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To my very supportive friends and readers, Happy Holidays of your choice!

 






THE CLASSROOM WAS quiet, only the lingering memory of children’s laughter permeating the space. Daniel closed his laptop and stood from his desk for a long stretch. Air rushed out of him in a contented exhale. Another year had passed, another winter vacation waiting around the corner. The day had been sunny and bright, with a crisp edge of chilled air typical for December among the foothills of the mountains.

He checked his watch. Half an hour before Jeff and Abby were supposed to pick him up. He smiled with the recollection of a similar day the year prior as he righted the classroom. Some things were different this time around. He had a warm home to look forward to, and he’d taken care of all his holiday work already. Instead of Abby waiting for him, he was waiting for his two favorite people. Abby had been excited about something for the past week, Jeff declaring a surprise was coming, so Daniel had been quite motivated to finish all his reports and head home. He huffed a small laugh as he packed his laptop. A sense of childish giddiness had settled in his bones while he wondered what the two had planned.

Coat on and bag slung over his shoulder, he stopped next to the student desk closest to his own and ran his fingers over the indent in the side. Abby had had to be transferred to Ms. Evelyn’s classroom, and Daniel was sure she would’ve kicked up a fuss if it weren’t for the time they still spent together. Every day after school, Abby sat right there, at that desk, doing homework while Daniel graded projects or prepared for his next-day lessons.

It hadn’t been smooth, exactly, accommodating to the new life, but it had been very, very far away from hardship. He felt so lucky, sometimes, that he feared—

“Mister Wu, how do you do?”

Startled, Daniel looked up to see Amber in the doorway with an impish look on her face.

“How does Your Ladyship do,” he teased back. It had been Amber’s go-to joke ever since she witnessed the kids making the rhyme with his name in class.

“The Webers have been standing in the parking lot for the past five minutes,” she informed him, a smirk pulling at the side of her mouth. “Fidgeting.”

“Abby doesn’t fidget.”

“Jeff does.”

Daniel had to agree with that, and he nodded. But Jeff, despite being bright and full of energy, only got anxious when something big was going on. Back in August, he could barely sit still for days before he blurted “I love you” to Daniel in the middle of the supermarket.

Chances were that whatever Jeff and Abby had been secretive about wouldn’t be bad, but Daniel knew there were only so many easy things in life before the universe slapped him with a twist.

“Are you okay?”

Before last Christmas, Daniel had been friendly with a lot of people, but none with whom he’d built a strong connection. With Amber, he had a system of trading teases during lunch in the teachers’ lounge. She was the nicest secretary the school had ever had, according to Principal Howards. But then, just before the end of the semester, Amber had asked Daniel for help with one of her psych projects, confessing she’d been secretly working toward a degree in education. It brought them together in ways Daniel hadn’t realized he’d been missing, her views on life optimistic, her personality wrapped in a tempered enthusiasm. Daniel shook his head to clear his thoughts, and Amber frowned, misinterpreting his reaction.

“Uh, yeah,” he hurried to reassure. “I just—it feels like I’m dreaming sometimes, you know? Waiting for the other shoe to drop.”

She relaxed, moving closer to pat him on the arm with an indulgent smile. “They adore you. Whatever comes, you’ll face it together.”

Amber had been friends with Jeff for years before Daniel even moved to the town he now called home. She’d known from the start about Jeff’s crush on Daniel, and had dropped hints for weeks last year, not that Daniel had recognized them as such. So if anyone was in a position to know how his and Jeff’s relationship worked, she was it. Daniel allowed a grin to push the worry away. She was right.

“So,” he said as they made their way toward the exit. “How many holiday movies have you watched so far?”

“Only three.”

“How many are on the list?”

“Ten.”

Daniel did a quick count. Christmas fell on a Tuesday, and school closed on Friday the twenty-first, so with a movie a day, that would make… “You won’t have enough to last until after New Year’s.”

“No,” Amber agreed. “I’m— Well, I’m meeting with—you know. The day after tomorrow. We’re going to spend the holidays together.”

Her nervousness echoed his own, and Daniel looked up at her. “She’s going to like you in real life too. Just be yourself.”

“Easy to say.”

“Hey, if I like you…”

Amber scoffed at him, but she seemed pleased.

They parted ways soon after outside the doors, her turning left and Daniel hurrying right, to where Jeff and Abby were waiting by the car.

The sun cast a low glow as it dipped beyond the mountains, the dark orange of the light bathing the parking lot in warmth. Jeff was fiddling with a flat parcel wrapped in creased red paper, while Abby held a small box in her mitten-clad hands as if it were made of glass. The postal service logo was stamped on its side.
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