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      The hallway from the foyer to the sanctuary of the First Baptist Church was very busy, and Kate Woods wished she was standing anywhere else. Though she had grown to love this church in the past year or so that she’d been attending, she was not all that fond of the activity going on now. Not only was it Christmas Eve, a particularly difficult night for her, but she was also attending the wedding of two close friends. And weddings were one surefire way to make a rush of memories overcome Kate, usually sending her into a state of melancholy that would last a week or two.

      If it wasn’t for her adorable daughter, Holly, standing between the bridesmaids at the end of the receiving line, Kate would’ve taken off a long time ago. But Holly was the flower girl in Melody and Reid’s wedding, an honor Kate and Holly had both appreciated, and Kate knew someday she’d look back on this day and smile, thinking of how beautiful her child had looked in a long, white satin dress with layers of tulle, and flowers in her hair. A red sash tied around her waist matched the Christmas colors beautifully, and with her hair styled so that her curls were loose around her face, Holly really did look like an angel.

      While Holly was best friends with Reid’s son Michael and often spent time at their house, Holly wasn’t one for attention, and having so many eyes on her had made the little girl nervous. Now that the wedding itself was over, Kate could tell she was feeling better, even though her eyes continued to shift to her mother’s face often. Kate smiled at her five-year-old, hoping to reassure her, despite the fact that her own heart felt like it was being crushed by a vice. Had it only been seven and a half years ago she’d been at her own wedding? Now, that carefree time of love and laughter seemed a million miles away. She’d learned so much about how life can kick you in the gut in the years since that happy summer day. She felt like the oldest twenty-seven year old on the planet.

      Pushing those thoughts aside, Kate tried to tune in to the conversation around her. Though she wasn’t a part of the wedding party, from time to time, someone would stop by and tell her how wonderful Holly had been, so she tried to be attentive. It wasn’t until another familiar voice caught her ear that she realized Holly was talking to another of her friends, Cooper. The little boy was in her class at school and also attended church here with his grandmother and uncle. Cooper was a sweet boy, but it had taken a lot of hard work from his teacher, Isabelle Swanner, who happened to be standing down the hallway a bit, having participated in the wedding herself. If it wasn’t for Cooper’s grandmother and uncle recently moving in, who knew what might’ve happened to the child who lost his mother last year? His behavior had been atrocious until recently. Now, Kate was happy to have him over to play anytime.

      Kate’s eyes wandered up from the little dark haired boy to the man walking through the receiving line with him and realized this must be his father. Even though Cooper had been attending therapy sessions with Kate for almost a month now, she’d never met Paul Bryant. He was a truck driver and was often out of town. Instead, Cooper was brought to and from therapy by his uncle, Casey, who had played the piano during the ceremony, having stepped in when the original pianist, Mrs. Patricia Gregory, a lovely woman who also attended church here, slipped on the ice and fell on her elbow on her way into the church. At first, Kate had just assumed it was Casey standing next to Holly’s friend, but even from behind she could tell this was the older brother. He was taller, his voice was slightly lower, and perhaps most importantly of all, he had an air about him, one she could identify with more than she was willing to admit. Paul Bryant had the feel about him of a man who had recently lost someone he loved.

      Despite not being a part of the wedding party itself and trying to stay out of the way, Kate felt she needed to seize this opportunity. Who knew when she might be in Paul Bryant’s presence once again? Just as he finished congratulating the couple and turned to go, she stepped forward. “Wait—you’re Cooper’s dad?” she asked, reaching out and placing her hand gently on his upper arm.

      He turned slowly, a puzzled expression on his face. She noticed his sad eyes were a shade of blue she’d never seen before, akin to the ocean after a storm. He had a bit of stubble on his chin that made her think he’d shaved recently, but not right before the wedding, and he looked uncomfortable in his suit, almost like it was a size too small. He wasn’t a heavy man, but the paunch at his waist told her he’d been sitting behind the wheel of his eighteen wheeler a little too long; maybe had eaten a few more truck stop dinners than was healthy. His hair was cut unevenly, as if his mother, the sweet older woman standing just down the hall from them, had done it herself, and Paul’s eyes had a bit of red running through them, whether it was from being overly tired or something else, Kate couldn’t say. She saw traces of herself in him, having been the grieving widow only a few years ago and knowing oh too well what it was like to try to put on a friendly face for others when all she really wanted to do was curl into a ball in the corner of her bedroom and wallow in her brokenness.

      Paul’s puzzled expression morphed. “You’re Holly’s mom?”

      “I am,” Kate acknowledged. “Kate Woods. It’s nice to finally meet you.” She extended her hand, the same one she’d used to get his attention, and he nodded, a polite smile breaking across his haggard face. He took her hand, but his shake wasn’t firm. She wasn’t surprised; it had to be a bit unsettling, maybe embarrassing, to meet his son’s therapist under such circumstances, in a crowded hallway, especially since he hadn’t returned any of her phone calls.

      “It’s nice to meet you, too,” Paul replied. Kate took two large steps back away from the wedding party, catching Melody’s eyes for a second. She could tell the bride was curious as to why Kate would want to talk to Paul, but Melody turned her head and greeted the next guest, and Kate tried to remember if Melody knew she had been meeting with Cooper. She wouldn’t be surprised if the whole town knew. That’s how things were in Charles Town. Even though it was a wonderful place to live, everyone seemed to know everyone else’s business.

      “I’m sorry I haven’t returned any of your calls….” Paul began.

      “No, it’s okay.” Kate smiled, trying to be reassuring. She didn’t want to give him the impression she was upset by his lack of attentiveness, even though she was. Making him think so would only cause him to become more aloof. “I know you’ve been busy.” He had been so busy, in fact, that Kate had spent the better part of November transporting Cooper home after practice for the kids’ Thanksgiving program at school. She wondered if Paul had been able to attend. She hadn’t seen him, but then, it had been crowded. “I just wanted to introduce myself.”

      His forced smile seemed to morph into relief as he was able to see that she wasn’t about to scold him for ignoring her messages. “Cooper sure does like coming to see you. And he just adores your Holly.”

      “Oh, well, we really enjoy having Cooper over to play. And his sessions seem to be going very well. Have you seen any improvement at home?” She wondered if he would even have an answer for that. From what she understood, even when Paul wasn’t driving his truck, he was more interested in shooting pool and hanging out with his friends than spending time with his son. But then, Kate realized grief came in different forms for different people, and it might not be Cooper that Paul was running from.

      “We’ve definitely seen a change at home,” Paul nodded. “Cooper is a different kid. Between you and Miss Swanner, well, he’s really starting to get his act together.”

      “That’s wonderful to hear.” Kate smiled, even though she thought there was a chance Paul was just saying what he thought she wanted to hear. “I’m sure they’ll have a blast dancing at the reception.”

      “Right.” Paul glanced over his shoulder at his son who was holding his grandmother’s hand, twirling around in circles as she attempted to speak to another woman from church. “I’m sure they will.” He straightened his tie and cleared his throat.

      Kate imagined he was just as uncomfortable about attending the reception as she was. While she had gotten to know some of the people who ran in Melody and Reid’s circle through some other events, they were all a bit younger than her, none of them had any children except Reid, and most had never been married. Nor did most know the sting of losing a spouse. She could see Paul’s level of enthusiasm rivaled her own. Still, she would go because Holly wanted to, and it wouldn’t kill her—which meant it would have to make her stronger, didn’t it?

      With the warm smile she reserved for her tentative clients, Kate said, “Maybe I’ll see you there? We can hang out and chat about parenting stuff, maybe impress the kids with our knowledge of 1990s trivia.”

      He chuckled, and though she wasn’t exactly sure, Kate didn’t think it was forced. “I doubt my brother and his friends even remember the turn of the century.” Paul shook his head as if it were all rather pathetic. “Yeah, I’ll see you there.” His smile was a cross between polite duty and a kinship built on Ed, Edd, and Eddie and “Mambo No. 5.” The younger crowd wouldn’t quite identify with them, despite the fact that only a few years separated them; being a kid in the ‘90s was different than growing up post-2000.

      Kate gave a friendly nod and watched Paul cross to where his mother was standing, leading her over to the coat rack as Cooper switched hands and latched on to his father like he thought he might melt away if he wasn’t thoroughly contained. A sigh escaped her lips. Paul seemed like a nice enough person now that she’d met him, but she also knew he hadn’t been there for his son recently, not since school had started anyway. Her eyes flickered across the small space and landed on Casey, who was standing next to Isabelle, his girlfriend. A lawyer who seemed to completely have his act together, the younger Mr. Bryant was a stark contrast to his older brother, and the psychologist in her wanted to know how this had happened. Had Paul Bryant always been the screw up, the black sheep, or was it the death of his wife that had sent him spiraling over the edge? While she couldn’t be sure, something told Kate he’d always been unable to measure up. Why else was he a truck driver while Casey was opening his own practice here in Charles Town? Whether it was the mystery surrounding Paul Bryant’s metamorphosis into a shell of a man or his cautionary eyes, Kate was intrigued, and despite the fact that she was not at all interested in dating or anything even slightly romantic, she found herself hoping she did, in fact, have a chance to speak to Paul at the reception, even if their conversation revolved around their children and which Spice Girl had been the best singer.
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        * * *

      

      Paul Bryant made his way through the crowd of strangers, looking around for his name tag and wondering what in the world he was even doing here. He had never even met the bride and barely knew the groom, having spoken to him once on the phone thanks to his brother mentioning Paul might be looking for a better job. He probably wouldn’t have come to the reception at all if his mother hadn’t insisted. Shirley Bryant had been just thrilled when Reid Perry had called him the week before to talk to him about a potential position at his restoration company. Having a degree in electrical engineering hadn’t done him much good in Charles Town before, and most people who knew Paul thought he was only a truck driver and nothing more. Perhaps that was all he wanted to be since his wife, Tonya, had passed away. Paul knew he’d been running away, but it wasn’t until he realized his son had been part of the wreckage that he’d been forced to take a long hard look at his life. Now, he found himself scrutinizing little paper snowflakes just as closely, trying to determine exactly where it was he was supposed to sit.

      “Dad! I want some cake!” Cooper shouted, pulling on Paul’s hand.

      “Not yet, buddy,” he replied, moving on to the next table. “We have to wait for Melody and Reid to come in and cut it.”

      “But I’m hungry.”

      “You’re always hungry.” Paul reached over with his free hand and messed up Cooper’s hair. “I’m sure we’ll have something to eat soon.” He glanced across the room at the table where his mother was sitting with a few of the older ladies from church. It would’ve made sense to Paul for him to be sitting next to her, but that hadn’t been the case. Likewise, he’d seen Casey’s name near the front of the room next to his new girlfriend’s. Since Isabelle had been part of the wedding all along, it made sense she’d be sitting with the wedding party, though not at the front tables where the bridesmaids and groomsmen would sit next to the bride and groom. Casey had joined the wedding party at the last moment, but Paul was sure he still would’ve been seated next to Isabelle even if he hadn’t ended up playing the piano.

      “Dad! I wanna sit down,” Cooper whined, giving his hand another tug.

      “We will. We just have to find our seats.”

      “I wanna sit by Holly.”

      Paul wished his son could sit by his classmate, but like the other members of the wedding party, he assumed Holly would be sitting near the front. He hadn’t seen her name on the first few tables, but had neglected to check a third table near the end of the wedding party’s seating. As the DJ began to play a slow version of, “I Wanna Dance with Somebody,” Paul squeezed between a few seated guests to the table he’d skipped and saw Holly’s name right next to Kate’s.

      “Here it is!” Cooper shouted, pointing at the snowflake on the other side of Holly’s. “I do get to sit by Holly!”

      “Oh, good.” Paul wasn’t exactly sure what to think of this seating arrangement. While he was glad his son would have a chance to sit near his friend, his brief conversation with Cooper’s therapist, Holly’s mom—Kate—had left Paul a little unsettled. She was a nice enough woman, and it seemed they had some things in common. After all, she had alluded to the fact that they were a few years older than Melody and Reid and their friends. Still, there was something about the woman with the strawberry-blonde hair and striking green eyes that left him feeling more than a little odd. Perhaps it was the fact that she knew things about his son that he likely hadn’t even heard himself, or maybe it was because he wasn’t exactly sure what it was Cooper had told her, but he found himself rather uncomfortable in her presence and had been secretly hoping he could sit on the other side of the room--away from Kate.

      Actually, he’d been hoping he could sit in a different room. Maybe his own living room, or near the pool tables in his favorite local hangout, Grifters. He knew that wasn’t going to happen, though. His mother wouldn’t let him ditch, and besides, Cooper did look excited to be here, especially when he glanced at the cake. Reluctantly, Paul pulled out the chair in front of his own snowflake and sat down. The rest of the table was empty, and he assumed, like Holly and Kate, the other occupants must be busy at the church still. He believed the photographer was working her magic right now, capturing all the poses and different groupings from the bridal party. He remembered how long that had taken after his own wedding and wasn’t at all envious of the people over at the church being asked to tilt their heads just so or put their hands on their hips or whatever it was photographers were having their subjects do these days.

      Thoughts of his wedding inevitably made him miss his bride, and Paul swallowed back the lump in his throat that always formed whenever he let thoughts of Tonya seep into his mind. She had been absolutely lovely that day. Her father had reluctantly agreed to walk her down the aisle, even though he’d never approved of Paul and hadn’t wanted the wedding to take place. Even on his rigid arm, Tonya had lit up the church. Paul remembered seeing her step through the doors at the end of the aisle and losing his ability to breathe. She’d been so radiant.

      He also remembered seeing her lying in a hospital bed, stiff and cold, having left him hours earlier when he was somewhere between West Virginia and Maryland. He hadn’t even known what was happening, not until he received a phone call from a neighbor that Tonya was in the hospital. By then, it was too late. She was already gone. It seemed impossible that someone so vivacious, so integral to who he was as a person, could slip away without the world crying out in anguish and despair the way he had, leaning over her hospital bed that night. But she had slid quietly out of this world and into the next without causing any sort of cosmic cataclysm at all.

      “Dad! I wanna eat something. I’m starving,” Cooper moaned, pulling at his collar. Paul hadn’t gone so far as to make his kindergartner wear a tie, but he did make him wear church clothes, and clearly Cooper was uncomfortable.

      Paul was just about to open his mouth to explain that they needed to wait when one of the guys Paul had seen at the church stepped over to the mic and said the wedding party would be on their way in a few minutes, and in the meantime, they could all help themselves to the buffet. Paul wasn’t sure what the dark-haired man’s name was, but he thought he might be dating one of the bridesmaids. Apparently, he was also a DJ, which made sense because he had also been the one to turn on the music during the candle lighting ceremony. As Cooper insisted on heading toward the food on the other side of the room, Paul realized he didn’t know very many of these people, which was odd since they lived in a small town and he’d been here for several years. But then, as a truck driver, he’d spent almost as much time out of town as he did in Charles Town, maybe more. Still, if he was going to work for Reid, he should probably get to know these people. The fact that he had no interest whatsoever in being friendly and chitchatting would be yet another obstacle to overcome.

      The tables set up alongside the back of the room were full of all kinds of delicious looking sandwiches and other finger foods. Paul’s wedding reception had been similar. He remembered Tonya’s mother making a big deal out of not serving a huge meal, but Tonya had insisted simpler was better. There was also a table full of desserts that Paul knew Cooper would be coming back to. It looked like there was plenty of food for everyone, and a few women in uniforms stood nearby to offer assistance and possibly refill anything that was consumed before the bridal party arrived. Clearly, Melody and Reid had hired someone to take care of the food, even if it wasn’t gourmet cuisine.

      “Dad, can I have a brownie?” Cooper asked, spying the dessert table.

      “After you eat some of these sandwiches. And there are plenty of different kinds of salads, too.”

      “I hate salad!” Cooper sulked, but one sharp look from his dad and he straightened up. Paul remembered a totally different boy than the one he’d been reintroduced to a few weeks ago when he’d pulled his head out of his job and began to realize his child was languishing without him. The Cooper he’d known before Tonya died would’ve never even considered talking back to either of his parents. Still, the fact that he’d changed his attitude meant that all of the hard work put in by many adults to straighten him out had been working. Paul just needed to be one of those adults more often.

      He carried his plate over and set it down next to Cooper’s. “I’m going to go help Grandma, and then I’ll bring you a drink, okay?” His mother’s poor vision often prevented her from doing some of the things other people took for granted, and he knew she’d likely stay seated, rather than attempt walking across unfamiliar flooring toward the buffet.

      By the time Paul returned to the table, Cooper was nearly done eating, and the crowd had started to fill in. The wedding party still wasn’t present, but another couple was sitting at their table, and the woman was chatting with Cooper.

      Paul took a deep breath and decided he needed to at least pretend to be friendly. “Hi there,” he said, forcing a smile. “I’m Paul. Cooper’s dad.”

      “Right—Casey’s brother?” Paul nodded, wondering when the roles had reversed; growing up, since he was the oldest, everyone knew Casey as his younger brother. “I’m Macey Edwards.” She offered her hand, and Paul shook it. “It’s nice to finally meet you.” She had a genuine smile on her face, as if she really meant it, as if she hadn’t heard the whispers of how he had abandoned his son after his wife died.

      “It’s nice to meet you, too,” Paul said, hoping his smile didn’t look forced. Turning to the man sitting next to her, who was obviously her date, he accepted his outstretched hand as well.

      “Sam, Sam Abernathy.” He looked friendly enough, and Paul thought he had been one of the ushers at the wedding. “Cooper and I are pretty good friends. I teach fifth grade.”

      “Sometimes I get to go to Mr. Abernathy’s room when I’m good,” Cooper explained between bites of his last sandwich.

      The name did seem familiar, now that Paul had more information. “I really appreciate everything the teachers are doing for Cooper.” He’d hoped to circumvent any sort of conversation about Cooper’s behavior, but it seemed it was unavoidable. Pulling out his chair, he took a seat, trying not to meet Sam Abernathy’s eyes.

      “Oh, no. It’s nothing,” the teacher replied, running a hand through his light brown hair. “Coop is a great kid. I love having him in my class. He teaches my fifth graders a thing or two, don’t you, Cooper?”

      “Yep. Once I showed them how to do the floss,” Cooper giggled. Paul didn’t know what that was, but he smiled along with them.

      “Maybe you can do some flossing later, once Holly gets here,” Sam suggested. “I wonder if Alec is going to keep playing this sappy romance music all night, or if he’ll play some dance music.” Sam nodded toward the DJ, and Paul tried to store the name of the man spinning the tunes away for later.

      “I’m sure he will. Alec is an amazing DJ,” Macey said. “Well, what do you say we go load up our plates? I’m starving.”

      “You don’t have to ask me twice,” Sam replied. “Can I bring either of you anything?” He was already up, pausing to lean over his chair for a moment in anticipation of an answer to his question.

      “A brownie!” Cooper didn’t hesitate.

      Paul could only shake his head. “Give me a minute, Son, and I’ll go with you.”

      Sam chuckled. “All right. We’ll be back.”

      Despite Cooper’s insistence that they needed to get to the dessert table before all the good brownies were gone, Paul took his time cleaning his plate, and by the time he approved Cooper going back for sweets, most of the tables were full. Still, there were plenty of brownies left, and Cooper chose a huge one. “One brownie and nothing else for now, or no cake.” Cooper’s eyebrows knit together but he turned, and headed back to his seat without a remark.

      “Holly!” Cooper shouted once he was about five feet away from the table. The brownie was all but forgotten as he tossed his plate down and ran for his friend. Holly hugged his son’s neck, a smile on her face. “We get to sit at the same table!”

      “I know. My mom saw your snowflake,” Holly explained, finally letting Cooper go.

      “Where is Michael gonna sit?”

      “Probably up there with his mom and dad.” Holly pointed at the head table behind her. “I bet he’ll get to dance with us, though.” The music playing was more up tempo than the songs that had been playing previously, and she was bouncing a bit as she spoke.

      “We should go dance now. I wanna show my dad how to floss.”

      “I can’t. I have to eat. Besides, I think we’re supposed to wait for the bride and groom.” Holly looked up at her mother who nodded in agreement.

      Paul’s eyes followed hers up to Kate’s face. It was the first time he’d looked at her since joining her at their mutual table. From her posture, it looked as if she had been talking to Sam and Macey, so perhaps she hadn’t noticed him either. She met his eyes briefly and then looked away, offering only the hint of a polite smile.

      “Cooper, sit down and eat your brownie while Holly goes and gets something to eat.”

      “Okay,” the little boy said reluctantly as Holly and her mother headed across the room.

      “Paul, have you met Luke and Erin?” Sam was asking, and Paul realized that the other chairs at the table were now full.

      “Oh, uh, no, I don’t think so,” Paul stammered. The woman also had red hair and green eyes, like Kate, though she appeared to be a few years younger than Holly’s mom, and other than their coloring, they looked nothing alike. She had a warm smile but only waved from across the table.

      Luke, on the other hand, came around and offered a firm handshake. “Nice to meet you, Paul. I hear you’re going to be working for Reid.”

      The man had a hint of an accent, and while Paul wasn’t certain, he thought it might be Irish. “Uh, yeah. Maybe. I mean… I’m going to meet with his foreman on the third.”

      “Wonderful. Reid’s a great guy. You’ll love working with him. It’s delightful to meet you.”

      “You, too.” Luke released his hand and went back over to Erin’s side, and Paul pulled out his chair, wondering why everyone here seemed so pleasant. A few minutes later, Luke and Erin headed toward the buffet, and Paul glanced around the room, wondering if anyone would notice if he left….

      “You okay?”

      Sam’s eyes were sharp. Either that, or Paul wasn’t hiding how uncomfortable he was very well. “I’m fine. Thanks.”

      “I bet you don’t know a lot of these people,” Macey said, offering a small smile. “Where did you grow up?”

      “Bethesda,” Paul said quickly. “I’ve lived here for about seven years, but I’m out of town so much….”

      “Dad drives a real big truck,” Cooper explained, brownie smeared across his face.

      “I know.” Macey smiled. “He probably goes to all sorts of neat places.”

      Paul thought about all the truck stops and roadside dives he’d visited over the last seven years. None of them were exactly what he would call “neat.” Still, he knew that Cooper thought his job was cool for some reason, even though when he’d come with him for the year between the time his mom died and when he had to start school, Cooper hadn’t exactly been thrilled. Lost in thought, he missed most of what they were discussing and only rejoined the conversation once Holly and Kate had returned to the table.

      “You did such a good job, little flower girl!” Macey gushed, reaching across Kate to take Holly’s hand.

      “Thank you.” Holly’s cheeks pinked a little. “The roses you gave me to throw smelled real good.”

      “The flowers were all so beautiful,” Kate agreed, and Paul reasoned that Macey must be the florist.

      “Oh, thank you so much. My grandmother loved roses, so she taught me all of her tricks for how to keep them fresh.”

      The conversation went from roses to fireworks quickly, and Paul didn’t quite follow how it got there. Once Erin and Luke were back, Erin began asking Kate some questions about a specific book relating to mood disorders, and he was able to discern that this redhead was also a therapist. Before long, he found himself sinking back into his chair, wishing once again that he could slide out the door.

      But that wouldn’t work at all since the bride and groom were now coming through said door, and everyone was standing and cheering. Melody looked stunning in her wedding dress, as if she hadn’t just made her way inside through a snowstorm, and the way Reid looked at her took Paul back to his own wedding day once again. He physically shook his head, trying to jar the memories out of his consciousness, but visions of Tonya dressed in white, her hair piled atop her head, a twinkle in her eye, kept returning. He was relieved when everyone sat back down and the couple took their seats at the head of the room.

      He began to wonder how long he was obligated to stay. It was Christmas Eve, after all. Wouldn’t Cooper need to be getting home to bed soon? Even as the thought entered his mind, his son literally began to bounce up and down in his chair, and when the DJ announced the dance floor was open, Cooper turned and begged, “Can we go, Dad?”

      “Of course,” Paul replied. “Get out of here.”

      With a giggle, Cooper took off, only pausing for a moment to turn and take Holly’s hand in his, and Paul couldn’t help but snicker. Was he raising a ladies’ man or what? Michael shot out from underneath the head table, running to catch up to them, and Paul turned to observe as they all began to dance together, along with a few other children. The song was fast paced, and he watched his son begin to make some sort of strange body movement, his arms swinging one way as his trunk went the other, quickly changing direction over and over again.

      “It’s the floss.”

      Paul pulled his eyes away from his son and met Kate’s gaze. “What’s that?”

      “The dance Cooper is doing. It’s called the floss. It’s from some game. Fortnite.”

      “Oh.” Paul hadn’t heard of such a game and wondered if Cooper owned it.

      “All the kids are doing it,” Sam offered, leaning back in his chair.

      “Well, why don’t we join them?” Macey asked, setting her napkin on the table. “You can teach me how to floss.”

      “Me?” Sam laughed. “What makes you think I can do that?”

      “Come on. Surely one of your fifth graders has taught you at recess.”

      “Tried maybe….”

      Macey was tugging on his arm. “Come on!”

      It didn’t take too much convincing, and before long not only were Sam and Macey over on the dance floor trying to keep up with Cooper’s hip movements, Erin and Luke had joined them. Most of the adults who had decided to stay in their seats were watching in amusement, though Paul had to admit Sam and Luke were doing a much better job than he would’ve been.

      Paul turned back briefly and realized he and Kate were now alone at the table. “They sure are having a good time,” she mused.

      “Yeah, they sure are.” He assumed she meant the kids, but it looked like the grownups were enjoying themselves, too, though the next time he turned around, most of the adults had given up and were now doing more sensible dance moves, like the Q-tip and the water sprinkler.

      “Do you want to sit in Holly’s chair so you can see?”

      The offer seemed innocent enough, and there was no legitimate reason why Paul shouldn’t move around the table where he had a better view of what his son was doing, but rather than taking a seat next to the beautiful redhead, he found himself staring at her with his mouth gaping open before he managed to say, “I, uh, think I’ll go get some more punch.”

      “Okay.” Kate’s eyes told him she realized she’d made him uncomfortable, though she looked confused as to why. There certainly hadn’t been any implications in the question other than the fact that she assumed he might want to see his child on the dance floor without having to crane his neck around. Yet, she wouldn’t meet his eyes now, as if he’d implied she had meant something other than a friendly gesture by the question.

      Paul was out of his seat and crossing toward the punch bowl as quickly as he could go, embarrassed by his own uncouth ways. Why couldn’t he just say sure and take a seat next to her like a normal person? Why did he feel uneasy and intimidated by all these people? He wished he had Cooper’s ability to make friends, but that had come from his mother.

      He raised the ladle and filled his cup, nearly jumping out of his skin when a hand clapped down on his shoulder. “Whoa—sorry. Didn’t mean to scare you.”

      Casey’s familiar voice was a comfort, even if the two of them had had their fair share of disagreements lately. He felt that his brother was doing too much to raise his son, and Casey felt like he had no choice because Paul wasn’t there. Despite the fact that he was fairly certain his brother was right, that didn’t make it any easier to confess he realized he had been a pretty awful father the last few months.

      “It’s okay,” Paul stammered, stepping out of the way. “You going to go try that flossing thing?”

      Snickering, Casey said, “No way. I’ve only been dating Isabelle a few weeks. There’s no reason to embarrass her already. How are you?”

      “Oh, uh, fine.” Paul took a sip of his punch but knew his brother of all people wouldn’t buy that.

      “Good. You’ll be staying here a few hours, then?”

      “I don’t know.” Paul looked around, mostly over the heads of the other guests. “I figure as soon as Cooper has his cake….”

      “Paul, these are good people. You’re sitting with some of Isabelle’s best friends. You should get to know them.”

      Once again, his brother was right, but that didn’t make taking his suggestion any easier. “Maybe. It’s Christmas Eve. Cooper will need to get to bed soon….”

      Casey shook his head. “Look at that kid.” Paul followed his brother’s expression. “You think he’s going to bed anytime soon?”

      He had a point. Again. “We’ll see.”

      “Okay, well you should get to know Kate while you’re sitting with her. She’s a very nice woman, and she’s done a lot to help Cooper.”

      Paul wasn’t sure exactly what his brother was getting at. It didn’t seem like he was implying anything more than a casual friendship, but he couldn’t be too sure. He only stared at Casey for a moment before nodding. He doubted he’d be getting to know anyone. The sooner he could get out of there, the better.
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