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      Andi was reasonably certain she’d be trapped in the stifling conference room until the end of time. It was going to take that long for her supposedly-in-love client to reach an agreement on the prenup.

      At least it wasn’t another divorce case. Though Andi hadn’t ever been married, she and Mark had been together for seven years, and divorce cases reminded her of their messy breakup.

      Andi leaned back in her padded chair and shot Miss Deborah Barrett another glance. Andi hadn’t bothered to find Deborah’s age in her file, but she was pretty sure Deborah was barely old enough to buy alcohol. She wore a low-cut blouse, which emphasized her bought-and-paid-for chest, and had the leathery, tanned skin of someone who had spent too much time at the Santa Monica Pier with not enough sunscreen. Her arms were folded tight, further emphasizing her breasts, and her eyebrows were pulled down over heavily made-up eyes.

      “I don’t see why you won’t agree to an extra grand a month,” Deborah said.

      Her fiancé, Mr. Trevor Daniels, snorted. “An extra grand a month, paid out over seven years, is eighty-four thousand dollars.” Trevor was at least twice Deborah’s age. His graying hair was trimmed short, and his charcoal suit spoke of the money his Beverly Hills plastic surgery practice afforded him.

      Andi honestly had no idea how the two of them ended up together. Aside from a mutual love of plastic surgery and wealth, the two seemed to have nothing in common.

      Scratch that—she knew exactly why they ended up together.

      Deborah unfolded her arms and leaned across the table, grasping her fiancé’s hand. “Trev, this is silly.” Her voice dripped sweetness. “We aren’t going to get divorced, so why does the amount matter?”

      “Exactly.” Trevor forced a smile. “It shouldn’t matter at all.”

      Andi barely withheld an eye roll. She understood why couples wanted prenups, but all they seemed to accomplish was breeding distrust. Most of her clients were less soul mates destined for an eternity of happiness and more gold diggers looking for a nice alimony check after they did their time. Trevor and Deborah were getting married in a month, and instead of arguing over china patterns, they were in a stuffy attorney’s office arguing over who got what when they eventually divorced.

      Andi’s eyes wandered from the four carat rock on Deborah’s finger to her own bare one. If Mark had proposed six months ago instead of leaving Andi for another woman, would they have decided a prenup was necessary? Probably. And that should’ve told her all she needed to know about the relationship. She’d been an idiot not to dump him first. In the end, relationships weren’t worth the trouble.

      “The two of you are going to have to compromise,” Andi said. She tried not to glance at the clock on the wall. It had to be close to six, which gave her an hour to finish up this contract, buy a birthday present for her best friend, and get to the party.

      She was so going to be late.

      “Yes, a compromise,” Holly cut in. She was Trevor’s lawyer, and one of Andi’s favorite co-workers. Holly was a few years older than Andi, slender and pretty, but fierce in court. Where Andi hated the divorce and prenuptial aspects of family law, Holly seemed to thrive on it. “I think an extra five hundred a month is more than fair for both of you.” She glanced at Andi for confirmation, and Andi nodded. Anything to get out of this office.

      “Okay,” Trevor said. “But I want the bearded dragon as well.”

      If Andi weren’t such a professional, she would’ve snorted.

      Deborah let out a gasp. “I’ve had Maurice since he was a baby.”

      “And yet somehow I’m the one who cleans his cage and makes sure he gets fed. He likes me better than you.”

      “My mother gave me that dragon as a graduation present.”

      “Yeah, and you’re still upset Maurice wasn’t a Porsche.”

      “If you loved me half as much as you love Maurice, maybe we wouldn’t need a prenup.”

      Ten minutes later, Trevor relented and agreed Deborah could keep the dragon. Andi and Holly stood shoulder to shoulder and watched them disappear into the elevator. The doors closed and the elevator descended, taking a weight off Andi’s shoulders.

      Four years of undergrad work, three years at Stanford Law, and she was reduced to hearing couples bicker about bearded dragons. The only difference between divorce cases and prenups was that in the latter, couples at least pretended sweetness.

      Were all relationships doomed to failure? The longer she worked in family law, the more she marveled that she and Mark had lasted so long.

      This wasn’t what she had imagined herself doing as a lawyer. But junior associates didn’t get to pick their cases, even if their dad was a partner at the firm. Not after only a year on the job. So for now, she’d continue working divorces, with the occasional prenup or adoption case sprinkled in.

      Andi should’ve stuck with ballroom dancing, whatever Mark’s opinion on the matter. At least she would’ve have an outlet for her stress. Her mind floated back to Ben, her high school dance partner and best friend’s older brother. Together they had commanded the dance floor. He’d had a way of effortlessly gliding around the room, dipping and swaying and tossing her along with the music. The few times she’d danced with Mark, his movements had been stiff and bumbling, turning dancing into a chore. She still regretted not snagging Ben for a slow song when they’d both been at his sister’s wedding last year. But Andi had been busy with her maid-of-honor duties, and she hadn’t wanted to upset Mark.

      “I didn’t think we’d ever reach an agreement,” Holly said. She leaned against the wall of the conference room and folded her arms. The hallway was eerily quiet, most of the office doors shut tight. “I give that couple two years, tops.”

      “I’ll take that bet. I give them six months.” Andi hated how jaded lawyers in family practice were, but after a year of doing it herself, she understood why. The breakup with Mark hadn’t helped her perception. The fact that he hadn’t actually cheated on her didn’t ease the sting of him leaving for another woman.

      “Loser buys dinner for the winner.” Holly stuck out her hand, and they shook on it.

      “Got any fun plans for tonight?” Andi asked.

      “Just a date with my television. Aren’t you going to a birthday party?”

      “Yes, and I’m running late. Rachel’s already going to harass me for showing up solo.”

      “She still feels guilty about the breakup, huh?”

      “Yes, and she’s convinced the only way to fix things is to find me a boyfriend.” But the last thing Andi wanted right now was another relationship. It wasn’t worth the hassle.

      Back in her office, Andi grabbed the files for her most pressing cases and looked around, making sure she hadn’t forgotten anything. The screen on her computer was dark, pens neatly arranged near the keyboard. She picked up the scratch paper she had used that day and ran it through the shredder. She put the books stacked on her desk back in their proper place on the bookcase.

      Her eyes landed on the box next to the bookcase. It was taped shut, with Mark’s New York address on the label. She’d looked at that box every day for three months. It didn’t contain anything important, just a few things she’d found lying around the condo—a sweatshirt, a few books, an engraved fountain pen—but she needed to send it to him and close that chapter of her life for good.

      Tomorrow, Andi promised herself as she flipped off the lights. She’d take a lunch break—her first one in months—and deliver the box to the post office if it killed her.

      Too bad it didn’t contain anything she could pass off as a present for Rachel. Stopping by the mall would make Andi even later for the party, but she couldn’t give a card with cash. Again.

      In her car, Andi analyzed traffic on the GPS. Even without a mall stop, the quickest route showed her arriving at Rachel’s at 7:32. She’d have to stop by the grocery store near Rachel’s for a card and write her an IOU for … something. Maybe a sweater or a purse.

      Andi fiddled with the radio, settling on her favorite salsa station. Her foot tapped against the floorboard as she sat in traffic, and she longed to wrap her arms around a tall gentleman and dance. Her mind flashed back to Ben. His arms had always felt strong and secure. She had taken every dip and jump knowing he’d catch her. No other partner had made her heart race with the quick step and her limbs melt with a waltz.

      She missed dancing. Somewhere along the way, she’d let her enthusiasm for law—and Mark’s opinion—influence her away from it. Come to think of it, she missed Ben. He had made her laugh, and the hours they spent practicing were the highlight of her day. He’d poked fun at his missteps in practice and hadn’t constantly lectured her about focusing on the future.

      The song ended, and a commercial came on for a day spa. Perfect. She could write Rachel an IOU for manicures and pedicures. The commercial ended, and the DJs started discussing the latest celebrity gossip.

      “Ladies, you’ll want to listen to this,” the female radio announcer said. “In case you live under a rock and haven’t heard, Luke Ryder is looking for a girlfriend. Yes, that’s right. Billionaire CEO of Ryder Communications signed with the dating service Toujour. Now’s your chance!”

      “Why is a billionaire bothering with online dating?” the male announcer asked. “It’s not like he has a shortage of interested women.”

      “You can’t believe everything you read in the tabloids.”

      “Yeah, but he’s a freakin’ billionaire. He’s young, he’s attractive, and he’s rich. Women must be pounding down his door. A matchmaker seems like a weird choice.”

      “Toujour’s not just online dating—it’s a full-service matchmaking company,” the female announcer said. “They claim they can find your soul mate.”

      Andi snorted. There was no such thing as a soul mate, and even if there was, she doubted a dating company could help her find hers. Not that she was looking. Being single suited her fine.

      At the grocery store, Andi picked the shortest checkout line and waited for the person in front of her. She tapped the birthday card against her leg, glancing at her cell. 7:42. This side trip would cost her at least fifteen minutes. The spiky-haired cashier popped her gum as she slowly scanned items, as though she knew Andi was in a rush and deliberately wanted to aggravate her.

      “Andi?”

      The woman standing in line behind her was tall and slender. Her russet-colored hair was pulled up in a top-knot, and her face was clean of makeup. It had been almost six years since Andi had seen her, but she’d recognize those pronounced cheekbones and sparkling eyes anywhere.

      “Elle!” Andi wrapped her arms around the woman and laughed. “It’s been ages.”

      “At least five years,” Elle agreed. “I see your posts on Facebook sometimes, but it’s good to see you in person. You’re working at your dad’s law firm, right?”

      “Yeah, I’ve been there about a year.”

      “I always knew you would do it. In college, you couldn’t stop talking about practicing law at your dad’s firm. I’m so happy for you.”

      “Thank you,” Andi said. She only wished the reality was as great as her dream had been. “What about you? I see you post pictures sometimes so I assume you still dance. Are you competing?”

      “Not anymore. I work for a charity now—Footsteps for Change. We offer free dance classes to underprivileged children.”

      A whisper of jealousy sliced through Andi. What would it be like to help others for a living? But she pushed it away. She would get to pick her cases and focus on adoptions and domestic violence cases—family law that would help instead of hurt—soon enough. “Elle, that’s fantastic.”

      “I really love it. A lot of research has proven that extracurriculars keep kids out of trouble, and dance helps develop their brains. We have a crisis center that’s open twenty-four hours a day so they have somewhere safe to escape to when things get tough at home. It’s exhausting trying to get the charity up and running, but rewarding too.”

      “Your total is $6.32,” the cashier said, popping her gum.

      Andi fished her debit card out of her wallet and swiped it. “I wish I could stay and chat, but I’m late for a party.”

      Elle withdrew a business card from her purse. “Give me a call sometime. We’re always looking for volunteers willing to teach a few times a month. You’d be perfect for it.”

      “I don’t dance anymore.” The answer was a reflex, born from years of turning down anything that might interfere with her plans for law.

      “All the more reason to come teach. Do you have a card? I’ll call you.”

      Andi thought of all the reasons she’d quit dance—the time it had taken away from studying, the physical toll on her body. Mark’s disapproval. “I’m pretty busy these days. But it does sound fun.”

      “We can work something out.”

      Andi didn’t have time to argue. She pulled a business card out of her wallet and handed it over. “I’m sorry I have to run off. We’ll talk later.”

      “Definitely. It was nice seeing you, Andi.”

      “You too.” Andi grabbed her receipt and bag, then waved goodbye.

      She should’ve told Elle no upfront. She didn’t have time for ballroom dance, and she didn’t have a partner. Ben—the only partner she had felt completely in sync with—now lived in Arizona with his fiancée.

      She didn’t want to dance if it wasn’t with him. It was one of the reasons she’d quit after completing her undergrad degree. None of her college dance partners had held a candle to Ben.

      Andi floored it, and pulled onto Rachel’s crowded street at 7:57 p.m. Nearly an hour late. Christmas lights lined the eaves of the house, and three wire reindeer grazed in the front yard. The porch light illuminated the giant evergreen wreath on the front door. Andi put the car in park and walked up the stately driveway.

      She knocked on the door, stooping low to avoid the boughs of the wreath. A few moments later, she heard footsteps. But they were heavy—not the light steps that accompanied Rachel. Her husband, Adam, maybe? Andi glanced at her phone. 7:58.

      The door swung open. Andi dropped her phone in her purse and glanced up, then blinked in surprise. A lanky figure. Toffee-colored hair that looked as though he’d recently run his fingers through it. Chocolate-brown eyes and a five o’clock shadow.

      Rachel’s brother. Andi’s favorite dance partner.

      It was Ben.
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      Andi threw her arms around his neck, laughing. “Ben! I was just thinking about you today.”

      Ben returned her hug, and a zing shot up her spine. His arms felt familiar and comforting. She had the sudden urge to nuzzle closer.

      Whoa. She was really losing it if hugging Ben—the boy who, sure, had been hot, but more like a brother than potential boyfriend—made her feel all fluttery.

      “I hope you were remembering me fondly and not cursing all the times I stepped on your toes or dropped you in practice.” His voice was deep and raspy, just as she remembered it, sliding over her like hot chocolate on a cold day.

      “I never remember you stepping on my toes, but I do remember getting dropped in practice once,” Andi teased. “My butt was sore for a week.”

      Ben grimaced, motioning her inside. “Sorry about that. But in my defense, you were busy ogling Daniel Kim instead of paying attention.”

      “Exchange students were my kryptonite. I couldn’t help myself.” Andi shut the door behind her. The open floor plan allowed her to see through the sliding glass doors in the kitchen to the back patio filled with people under heat lamps and around the fire pit.

      “A likely excuse. All the girls were obsessed with him that year.”

      Andi laughed. “So what are you doing here? Did you come all the way from Arizona for Rachel’s birthday, or are you here for Christmas, too?”

      Ben ran a hand through his hair. “Didn’t Rachel tell you? I moved back. Adam knew someone, and I got a job at a charter school a few minutes away. I start after winter break.”

      Ben was back in town. Her stomach swarmed with butterflies. What was wrong with her? “I haven’t talked to Rachel much the last couple of weeks. Things have been crazy at work.”

      “Well, I only found out about the job a week ago.”

      “That’s great that you’ve moved back.”

      The sliding door opened, and Rachel stepped inside. She wore a festive red Christmas sweater that showcased her trim figure, and black leggings with white reindeer on them. Her bangs were pulled back with bobby pins, adding another layer to her short bob. She smiled when she saw Andi and ran across the room, throwing her arms around her in a hug. “I was worried you weren’t going to make it. I’m so glad you’re here.”

      “I got tied up at work.” Andi swatted Ben on the arm. “Why didn’t you tell me this guy was moving back?”

      “I thought I mentioned it.” Rachel shrugged. “Guess I forgot. Food’s on the counter. Grab a plate and come out. It feels great with the heat lamps and fire. We’re roasting s’mores soon.”

      Andi handed the card to Rachel. “Happy birthday.”

      Rachel opened it, her eyes scanning the hastily scrawled note, then squealed. “Mani-pedis with my bestie? I’m holding you to this.”

      “We’ll go soon,” Andi promised.

      Rachel turned to Ben. “You take care of this girl tonight. I don’t want her slipping out early to go home and work.”

      Ben wrapped an arm around Andi. A shiver shot down her spine, a response that had her struggling not to giggle.

      “I won’t let her out of my sight,” Ben promised.

      “Perfect.” Rachel gave Andi another hug, then hurried out to the backyard.

      “So how’ve you been?” Ben asked, following Andi to the kitchen table with its wide array of food.

      Andi shot Ben a sideways glance. “I know that tone. Rach told you about Mark.”

      “She feels awful.”

      Andi groaned. “She has to stop blaming herself. If Mark and I couldn’t hack long distance, then we wouldn’t have been able to hack a marriage.”

      Ben rubbed the back of his neck. “You know Rach. She feels responsible since she hooked him up with the contact in New York.”

      “She might’ve hurried along the process, but he always had his sights set on bigger and better things than local journalism.” Andi should’ve realized in high school that his ambitions spelled doom for their relationship. Instead, she’d wasted seven years on him. She wouldn’t make that mistake again.

      “So, how are you?”

      Andi sighed. “Honestly, it’s been rough. I haven’t been single since I was a sophomore in high school.” And apparently being single transformed her into a hormone-crazed sixteen-year-old melting over any guy who smiled, regardless of his availability. Ben was engaged, for crying out loud. She needed to pull herself together.

      “Mark didn’t deserve you anyway. He was kind of self-involved.”

      “He was a jerk,” Andi agreed. “But he knew what he wanted out of life and wasn’t afraid to go get it.” Even if it meant leaving her behind. Andi grabbed a plate and piled it with food. She took a bun and loaded it up before adding a burger. “So tell me about your life. Did Whitney come with you to L.A., or is she still in Arizona?”

      Ben looked away. “We broke up.”

      Andi fumbled with the salad tongs, dropping lettuce awkwardly on her plate. “Oh, Ben. I’m so sorry. I didn’t know.”

      “Things had been rocky for a while, and she didn’t want to stick around to work it out.” He rolled his shoulders. “So here I am in Los Angeles. When Adam mentioned the possible job, I jumped at the opportunity.”

      Andi rubbed a hand up and down Ben’s arm. “I feel like an idiot, going on and on about Mark when your wedding just got called off. I can’t imagine how difficult that’s been for you.”

      “When she wouldn’t set a date after almost a year, I should’ve known this was how it would end.”

      “That doesn’t make it any easier.”

      “No, it doesn’t. So here I am, staying with Rach and Adam until I can find an apartment. I’m hoping to be out by New Year’s.” He gave a mock shudder. “Being a house guest to newlyweds is awkward.”

      “Yeah, I can imagine.” Rachel and Adam were in the disgusting, over-the-top happy stage of marriage. Living with them would be positively nauseating.

      “I shouldn’t complain. I’m grateful I have a place to stay until I figure everything out.”

      “I guess that means we’ll see each other next week. Rach invited me to dinner on Christmas Eve.”

      “You aren’t spending it with your parents?”

      “No. Dad has a client meeting in New York and Mom’s going with him.” She was kind of relieved. Her idea of a Merry Christmas wasn’t being pressured by her parents to start dating.

      “Well, I’m glad you’re coming to dinner. It means I won’t be the awkward third wheel.”

      Andi laughed. “I feel the exact same way. I must’ve asked Rach a billion times before agreeing to come if she was sure. She keeps hinting I can bring a date, but that would be more awkward, not less.”

      Ben led Andi outside to a secluded section of the yard. Four chairs were staggered around a heat lamp. Andi picked up her burger and took a big bite. She closed her eyes in pure bliss. Even cold, it was the best food she’d eaten all week. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d had a meal that wasn’t a protein bar or sandwich from the deli near work. “Adam sure knows how to grill.”

      “I manned the grill this time,” Ben confessed.

      “I’m impressed.”

      Ben smirked. “You have ketchup on your lip.”

      Andi flicked out her tongue and whisked the condiment away. “I can’t even be embarrassed. This is one seriously awesome burger.”

      “You always did like your meat.” Ben smiled, and a current ran between them that she’d never experienced, especially not with him. Ben blinked and cleared his throat. “So tell me about work,” he said.

      Andi latched onto the subject change. What had that been all about? “There’s not much to tell. My dad has me on family law, mostly divorces. I started taking on solo cases a few months ago.”

      “Divorces.” Ben leaned back in his chair, resting his hands behind his head. His biceps stretched and flexed, and Andi looked away, her cheeks heating. “I bet you have some interesting stories.”

      “You could say that. It’s funny the things people consider important. The divorce I worked last week was insane. The only thing the couple seemed concerned about is who would get a hand-woven Mexican shawl they’d bought on a cruise. I saw a picture of the shawl, and I’ve got to tell you, I don’t even think it’s authentic. I’m pretty sure someone lied and told them it was handmade so they’d pay a fortune for it. Then today, I worked a prenup, and they kept arguing about their pet bearded dragon.”

      “A bearded dragon? Not a cat or dog or something?”

      “Hey, dragons are people, too.”

      Ben laughed. “Sounds awful.”

      “My dad keeps promising me I can pick my own cases in a few years. I’ve always wanted to do family law, but I imagined something more along the lines of helping families in abusive situations.”

      “Okay, so law isn’t what you expected. What about dancing, do you still do that?”

      Andi took another bite of her burger. Her mind flashed back to the last time they’d shared the state high school championships. He’d led her through the salsa effortlessly, directing her with a flick of his wrist or the right pressure on her hand or her waist. “I haven’t danced since college. Law school got chaotic, and now work’s insane.”

      “That’s too bad. You loved it.”

      Andi pierced him with a challenging gaze. “Have you danced lately?”

      “Okay, you caught me. I haven’t made time for it either.”

      “Ah-ha!” Andi pointed a finger at him as though she had found him with his hand in the cookie jar. Ketchup dripped from the burger she held in her free hand onto her plate, and she quickly took a bite.

      “I’ll start dancing again if you do.” Ben lifted his eyebrow in challenge.

      Excitement flashed through Andi. “Careful what deals you make, Ben. I might take you up on that.”

      “I hope you do.”

      That made Andi blush. She quickly bent her head and grabbed a chip from her plate, trying to hide her flaming cheeks. Seriously, what was wrong with her? This was Ben. “Tell me about this new job of yours.”

      His face changed, lightening. “I don’t know much yet. I’ll know more after meeting with the principal on Monday. I’m excited, though. This charter school has some serious financial donors, so I’m hoping they have awesome lab equipment. I can’t wait to dive in.”

      “You seem like you love your job.”

      “I do. It was hard to leave my students in Mesa, but I’m excited for a new challenge.”

      “Are you still flipping houses?”

      “I haven’t in a year or so. Maybe I’ll pick it back up.”

      “You should. If the pictures on Facebook are any indication, you’re good.”

      “I don’t know about that, but I enjoy it.”

      Andi smiled, resting a hand briefly on Ben’s knees before taking another bite of her burger. “I’m glad we ran into each other tonight.”

      He motioned to her plate. “It’s because I made you that delicious burger.”

      “Well, that and the fact that you haven’t mentioned even once how amazing Adam is.”

      Ben snickered. “Are you trying to say Rachel isn’t as much fun as she used to be?”

      “I swear ninety percent of our conversations center around Adam.” Andi rolled her eyes. “They’ve been married almost a year. You think she’d have calmed down.”

      “I promise to keep my discussions of Adam to a minimum when around you.”

      “So considerate.”

      “I’m going to grab a soda. Want anything?”

      “I’m good, thanks.”

      “Okay. Be right back.”

      Andi watched as Ben walked away. His jeans hugged his hips and back end, and Andi’s body temperature rose. That was definitely new since high school. Looks like this year, Christmas had come early.
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      If Ben had told his fifteen-year-old self he’d one day find his fresh start in a high school, he would’ve laughed in his own face. But when Adam had mentioned he knew a principal looking for a science teacher, Ben jumped at the chance. He’d interviewed for the job over the phone and been hired on the spot. Had it really only been a week ago?

      “Your students have had a rough year,” Principal Stewart said. “Yes, sirree. Probably should’ve hired a new teacher last year when Peggy got sick, but didn’t want to edge her out. She was a good friend, may she rest in peace.” He leaned back in his office chair, resting his hands on the enormous silver belt buckle that showcased a Texas star. Ben wasn’t sure what he’d expected from Principal Stewart, but someone wearing cowboy boots and a bolo tie hadn’t been it. “They’ve had a string of subs while Peggy was out on sick leave, and the students are taking her death pretty hard. She was a favorite ’round here.”

      Ben nodded, not really sure what to say. He was sorry to hear of the elderly teacher’s passing, but mostly he was grateful for her job.

      “Anyhoo, the subs haven’t known how to teach or discipline worth a darn. I worry your students are severely behind and will need a lot of help in order to pass the end-of-year test. You’ve got your work cut out for you.”

      Ben took a deep breath. He needed something to distract him from the disastrous life he’d left behind in Arizona. This was perfect. “I’m up for the challenge.”

      “I know you are.” Principal Stewart stood, signaling the end of the meeting. Ben stood as well and the two shook hands. “So happy to have you on board, Ben. We were really in a bind. You’re taking a load off me.”

      “I’m excited to be here,” Ben said.

      The principal opened a desk drawer and pulled out a keyring, handing it over. “Your keys. School should be out in about ten minutes if you want to go take a look. Feel free to come in over the break and get your classroom set up.”

      “I will. Thanks again.”

      Ben wandered in the direction of his new classroom. The tile was new, the paint fresh. The hallways were mostly empty, since class was in session. The updated building and upscale finishes made him feel like he was in a different world. The public school he had taught at in Mesa had been rundown and ancient. Still, he’d miss his students and co-workers. He hoped his student teacher would be okay. She’d been thrilled to accept the position he was vacating.

      A poster for the winter dance hung in the hallway, even though it had been last week. A flier advertising the knowledge bowl club clung to a cork board by one stubborn staple. His classroom was in a perfect location—far enough from the cafeteria that it wouldn’t be overly noisy during lunch hour, but close enough to the teacher’s lounge to be convenient, and right next to the door leading outside—the door closest to the faculty parking lot. In a few minutes, the bell would ring and the school would be a flurry of excited teens celebrating the start of winter break.

      Ben peered through the small rectangle window in his classroom door. The sub sat at the desk staring at her cell phone while students chatted. Their textbooks were already stowed in backpacks, any evidence of learning tucked away. Ben leaned back against the wall, his spine tingling with anticipation. The students might be anxious for the two week winter break, but he was more excited for January, when he could officially start his new job. Establishing classroom management would be his first task.

      Buzz. He pulled his phone out of his pocket and glanced at the number. And his heart plummeted.

      Whitney’s mom, Barbara.

      Ben clenched his jaw and brought his fist to his lips. Should he answer it?

      It had been nearly a month since he’d woken up to find Whitney’s diamond engagement ring on the bedside table and a note that simply said I’m sorry. I’m done.

      Buzz.

      Was something wrong with Whitney? If there was, did he want to know?

      Buzz.

      He should leave it alone. He’d left Arizona to move on. Answering the call would go against that.

      Buzz!

      Ben swiped his thumb across the screen and pushed off the wall. “Hello?” He sounded nervous, even to himself. His voice echoed in the silent hallway, so he headed outside. The cool December breeze hit at his face, and he shoved one hand into his pocket to try and keep it warm.

      “Hi, Ben.” Barbara’s voice was soft and compassionate, worry laced underneath.

      “What can I do for you?” His heart twisted at her voice. He loved the Stephensons almost as much as he’d loved Whitney. Knowing they’d never truly be family hurt like the devil.

      “I’m worried about Whitney.” The words were soft, almost apologetic. “She finally called us last night, so we know she’s safe. She’s in Las Vegas with a friend.”

      Ben sagged against the rough brick exterior of the school in relief. She’s safe. Four weeks of not knowing had been agony. But he refused to go looking. Not this time. Ben knew what Barbara wasn’t saying. He’d known it for weeks before Whitney left. They’d fought about it on numerous occasions.

      She wasn’t taking her medication again. He’d noticed when her moods grew darker. Begged her to continue taking the pills. Been sick with worry. But Whitney refused.

      “Whitney is an adult,” Ben said gently. “Claire will look out for her.” He assumed that’s who Whitney was with. The sorority sister from Arizona State worked as a dancer in one of the casinos.

      “I thought maybe if you talked to Whitney, she’d come home.”

      Ben raised a hand to his eyes and squeezed his lids shut tight. “Whitney and I are over.”

      “She’s not herself.” Barbara tripped over her words. “She’ll regret leaving once she’s past this relapse.”

      Ben knew that too. He’d gone through the cycle more times than he could count in the four years they’d been together. Whitney felt great, so she’d go off her medication. And for a while, things would be fine. Better than fine. Whitney would be the life of the party. She’d be affectionate, thoughtful, and a joy to be around.

      But what went up must come down, and soon she’d spiral into depression.

      Whitney was good at hiding things, but eventually Ben would realize something was up. He wouldn’t want to upset the balance, so he’d watch her closely, his heart in his throat. Sometimes just mentioning the medication would send her on the downward slope. When in the grips of depression, Whitney couldn’t get out of bed. She’d lost five jobs over the last four years due to her bipolar disorder. Ben had done his absolute best to love and support Whitney. To help in any way he could. He’d tried to love her through it.

      But it was never enough. She always blamed him for her problems when at her very worst. Maybe it was because he was the one who had been there when she’d received her initial diagnosis and encouraged her to seek treatment. Whatever the reason, she’d left him three times.

      He couldn’t take it anymore. It hurt to be apart from Whitney.

      But it hurt more to be with her.

      “Ben?”

      Ben blinked, realizing Barbara had been talking. “Sorry, I was lost in thought.”

      “If you went to Vegas and spoke to her, I’m sure she’d come back.” Barbara rushed to continue, as though sensing he would protest. “Russ and I would pay for your travel, of course. She loves you.”

      “I know. And I loved her. But I can’t keep doing this.” Because once Whitney left, she sunk lower and lower into her relapse. And eventually, whoever she was crashing with called Ben or her parents. Sometimes it was because the depression made her suicidal, and sometimes it was because the mania made her unpredictable and reckless. And Ben would force her to go to her therapist and get back on her medication.

      If she would just work with him instead of against him, maybe…

      No. It was too late for that.

      “I’m really sorry,” Ben said. “I truly hope Whitney seeks help.”

      Barbara sniffled on the other end of the line. “We understand. She’s put you through a lot the last four years. I’m sorry for calling.”

      “Don’t worry about it.” Ben heard the thickness in his voice and swallowed. “Thanks for letting me know she’s safe.” He wanted to say “keep me informed,” but knew it was no longer his place. Whitney had closed that chapter on his life, and he wasn’t about to reopen the book. Again.

      “I’ll let you go,” Barbara said. “Take care of yourself, Ben.”

      Ben said his goodbyes and hung up the phone. He looked at it, the pit in his stomach as heavy as lead.

      The bell rang, shrill and ear-splitting. Ben jumped, then shoved his phone back in his pocket. He watched as students streamed out of the school, laughing and eager for the two week vacation. They seemed so carefree and excited for the future. He waited almost twenty minutes, until the cars had driven away and the school had quieted down. Then he walked back inside to look at his classroom.

      The hallway was eerily quiet. Ben pushed the door open and flipped on the lights. His students would be his focus now.

      Ben looked around his new classroom, determination welling within him. Twelve lab tables filled the spacious room in two rows of six, with a large teacher’s desk at the front. The tables were solid and durable, and lacked the curse words etched into the worn laminate desks he had had in his old classroom. Over the next hour, Ben found dog-eared science magazines alongside brand new textbooks, tablets that looked like they were never used, and transparencies for worksheets that didn’t appear to have been updated since the moon landing.

      It appeared as though the old science teacher had ignored the new supplies in favor of the old and familiar ones. But Ben wouldn’t make the mistake of clinging to what was familiar instead of embracing change.

      He rolled up his sleeves and got to work. He started by making piles—one for materials he was planning on using, another for materials he would never use but another teacher might want, and a third for items that were useless and should be tossed. He’d send Principal Stewart an email when he got home and find out what the protocol was for that sort of thing. Then he cleaned—something else that didn’t appear to have been done in about three decades. He wished he could scrub Whitney from his mind as easily as he scrubbed away the dirt on the cabinets.

      Ben’s phone buzzed, and he pulled it out of his pocket.

      Rachel: Are you going to be here for dinner?

      Ben glanced at the clock. Crap. He hadn’t realized it was nearly seven. He quickly texted Rachel that he was on his way, locked up his classroom, and left, his shoulders square and spine straight.

      Barbara’s call had thrown him. But he knew he had made the right decision.

      Ben opened Rachel’s front door to the scent of grilled chicken and baked potatoes. He inhaled deeply, then walked into the kitchen. Rachel set a tossed salad on the table while Adam carried a basket of rolls.

      “Oh good, you’re here,” Rachel said. “Wash up and this is ready.”

      A moment later, they all sat down at the table and filled their plates.

      “This looks delicious, Rach,” Ben said. “Sorry I was late. After the meeting I worked on my classroom and lost track of time.”

      “Oh,” Rachel said, her voice cool. “You could’ve texted.”

      “Sorry.”

      “I’m glad you got some work done,” Adam said. Ben’s brother-in-law was ten years older than Rachel, with graying hair at his temples and a face beginning to show laugh lines. But he was dependable and easy-going, which made him the perfect yang to Rachel’s yin. “How did it go with Don?”

      Ben grabbed a roll. “Don?”

      “Principal Stewart,” Adam said.

      “Oh. It went fine,” Ben said. “I can’t wait to get started on lesson plans. It seems like the students will need a lot of help to be brought up to grade level.”

      “Sounds like a hard job,” Rachel said.

      Her tone instantly put Ben on edge. It was the you’re making a mistake tone she’d often used with him growing up. He might be two years older, but she’d always been the one in charge. “Teaching is a challenge. That’s why I like it.”

      Rachel put down her fork, focusing on Ben. “Are you sure moving here was the right choice?”

      “Rachel,” Adam said, the warning making his voice rough.

      “I had to get out of there,” Ben said.

      “You made your decision pretty hastily,” Rachel said.

      Ben sawed at his chicken. “It might have seemed that way to you, but trust me, it was a long time coming.”

      “You and Whitney were so good together,” Rachel said. “I know you guys have had a few rough patches, but all relationships do. Don’t you think it would be better to try and work it out?”

      Ben clenched his hands, the knife digging into his palm. It wasn’t Rachel’s fault she had no idea how awful things had been. Whitney didn’t like people to know about her mental illness, and Ben had respected her wishes and kept the specifics quiet. Rachel knew Whitney was bipolar, of course, but she didn’t know how bad it got. Only Barbara and Russ knew the extent of Whitney’s problems.

      Rachel quickly wiped under her eyes. “I hate seeing you both hurt,” she said. “Whitney’s one of my best friends.”

      “And I’m your brother.”

      “And the two of you should be together.”

      Adam placed his hand over Rachel’s, effectively bringing the argument to an end. “We know you’re doing what’s best for you, Ben, and we respect your decision.”

      Rachel glared at Adam, but didn’t contradict him. The next few minutes were thick with uncomfortable silence as they all ate.

      “Should we talk about Christmas Eve dinner?” Adam asked finally. He nodded to Rachel. “I know you wanted to finalize plans.”

      Rachel’s expression lightened and her shoulders relaxed. “I told Andi to be here at five, but dinner isn’t until seven—I wanted a time buffer in case she gets caught at work. Dessert will be around nine, and I have a few games planned for the evening that I think will be fun.”

      Christmas Eve with Andi. It was the bright spot in an otherwise depressing holiday. Ben thought of the way her eyes sparkled when she laughed, the feel of her soft skin against his as they danced. For the first time since the breakup, he was actually looking forward to Christmas.
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