies are generous when they’re tipsy. No way am I letting Jess cash in on all the extra money tonight. Are you gonna make it home in time for the Holidays?” Joe, aka the barman at his father’s office party, asked.

      “Yes. My plane is leaving at midnight. I must head to the airport now. We’ll talk in a couple of days.”

      “Sure. Say hi to your mom for me. Tell her she can send a gallon of her special eggnog my way anytime.”

      “Will do.” A loud chuckle left my mouth. “Merry Christmas, man.” I grabbed my guitar case and made my way outside, relishing the cold winter air as it filled my lungs.

      I had bigger dreams than singing in bars and office parties for a living. But, for now, it paid the bills and got my name out there. One day, it would be my turn to headline a world tour. I could feel it deep in my soul.

      Snowflakes swirled over my head, and already I could see two inches of snow on the sidewalk. The wind picked up, and I buttoned my jacket, hailing a cab before shoving my other hand into my pocket. Damn it. They said the storm would start the next morning. Not tonight. I couldn’t afford to miss Christmas. Ma would be all by herself if I didn’t make it home in time.

      “Where to?” the cab driver asked once I hauled myself onto the backseat, sweeping the snow from my shoulders and hair.

      “Airport.”

      “Oh, you didn’t hear, did you?”

      I shook my head when our eyes met in the rearview mirror. “Most flights have been delayed tonight. There’s a blizzard coming our way. I hope you’re going to Florida because unless you are, there’s a big chance you won’t board a plane tonight.”

      I dragged a hand over my face. This couldn’t be happening. I was supposed to leave two days ago, but when Joe’s father booked me as the main event at his office Christmas party, I switched my flight to make a pit stop in Silverville to fit in the new engagement.

      “Let’s pray it calms down before midnight,” I said hopefully, or rather, trying to be. Holiday miracles exist, right?

      With the snow falling, the streets were mostly empty at this late hour. People rarely ventured out when the weather was this bad.

      An hour later, I sat at the airport café, my face buried in my hands. My flight had been rescheduled for tomorrow morning. I could have made it back to Joe’s parents’ for a few hours, but in this weather, I risked not coming back in time if the snow kept piling up all night in this small Pennsylvania town.

      The waitress, a woman dressed in a Santa hat and apron, neared me and refilled my coffee cup. “Feeling down, son?”

      I grunted. She sashayed down to her counter and turned up the volume of the Christmas song playing on the café speakers.

      I quirked a brow up as to say Really when she shrugged and went on to welcome a new customer.

      A girl. Jet black hair, crystal blue eyes, and a shy, lopsided smile. Our gazes met when she sat at the table next to mine.

      “I’ll be right back with your order,” the waitress told her, disappearing behind a door.

      “Hey,” the girl said. “Delayed flight?”

      “No. I just enjoy whiling my time in airport cafés during the Holidays. What kind of question is that?” My piss-poor attitude didn’t seem to faze her because she smiled at me as if I’d just complimented her.

      “Where are you heading?” she asked.

      “Memphis.”

      “Oh, I’m going to Nashville.”

      I nodded and returned my focus to my coffee, shutting her out.

      “Why are you in Pennsylvania?”

      I blocked her voice, doing my best to ignore her. It didn’t do shit because she kept asking questions as if we were buddies and having a back-and-forth conversation when in reality, I was keeping quiet.

      “I love it here, but the weather can be harsh during this time of the year.”

      No. Not engaging with her.

      Silence fell upon us. Until she decided she wasn’t done with annoying me. “Is it a connecting flight, or do you live around here?”

      Would she just shut up for a second? Couldn’t she read the sign over my head that said I wasn’t in the mood to chitchat with a stranger?

      “Music gig.” The words left my mouth before I could stop them. Nothing friendly about the way I uttered them. Still, my broodiness didn’t deter her.

      “Oh, you’re a musician?”

      I nodded, sipping my caffeinated beverage, while she droned on. “I’m attending Silverville School of Business, also known as SSB. Want to be a music executive. I guess we share a common passion for music then. What about you? Are you a college student?”

      “Yep.” One-word answers, lady. Read between the lines.

      “In Silverville?”

      No such luck. Wouldn’t she let go? Why did she keep making conversations with me? I was good on my own, wallowing about my upcoming night, before she came along. “Some art school in New York.”

      The girl clasped her hands. “Wow, that’s amazing. I wish I could be an artist. But no, I’m more into business. But I wanna work in the music industry. Growing up in Nashville can do that to you.”

      The waitress came back with a sandwich and a cup of what smelled like hot chocolate and placed them before her on the table. “Here you go, darling. Let me know if you need anything else.” She lowered her voice. “And if I were you, I’d stay away from this grumpy fellow right here. He’s not really the friendly type.” She winked and disappeared through the same door she’d come through.

      I huffed an annoyed breath out.

      And the girl giggled.

      The best sound ever.

      Everything stopped, then restarted. My insides quivered on hearing it. The storm raging in the depths of me lessened. It was the most beautiful sound I’d ever heard. Clear and soothing. Warm and addictive.

      My lips bent a little. I hated being in a bad mood, but somehow, I couldn’t get over the situation tonight.

      “Oh, you smiled,” she exclaimed. “You should do it more often. It lights up your face.”

      “Whatever.”

      “Why are you being such a grouch? It’s Christmas Eve tomorrow. You should be happy. And festive.”

      I grunted. Why couldn’t she stop trying to psychoanalyze me? I had my reasons, and they didn’t concern her.

      “Well, you have nothing to say in your defense?” she probed.

      “I’m not brooding. Just tired.”

      The girl snorted. “Oh, come on. You’re full of crap.” Her digit gestured to my face. “You are in a funk. That face of yours is not good at lying.”

      “Funk? You know nothing about my face, and we’re not friends, are we?”

      “Believe what you want. I’m the one seeing it right now. And we’ll be friends. Give it some time.”

      Gosh, why couldn’t she let it go? Deciding to prove her wrong, I straightened my features.

      “Well tried. Not working, though. I can still see those wrinkles around your eyes.

      “No, you’re not.”

      She watched me, waiting for my explanation. I debated telling her the truth, but the intensity in her gaze broke my reservations.

      “My mother. If I don’t make it home in time, she’ll spend Christmas all alone. I’d promised I’d be there.”

      “But it’s not your fault. It’s the weather. It’s not like you’re doing this on purpose.”

      I shrugged. “I had a flight home, booked two days ago, then got a gig, so halted here. That pushed my flight to tonight. Totally my fault. I changed the plans.”

      The girl leaned over and pressed her hand over mine. Electricity traveled from her fingers to my spine.

      “Don’t blame yourself, okay? I’m sure your mother will understand. And Christmas Eve is just a number on the calendar. You can celebrate it in two days or a week from now. Who will care?”

      I relaxed my jaw. “I guess you’re right but still, I hate doing that to her. I’m all she’s got.”

      The girl squeezed my hand. “It will be all right.”

      She removed her hand, and I missed the warmth of her touch.

      Remaining silent, she gulped her food as if she hadn’t eaten the whole day.

      I watched her throat work with every bite of her sandwich, and it turned me on.

      Oh, fuck, what’s happening to me?
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      The girl’s phone rang, and she picked it up with a frown, oblivious to the effect watching her awoke in me. She took a deep breath in and straightened her back as she swiped the screen to answer. Right now, the curious side of me was dying to know who was on the other end of the line. From the way she twirled the string of her sweater around her finger and chewed on her bottom lip, I could tell she was nervous about answering.

      An array of emotions passed on her face when she said, “Hello?” Something resembling fear and discomfort or maybe annoyance. She blinked fast, sunk her teeth into her bottom lip, then her shoulders sagged.

      I tried to concentrate on my coffee but couldn’t help watching her because she looked to be part in pain, part hesitant.

      “No… It’s not my fault there’s a snowstorm on the East Coast.” A long pause. “I’m not being arrogant, but I have no control over the weather.”

      She bit on her thumbnail, nodding as she listened. Was she being faulted for the weather?

      “No, I couldn’t leave yesterday. I had stuff to deal with before winter break.”

      She sighed, casting a glance down. Whatever the other person was telling her, he or she was trying to guilt-trip her for something she had no power over. What a jerk.

      Some of the tension that had knotted my back since I learned my flight had been rescheduled melted away. And so did my annoyance. My reasons for being upset sounded silly right now. At least I didn’t have someone calling to make me feel bad about circumstances I couldn’t control.

      Her voice quivered, snapping me out of my thoughts. “I understand my life here is not meaningful to you and doesn’t fit in with your plans, but it is to me.” A pause. “I’ll be there in time for the banquet. The flights are delayed until the morning.” Another pause. “Yes, I know how important it is to you.”

      The girl who asked me twenty questions earlier closed in on herself right before my eyes. She lost her spark. Gone were her animated features and extrovert persona. I saw a husk of her sitting before me. Looking down, she bobbed her head over and over, as if she had done something wrong. It angered me to witness how someone could fuck with her mind.

      “Yes, my hair has been trimmed last month.”

      She shook her head.

      Seriously, what was with the questions?

      “No, I have no dark circles under my eyes.”

      She drew patterns on the table with her finger.

      Who the hell asked things like that?

      “I’ll make you proud. I can tell how much⁠—”

      The other person interrupted her, and the girl continued nibbling on her nail.

      How could they make her feel like she had no right to speak in a situation that clearly made her uncomfortable? For an unknown reason, I wanted to grab the device from her grip and tell that sucker to leave her alone and annoy somebody else. It made no sense I wanted to defend a stranger, but I hated seeing her light being dimmed when it had radiated so strongly minutes ago.

      “Do I really have to pretend to tolerate him?” A dark flush colored her cheeks. “You…you know what he did last time... It was inappropriate and—” A long pause. “I’m aware his father is a well-respected businessman, but it doesn’t excuse the son’s behavior…” A fat tear rolled down her cheek, and she wiped it off with the heel of her hand. “I’m not complaining. I’m just stating facts. I would feel more comfortable going with someone else.”

      Her throat worked on a swallow. Not the sexy kind, but the painful one.

      “He’s the one who did this to me. Why are you still not believing me? Why are you taking his side?”

      My fists clenched under the table. I wasn’t even pretending to not eavesdrop on her conversation anymore. Fury bubbled in my core. Whoever that dickwad was, he or she didn’t deserve someone like her. I bet this girl couldn’t even kill a fly. She had innocence written all over her pretty face. Why would she try to make small talk with me otherwise? Despite the fact I pushed her away, she kept trying to bring up topics of conversation I could engage with.

      “No… I won’t cause trouble. I’ll wear that gown and smile whenever you tell me to. By now, I know the drill and how these events work.” Another pause. “I understand. What?” Disgust shadowed her face. “No. No hickeys or cold sores that would look bad in pictures and need to be covered with makeup.” Her face blushed darker. “I-I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      She pinched the bridge of her nose, annoyance darkening her features.

      She turned into a bolder version of herself because her tone was now clipped and decisive. “This situation is out of my control. I already told you. I will—” She got interrupted again. She transformed before my eyes, firming her back and tipping her chin up. “Listen to me. I’ll be there as soon as I can.” A pause. “Yeah, I get it.” She ran a palm over her face. “No need to put him on the phone. I understood everything you said already. I won’t—oh, o-okay.”

      Ungluing the phone from her ear, she brought the screen to her face and scrunched up her nose. It was obvious the other person had hung up on her. With a shake of her head, she erased the dismay painting her face and dried off the remaining tears in her blue eyes with her sleeve.

      Closing her eyelids, she took a deep breath in and relaxed her shoulders.

      Her attention shifted to me when she opened her eyes, all traces of her pain gone. “So, where were we?”
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      “What was that about?” asked the guy on my left, watching me with a raised brow and a don’t fuck with me expression. With disheveled dark hair—I wished I could run my fingers through the locks—a square jaw, and dark eyes that could suck me in if I let them, he was both intriguing and very cute. He possessed a set of broad shoulders, and even when he was sitting down, he appeared to be tall enough that people probably would never mess with him. Next to him, I felt petite and delicate. Not that I was a tiny woman, but still, his build made me appear smaller than I really was.

      His gaze locked on mine as he waited for me to answer, and I shrugged, trying to play innocent. Deep down, I was still queasy about the conversation with my mother. She had a way of inserting herself into my life and making me feel like I was always in the wrong. My parents would attend their annual Christmas benefit tomorrow night, and my presence was mandatory. Somehow, they liked to show me off as if I were a prize. A well-mannered, shiny trophy to parade around. And like they had done for the last three years, they set me up with Troy, whose father, a wealthy businessman, always made generous donations. And my parents used me to get their way all the time.

      Troy tried to force himself on me last year. His mouth aimed for mine, and his hands started roaming over my front even after I said no. He stopped and bent in pain because I kneed him in the balls and butted his nose with my head, resulting in a bloody mess all over his white shirt. My mother accused me of trying to seduce him. My father said he was disappointed in my behavior. Neither of them took my side or listened to my version of the story. In their minds, my behavior was at fault. And it always had been.

      No matter how much I stood up for myself and denied any wrongdoing, Troy, with his future-politician charisma, succeeded in walking away from a situation that could have ended badly—for me and me alone.

      For weeks afterward, my parents blamed me to save face with Troy’s father.

      And forced me to apologize and say I had overreacted.

      Troy said I’d been sending him mixed signals all night, and he’d tried to kiss me because I begged him to. They believed him. And now they wanted to preserve their fake dignity again and had promised his father I had gotten over our little disagreement and would happily accompany him once more. Without ever asking me what I thought about it.

      I was so used to this kind of behavior it didn’t surprise me anymore.

      “No idea what you’re talking about,” I said with a shrug.

      “C’mon. That phone call. It upset you. Who was it?”

      I flicked my wrist, doing my best to hide the messy feelings still simmering inside me. “Nobody. Not important.”

      “It didn’t sound like nothing.”

      I turned to face him. “Were you eavesdropping on my conversation?” I lifted one eyebrow to accentuate my words.

      “Huh…not really. It’s just, I couldn’t help hearing some of it since you’re like sitting two feet from me.”

      A soft blush took over his face, and he looked adorable with rosy cheeks. Busted.

      “Anyway, you should never do anything you’re uncomfortable doing. Just sayin’. No matter who’s asking you.”

      “Oh, so you’re all philosophical now. Surprising,” I said with a too-wide smile.

      “What’s surprising? That I can reflect on stuff?”

      “You were all moody before. And now you’re giving me free advice based on something you partly heard and have no idea what it is all about. Isn’t it a bit presumptuous?”

      “Not really.” He gave me a half-shrug. “Take it or leave it.”

      “Well, I’m glad to know my standing up for myself is important to you.” His gaze drilled holes through my skull, and my fake confidence crumbled. “Family stuff. It’s hard to please people sometimes. Mostly when it doesn’t fit in with your own values and dreams.”

      “Yeah. I get it. I’m attending college to please my mother. She insisted I get a degree before pursuing my dreams.” His shoulders slouched forward. “It is what it is.”

      “You don’t look happy about it. How can it be bad? I would die for my parents’ encouragement in getting my degree. So far, they haven’t been my biggest supporters.”

      “I’m sorry. My mother is not a fan of my pursuing music as a career, but she wouldn’t want me to do anything else than what excited me. Getting a degree in music is my idea of meeting her halfway.”

      My lips arced at the corner. “You are lucky to have her rooting for you. It’s precious.”

      “I guess. She’s important to me. It’s only been the two of us all my life. She sacrificed a lot for me so I could get the best. And still does. It hasn’t always been easy growing up with a single parent. She loves me. But I can’t imagine what she’s been through to get it all done.”

      “My parents are still together, so I can’t tell. Sometimes, though, I feel like I don’t fit in. I’m the outsider. Either they don’t get me…or they’re not interested in trying.” I sighed. “Enough with parental drama, please.” I pointed to his empty cup. “Want another one?”

      “Huh…sure. Black and no⁠—”

      I lifted a hand to call the server before he had time to finish. “I’d like two hot chocolates, extra whipped cream, candy cane sparkles from your Holidays menu, and chocolate cookie straws.”

      “Gimme a few minutes,” the waitress said before returning to the counter, a pep in her steps, joy pouring out from her.

      The airport café was small. White tables, black chairs, and maple-colored floors. Single black-iron pendant lighting hung above each table. The counter was pale wood and sat in front of a black and white tiled wall. It looked chic and vintage all at once.

      A song I knew by heart played on the speakers, and I lost myself in the melody until a grumpy voice interrupted the moment. “I never asked for hot chocolate. I thought you meant another coffee.”

      I forced the best eye roll I could muster and shook my head. “You, my friend, need some Christmas spirit in your life. You could loosen up a bit. It would do you good.”

      His eyes turned to dark slits as he watched me without uttering a word.

      I flicked my wrist and decided playing with him could be a nice way to pass the time while being stuck in here with nothing to do and nowhere to go.

      There was something about this boy that appealed to me. He looked like an old treasure chest. Sturdy and severe from the outside, with hints of mystery peeking from underneath. And he looked hot. If the smile I spotted earlier was an indication of what he hid inside, opening him up would turn out to be a nice surprise.

      Somehow, I couldn’t resist sitting at the table next to his when I walked in earlier. Sadness had been anchored to his handsome features, and it called out to me to fix it.

      “I’m perfectly fine with coffee. Black, if you were wondering.” He flashed a fake smile at me, but that didn’t deter me. Instead, it made him even more attractive in my eyes.

      “Nah. Chocolate will cheer you from the inside. It will bring magic to your night. You don’t need coffee when you can have winter nectar instead.”

      He snorted. “Winter nectar? Are you on drugs? It’s just plain, boring hot chocolate. Don’t sugarcoat a simple beverage with fancy words.”

      My fist hit my chest with a soft thud. “Oh god, you’re hurting me with your nonsense. Try it the way I like, and then you’ll be allowed to judge my taste.”

      The waitress placed both mugs on the table before me. “Good luck,” she whispered with a wink before retreating. I took in the snowflake-shaped sugar confetti, red and green sparkles, and the mountain of whipped cream atop. It looked delicious. And perfect for what I had in mind.

      The guy pointed to the steamy delicacies in front of me. “This is your big plan to seduce me?”

      “I-I wasn’t… I’m not trying to seduce you.”

      “If you say so.” His eyes sparkled at the challenge, and for a second, I lost myself in the amber hue. When he leaned toward me and extended his arm to grab a mug, I snapped out of it and pushed his hand away.

      “Not yet. Don’t you dare touch it before I say so.”

      His eyes rounded, and he studied me with bunched eyebrows. “Aren’t you bossy?” He brought his forefinger and thumb closer and tilted his lips into a blinding smile, showing too many teeth. “You almost scared me.”

      I chuckled despite myself. “Nah. I’m on a mission. Don’t disrupt it. Even your charming ways won’t work on me.”

      He stared at me but added nothing.

      “Close your eyes,” I said.

      “No.” He crossed his arms over his chest, the fabric of his shirt tightening around his biceps and catching my attention for an instant.

      “Don’t be a baby. I’ll prove to you that hot chocolate isn’t some boring beverage.”

      “I’m not closing my eyes.”

      “C’mon. You blink, and it’ll be over. I won’t steal your innocence during those ten point three seconds.” I lifted three fingers of my right hand, holding my pinky down with my thumb, and saluted him. “Scout’s Honor.”

      “Wait, are you a Scout?”

      “No.”

      “Have you ever been?” he asked.

      “No.”

      “Then your promise means nothing because you can’t use the Scout’s Honor.”

      “Are you always so by-the-book, Mr. Self-Righteous?”

      “Nah. But you can’t use the Scout’s Honor. That I’m sure of.”

      “Fine. I promise to not hurt you, take advantage of you, run away, or injure you. Are we good now?”

      “I suppose.”

      I sighed. This guy. “Then close your eyes.”

      “The answer is still no.”

      “You sound like a two-year-old.” I sighed. “Please trust me for ten seconds.”

      “Ten point three you said earlier. I prefer to know what I’m saying yes to. In this case, you haven’t overshared the details of your plan.”

      “Are you being impossible on purpose?”

      He smirked, and I wanted to scratch it off his handsome face. Or kiss it away.

      “Reel that in. And stop being difficult. It will be fun. The unknown is kinda thrilling.”

      “Says who?” he asked with one quirked brow.

      “Me. Stop with the questions and play along.”

      “You love the control? Is that it? Dominating makes you wet?”

      I felt a warm flush spreading on my cheeks. “No. It’s not like that. I just—” I inhaled in a weak attempt to calm the rush of both attraction and shyness surging through me. “You’re missing the point. Stop trying to change the topic. Close your eyes, and we’ll be done quickly.”

      “The girl prefers quickies. Noted.”

      “What? Not what I said.” I buried my face in my hands and took a deep breath in. “Can’t you just do as I tell you for a few seconds?”

      “Anyone ever told you that you’re stubborn?”

      I rolled my eyes. “I like it when you recognize your own flaws.”

      We engaged in a staring contest, neither of us backing down.

      The guy huffed and shook his head. “Ten point three seconds. Not a millisecond longer.”

      I pumped my fist. “Great. Now let’s hurry before the whipped cream gets all melted away.”

      He closed his eyes, his posture so rigid, I almost reached behind him to massage the tension away. Instead, I focused on my mission and stood between our tables.

      “Have you ever caught a snowflake on your tongue?” I asked.

      “Sure.”

      “Then let’s try my version of it. Poke your tongue out.”

      “Why?”

      “Because. Geez, trust the process.”

      He executed himself.

      With a spoon, I put a tiny bit of confetti on the tip of his tongue. “Pretend this is a real snowflake. Wait for the aftertaste to kick in as it melts.” With the same spoon, I dropped a mixture of hot chocolate, whipped cream, and sprinkles on his tongue. “It’s melting now. Taste it.”

      He closed his mouth and swallowed. A low growl formed in his throat. Surprise and delight played on his face. For a long second, I failed to look away. When his tongue swept his lips, I got entranced and wondered how soft they would feel on mine.

      I wiped the corner of his mouth. “You missed a spot.” My finger hung in the space between us.

      His eyelids parted, and he caught my gaze. A slow smile curled his lips. When his broodiness dissipated, he looked pretty irresistible. My treasure chest assessment earlier was on point. Underneath his shadowy exterior, he wasn’t as dark or moody as he pretended to be.

      Without thinking it through, I licked the tip of my digit, and he sucked in a breath. A zing filled my stomach as he captured my eyes. The air kindled between us. Instead of watching his eyes, I returned to my mission. “See, I told you hot chocolate could be magic. You just have to believe it is. And you loved this little game. Your smile is a tell-all sign.”

      He fixed his mouth in a poorly executed pout. “I’m not smiling. And it wasn’t so bad.”

      I scoffed. “So bad? You liked it. You might not be aware, but I saw it. Your face betrayed you. By the way, you’re welcome.” I folded my arms, giving him my most satisfied expression. “If you’re honest with me, I’ll give it to you now.” I returned to my seat and took a sip of mine. Deciding I liked how he reacted a minute ago and wanting to test him, I dipped my finger into the whipped cream and licked it clean, taking my time as I watched the guy squirming in his seat.

      His pupils dilated, and he blinked. Yeah, I hadn’t dreamed his reaction. “Fuck. You play dirty,” he said after a moment, a low growl forming in his throat.

      “Nah. I’m just enjoying a little sweetness. It tastes better like that.” I winked, and he groaned.

      Lifting both hands in surrender, he sighed. “Fine. You win.”

      “I win? Awesome. Where’s the prize?” I perused the room around us as if searching for something.

      “The drink.”

      “What about it?” I asked.

      “Are you gonna make me spell it?”

      I nodded fast with a smile.

      “It was kinda good,” he quipped.

      “Oh wow, you’re impossible. Do better.”

      He shook his head, then stared at me. “Okay, I liked it. Happy?”

      I grinned so big my cheeks hurt. “I knew it.” I placed the mug before him plus a handful of cookie straws.

      He smiled behind his hand, but it didn’t escape me. My pulse kicked up a notch, and my body temperature soared. Why did he make it so hard to look anywhere else?

      “Enjoy. My treat,” I said as I bit into a chocolate straw, trying to ease the desire developing inside me.
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      My phone rang, disrupting the moment. My father’s face filled the screen, and my insides knotted as I anticipated the conversation. My playful mood evaporated. It was late, and my parents were usually in bed by nine every night. Only one thing could keep them awake at this hour. The thought of my not being ready in time for their stupid Christmas Eve event tomorrow night. One I didn’t care about because it was all fake and just for show, and I didn’t fit in their plastic world. And the thought of having to go with Troy was enough to spread cold chills down my back. That jerk had no class and no spine.

      After he blamed me last year in front of our families for his lack of self-control, I got lectured by my parents at least a dozen times about my inappropriate actions.

      With a big inhale, I pressed the accept button. No matter whether I turned my phone off or pretended the battery died, if my father decided to get a hold of me, he’d make it his mission to call the airport and have my name announced on the speakers. He had connections. And not a lot of people denied him anything.

      “Father,” I said when I answered the call. All the cells inside me tightened. I knew the blame would come. I just had no idea what form it’d take this time. “Everything okay?”

      “Abigail. I’m really disappointed in you right now. Your mother had to sip herbal tea due to all the stress you’re causing her.”

      “It’s a snowstorm. No one died. How am I responsible for Mother Nature’s onslaught? I should already have been home by now. She’s the one you should be angry at.”

      “Abigail, your actions have consequences for those around you. You can’t do whatever pleases you without thinking it through. You are nineteen years old. When are you gonna prove to us you’re responsible enough to be treated as an adult? Your mother and I were almost married at your age. It’s time you grow up.”

      I pinched my lips together to avoid saying something I might regret. My parents were delusional. They were disconnected from reality, so convinced their world was a picture-perfect ideal everyone envied.

      “I already told Mother I’d be home by noon tomorrow, which means I’ll have more than enough time to be ready for five o’clock.”

      “You never tried the gown. How will we be sure it fits?”

      What my parents called a gown was a demure boat-neck maxi dress with long sleeves, showing the bare minimum of skin and curves, in a not-so-lovely shade of pickle and reddish-brown. Not flattering. Not Holidays-ish. Not meant for a girl my age. I would look like I had escaped from the pages of a bad fashion magazine from the nineteen-twenty era. Not my greatest moment.

      “The tailor made it for me, and I confirmed my measurements a month ago. It will fit just fine. Everything is set. I’ll be home in time. Overreacting won’t fix the situation.”

      My father sighed, the proof I exhausted him. “Your tone, young lady. This night is important to me, Abigail. Don’t mess it up. And no repeat of last year. Troy Burgundy is a gentleman; don’t try to portray him otherwise. You’ve done enough for a lifetime as it is. No more acting out. And stop stressing your mother with all the nonsense. It’s about time you learn to behave. Don’t be late. Good night.”

      Before I could reciprocate, he hung up on me. Great, I’d talked more to my parents in the last hour than in the last three months, and all I received from them were warnings and disappointment.

      “Who was that?” a voice asked from my left and for a moment, I had forgotten I had company. “Your dad?”

      I folded and unfolded the paper napkin on the table, avoiding the gaze I could feel weighing on me. “Yep.” Emotions swirled inside me. I hated the fact my parents would have preferred I was a different person. It stung. A lot. Even when I pretended I didn’t care or that it didn’t hurt me. It still did. “They’re not happy about the fact I’m stranded here. They had assumed I’d land tonight, and I seem to have deceived them and fucked with their planning or expectations of me. Whatever.”

      “How is it your fault?”

      “Exactly.” I slumped in my seat, looking up, tired of trying to please them and never succeeding. “It always ends up being my fault somehow. I’m used to taking the blame.”

      “You shouldn’t have to.”

      I straightened my stance, not wanting to take shit for actions that weren’t mine anymore. “You’re right. My degree, it’s my ticket toward independence. Toward the life I have dreamed for myself. If I don’t attend college, they’ll try to coerce me into becoming a trophy-wife. No, thank you. That is not the life I have pictured for myself.”

      “I’m glad you’re holding your end. Don’t let anyone turn you into something you’re not.”

      “Not my intention.” At his words, my happiness returned. Yeah, I would follow my own beat. And break free of the chains my parents had tried for so many years to tie me with. I’d be my own star. Bright and shiny. One day I’d prove to them I was destined to become someone I valued and make it the way I intended to. My lips curled up of their own volition. I could see it all in my head. My dreams, my successes, my achievements. I’d be a rock star in my field. Passion would lead my actions and take me where my heart belonged. All because of me. All because I was following my gut. “I think I have an idea. Are you in?”

      My table neighbor watched me with a funny expression. “Will it be safe for me?”

      I shrugged and snickered. “It depends.”
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