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            Chapter One

         

         Planes made Della Rose nervous. They always had. She guessed that’s why she was talking her seatmate’s ear off, much to his obvious disdain.

         She couldn’t help it. Every time there was the slightest turbulence, her adrenaline spiked. There was also the fact that the guy sitting beside her could pass for George Clooney’s younger brother. He had dark hair and darker eyes. He’d only looked over a couple times to meet her gaze, but she’d forgotten all about her plane anxiety during those brief moments.

         “I have to get home in time for my sons’ recital. They’re performing tonight,” she told him.

         He was only halfway participating in the conversation. She didn’t think he was unfriendly. Maybe just uninterested. Or perhaps planes made him nervous too, and he was doing his best not to find a paper bag to breathe into, like her. “Where do you live?” he asked, half-heartedly.

         “Somerset Lake. I’ll be catching another flight once we land in Charlotte and taking one of those smaller planes.” Just thinking about that prospect made her heartbeat quicken. She’d had to take the smaller plane when she’d headed out of town. In her meager experience, smaller planes equaled more turbulence. And she doubted there’d be a George Clooney clone on that trip to ease her nerves. “What about you?” she asked.

         He kept his gaze forward as he answered. “I’ve lined up a rental car for when we land. I’m heading three hours north.”

         “What’s there?” she asked. Not that it was any of her business.

         The man seemed to hesitate.

         “I’m sorry. I’m a ball of nerves, I guess. I don’t mean to pry. I’m just trying not to—” The plane dipped and righted. Della’s whole body stiffened as she pressed back into her seat and clutched the armrests. Her fingers brushed against the stranger’s hand resting on the middle armrest, the feel of his skin against hers creating a zinging sensation that made her heart and breath quicken. She removed her hand and patted her chest as a high-pitched giggle bubbled over her lips. “I’m sorry,” she said again. Her voice quivered this time, though.

         The stranger must have taken pity on her, because he started talking. “I’m going home for the first time in over a year. I’m from Sweetwater Springs. It’s in the Blue Ridge Mountains.”

         Her lips parted. Where did she know that town from? She searched her brain, pleased that the answer came quickly although she was such a mess right now. “I have a friend from Sweetwater Springs. She just moved to Somerset Lake this spring. Trisha Langly. Do you know her?”

         This was the first time the stranger smiled. “Yeah. She was younger than me, but everyone knows each other in my hometown.”

         Della offered a small laugh. “Yeah, I know what you mean. Mine is the same way.”

         “You sound about as thrilled about that aspect as me,” he noted.

         She waved a dismissive hand. “Oh, it’s fine.” She was never going to see this guy again after they landed, so why not spill her own life story? Or at least the last twelve months of it. “Or it was fine until my husband cheated on me and everyone seemed to know my marriage was over before me. I found out that his new wife was having a baby through the town’s blogger.”

         The stranger grimaced. Unless she was imagining it, sympathy flashed in his dark brown eyes. “That’s rough.”

         “Yes, it was.” She had been through a lot this past year. Her divorce was finalized last month, and her ex had already given his girlfriend a diamond twice as big as the one he’d once given Della. They’d married in a private ceremony. “I’m a mom, though,” Della said with resolve. “I have twin boys who keep me focused. I can’t just fall apart the way I want to. They need me to be strong, so that’s what I’ll be.” She blew out a breath and looked over. “I’m Della, by the way,” she said, offering her hand.

         The man slipped his palm against hers. “I’m Roman. Nice to meet you, Della.”

         They held each other’s hands and shook briefly. Then the plane dipped again. She sucked in a little breath but kept her gaze locked with Roman’s. Her focus was trained there and not on the possibility that they’d crash before Christmas, which was only five days away. This was going to be a different kind of Christmas, and Della wanted so badly for her boys to have a good one, regardless of their parents’ messes.

         Once the plane had righted again, Roman pulled his hand from hers and continued talking. “I haven’t been home in over a year because my dad and I bump heads whenever we’re together.”

         “You let a few disagreements keep you estranged from your family?” Della didn’t intend any judgment in her voice, but if the stranger’s reaction was any indication, it came through. “It’s just, family is everything to me. I can’t imagine not going home for that long, no matter how mad my folks make me.”

         “Well, our relationship is complicated,” he said. “I respect my brother, though. He’s the mayor of Sweetwater Springs and a force to be reckoned with. He’s been in a wheelchair since his senior year of high school, but he’s never let that slow him down. He’s getting an award this afternoon. That’s why I’m going home.”

         Della smiled. “That’s nice. Maybe you’ll make up with your parents too. ’Tis the season for new beginnings, right?”

         Roman shook his head. “What’s the good in a new beginning when the ending will always be the same?”

         Della settled back into her seat. When she wasn’t talking, her focus stayed on every bump the plane made, so she ignored the stranger’s pessimism. “My boys are nine. It’s a big deal for Jett to be in a recital this evening. He’s the shy one. I promised I’d be in the front row to cheer him on.”

         “You’re cutting it close, don’t you think?” Roman asked.

         She frowned at him. “I’ll be home hours before the recital.”

         “Assuming that the plane will leave and land when it’s supposed to. I never count on my flight schedule to be accurate. It rarely ever is, in my experience.”

         Della’s anxiety rose for a whole different reason now. Was this just more of the stranger’s glass-half-empty attitude? “I don’t fly much, so I guess I don’t have a lot of experience. You don’t think I’ll make it home in time? Because my boys would be a mess without me. Their new stepmom will be there, of course.” Della felt every muscle in her body tense. “But a stepmom is not the same as having your real mother there.”

         Roman looked at her with interest. “No, it’s not. Don’t worry. I’m sure you’ll get to Somerset Lake in plenty of time to nab the front row seat for your boys’ recital.”

         Della wasn’t as confident of that fact anymore, thanks to Roman. “And I’m sure you’ll have a better time than you bargained for in Sweetwater Springs,” she said.

         Roman glanced over, looking equally doubtful.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Roman was trying not to notice how Della was white-knuckling the armrest between them on the plane. Some primal part of him wanted to reach over and take her hand to comfort her. The other part, the one that won out, looked forward. He had enough on his mind without having to worry that the woman beside him was about to have a panic attack.

         The pilot announced that it was time to take a seat, fasten your belt, and prepare for landing.

         “Oh, thank goodness.” Della blew out a breath beside him. “That’s good news.”

         “You know those smaller planes have a lot more turbulence than this, right?” Roman looked over. “It’ll be a bumpier ride.”

         Her face blanched. “I’m trying not to think about that.”

         “The good news is that it’ll be a shorter trip. You’ll get through it,” he told her. Some part of him wished he’d be sitting there with her to help ease her mind. He felt a bit sorry for the woman. And, if he was honest, he was attracted to her too. She had high cheekbones, a friendly smile, and pale green eyes that struck him every time he met her gaze. She had on jade stud earrings that were almost a perfect match to the verdant shade of her irises. He thought maybe she was a couple years younger than him, but it was hard to tell. She had two kids, which in his experience could either age you beyond your years or keep you young.

         “Are you okay?” he finally asked the woman.

         “Yeah.” She nodded too quickly for that to be the truth.

         Roman could feel the plane descending. Out of pity, and maybe something more, he started talking to distract her. “I’ve never been to Somerset Lake. Is it a nice place?”

         “Oh yes. I’m a real estate agent there. I don’t even have to sell most of the places I show. The homes sell themselves because every square inch of Somerset Lake is to die for.”

         He could hear the shallowness of her breathing beside him. “I’m sold already,” he said with a forced smile. He had a lot on his mind today, and none of it was smile-worthy. The stiffness of her body seemed to relax, though.

         “The town is on the lake,” she told him. “You’ve never seen a lake until you’ve seen Somerset. It’s a little slice of blue heaven on earth.” She went on to talk about the shops on Hannigan Street, which was apparently the main downtown stretch. She told him about the bookstore her friend owned, the new B&B another friend of hers was starting up, and a place that catered to chocolate lovers.

         “I don’t like chocolate myself,” he said.

         Della looked at him. “I don’t believe you. Everyone likes chocolate.”

         “Not me.”

         She narrowed those beautiful green eyes of hers. “You must. Hot cocoa?”

         “Only when coffee isn’t an option.”

         “Chocolate-covered strawberries?” she asked.

         He chuckled softly. It felt surprisingly good. When was the last time he’d laughed? He lived a serious existence in Dayton, the hours of his days revolving around his work as the lead commercial contractor for the company he worked for. With a shrug, he said, “I’m an oddball, I guess.”

         “Well, if we were going to spend any more time together, I’d take that statement as a challenge,” she said. “I would prove to you that there is some sort of chocolate you would like.”

         From the corner of his eye, Roman saw the plane’s landing gear lower. Without thinking, he reached for Della’s hand. Her eyes subtly widened. “Here we go,” he said. “We’re about to hit the ground rolling.”

         She didn’t yank her hand away. Instead, she squeezed his hand and shut her eyes. Roman couldn’t help but admire her beauty when she wasn’t looking. She had smooth, supple skin with a natural pink blush on the apples of her cheeks. Her hair was a dark blond, pulled back to the nape of her neck, but a few short pieces curled at her ears.

         As the plane bumped forcefully along the ground and shot forward on the runway, Roman heard Della’s sharp intake of breath, and then she seemed to stop breathing altogether. He still held her hand as the plane’s speed began to decrease.

         “You can open your eyes now,” he said quietly, pulling his hand back once the plane had stopped.

         Della’s eyes fluttered open. She looked at him, a timid smile curling at the corners of her lips. They were a pretty pink hue that grabbed his attention and didn’t let go. “Thank you. One more plane trip, and then I can see my boys perform tonight.”

         “What instruments do they play?” Roman asked. He wasn’t trying to distract Della anymore. Instead, he was genuinely interested.

         “Both play guitar. They’re very much beginners, but I’m so proud of them.”

         “I can tell just looking at you.” A mother should be proud of her children. Roman tried not to make the comparison between Della and his own parents, who were the opposite of proud when it came to him. Growing up, he could do no right, whereas his brother, Brian, could do nothing wrong. Roman could trace that sentiment back to the Christmas he’d singlehandedly ruined. He could also trace his dislike for the holiday to that year.

         When it was time to stand, Roman stepped into the aisle and allowed Della to go ahead of him. They left the plane and walked down a long corridor into the airport terminal. Then she turned back to him and offered her hand.

         “It was nice meeting you, Roman.”

         Roman shook her hand, feeling something warm in his chest along with a sense of regret that he’d probably never see this woman again. “You too, Della. Enjoy your sons’ recitals. Wish them luck for me.”

         “Thank you. I will. And I hope you have a Merry Christmas,” she said cheerfully. Now that she was off a moving plane, she looked much calmer.

         “Merry Christmas to you as well,” he said, meaning it. As for him, the thing that would make this Christmas the merriest would be skipping it altogether.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Della hurried through the airport, her carry-on bag flopping against her left hip while her purse swung off her right shoulder. She’d booked the flights close together to ensure she’d make it home in time. What kind of mom missed her children’s first recital? Not this one. Especially since their new stepmom, Sofia, would be there cheering them on.

         Della didn’t want to feel jealous, but she couldn’t help it. She didn’t want to share the boys with the woman who’d stolen her husband. They were Della’s kids. She’d gained fifty pounds during her pregnancy with them and had suffered morning sickness for the first two trimesters. She had loved them since the moment she’d found out she was pregnant, had changed their diapers, and cleaned up after them nearly every day of their lives.

         Della stepped into the short line in front of the gate attendant for the small airplane she was about to board. She took a few calming breaths. An hour from now, she’d be landing at the pint-sized airport right outside her hometown of Somerset Lake. Her car was parked there. If things went as planned, she’d be home by mid-morning. She could unpack and relax before heading out to the church this evening. She might even do some last-minute online Christmas shopping.

         “Yes ma’am?” the attendant said as Della stepped to the front of the line.

         “Hi.” Della laid her ticket down. There wasn’t a boarding line right now, which surprised her. “Is this flight running on time?”

         The woman picked up the ticket and looked at it, her over-tweezed brows furrowing. “It should be. But we won’t know until closer to your flight tomorrow.”

         Della laughed because that was absurd. “No, my flight is today. Right now actually.” She glanced at the nonexistent boarding line again.

         “No, it’s tomorrow,” the woman reiterated, handing the ticket back.

         Della looked at the paper in her hand, and instead of laughing, she felt like dissolving into a puddle of tears. “But I booked it for today. I know I did. I need to get home this afternoon, not tomorrow,” she said, her voice rising a panicky octave. “Can you change it for today? I have plans for tonight that I can’t miss.” Because she didn’t want to let her boys down. They needed her, not some stepmother who could never take the place of the real thing.

         The gate attendant looked sympathetic. “I’m sorry, ma’am, but there are no more flights going out this afternoon. The next one isn’t until tomorrow at nine a.m.”

         Della’s heart sank as she let go of her carry-on bag, dropping it to the floor. She didn’t even know what to do right now. Wait here at the airport until tomorrow? Get a cab to take her to a hotel?
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