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Chapter One

My Kia rolled to a stop in front of the valet stand at the Spanish-style estate.

“Okay, I just pulled into the drive. I’ll see you in a minute.” I removed the Bluetooth headset from my ear and tossed the keys to a red-jacketed attendant as I stepped from the car, slinging both handbag and camera over my shoulder.

I’d forgotten the address for Poppy's engagement party and called my sister, Sophie, to direct me the last ten minutes of the, thankfully, uneventful drive. The front windows glowed with lights, creating an inviting feel to the stone and red-tiled mansion, and I snapped a picture to capture the mood. My heels clacked along the stone floors as a doorman pulled the heavy oak door aside for me. A large, sweeping staircase met my sight, and sounds of the party drifted down from the back of the house. I came to an abrupt halt as a tall, black man in a white tuxedo greeted me at the foot of the stairs.

“Your invitation, ma’am.”

“Sure, it’s right here in my …” Oh dear. I’d forgotten to transfer the white vellum invitation into my evening bag. I could picture it, in my mind, sitting on the foyer table. “Nuts. I guess I left it at home.” I shrugged and gave him a winning smile.

“You can’t enter without an invitation,” he said politely but firmly.

“Oh come on, don’t you have a list or something? I’ve got ID.”

He smiled tolerantly but shook his head.

“Look, the host, Poppy, is my sister’s best friend. She asked me to take photos for her.” I held up my camera. Back in college, I’d lamented my inability to bring the pictures in my head to life on canvas in the way I longed to do, which was what led me to becoming a connoisseur of art rather than a true artist and the reason I worked as a curator at Le Pinceau. However, after my daughter was born, I found creative solace in my photography.

In a blink, the camera was snatched out of my hand, and my anger flashed white hot. “Hey, pal. Be careful with that. What do you think you’re doing?”

“There is no photography allowed, and you many not enter without an invitation.” He held it above his head as I tried to grab it back.

Refusing to be a part of an undignified keep-away game, I stepped back.

“Fine.” I held out my hand. “I’ll leave, but not without my camera.”

The gatekeeper took his sweet time examining the camera, and then eyed my tapping foot before returning the camera to my outstretched palm. I paced back to the giant front door and called Sophie.

“Where are you? I thought you said you were pulling up. Poppy is asking about you.” Party sounds filtered through her phone.

“I forgot the stupid invitation, and the dragon at the gate won’t let me through,” I said through clenched teeth.

“What?”

“I said,” raising my voice to full volume, “the gatekeeper won’t let me through!” I glared at said gatekeeper, but my glare didn’t seem to move him.

“Cripes, I’ll send someone to come get you.”

“Thanks.” I hung up, crossed my arms, and put on a patient face. A minute later, Ian, my sister’s gorgeous fiancé, strode down the steps in a beautifully cut black suit and tie. If I had any interest in men, I would have been insanely jealous of Sophie’s good luck in hooking a hunk like Ian. He played Ryder McKay on the popular cop show, LA Heat. However, I was simply happy someone came to rescue me.

“You’re looking lovely, m’dear. Sophie sent me to slay the dragon.” His Irish accent rolled across me as he flashed a grin. Sophie was right; he did have a perfect Hollywood smile.

“This numbskull won’t let me through.” I pointed a finger at the offending dragon.

“Leave off, Alphonso, she’s with me.” He held out an arm. “My lady, dragon slayed. Come and join us.”

I hooked a hand through Ian’s elbow, but before I could take a step on one stair, a hand halted us by wrapping around my arm.

“What the …” Ian muttered as I pulled to a standstill.

“Don’t touch me!” I screeched at Alphonso, slapping at his hand with my purse. No one, I mean, no one manhandled me.

He immediately released my arm as though he’d been burned.

“Don’t touch the lady,” Ian said in a low, menacing tone. Ian had been at my sister’s house the day I arrived from Las Vegas with cuts and bruises, courtesy of my ex-husband, and he was acutely aware of my aversion to being touched, especially by men, without permission.

Alphonso stepped back with his arms up.

“What’s the problem, mate?” Ian asked.

“No cameras. You’ll have to leave it with security until the end of the night.”

“The hell you say,” I snapped.

“Ms. Reagan’s orders. She didn’t want the paparazzi ruining the party. No cameras.”

“Bloody hell, everyone’s got a camera on their flippin’ mobiles, man. You’re not taking them away, are you?”

He shrugged.

“Poppy specifically requested I bring this for her party.” I enunciated very slowly, as if speaking to a stubborn child.

“There you go, mate. Poppy asked for it.” Ian turned to proceed up the stairs, except Alphonso ran ahead of us and held up his hand to halt our progress.

“I’m sorry, you can’t go up until I get this cleared.”

“Then get on the bloody horn and get it cleared, man. I haven’t got all fuckin’ night!” Ian lost his patience.

Alphonso cringed and pulled out a phone. “I have a woman by the name of …” He raised his eyebrow at me.

“Holly Hartland!” I yelled into the receiver.

“Um, Ms. Hartland has a camera. She says Ms. Reagan asked her to bring it. Can you confirm this for me? Yes, I’ll wait.”

“Holly! Ian!” A voice from the balustrade called down to us. “What are you doing? Poppy’s waiting for you! Hurry up.” We glanced up to find Poppy’s right-hand woman and newly named partner of her party planning business leaning over the railing, her blond locks streaming past her shoulder.

“Cody!” I waved. “This nincompoop won’t let me through with my camera. Do you know if Poppy still wants me to take photos?”

“Yes, of course. Alphonso!” she barked, “Get the hell out of the way!”

Alphonso moved to the side, and Ian and I scampered up the stairs, through a large reception room, and out onto the back patio filled with tables of guests. Twinkle lights strung through the shrubbery and the railings, along with the outdoor heaters, gave the party a soft glow. The music had stopped, and the sound of the ocean waves played in the background.

My sister, in a lovely green swing dress, descended upon us. “What the hell took so long?”

Ian released me to kiss her cheek. “Don’t ask, luv. We’re here now. What’s the big announcement?”

“I don’t know. Poppy just told the band to take five. Come with me; she asked us to come to the stage.”

We found Poppy and her adorable fiancé, Dr. Adam Patterson, with his arm around her waist, surrounded by other party guests, chatting amiably. Poppy looked stunning in flowy, long‑sleeved, aquamarine dress that set her red hair off beautifully. Adam’s sandy hair shone under the lights, and he looked striking in a dark suit and tie.

Cody approached the group and swished her hand as if presenting a gift from the Price is Right show. “Voilà. I found her.”

Poppy smiled at us, and in a single swoop, I was enveloped by Chanel No. 5. “I’m so glad you were able to make it. You had us worried.”

“Sorry, there was a skinned knee, bloodstains, and a change of outfit at the last minute.”

“Ah.” Her face turned serious. “Is she okay?”

“Yes, it was Annie. She’ll be fine.” I waved away her concern. “Gary took care of it.”

“Is he here?” She looked past me. “I thought he was your plus-one?”

“Our babysitter bailed and my nanny, Sanvi, is out of town this weekend.” I shrugged. “He drew the short straw.”

“Shame. You two make such a cute couple. I was looking forward to seeing if our oh‑so‑serious-detective would let down his hair and party with us.”

She wiggled her eyebrows at me, and I could feel my face burn as I shook my head. I didn’t have that type of relationship with Gary, the single father with whom I shared a nanny and babysitting chores for my daughter, Eva, and his, Annie. Although on more than one occasion, Poppy had made similar sly comments about us being together.

“Oh well, it can’t be helped.” She clapped her hands. “Okay, all of you stay right here while Adam and I make our announcement.”

Adam helped her onto the stage, and a moment later, a tap-tap-tap on the microphone filled the room. “Hello, is this thing working?”

The audience nodded and a few souls shouted out, “Yes!”

“As most of you know, my mom’s been going through some hard times.”

My stomach dropped. Oh no.

“Well, you’ll be happy to hear the new medication she’s on seems to be working. We’re beating back the cancer!”

Whoops and joyful yells went up through the crowd. I snapped a picture of the couple on stage, turned and found Poppy’s mom, Amalina, sitting at a nearby table, with a wobbly smile, holding her husband’s hand. He looked down at her with such a look of love I snapped a series of photos.

“Thanks to all of you who have been so supportive with your prayers, and meals, and driving her to appointments.” Poppy’s smile wavered, and Adam wrapped a possessive arm around her waist while she took a moment to compose herself. “We’d also like to welcome Adam’s family and thank all of you who came from out of town to be with us. We feel truly blessed that you’re here.”

Clapping filled the room.

“But I have one more announcement.”

“You’re pregnant!” A man’s voice piped in from the back.

Adam rolled his eyes and leaned into the microphone. “No, Luke. Please disregard my brother’s asinine comments, folks.”

“You’ve been brought here under false pretenses,” Poppy said.

A murmur went through the crowd and I lowered the camera.

“Hey, I ain’t paying for the lobster dinner. I didn’t bring my credit card,” someone from the crowd cried. Laughter followed the comment.

Poppy and Adam grinned and she shook her head. “No worries, the food is all paid for. No, you were told this was an engagement party. Well … it’s not.”

A mumbling of “what” went through the crowd.

“It’s a wedding!”

The crowd was stunned to silence for about ten seconds, and then cheers and whistles erupted.

“A moment,” Poppy shushed the crowd. “Even though my mother is improving, it occurred to Adam and me that nothing in this world is assured, and we didn’t want to wait another moment before tying the knot.”

People murmured and nodded with understanding.

“And,” Poppy continued, “since you’re all dressed up so nice and everything, we figured … what the hell? So why don’t you get another cocktail and meander back to your seats—the wedding will start in about fifteen or twenty minutes. Thank you.”

Clapping commenced, and my camera whirred, snapping photos of the happy couple and the friends that surrounded them.

Sophie flung her arms around Poppy as soon as she stepped off the stage. I caught the surprise and joy in Poppy’s face as she accepted the embrace.

“I can’t believe it! You’ll be married before me!”

Poppy stepped back. “I still want you and Cody to be my attendants. Adam has his brother. Walter was supposed to be here but got called away on an emergency, so Ian’s agreed to stand up with him. And Holly,” she turned to me, “would you …”

I was way ahead of her. Holding up my camera, I grinned. “Already on it.”

“Thank you, so much. I figured if I hired one of my regular photographers, the secret would get out. Besides, you have such an eye for composition.”

I warmed at the compliment. I’d never photographed something as important as a wedding, but the camera gave me every confidence I could capture what Poppy needed.

Poppy’s mother joined us with a knowing smile and a hug for her daughter. I had a feeling she’d been in on the secret.

“Boys”—Poppy pointed to Adam and Ian—“go get ready. Ladies, follow me.” She hooked her arm through her mother’s and gleefully led us à la the Pied Piper. I trotted behind, snapping pictures capturing the crowd’s excitement, until we reached a small reception room inside the mansion. A wall of mirrors mounted the far side, and on a stand in the center stood a spectacular wedding gown crafted in lace and tulle with a deep V in the front and back. Wide lace straps and a short train completed a stunning designer gown I could have sworn I’d seen on the front cover of a magazine recently while standing in the grocery checkout line.

“Oh, Poppy, it’s just beautiful.” Sophie gushed. She, Cody, and her mom rotated around the manikin, viewing the dress from all sides.

“Where did you get it on such short notice?” I asked.

Poppy’s eyes gleamed as she watched her friends ooh and ahh. “The designer owed me one, and she happened to have this in my size because the client she originally made it for called off the wedding. A few adjustments and there you have it. Dream wedding dress on the fly.”

“Who’d you get to perform the ceremony last minute?” I asked as her mother began unbuttoning the tiny seed pearls.

Poppy’s face turned pink. “Do you remember hearing about my blind date who wanted to take me skydiving?”

“Right. Sophie told me all about the hottie bad boy, but you chickened out at the last minute.”

“Indeed. Campbell, my aborted skydiving date, is an online minister. A few weeks ago, Adam and I decided to make this happen, and we found out the minister we’d originally planned to have marry us was already booked for another wedding, and … well, Campbell’s name came to mind. Luckily, he was available.”

“So a bad blind date is going to marry you.”

“It wasn’t a bad date per se.”

“Didn’t you kiss him?”

“Uh. Sort of.” Her face flamed.

I grinned at her discomfort. “Does Adam know?”

She shot daggers my way. “He knows what he needs to know.”

I made a zipping motion across my lips and took a photo as her mom and Cody managed to finish undoing the buttons and remove the dress from its perch.

“Darling, you’re not undressed yet,” Amalina chastised. “Hurry up; you don’t want to keep the groom waiting.

While Poppy undressed, I put the camera down and stepped out for a moment to call Gary with the news.

“So, they just turned the engagement party into their wedding?” he asked in a disbelieving voice.

“Yes. Isn’t it exciting? Now I’m really sorry you couldn’t come tonight.”

“Me too. I’m missing steak and lobster tail.”

I snorted. “Men. Is that all you can think about? Two people are getting married at the spur of the moment. It’s so romantic.”

“Romance, shmomance. I’m going to be dreaming about the lobster I’m missing. I had pizza with two toddlers, you know. You’d better bring me back a piece of cake or something.”

I laughed. “Will do. And thanks again for taking one for the team tonight.”

“Anytime. You know I owe you one.” His voice turned serious. “Or half a dozen after all the times I’ve dropped Annie off at your place.”

“Nonsense. You don’t owe me anything. That’s what friends are for. Right?”

“Friends …” He mumbled something unintelligible.

“What?”

“Nothing. Listen, don’t drink and drive. Call a cab if you need to, and I’ll take you to get your car in the morning.”

“Yes, Dad, I’ll be careful,” I said sarcastically.

“I’m not your dad, Holly. I’m a cop, and this isn’t a joking matter.”

I winced at his sharp tone and immediately turned on my conciliatory voice. “You’re right. I’m so sorry; please don’t get mad.” I hated arguments and avoided them at all costs. Arguments led to anger, and anger led to violence.

A sigh blew across the phone lines. “Holly, I’m not mad. I just take drinking and driving seriously … I can hear you cringing. Stop it. I’m not Omar,” he said quietly, his voice full of compassion.

Why is it my nerves can rise to the surface so quickly? It had been over a year since Omar went to jail, yet every once in a while, the knee-jerk reaction still came out whenever someone spoke sharply to me. The rational part of me knew Gary was simply concerned for my welfare.

Air flowed in my nose and out my mouth before I answered. “I know. Old habits are hard to break. I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be sorry. Just realize I’m not like him. I never will be. Now, I’ll keep the girls with me tonight, and you can pick Eva up in the morning,”

Sophie stuck her head out and winked at me. “Holly, she’s ready for her photo shoot.”

Inner poise regained, I gave her a thumbs up. “That sounds good, Gary, thanks. I’m needed, so I’ve got to run. I’ll see you in the morning.”

“Be careful.”

“I will.”

• • •

The evening went off without a hitch … at least as far as the guests could tell. If possible, the dress looked even more stunning on Poppy’s tall, willowy body than it did hanging on the manikin. Her red hair hung in waves down her back, and the cream coloring in the dress only enhanced her alabaster skin. Cody had applied touch of peach lipstick to finish the look. My camera shutter fluttered away, capturing the touching nuance of a first-time bride.

Poppy’s diminutive mother walked her down the aisle to a beaming Adam, who had changed into a tuxedo. He and the groomsmen wore mini orchid boutonnieres and stood to the right of the most unlikely looking minister I’d ever seen. Campbell, who held a job as a stunt man, was handsome as sin, with coffee-colored hair down to his shoulders and a devil-may-care look about him. Not at all the staid minister you’d expect. He was perfect for Poppy’s unorthodox wedding.

As the bride and groom took their vows, my mind traveled back to my wedding to Omar when I was an excited, young newlywed filled with expectations for happily-ever-after. Even though the warning signs that the marriage would turn abusive were there, I blithely ignored them. Unfortunately, not only did I pay the price for my stupidity, so did my sister.

Campbell’s voice interrupted my depressing thoughts. “You may kiss the bride.”

I whipped the camera up and captured the iconic moment that begins a couple’s life together.

• • •

Because I’d been so busy capturing Poppy’s impromptu wedding, I hadn’t had time to drink much more than half a glass of champagne and was perfectly sober to drive home. I thought no more about my first marriage until sitting silently in the car. Sophie had once told me that I would find love again and marry the right person. I remember her saying it with a wink and a smile, as though she knew something I didn’t. However, my fears of trusting another man with my happiness or my daughter’s ran bone deep.

Poppy had pointed out that I trusted my daughter with Gary.

She was right. I absolutely trusted Gary with my daughter. He, like I, treated the girls equally with love and tenderness. Our parenting techniques complimented each other, and the girls had come to respond to both of us as authority figures in their lives. But, as for any kind of romantic feelings for Gary … I banished those thoughts immediately. My need to rely on Gary was too important for me—and the girls—to go down some sort of foolish romantic road.

Although … there were a few times when he’d given me that intent look—like just before I left him at the house tonight. His expression had turned soft, almost sympathetic, with his brows up and his jaw muscle flexed. A little flutter had tickled my throat; it wasn’t quite unease, but something close to it. I’d caught him examining me like this maybe a half dozen times in the past few months. It seemed as though something burned in his brain and he was trying to figure out how to tell me. I couldn’t decide if the look was good or bad, but there seemed to be a bit of wariness in his expression, which led to my discomfort. I never dared to say anything, instead waited patiently for him to speak. Invariably, one of the girls would interrupt or Gary would give his head a shake, and the moment would be lost.

I pulled to a halt at the red light and sighed. Poppy was married, Sophie engaged and planning a wedding. The thought of getting remarried was an enigma to me. I hadn’t even reached thirty, yet it seemed as though I was destined to remain single. The years of loneliness suddenly stretched ahead like the empty road in front of me.


Chapter Two

“Wait, it’s not in the hole—can you straighten it up a bit?” I leaned farther forward from my perch on the step stool.

“Not really. Hang on, let me try something.”

“Oh, that’s better … just a little more to the left. No, too far. Hold up. There, I think we got it.” The dowel made contact with the hole and slid into place with a thunk. “That’s it.” I leaned back and the Christmas tree started shaking, so I grabbed the top to keep it steady. “Geez. What are you doing?”

Gary’s head was buried in the plastic branches halfway down the tree. “I’m looking for the plug. It’s supposed to be around here.”

Yesterday, Gary and Annie had come over to help decorate my little six -foot, fake tree, which fit perfectly in a corner of the family room. With the patience of a saint, Gary had sat on the floor, detangling and then stringing yards of multicolored lights while the girls decorated the lower half with non-breakable ornaments. The few glass ornaments I owned were hung higher up, where little hands couldn’t reach them. The girls finished it off with yards of red ribbon that I’d purchased from a local craft store.

When we finished decorating my tree, Annie begged her daddy to get a tree. Originally, Gary told me he planned to buy a real one, but when I asked if he’d remember to water it daily, he decided the convenience of a fake couldn’t be beat. So, after eating dinner with us, Annie and Gary left for the local hardware store armed with the weekend sale flyer and a credit card.

“Mommy, how come our tree isn’t so big?” Eva asked.

“Everyone’s tree is different, pumpkin,” I answered, making an effort to keep the laughter out of my voice.

The new tree was either a testament to Annie’s persuasiveness or Gary’s inability to gauge the height of his ceiling; the eight-and-a-half-foot, pre-lit fir touted 2,000 LED lights and barely fit into their living room. Gary set it up in a corner near the front window, but the branches still protruded a good portion into the seating area. He plugged the last strand into the central line, pressed the switch, and the room lit up. I blinked at the brightness and swore the rest of the house lights dimmed as the tree sucked up electricity. I think it may have been humming.

“Oh, Daddy. It’s perfect! Don’t you think, Eva?” Annie clapped her hands in delight.

“Pretty.” Eva nodded.

“Wow. That’s really bright.” I bit my lips.

Gary stood back with his hands on his hips. “It didn’t look this big in the store.”

“It never does.” A snicker slipped out. Gary shot a look at me, and I coughed in my hand to cover up my merriment.

“Daddy, can we put up the star?” Annie held up an unopened box with a light-up gold star.

I kept my hand over my mouth as Gary looked at the topmost branch, which scraped the ceiling.

“I don’t think it’s going to fit up there. The tree is a bit taller than I thought.”

“But, Daddy, I picked it out special.”

“I know, but I just don’t think it’ll work. I’m sorry, sweetie.”

Poor Annie’s face crumpled and my heart went out to her.

“Here, why don’t you give me the star?” I held out my hand. “Your dad and I will see what we can work out while you and Eva start decorating the tree.”

Almost a dozen small boxes of ornaments littered the floor. The girls didn’t have to be asked twice; they ripped open the one closest to the tree and set to work.

I took the star out of its Fort Knox-style wrapping and twisted it around in my hands. The star had a wire that could be plugged into one of the LED sockets on the tree’s light string so it would illuminate in all its yellow glory.

Fifteen minutes later, armed with some wire and a little ingenuity, I climbed the stepladder to attach the star. I wobbled for a moment and Gary leapt forward, wrapping his hands around my waist to steady me. His touch, though completely nonsexual, warmed me and unexpectedly sent prickles along my shoulders. Besides a few light touches in passing, it was the first time he’d put his hands on me since he found me curled up in the corner of my room having a panic attack last winter after I read some hate mail from my in-laws. A mortifying position I’d sworn he’d never see me in again. Even though the odious letters from Omar’s family continued to arrive on a monthly basis, I’d never allowed them to overcome me like they did the night Gary found me.

Once I finished wiring up the star, he released me and stepped back to allow me to descend.

“What do you think?” To cover up my discomfort, I glanced between the tree and the children. Anywhere but at Gary.

Annie clapped her hands. “I love it. Now I can show Mommy if she comes home for Christmas.”

“I want a star, Mommy,” Eva said pushing a dusky blond curl out of her eye.

“Don’t you like the pretty white angel Nana gave you for Christmas last year? It’s very special.”

“Oh, right.” Star forgotten, Eva went back to her decorating.

“Daddy, I’m done,” Annie announced. “Can I go watch Winnie the Pooh?

“Me too,” Eva agreed and skipped out of the room.

Gary and I surveyed the unopened ornament boxes.

“Girls, you’ve hardly started. What about all those boxes?” He pointed to the pile.

“You and Miss Holly can do it.” Annie shrugged and followed Eva.

With a look of disbelief, Gary watched his daughter go as I bit back more laughter. His dark eyes swung back to me. “Go ahead. Laugh.”

“Who, me?” I asked wide-eyed. “There is nothing funny here.”

He crossed his arms and looked at the barely decorated tree. “I honestly don’t know what I was thinking. They had this damn thing on display, Annie saw it and fell in love, and I just opened my wallet and said to myself, ‘It’s Christmas; she should have what she wants.’ You know, her mother was always hesitant to decorate because she never knew if she’d have the energy to put it away after the holiday. Her depressions were always worse afterward.” He ended in a quiet tone. His marriage ended at the beginning of the year when his manic-depressive wife left Annie with a babysitter and a Dear John letter on the mantel.

“Have you told her Claire isn’t coming home?”

“Yes, I had a conversation with her in the car. She says she understands, but I’m sure in her five-year-old mind she just can’t grasp that her Mommy won’t be home for Christmas.” He rubbed his eyes. “Although I know in my head we’re better off without her, there are days I want to throttle Claire for what she did to that kid.”

I didn’t blame him, knowing in my head that Gary would never physically harm her given the chance. “I’m sorry. What can I do?”

“Nothing you’re not already doing. Christ, you’re a better mother to her than Claire ever was.” He stared up at the monstrous shrub. “Now what the hell am I going to do about this tree?”

He looked so adorably confused and dejected that I reached out and patted his shoulder. “Don’t worry, we’ll get it decorated and the girls will be so thrilled. It’ll put my sad little tree to shame.”

“Some days,” he pinched his nose, “I wonder what the hell I’m doing raising her on my own.”

I’d struggled with similar thoughts; however, in my situation, Omar’s abusiveness could not be tolerated. “First, you’re a great dad. Annie loves you. Second, you’re not on your own. You have me, and Eva, and Sanvi.”

“You’re right, of course. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

“Aw, shucks.” I bumped shoulders with him. “It’s nothing.”

“I’m serious, Holly. I don’t know where I’d be without you.”

The look was back. Those solemn hazel eyes studied me and he was so close I could feel his breath brush my cheek. Both fear and a touch of excitement prickled along my spine.

• • •

Gary could see the flecks of gold surrounding her iris, and her light lemony scent drifted about him. Her soft lips, so close, parted slightly, and he could see a pulse fluttering at her neck. She looks so kissable; do I dare? His head warred with his body. He knew she didn’t see him in any sort of romantic light. There was no reason she should either. After all, he was just a cop … okay, detective. But, as he’d learned from his first disastrous marriage, cops weren’t so great with relationships, and Holly wasn’t the type of woman with whom you had a one-time roll in the sack. But would stealing just one kiss irrevocably shift the relationship?

“Holly … I …”

“Eva, no. That’s mine.” A slapping sound and a cry rent the air.

Moments later, Eva came running into the room, babbling and sobbing all at once, and flung herself into her mother’s arms. Gary turned and strode into the playroom to deal with his daughter while Holly calmed Eva. This wasn’t the first, nor would it be the last, time the girls had a contretemps. Their lives were so entwined that they often behaved like sisters, which included the unhappy reality of bickering. In the end, the adults determined both the girls were at fault. He sent Annie to her room, and Eva had to sit on the stairs for a time-out.

When he returned, it was to find Holly busy hanging decorations on the ginormous bush. He watched for a moment as she hummed to herself, and marveled how lucky he was to have such an amazing person in Annie’s life. He wasn’t kidding when he told her he didn’t know what he’d do without her. When Claire first left him, he’d called in the cavalry, and his parents had flown out immediately to help with Annie, but everyone knew the situation to be temporary. Holly stepped into the role not only of concerned friend, but also pseudo-mother to his daughter, who was sad and confused about why Mommy was gone and when she’d come back.

Holly reached up high, and her shirt rode up above her waist, showing a slim line of skin. Gary forced himself to remain still, even though a part of him longed to touch the softness at the small of her back. He’d been foolish to consider risking the comfortable camaraderie they shared. His daughter’s happiness was far more important than a momentary lapse of sexual arousal.

With an inward sigh, he opened a new ornament box and set to work. After her time-out, Eva returned to help with the tree, and Annie returned to her movie. When the ornaments were on and gold garland strung, the tree’s glow seemed less blinding.

Eva sat on the couch curled up on her mother’s lap, both of them watching the tree. “How many more days until Santa comes?”

“Oh, about twenty more days, pumpkin.” Holly snuggled her daughter. “Guess who’s coming to visit at Christmas?”

“Nana!”

“That’s right.”

“Annie, come in and see your tree,” Gary called.

Annie, her dark curls bouncing, thundered into the front room and skidded to a halt. “Daddy, it’s like in The Nutcracker. I love it.” She flung herself against his leg.

“I’m glad you like it.” Gary crouched down and lifted his daughter into his arms.

“What’s that?” She pointed.

“That is a frame and it says, ‘My fifth Christmas.’ We’ll take a picture of you on Christmas Day and put it in there.”

“Will Aunt Sophie and Uncle Ian be there, too?” Eva asked Holly.

“Yes, of course,” she replied.

“What about Annie and her daddy?”

He watched as Holly glanced up at him. “We’ll have to ask. They may have plans with their own family.”

“Can Annie come over for Christmas?” Eva asked Gary.

“Yeah, Daddy, can we?” Annie looked expectantly at her father.

Gary shifted uncomfortably, unwilling to outright deny the request. “I’m sure we can work something out. Don’t forget, Gammy and Pop Pop are coming to visit us.” He tweaked her pert little nose.

“What about Auntie Caroline and my cousins?”

“Not this year, sweetie. Just Gammy and Pop Pop.” He put her back down. “Who wants a snack after all that hard work?”

“I do.” Eva scrambled off her mother’s lap and grabbed his hand.

Annie remained staring at the tree. “Not now.”

Gary escorted little Eva into the kitchen, set her up with some milk and graham crackers, and left her at the table, her stubby little fingers dunking squares into the milk. He stopped just outside the front room doorway to find his precious daughter on the couch snuggled up with Holly where Eva had been only minutes before.

She brushed curls away from Annie’s face. “I don’t know if your mommy will come home, sweetie. What did your Daddy say about it?”

“He said she’s not going to be here. That she’s far away, across the ocean, and we can’t see her.”

“Well, then I think you should trust what your daddy said.”

“Do you think she’s still mad at me and that’s why she won’t come home?”

Gary felt as though he’d received a punch to the gut and couldn’t seem to take another step.

“Annie, why would you think that? Your mommy didn’t leave because she was mad at you.” Holly pulled her closer.

“Yes, she did.” Annie sniffled. “Don’t tell Daddy, but I broke the lamp in her bedroom and she was mad. Then a few days later she was gone.”
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