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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?

         “But you could rent a car and drive, if your plans are that important,” the attendant suggested. “I don’t know how far you’ve got to go.”

         Della blinked. She could have flown into the Asheville Regional Airport, closer to home, but there was no flight availability that would get her home by this evening. Flying into the Charlotte airport left her with a two-hour drive. Maybe three depending on traffic. “Yes, I could rent a car. That would work. Thank you.” She grabbed her bag from the floor and turned. If she hurried, she’d still have plenty of time to freshen up at home before going to the church. Everything would work out just fine.

         She sprinted through the airport, eager to get a car. She was also well aware that Roman had been on his way to get a vehicle that he’d reserved to drive to his hometown. Maybe she’d get to say hello to him again. She hoped so.

         When Roman had first sat beside her on the plane, he’d been closed off. He’d warmed up, though, and he’d helped her get through her flying anxiety. There was also the fact that he was perhaps the most attractive man she’d ever laid eyes on. Not every woman would agree, but Della had always liked his type. He had skin that was tanned from the sun, like he worked outside. He also had intense eyes, the color of dark chocolate. Maybe he didn’t like chocolate, but it was her favorite food group.

         She rushed toward the car rental section of the airport and pushed through a set of double doors, looking around the room. There were no George Clooney lookalikes in sight. Just a wary reservations clerk behind the counter, who didn’t look all that excited to see Della.

         “If you’re looking for a rental car, I just handed out keys for the last one,” the young woman said. “Sorry, but you’re out of luck.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         While his cell phone was in airplane mode, Roman had dodged all the angry calls and texts from his former employee’s wife. As soon as he’d landed, the notifications had started piling up, though. He dreaded looking at them.

         He wasn’t the owner of the construction company where he worked, but he was the manager of the crew. If the guys didn’t pull their weight, they were let go. The owner was adamant about that fact, and he didn’t care what the reasons might be. So Roman had the hard job of letting Bob Coker go yesterday.

         Bob had missed several days for a few months in a row due to a sick child at home. Roman wasn’t really sure what exactly was wrong with the child, but he thought it might be serious. Bob had rarely missed a day of work before his son had fallen ill. It wasn’t Bob’s style. If Bob was calling out, Roman guessed it was out of necessity. Even so, Roman had been ordered by his boss to call Bob into his office and break the news—less than a week before Christmas.

         Roman felt like a jerk. It wasn’t his decision, of course. But he’d been the one to hand down the news. He’d argued with the company’s owner, but Mr. Wilcox wouldn’t hear of giving Bob any more grace period. He was costing the company money, so he had to be let go.

         Bob was too humble to do anything but accept the decision and leave. Bob’s wife, however, was more vocal about her anger.

         Roman’s phone buzzed in his hand as he walked down the hall that led away from the public restroom. Without thinking, he checked the screen and saw the wife’s latest text pop up.

         You are despicable. It’s Christmas! How could you fire a family man with mouths to feed?

         Guilt sucker-punched Roman in the gut. He shoved his phone into his coat pocket. Bob was a good worker with a good heart, and Christmas or not, he didn’t deserve the financial stress this would cause his family.

         Roman pushed through the door into the main waiting area of the rental place. A couple hours from now, he’d be pulling up to Sweetwater Springs and seeing his family, who, except for pictures on Facebook, he hadn’t laid eyes on in over a year. No part of him wanted to go, but Brian would appreciate having Roman there.

         A familiar-looking person caught Roman’s eye. She sat crumpled in one of the waiting room chairs as he started to pass by. Her head was down, but he recognized the blond hair cascading toward her lap as she leaned forward. She was wearing dark-rinse jeans and a soft pink cotton top—just like Della had been wearing on the plane beside him. “Della?”

         She lifted her head. “Roman. You’re still here.”

         “Barely. I’m on my way out. Shouldn’t you be on a plane?”

         She grimaced. “I got the plane reservations wrong. I don’t know what I was thinking. I don’t fly that often.”

         “You don’t say,” he teased.

         She gave him a half-hearted glare. “My ticket is for a flight tomorrow, so I was going to miss my sons’ recitals. I thought I could rent a car and just drive back to Somerset Lake, but the woman at the desk said she just handed out the keys for the last car.” Della narrowed her eyes at Roman.

         He held up a set of keys and jingled them. “Guess that would be me. Sorry.”

         “Don’t be. You reserved that car ahead of time. It’s rightfully yours. I just don’t know what I’m going to do. Getting home by tonight is so important to me.” Her eyes grew shiny, and Roman suspected she was on the verge of tears.

         Roman felt the buzz of his cell phone in his pocket again. It was no doubt another angry message from Bob’s wife. Maybe one good deed would cancel out the bad one he’d done on his boss’s behalf. He could only hope. “I have to go to Sweetwater Springs. I’ll be there for at least an hour and a half. Probably more like two,” he said.

         Della looked up at him.

         “Somerset Lake is about two hours from Sweetwater Springs. By my calculations, we could drive to my hometown, stay a couple hours, and head straight to your town, having you at that recital just in time to see your boys’ performance.”

         Della’s lips parted. “Really?”

         He nodded. “We’d really be cutting it close, but you’d be there in time. If you don’t mind sharing a car with me and humoring my relatives.”

         “I don’t mind at all.” She stood quickly and threw her arms around him, surprising him. His arms reflexively locked around her to keep them both balanced.

         “Thank you so much. I hate to impose, but I don’t really have any other options right now.” She pulled back, her face close to his.

         He didn’t breathe for a moment. He’d been out of a relationship for over a year now. It’d been that long since he’d held a woman in his arms for any kind of reason.

         She took a small step back until the backs of her knees touched the chair behind her. “Well, we better go. We have a lot of ground to cover today, don’t we?”

         “I guess we do,” he said, ignoring the buzz of his cell phone again. As well as the unwanted buzz of attraction now zipping through him. He picked up his carry-on bag from where it was lying at his feet and headed toward the exit, leading the way. He opened the door for Della and waited for her to pass. Then he headed toward the parking lot, where a blue sedan was waiting to take them both on a Christmas road trip. First stop, Sweetwater Springs. Last stop, Somerset Lake.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Della was tired of hearing herself speak, and Roman wasn’t really helping carry the conversation. Either he was shy, which she didn’t really think so, or he didn’t like her, which she didn’t believe was true either. He could just have things on his mind. Judging by his deeply furrowed brow and serious expression as he drove, she suspected that was the reason for his silence.

         “Going home really makes you nervous, huh?” she asked.

         He glanced over but didn’t answer as he returned his gaze to the road.

         “If I’m being too nosy, just tell me so. You won’t hurt my feelings.” She looked out the passenger-side window. “I used to say it was pretty hard to hurt my feelings, but my ex succeeded to the point that I might have bruised emotions for the rest of my life.”

         Roman glanced over again. She could feel his eyes on her. “Time will heal.”

         She released a soft sigh that fogged the window she was staring out. “So I’ve been told. Right now, it’s hard to believe.”

         “You told me that your ex was unfaithful,” Roman said.

         Della faced forward. Jerome’s unfaithfulness hadn’t just hurt her feelings, it had also hurt her pride. What was wrong with her that her husband had to find someone much younger and, some estimated, more beautiful? “I thought we were happily married. We had a great house and twin boys, and our lives seemed to be on autopilot. He was working late a lot, to provide for the family.” She laughed humorlessly because she felt foolish now for believing that lie. “Or so he said.”

         “He wasn’t working late?” Roman asked.

         Della was glad that he was at least participating in the conversation now, even if it was at her expense. “He was really with a woman ten years younger than me. She’s prettier and more successful, and she doesn’t have the body of a woman who’s carried not one but two kids at the same time.”

         “I don’t think you’re giving yourself enough credit. You’re a very beautiful woman,” he said, lowering his gaze as he looked at her before returning his focus to the road.

         She tried not to pay attention to the little thrill that ran through her. “Thank you for saying so. I thought it was just a fling. Just a phase. I still would have left him, but somehow that would have made it better than the fact that Jerome was in love with her.”

         “Really?”

         Della shrugged. “It was more than physical. It was an emotional affair too. He wanted our marriage to end. Our divorce was finalized this year, and he didn’t waste any time proposing to Sofia and getting her pregnant.” Della felt the familiar sting in her eyes. “At first, I was secretly hoping Sofia was carrying twins. Maybe even triplets. Not because children are a blessing—which they are, of course—but because it would give her stretch marks and all the things I was always so proud of until my husband cheated on me.”

         “You should be proud of who you are. You’re a mom, and that’s incredibly attractive, if you ask me.”

         She cleared her throat, feeling her cheeks flush again. “Um, thank you. I guess it’s hard to feel that way when my ex went behind my back the way he did.”

         “Men can be stupid.”

         Della laughed unexpectedly. “You’re a man.”

         “I know. I can be stupid too.” He slid his gaze toward her, and her body warmed. “I’m not the kind of guy who would do what your ex did. I like to think I’m pretty loyal.” He cleared his throat. “When I can be.”

         Della heard his phone buzzing in his pocket. “So, if that’s true, who are you working so hard to ignore on this trip? A girlfriend?”

         Roman frowned. “I haven’t had one of those in over a year.”

         And that fact shouldn’t make Della feel a small sense of relief. There were no romantic possibilities between her and Roman. “Then who is so desperate to talk to you?” she asked.

         He blew out a breath as they drove under an overpass. She watched the lights flicker across his face, highlighting fine crow’s feet and laugh lines. He was so serious; she couldn’t imagine he’d earned those laugh lines with actual laughter. “The wife of one of my former employees.”

         Della felt her mouth drop. “Why is his wife calling you?” And did she really want to know the answer? Roman seemed like a nice guy, but looks could be deceiving. Was he in a relationship with a married woman?

         Roman glanced over. “It’s not what you’re thinking. It’s because I fired her husband. At Christmas. When their child is sick.”

         That might be even worse than Della was imagining. “You what?” She blinked and shook her head.

         Roman held up a hand. “It wasn’t my decision. The owner of the business I work for asked me to do his bidding. I tried to convince my boss to give Bob another chance, but he wouldn’t hear of it. He wanted me to fire him and set an example of work expectations.” Roman ran a hand through his dark waves of hair. Della’s fingers curled into her thighs because she wanted to do the same.

         “What did he do that was so wrong?” she asked.

         “He took off work to care for his sick kid.” Roman shrugged. “I would have done the same. But his family won’t be able to afford to eat or keep a roof over their heads without this job. To be honest, I think my boss didn’t want to foot the insurance bill for Bob and his family. I’m guessing the kid’s illness might be making the premiums spike.”

         “That’s awful. How can you work for a person like that?”

         Roman’s frown deepened. “I like what I do. We build the best buildings in the Dayton area. I’m proud of our work.”

         “Just not proud of how the crew is cared for,” she said quietly.

         Roman tapped his phone. “She’s left me at least a dozen messages, calling me everything under the sun. I’d change the circumstances if I could, but I can’t.”

         “So you’re just not going to answer?”

         “There’s nothing I can say.” His fingers tightened around the steering wheel.

         “You could tell her the same thing you just told me.”

         Roman shook his head. “I have a job, and her husband doesn’t. She’s going to be mad no matter what I tell her.”

         “That’s a bad situation.”

         “It is,” Roman agreed. He put his blinker on and started maneuvering to the far right lane. “Our exit is coming up. I guess I should probably warn you.”

         Della stiffened. She didn’t like the sound of that. “Warn me?”

         “My family can be hard to bear. They’ll ask you a million and one questions. Feel free to tell them to mind their own business.”

         “They sound like my kind of people.” She wondered why Roman didn’t seem to get along with his parents. That really was none of her business. Some families just weren’t close.

         Della had always been close to her own parents. They lived in Somerset Lake, and she saw them a couple times a week. They watched the boys as often as they could and always acted like Della was doing them a favor by allowing them to.

         “We’ll just attend the ceremony for my brother and leave. That’s the plan,” Roman said as they drove past a large carved wood sign that read WELCOME TO SWEETWATER SPRINGS. “You’re a good excuse not to be here too long.”

         “I’m your excuse?” Della said with a small laugh, taking in the town as he drove. In some ways, it reminded her of where she lived. All the shops on Main Street begged her to stop and go inside. There were folks on the sidewalks chatting merrily with one another. All the streetlamps were decorated with holly leaves for the season.

         “You want to get home to your boys’ recital, don’t you?” Roman asked.

         Della nodded. “More than anything.”

         “Then I’m using you as my ticket out. We’ll get in, get out, and get you to Somerset Lake for your boys’ performance, Cinderella.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Roman not only had a cell phone vibrating obnoxiously in his pocket, but his nerves were also amplified. Every time he saw his dad, they ended up fighting about something. Roman was never good enough, in his dad’s view, starting with his middle and high school years, when he decided not to play sports.

         His dad was a huge football fanatic, and his brother, Brian, had been on track to go to the Olympics before the accident that paralyzed him. Roman, on the other hand, didn’t want to play or participate in any kind of athletics. He still didn’t. His idea of exercise was cutting wood, carrying it to and fro, hammering beams into place, and building something from nothing.

         “Well?” Della said, reminding Roman that he wasn’t alone. “Are we getting out?”

         Roman had parked but hadn’t moved to open his door yet. He’d needed a minute to collect himself. If he and his father argued, it wouldn’t be on him. He planned to smile and be easygoing while he was here. He didn’t want any trouble; all he wanted was to support his brother.

         Della reached out and touched Roman’s shoulder. “Hey. You’ve got me beside you. I’m your excuse, remember? That goes for awkward conversations too. If you need saving, give me a sign. I’ll demand food or that you help me find a bathroom. You’re not going into this situation alone.”

         Roman looked over at her. She was a very beautiful woman. He’d thought so the first time he’d seen her on the plane. Getting to know her had only made her more attractive in his mind. She was kind and generous, and he was going to take her up on that offer. “Okay. I like that plan. What’s the sign?”

         She lifted her eyes up as she seemed to think for a moment. “We’ll do code words instead of a sign. The code words are ‘I need hot cocoa!’”

         Roman couldn’t help but smile. “You want me to say ‘I need hot cocoa’ when I want out of a situation?”

         “Yes. Then we’ll have to extract ourselves from whatever situation we’re in and go find some.”

         “I don’t even like chocolate, remember?” he said playfully.

         “I remember you saying so, but I still don’t believe it.” She winked at him and pushed open her passenger-side door.

         She seemed confident about this choice in code phrases, so he nodded. Then he reached for the door handle and pushed his door open as well. Della met him in front of the car, bundled up in her heavy coat. “I’m actually looking forward to this. I love small-town gatherings. And your brother is a celebrity here. This will be fun.”

         Roman wished he had her enthusiasm. “The event will be held on Main Street. There’s a large angel tree that gets decorated and lit up this time of year. I think they’re setting up a stage around there.”

         “An angel tree? How fun is that? Somerset Lake has a town Christmas tree too. Seeing it get lit up every year is one of my favorite moments of the season.”

         “Sounds nice.” One thing Roman did miss about his hometown was how enthusiastic about the holidays everyone got here. There was something going on every weekend during the month of December.

         “Roman Everson? Is that you?” a woman’s voice asked.

         Roman spun on his heel to see Emma Hershey walking toward him. “Hey, Em. I thought you’d be running the café today.”

         “And miss your brother’s big moment? No way. Brian does so much for the people here. I want to be up front and center when he gets that award.” She smiled wide and looked from him to Della. “You brought someone?”

         Roman cleared his throat. “This is Della,” he said, realizing he didn’t know Della’s last name. It was odd that he and Della had only known each other half a day but had already spent the amount of time one would across two dates. But since their plane and car rides weren’t actual dates, they’d felt free to share things about themselves that they might not otherwise. Like the fact that Roman had fired a family man with a sick child. That certainly didn’t cast him in a good light.

         “Nice to meet you, Della,” Emma said, reaching out her hand.

         Della shook it. “And you as well. You own a café?”

         “The Sweetwater Café.” Emma pointed. “It’s farther down Main Street. You’ll have to stop in. Nina is running the shop today,” she told Roman. “You remember her, right?”

         Roman squinted his eyes as he tried to place the face. “I’m not sure.”

         “Well, that’s because you’ve been gone too long,” Emma said good-spiritedly.

         “Does your café sell hot chocolate?” Della asked.

         Emma grinned. “Of course it does. Although, I’ll be honest. If you want cocoa, I’d go to Dawanda’s Fudge Shop. Hers is the best.”

         “Good to know.” Della cast Roman a conspiratorial look. “I don’t think we’re quite ready for hot cocoa just yet.”

         “No,” he agreed. “Not yet.”

         Jack Hershey stepped up to Emma and put his arm around her. “Hey, Roman,” he said. Kaitlyn and Mitch Hargrove walked over to say hello as well.

         Roman shook their hands. As much as he told himself he didn’t, he’d missed these faces. Once upon a time, he’d hung out with this crowd, with the exception of Kaitlyn, who had moved to Sweetwater Springs a few years ago. Roman, Mitch, Emma, and Jack had all been friends, roaming around the town and growing up together. He knew their pasts, and they knew his. He guessed that’s what made him so uncomfortable.

         “Roman was just introducing me to his girlfriend, Della,” Emma told the group.

         Roman started to object, but Brenna McConnell squealed as she joined them as well. “Roman has a girlfriend?” From what Roman had seen on Facebook, Brenna was a teacher now and dating the town’s fire chief—a newcomer to Sweetwater Springs. “You must be something special to nab Roman’s attention,” Brenna told Della. “He’s always been a guy to go on a couple dates but never get serious with anyone.”

         Roman couldn’t argue that point. He needed to set the record straight, though. He and Della were here together, but they weren’t romantically involved.

         “So how did you two meet?” Kaitlyn asked. “I love stories about how couples found each other.” She beamed as she glanced between him and Della.

         Roman started to respond, but Della reached for his hand, surprising him.

         “Well, I guess it was fate,” Della said. “Wouldn’t you say so, Roman?”

         Roman felt his lips part, but no words came out.

         “We found ourselves sitting next to each other on a plane. I’m terrified of planes, and Roman helped me keep my sanity.” She cast him another conspiratorial look. “We’ve been together ever since.”

         She failed to mention that the story she told had happened only a few hours before. Or that they weren’t a real couple.

         Even so, Roman didn’t pull his hand away. His palm resting against hers felt nice, and it was working to calm him. Being in his hometown, surrounded by the people of his past, wasn’t easy. “That’s right,” he agreed, looking at Della. “I think I could use some hot cocoa.”

         Della’s green eyes subtly widened. “I hear Dawanda’s Fudge Shop has the best around.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         When they walked through the door of Dawanda’s Fudge Shop, Della was accosted by the aroma of chocolate, cinnamon, nutmeg, and every other sweet-smelling spice.

         The woman behind the counter waved cheerily. She had bright red hair that poked in various directions off her head, and she wore purple glasses that rested low on her nose.

         “Roman Everson? Is that you?” she asked.

         “The one and only,” he said, breaking into what looked like a sincere smile.

         Della still didn’t know Roman very well, but she had started to understand when he was faking a smile, like he’d done on the plane when she’d gone on and on about her boys, and when he was being authentic. She liked this look on him. Relaxed. Easygoing. He almost appeared to be enjoying himself.

         “Well, wonders never cease. It’s good to see you home,” Dawanda told Roman.

         “It’s good to see you too, Dawanda,” he said.

         Dawanda looked between him and Della expectantly, no doubt waiting for Roman to introduce them.

         Della wasn’t sure how Roman would react when she pretended to be his girlfriend earlier. She hadn’t really thought it through. The poor guy just seemed to need someone on his side. His friends seemed nice enough, but Della could feel the anxiety radiating off him. She wanted to be there for him. She wanted to be a friend. And somehow she’d become more than a friend. At least that’s what she’d led his friends to believe.

         Roman glanced over at her, the corners of his mouth quirking softly. “This is Della,” he told the fudge store owner. “She’s my…” He hesitated. “She’s my, uh…”

         Della understood his dilemma. If he called her a mere friend now, he’d look like a liar to the friends she’d just met. They had to keep the charade up.

         “Girlfriend,” Della supplied, looking at Dawanda.

         “Girlfriend?” The fudge shop owner looked absolutely thrilled by the news.

         He cleared his throat and looked down for a moment. He didn’t confirm or deny Della’s declaration.

         “Well, in that case, your fudge today is on the house,” Dawanda said. “And I can give you a cappuccino reading if you want,” she said, her voice lifting hopefully.

         Roman shook his head quickly. “No, that won’t be necessary.”

         “What’s a cappuccino reading?” Della asked.

         Roman looked over at her. “Dawanda is famous for sitting people down and reading their fortune in the foam of a cappuccino.”

         Della’s lips formed a little o. “That sounds fun.”

         “But,” Roman interjected, holding up his pointer finger, “we don’t have time for that today. We’re in a hurry.”

         Dawanda nodded. “Yes, I know. Your brother is getting an award today. You don’t want to miss that. I’m guessing that’s why you traveled all this way.”

         “It is,” he confirmed. “And as soon as the ceremony is over, I’m taking Della to her hometown of Somerset Lake.”

         Dawanda’s brows rose high on her forehead. “Is that where Trisha Langly moved this past year?”

         “Yes, it is,” Della said. “I’ve become friends with Trisha since she’s moved to the lake. We’re in a book club together.”

         “Well, isn’t that wonderful?” Dawanda said. “It’s such a small world, isn’t it?”

         Della nodded. “My nana always said so. Then again, she never ventured past the town line, so it was true for her.”

         Dawanda pointed at Della. “She sounds like my kind of woman.”

         “We’ll also have two cups of hot cocoa, if you don’t mind,” Roman said, giving Della a look. “And I’m afraid we’ll have to take it to go, because we don’t want to miss the ceremony for Brian.”

         For a moment, Della thought she saw sadness sweep over Dawanda’s face. She gave Roman a look that said volumes. But since Della didn’t know the backstory, she couldn’t read the unspoken things between them.

         Dawanda set to work placing two fudge squares for Roman and two for Della on a piece of wax paper. She wrapped them up, slid them across the counter, and then poured two cups of hot chocolate. “Here you go!” She looked at Roman again. “I understand you’re in a hurry today, but please don’t stay away too long. I miss seeing your face around here, and I know your parents do too. Your mom comes in here often and speaks about you all the time.”

         “She does?” Roman asked.

         “Oh, yes. I ask her how you are, and she tells me all about the work you’re doing in Ohio. We’re all so proud of you here,” she told Roman.

         “Thank you. It’s nothing award-worthy like Brian.”

         “Don’t compare yourself to your brother. Or anyone else for that matter. You are your own man,” Dawanda said. “And in my opinion, you’re a stand-up one.”

         Della and Roman said goodbye to Dawanda and walked out side by side.

         Della didn’t say anything to Roman at first. She didn’t want to pry or ask too many questions. Instead, she sipped on her hot chocolate thoughtfully and enjoyed the environment of Sweetwater Springs. Maybe she’d come back here one day to shop and get more fudge from Dawanda. Della looked over at Roman. “Have you ever had one of Dawanda’s cappuccino readings?”

         He laughed. “Yes, I have. I venture to say anyone who grew up in this town has been subjected to one of her readings.”

         “What did she tell you?”

         He shoved his hands in his jeans pockets. Della had always loved a man in jeans. Some women liked a guy in uniform, but a man in denim had always caught her eye. “It was a long time ago. I don’t really remember, to tell you the truth.”

         “So you don’t know if her predictions came true or not?” Della asked.

         Roman narrowed his eyes. “Don’t tell me you believe in that kind of stuff.”

         “What stuff?”

         He circled his hand in front of him. “Fortunes and psychics.”

         She burrowed deeper into her coat to block the winter air. Even though Sweetwater Springs was only a couple of hours from where she lived, the temperature seemed to be several degrees lower here. “I don’t know. Maybe. I do believe in fate, so perhaps there are people out there who sense what’s in store for us.”

         “Fate, huh? Don’t tell me I’m fake-dating a romantic.”

         When she looked over at him, he winked. The gesture made her heart skip a beat. She was very much a romantic, even now, despite what her ex-husband had done to her. She wanted to believe in that one person out there in the world who would stay true forever.

         But not Roman, she told herself in case her romantic heart got any ideas. He was just a fake boyfriend for the next two hours, and that was all.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Roman found seats for him and Della and looked around the growing crowd, recognizing most of the faces. Some folks recognized him too and hurried over to say hello. Della was a social butterfly. She seemed to make fast friends with everyone she met, which he admired about her. His brother, Brian, was the same way.

         Roman’s gaze caught on an older couple weaving through the crowd, and Roman stiffened.

         “What?” Della asked, seeming to notice how tense he’d become.

         “My parents are heading this way,” he said quietly. “I apologize in advance.”

         Della let out a startled-sounding laugh. She probably thought he was joking, but he wasn’t. “Oh, come on. It can’t be that bad,” she said.

         Roman lifted his gaze as his parents approached.

         “Roman, you came after all,” his mother said. She was dressed to the nines as usual with her hair and makeup done up perfectly.

         Roman stood and gave her a hug and a kiss on the cheek. He was a good foot and a half taller than her, so he had to dip down. “Hi, Mom. I wouldn’t miss Brian’s big day.”

         “You’ve always been such a wonderful big brother,” she said affectionately.

         “Roman,” his dad said once he’d pulled back from his mom’s embrace. “Good to see you.”

         Roman didn’t believe his father was sincere in saying that for a second. “You too, Dad.” He stepped forward and hugged his dad even though he suspected his father would be fine with forgoing that gesture. His dad wore a long-sleeved polo shirt that probably cost as much as Roman’s monthly truck payment. He had on a sport coat and wore a pair of dark navy pants with loafers.

         The Everson family was one of the richest in town. Roman had never cared about appearances, but his dad did. Roman guessed that was one reason why Brian was his father’s favorite son. Brian, while humble, was an overachiever. He thrived in the spotlight, and everyone adored him, including Roman.

         “And who have you brought with you?” his mom asked, looking at Della. Roman loved his mother dearly, but he guessed she was probably trying to figure out what brand of clothing Della had on and whether it came from an expensive boutique or a department store.

         Della stood and shook his mother’s hand. “Hello. I’m Della Rose. Roman was so nice as to invite me to come with him today.”

         “Do you live in the Dayton area?” she asked. Roman could tell his mom was now trying to figure out who Della Rose was to him.

         Della shook her head. “No, I live in Somerset Lake. It’s a little lakeside town a couple hours from here.”

         “Yes, I’ve heard of it,” his mother said on a warm smile. That was the thing about Roman’s mom. She was superficial with all her fancy clothes and focus on outward appearances, but when she smiled, it was authentic. Even if she determined that Della’s wardrobe was unbearable, she wouldn’t hold it against her. His mom valued material things, but she put more value on the traits that went deeper than what a person looked like on the outside. “I think one of our town residents moved there.”

         “Trisha Langly,” Della confirmed for the third time in the last hour.

         Roman watched as Della and his mom chatted back and forth while he and his dad said nothing to each other. What more could be said? His dad had blamed him for his brother’s accident. Yeah, his dad blamed several people, primarily Mitch Hargrove, the driver who’d hit Brian’s vehicle one winter night. Mitch had walked away from that wreck, while Brian had never walked again.

         But his father blamed Roman too. Roman was at that party with Brian. He was supposed to make sure his brother didn’t drink too much, which Brian never did. Then Roman was supposed to drive Brian home. They were each other’s buddy system. Needless to say, Roman had failed as a big brother that night. He’d met a girl, and he’d wanted to stay at the party longer to flirt and maybe get her number. Brian, being the rule follower he was, had been adamant about keeping curfew. He left while Roman had stayed behind.

         Ten minutes after Brian had gone, rumors of an accident began to circulate. Roman had heard that it was Mitch. He was friends with Mitch, so he’d been a little worried. Soon there was news that the other driver was Brian.

         Roman should have been there. He should have been driving. He should have been the one in that wheelchair.

         Roman met his father’s gaze now. If looks could talk, that’s exactly what his dad’s eyes were saying. Still, after all this time.

         “Oh, the ceremony is about to begin,” his mother said, glancing back at the flurry of activity on the makeshift stage. “We’re sitting in the front row. Come join us,” she told Roman.

         Roman shook his head. “We’ll stay back here. I’ll tell Brian hello before I go.”

         “How soon do you have to leave town?” his mother asked.

         “As soon as it’s over, I’m afraid. Della has an event of her own in Somerset Lake. We can’t be late.”

         His mom looked disappointed. “Well, you know what time we’re having Christmas dinner. We always set a spot for you, should you want to come.”

         Roman didn’t attend anymore. He hadn’t in years.

         “Should we set a spot for Della too?” she asked, looking between them. Roman could see his father’s impatience creeping into the edges of his serious expression.

         “Oh, that’s so kind of you to ask,” Della said, “but I’ll be spending Christmas with my two sons.”

         “You have two sons?” his mom asked. Roman suspected she was worrying what he was getting himself into by dating a single mother of two.

         “Twin boys,” Della said. “They are the apples of my eye.”

         “As are all my children,” his mom said, giving Roman a meaningful look. “I hope you’ll be home for Christmas. It would mean the world to me. I love you.”

         “You too, Mom.” He gave her another hug but spared his father this time. Then he took his seat and watched his parents navigate through the crowd toward the front row.

         “They seem so nice,” Della said, tapping her elbow into his arm to get his attention. “What do you have against them?”

         Roman inhaled deeply as Brian, the mayor of the town, rolled onto the stage in a wheelchair. “It’s what they have against me. See that man up there? That’s my brother, Brian.”

         Della followed his gaze.

         “He’s in a wheelchair for the rest of his life,” Roman told her. “And I’m partly responsible for that.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Della’s heart had been breaking for Roman since he’d shared his story with her. They’d watched the ceremony, and afterward, she and Roman had said hello to Brian and his wife, Jessica. Roman had made it a quick exchange, offering his congratulations and his regrets that they had to leave so soon. Then he and Della had climbed back in the rental car and driven silently out of town.

         “We need gas,” Della pointed out, leaning across the center console to check the dashboard. She couldn’t help but catch the scent of Roman’s cologne as she got close. Judging by how perfect it was, she guessed it was expensive. If he had money, he wasn’t showy about it. Unlike his parents.

         “I’ll stop at the next gas station before getting back on the highway,” Roman said.

         Della nibbled at her lower lip as she returned to her upright position in the passenger seat. “Your brother and his wife seemed great.”

         “Yeah.” Roman nodded.

         She wanted to ask for more details about his family situation, but it wasn’t any of her business. So instead, she continued to nibble her lip, a bad habit she’d had since childhood. She’d managed to nix biting her nails and twirling her finger in her hair, but she’d never been able to stop chewing softly on her lip when her nerves were overfiring.

         Five minutes down the road, Roman pulled the car into a gas station. He parked and got out to fuel up.

         Della pushed open her car door as well to get some air. It wasn’t all that fresh. Instead, it was tinged with gasoline and cigarettes. She coughed, preparing to close the door again when a dog came dashing toward her with a friendly bark.

         “Well, hello to you as well.” Della didn’t stick her hand out immediately because the furry canine might be rabid. It timidly approached her with a wagging tail, panting softly as its tongue lopped out of its mouth. There was no collar on the dog’s neck, and it appeared to be thin and dirty. “Where’s your owner?” Della asked.

         The dog took another step closer.

         “Are you hungry?” She turned back toward the center console, where she had a piece of bread she’d pulled out of her bag. It was homemade bread that she’d packed for her trip. She broke off a piece and held it out to the stray. It stepped closer, sniffed, and then pulled it into its mouth quickly, eyes trained on her the entire time.

         “It’s okay. I’m not going to hurt you,” Della said quietly.

         “There you are!” a man said, taking quick steps toward the car. He was wearing a shirt with the gas station’s logo. “I’m sorry if the dog is bothering you, ma’am,” he told Della.

         “Oh, he’s not bothering me at all.”

         “Well, she’s been bothering me for about two weeks now. Every time I call the animal shelter to come get her, that rascally stray is MIA.” The man addressed the dog, pointing his finger. “Not this time, girl. They’ll be here any minute, and then you are going to doggy jail.” The man laughed like that was funny.

         Della didn’t find the humor in that prospect, though. She looked into the dog’s sad eyes. “She’s been hanging out here for two weeks?” she asked the gas station attendant.

         “Maybe longer than that.”

         “Where’s her owner?”

         “Don’t know,” the man said. “Whoever it is must not care too much if they didn’t even put a collar on her. I’ve searched the local message boards to see if anyone’s missing her. Nothing.” He pointed at the dog a second time. “Enjoy your freedom while you can, sweetheart. Because in a few minutes, you’re gonna be locked up.” He laughed again and then waved at Della as he headed back inside the gas station.

         Della flicked her gaze up to see Roman exiting the station. She nibbled her lower lip some more. Then, on an inhale, she stepped out of the car, opened the back passenger-side door, and whispered to the dog, “Hop in, girl.”

         The dog didn’t waste any time. It jumped in the back seat and settled on the floorboard. Della closed the door and plopped back into her seat. She closed her own door behind her and faced forward. When Roman took the driver’s seat, he was all business.

         He glanced over. “You okay?”

         She nodded quickly, hoping he wouldn’t see the dog until they had at least left the gas station parking lot. She couldn’t stand the thought of the poor thing being hauled away to a shelter, where it would likely go unadopted and might even be put down. “Yep.” She rolled her lip between her teeth.

         “All right,” Roman said, setting the car into motion. “Next stop Somerset Lake.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Four

         

         Della broke off a piece of her bread and glanced over at Roman. He seemed to be lost in thought, so she reached behind her seat and handed off the bread.

         The dog was surprisingly quiet. It sniffed and took the bread. The poor thing was starving. And scared. All alone. What was she to do?

         “My boys have asking for a dog for Christmas,” she told Roman.

         He glanced over. “A dog? That’s a pretty big request. Are you getting them one?”

         Della shrugged. “Maybe so.”

         “What kind of dog?” he asked.

         “Oh, probably a rescue of some sort. Maybe a brown one with a white patch of fur on its forehead.”

         He gave her a humorous look. “That’s pretty specific.”

         “Do you like dogs?” she asked, resisting pulling her lip between her teeth. That was a sure telltale that she was hiding something.

         “I like them well enough. I don’t have one of my own. I agree that finding a dog in need of a home is the way to go. I’m sure your boys would be happy if you got them a pet.” His cell phone buzzed again, and Roman looked unnerved.

         Della held out her hand. “Mind if I talk to her?”

         Roman gave her an are-you-crazy look. “What?”

         “Well, you’re apparently not going to. She needs to vent her frustrations to someone. Let me be that person. Maybe I can help.”

         Roman didn’t look so sure. Even so, he pulled his cell phone out and placed it in Della’s palm, his fingers brushing against her skin as he released it. Della ignored the little buzz that zipped from his touch to her toes.

         She tapped the screen to connect the call and held the phone to her ear. “Hello?”

         “Who is this?” the woman snapped on the other line. Only three words, but her anger was evident.

         “I’m Della Rose. Are you Bob’s wife?” Della could feel Roman watching her from the corner of his eye, possibly regretting his decision to allow her to speak to this woman.

         “Yes, I’m Marie Coker,” the woman huffed. “I want to speak to Roman Everson.”

         “I’m afraid he’s busy right now,” Della said. Roman was busy helping Della get home so that she wouldn’t miss her boys’ recital. He was her hero today, even if he was the very opposite of that for Mrs. Coker. “But I have plenty of time if you want to talk to me,” Della told Marie. “You can tell me what’s on your mind.”

         “Your boyfriend is on my mind. He fired my husband a couple days before Christmas,” Marie said.

         Why did everyone keep assuming that Della was Roman’s girlfriend? Okay, well, Della was responsible for the folks in Sweetwater Springs believing that. There was no reason for Marie to jump to that conclusion, though. “I’m very sorry about your husband’s job, but it wasn’t Roman’s decision. It was his boss’s. Roman was just the bearer of the bad news.”

         “Well, if he can dish it out, he should be able to take it,” Marie said. “Bob is the breadwinner in our family. I have to take care of the kids. And one of our children, Tim, is sick right now. Bob can’t afford to be out of work. What kind of man fires another one at Christmas?”

         Della nibbled on her lower lip as her gaze slid over to catch Roman’s. He was a good man in her estimation. Then again, she’d thought her ex, Jerome, was better than he was. No one was perfect; some were far from it. An idea came to Della’s mind. “I think I can help you, Marie,” she said.

         “You?”

         “Yes. What if I set up a GoFundMe page for you and your family? I can explain your story, how your husband is out of work and that you have a sick child. I’ve set one up before for a lady in my church,” Della explained. “That GoFundMe raised almost ten thousand dollars.”

         “Wow,” Marie said quietly. “Even a quarter of that would allow Bob to stay home and search for a job that he likes.”

         “And he could be there for you and Tim. Wouldn’t that be amazing?” Della asked. “I can set the page up over the next hour and a half. I’m on a long car ride, so I have time on my hands, and I want to help.”

         “Thank you,” Marie said, her tone notably softening. “That’s really nice of you.”

         “You’re welcome. I can help your husband with a job search too. I’m great with navigating searches online. I’m a real estate agent in my town, but people come to me and need other areas of their lives worked out in order to find the perfect home,” Della explained. “They want to know about schools for their kids or jobs close to the neighborhood that they’re looking at. If you tell me what Bob wants to do for employment, I can send a few searches to him.”

         “But you don’t even know us,” Marie said.

         Della looked out the passenger-side window as the world passed by. “My nana used to say that if you’ve ever been on the receiving end of someone else’s help, you recognize another person in need. There are no strangers, just friends waiting to make your acquaintance.”

         Della stayed on the line a while longer, collecting the Coker family’s information so that she could put up the GoFundMe. Then she promised she’d email Marie when she was done so that Marie could share the link with friends and family. Della would be sharing with hers as well. “The folks in Somerset Lake, where I live, love to help another in need. This awful thing is going to turn out to be something good. Just wait and see.”

         “You’re amazing,” Marie said. “Thank you.”

         “You’re very welcome. I’ll be in touch.” Della disconnected the call and sucked in a startled breath when Roman reached for her hand. He glanced over, taking his eyes from the road for just a moment.

         “You are an amazing woman, Della. Thank you for that,” he said, voice low.

         “It’s the least I could do, considering what you’re doing for me today. You’re driving out of your way to make sure I get home in time for my boys. One might argue that you’re pretty amazing yourself. Not Marie, of course,” she teased.

         “No, she’d argue otherwise. But you are turning things around for them. I appreciate that.”

         Della swallowed, noticing that Roman hadn’t removed his hand from hers yet. His skin was warm and welcome. “I better get started on that GoFundMe page. People love a good cause.”

         Roman pulled his hand back to the steering wheel. “Maybe you can help me find another job too. I don’t want to be the bad guy anymore.”

         “Sure. I can do that. That’ll mean you don’t get rid of me after dropping me off in Somerset Lake, though.”

         “Fine by me,” Roman said.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Roman had felt something when he’d touched Della’s hand. A spark somewhere deep inside his chest. He wanted to ignore it, but some part of him was thinking that he’d be making a huge mistake if he dropped Della off, turned around, and didn’t make arrangements to see her again.

         There was something about her that soothed the deep ache that resonated within his heart. He hadn’t realized how lonely he was until the last few hours. Hearing Della talk about her life and family made him realize that he wanted that for himself. Seeing his family and the folks in Sweetwater Springs again made him regret how long he’d stayed away—even if his father still blamed him for Brian’s accident.

         He was serious about looking for another job. His position was a good one—a dream job on paper. But he missed getting his hands dirty. He loved drawing his own designs and being involved with every aspect of building. He didn’t enjoy doing someone else’s dirty work for them. He’d helped ruin the Cokers’ holiday while Della had just singlehandedly saved it.

         Woof!

         Roman tapped the brakes. “What was that?”

         He glanced over at Della, who didn’t look shocked at all. Instead, she looked sheepish as she nibbled on her bottom lip.

         Woof!

         Roman glanced in the back seat and saw a brown dog with a patch of white fur between its eyes. He looked at the road again and took a breath. “Della, where did the dog come from?”

         “The gas station attendant had already called animal control. He said that the dog had been hanging out there for weeks. It doesn’t have any tags, and I mean, look at the poor thing. Obviously, it has no owner. I couldn’t just allow it to get hauled off to the shelter. What if no one adopted it? You know what happens in places like that.”

         Roman pressed his lips together for a moment. “You don’t know if it’s rabid.”

         Della rolled her eyes as a nervous-sounding laugh tumbled off her lips. “She’s not Cujo.”

         “She? Have you named her yet? Are you keeping her?”

         “My boys want a dog, remember? Maybe we can keep this one. And as far as names go, I think a Christmassy name would be fitting, since it’s the holidays. Have any suggestions?”

         Roman frowned. He still didn’t think bringing home an unknown dog was a fantastic idea. “What if it bites?”

         Della reached around to the back seat to pet the dog’s head. “I’ve a good read on people and animals. This dog is harmless. I’m thinking Jingle. Or what about Bell? Jingle Bell?”

         “A first and last name. I guess you’re serious about keeping her,” he said, wondering at the warmness inside his chest over a practical stranger rescuing a down-on-its-luck dog from an uncertain fate. “Jingle Bell is a good name.” When he glanced over again, Della looked pleased.

         She reached for a piece of bread that Roman had seen her pinching off for the last hour and handed it back to the canine. “Here you go, Jingle. Eat up. It’s going to be an exciting night for you. My boys are a handful,” she told the dog. “I hope you’re prepared for a new family.”

         Roman felt that comment in his chest too. Instead of warmness, it stung. “My family seemed to like you,” he said.

         “They were nice. I’m sorry about all the difficulties you’ve had with them.” Della reached for his arm.

         “Thanks. I guess I can’t complain. My brother is the one in the wheelchair.”

         “He looks happy.”

         “More so than me, I guess,” Roman agreed.

         They grew quiet for a long time as Della focused on making the GoFundMe page for the Coker family. An hour later, Roman pointed.

         “Here we are. Welcome to Somerset Lake.”

         Della looked up and cheered while Jingle Bell barked excitedly. Roman started to laugh, but then the car spun out on a patch of black ice. He gripped the steering wheel, held his breath, and prayed that all would be calm when the spinning stopped.

         After long seconds that seemed to defy time, Roman looked over at Della.

         “Are you okay?” he asked breathlessly.

         She seemed to relax, then blinked and looked around. “That was terrifying.”

         “Yeah.” Roman checked on Jingle Bell, who was cowering on the back floorboard. Then he surveyed the car, which had landed at the bottom of the slope off the shoulder. “There’s no way I can push this thing up onto the road.”

         Della’s eyes widened as she seemed to process what that meant. “Oh, no. We’re not going to make it to my sons’ recital.” Her eyes quickly teared up. She looked down at her folded hands in her lap and remained quiet for a moment.

         “Yes, you are making it to your sons’ recital,” Roman finally said. “I’ll just call an Uber to come get you and take you there.”

         She shook her head. “There aren’t Ubers in Somerset Lake. The recital starts in half an hour. What am I going to do?”

         Roman pulled out his phone, tapped into the browser, and connected with the number of the first tow truck listed in the area. “Hello, I’m looking for a tow on the edge of town…Yes, I realize it’s after hours, but I’ll make it worth your while. But first I need you to drive my friend to the church in town. After that, I’ll need help getting my car out of this ditch.”

         The man on the other line objected until Roman doubled the normal fee. It was Christmas, after all—who couldn’t use a little extra cash during the holidays? He gave the man the location and disconnected the call before looking at Della. “Your ride will be here in ten minutes or less.”

         Her lips were parted. “Thank you for arranging the tow truck. I’ll pay, of course.”

         “No, you won’t. This is my Christmas gift to you. Just enjoy your family tonight.”

         Her eyes were still shiny, but she was smiling. Then, surprising him, she crossed the center console and threw her arms around his neck. “Thank you, Roman. Thank you so much.”

         His arms closed in around her, and he breathed in her sweet scent. “I should be thanking you.” How was it possible that they were only strangers? He felt like he knew this woman.

         She pulled back and looked at him, her face only inches from his. “Why would you thank me? You’ve gone out of your way for me. Twice now.”

         “You made me realize that I want a change in my life. A new job for starters. Maybe I want a closer relationship with my family too.” And maybe he wanted more than a pretend girlfriend. He didn’t tell Della that, though. She wasn’t an option, because they lived too far apart. It would never work. Some changes would be good, but he didn’t plan on changing his zip code for someone he’d known less than a day.

         The tow truck’s headlights flashed as it approached.

         “There’s your ride,” Roman said quietly.

         Della suddenly looked sad. “Come with me.”

         “I need to stay with the car. Besides, it’s your family. Your kids might not understand why their mom is attending their recital with a strange man.”

         Della offered a faint smile. “True. It’s much more complicated when kids are involved.”

         As opposed to when he’d introduced Della to his family.

         “Will we ever see each other again?” she asked.

         Roman shrugged, his shoulders feeling like lead. “I hope so.”

         The tow truck flashed its lights again.

         “You better go. After all this, it would be a shame if you were late to the church.”

         She nodded. Then she leaned forward, gave him one more quick hug, and pulled away. She opened the back passenger-side door, retrieved her things from the back, along with the dog, and looked at Roman. “Goodbye, Roman. Merry Christmas.”

         “Merry Christmas, Della Rose.” He lowered his gaze to the scrawny dog who’d managed to find herself a home tonight. “Merry Christmas, Jingle Bell.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Della felt awkward walking into a church with an overnight bag and a dog. Even though she’d promised Jett she would be sitting front and center, she took the back pew to go unnoticed with Jingle Bell at her side.

         Jingle was a good dog so far. She kept still and quiet and continually looked over at Della with soulful, sad eyes. Was she sad to see Roman go as well? Probably not, but that’s why Della’s mood felt deflated.

         She and Roman had made a connection of some sort. They’d only known each other a day, but it felt like they had unfinished business. Della was tempted to pull out her cell phone and text him to make sure the tow truck had come back to get him, but the lights in the church dimmed and the first child for tonight’s performance walked out. Della absently petted Jingle’s head and watched, her thoughts on Roman until her own boys came out to perform a duet. She saw Jett search the audience for her. Della raised her arm to show him she was there. She would always be there no matter what happened, including divorce and delayed flight plans, a minor road accident, or a handsome stranger who might have become more.

         Jett smiled and returned his focus to his acoustic guitar.

         Della beamed with pride as she watched their festive song. Then the boys bowed and walked off stage with their instruments. She’d traveled all day to make sure she was here for those two very important minutes, and she would do it all over again if she had to.

         When the recital was over, Della hurried out of the church with Jingle Bell and her overnight bag to avoid making a scene. She waited for her ex and his new wife to walk out with the kids. When Jett and Justin saw her, they came running.

         “Mom!” Jett said.

         Della noticed the moment he saw the dog in her arms.

         His feet slowed, and his mouth dropped open. “A dog? Is that our dog?” he asked hopefully.

         Justin clapped his hands. “Are we getting a dog?”

         Della laughed. “It’s a she. And she’s getting us for Christmas too. Win-win, I think.” Della looked past her boys to see Jerome and Sofia heading toward her. She smiled politely.

         “I’m glad you made it,” Jerome said.

         Della nodded. “It was iffy for a moment there, but I’m glad I made it too. I wouldn’t miss my boys’ recital for the world.” Or for a mysterious and handsome stranger she’d felt an unexpected connection with today.

         “So I guess the boys will be riding home with you?” he asked.

         That was the original arrangement. Della would be keeping the boys until Christmas night. Then Jerome would have his turn with them again.

         “Actually, I don’t have a car at the moment. Long story. Do you think you can give us all a ride home?” she asked.

         Jerome looked over from her to their boys and the dog in their arms. Then he looked back at Della. “Of course. We’re parked over there.” He pointed at the large SUV in the far lot.

         Della and the boys followed him, and they all climbed inside. The boys were chattering excitedly about the dog and their performance.

         “Did we do a great job, Mom?”

         Della nodded. “Oh, yes. You two were amazing.”

         Justin grinned ear to ear over her compliment.

         It took ten minutes to make it home. When Jerome pulled into her driveway, Della helped the boys and dog get out. They waved goodbye to their dad and Sofia. Then Della pointed toward the house. “Go wait for me on the porch. I want to talk to your dad for a minute.”

         The boys dutifully raced ahead with Jingle Bell at their heels.

         Once they were out of earshot, Della headed to Jerome’s window. She was still thinking about Roman and his family. It was best for families to work through their differences sooner than later. Time could drive a wedge, and Della didn’t want that for herself, her boys, or for Jerome and his new wife. No matter what their family looked like, they were still a family.

         Della leaned inside his open window. “If we’re going to continue to be good parents to the boys, we need to be on the same page. There can’t be secrets, lies, or even just awkwardness.”

         The skin between Jerome’s eyes pinched softly. “I agree, and I want that too. More than anything, I want for us to be friends, Della.”

         “I’m not sure I’m ready to be friends yet. But friendly is a good starting place,” Della said, looking past him to Sofia. She was going to be in the boys’ lives whether Della wanted her to be or not. They needed to be able to talk and work toward providing them with the happy family they deserved. “So,” she said, taking a breath and looking at Jerome, “Christmas breakfast is at eight. I know it’s early, but the boys wake at six on Christmas day.”

         Jerome chuckled. “Oh, I know.”

         “If you want to come, you’re welcome to,” Della added. “You and Sofia, of course,” she said, looking past him to Jerome’s new wife. “I know the kids would enjoy having all of their family there.”

         Jerome’s eyes narrowed. “Really?”

         “It’s Christmas, and more importantly, it’s family. They can show you their presents, and we’ll have breakfast together. And then lunch if you’re still around.”

         Jerome cleared his throat, looking emotional for a moment. “Thank you, Della. That would mean a lot to me.”

         “The more the merrier, right?” That’s what they always used to say. She had just never thought it would apply to Jerome’s new wife. Della didn’t want him back. She was over him, and for the most part, she was also over what he’d done to her. Now all she wanted was to provide a stable family environment for her boys to grow up in.

         She said goodbye to Jerome and Sofia, feeling good about the conversation she’d just had as she went inside to get acquainted with their new dog. That involved a bath, a bowl of chicken she cooked up,  and water. By the time they were done, Jingle Bell looked and acted like a brand-new dog.

         “Tomorrow, we’ll go get her a bed and some toys,” Della said. “For tonight, I’ll make her an area with some old blankets.”

         “Can she sleep in our room?” the boys wanted to know.

         “Not just yet,” Della told them. “While she’s getting settled in, it’s probably best that she sleeps where I am.”

         By the time Della climbed into her own bed, she was exhausted. It was five days before Christmas. For the most part, she’d already gotten everything she could possibly want. She reached over and grabbed her cell phone, hesitating before tapping out a quick text to Roman.

         I hope you got back on the road okay.

         She imagined he was back at the Charlotte airport by now and waiting for his flight home to Dayton. What a long day for him.

         The dots on her screen started bouncing as Roman responded to her.

         I’m sitting outside the terminal, waiting to board.

         Della smiled as she lay in bed. Good, she texted back.

         How was the boys’ performance? he asked.

         Amazing, she told him. The best two minutes of my year.

         And Jingle Bell? he asked.

         Della shone the light from her phone to the corner of her room where Jingle was already sleeping. Then she tapped out another text. She’s already a member of our family.

         Della nibbled at her lower lip. Thank you for today, Roman.

         I should be thanking you. Mrs. Coker didn’t feel the need to keep calling me after you talked to her.

         Glad I could help, Della texted. Last I checked, her GoFundMe page already has $900.

         Wow. That’ll be helpful for their family.

         Yes, it will.

         Della waited for Roman to text more, but more never came. Maybe his plane was boarding. Or perhaps that was all they had to say to each other. She laid the phone back on her nightstand and closed her eyes. At some point, she drifted off to sleep, exhausted from the long day she’d had and the road trip adventure she’d been on with a stranger who had quickly become a friend. She didn’t wake up until morning, when the boys barreled into her room to check on Jingle Bell. Then the day snowballed forward with retrieving her car, shopping for their new pet, and preparing for Christmas.

         Before heading home afterward, Della stopped at Hannigan’s Market. She was pushing a buggy when her phone vibrated with a new text. She pulled it out and laughed at the screen, where a text from Roman was waiting.

         I made it to Dayton, but I’m missing my pretend girlfriend.

         “Who is it from, Mom?” Justin asked, tugging on Della’s sweater.

         “The man who helped me get home for your recital. He made it back to his home as well,” she told her son.

         “Hooray!” Jett said. “Everyone made it home for Christmas.”

         “Yes, they did.” Della tapped out another text to Roman. Who needs the real thing when you have the pretend?

         Not me, Roman texted back.

         The texts continued sporadically that evening and the next day, coming in at random times and making Della smile. Her heart began to skip every time Roman’s name popped onscreen. It was foolish, because he lived in a whole other state. But it was making her happy.

         Show me a pic of Jingle Bell, he texted the following night.

         Della did one better and took a selfie of herself and Jingle together.

         There they are. The two girls who stole my heart this Christmas.

         Della’s smile crashed into a frown. What was she doing? She couldn’t allow herself to fall for a guy that she might never see again. She was heading for another heartbreak that she didn’t need. She was a mother. Her boys needed her focus to be on them, not in Dayton, Ohio.

         She laid her phone down without texting Roman back. It vibrated a few more times with incoming messages and then fell silent. Their time together had been brief and fun. She didn’t regret it by any means. But if she continued to allow this thing between them to go on, she might.

         Her mind was set; her resolve solidified. It was time to say goodbye to Roman Everson.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Five

         

         Roman hadn’t heard from Della since last night. He missed her much more than he was expecting. He didn’t date often because he didn’t feel that spark with most dates. But he’d felt a spark with Della. It appeared she was done with him, however.

         He pulled up their thread of texts and looked at the picture of her and Jingle Bell for a long moment, missing Della’s face. A memory came to mind of the mischievous sparkle she got in her green eyes. He liked that look best of all. He also liked the way she nibbled on that lower lip of hers. He’d thought about doing the same more than a few times.

         As he held his phone, it started to ring. For a moment, he hoped it was Della. Instead, his mom’s number flashed onscreen. He tapped to connect and held the phone to his ear. “Hey, Mom.”

         “Roman,” his father’s voice said.

         Roman stilled for a moment.

         “I figured you wouldn’t answer if I called from my phone,” his dad explained. “I, uh, just wanted to tell you that it was good to see you the other day.”

         “Okay,” Roman said, for lack of anything better to say. He was waiting for the but. It was good to see you, but you can stay away for another year. The visit was good, but you’re to blame for my bad mood over the last forty-eight hours.

         His father cleared his throat. “I also wanted to tell you that, if you’ve stayed away on my account, I’m sorry.” His father groaned softly. “No, that wasn’t a great apology, was it? Let me try that again. Roman, I know what I said to you was wrong. I was out of line to blame Brian’s accident on you all those years ago. I was hurt, and I lashed out. I know that’s not an excuse. I guess I just felt embarrassed and ashamed for what I said. I let those feelings come between us when I should have just apologized.”

         Roman was barely breathing as he listened to his father. He could hardly believe his ears. Where was this coming from?

         “Roman, I am truly, sincerely sorry. I’ve been sorry since I said those words, but I guess I wasn’t strong enough to take them back.”

         “You can’t just take something like what you said back. Those words changed me. They hurt me.” His eyes stung as he waded through his emotions. He didn’t want to be bitter; all he wanted was to move on. “But I know it took a lot for you to say you’re sorry.”

         “It took about six months of talking to a therapist,” his father said. “I’ve been working on myself behind the scenes. I want to be a better man. I want to be a better father. To all my children.”

         Roman swallowed past the swell of emotions clogging his throat. “It’ll take time, but I think we can work on rebuilding our relationship,” he finally said.

         “I really hope so.” His father’s voice cracked suspiciously. “You’re a bigger man than me, son.”

         Once upon a time, Roman’s father had been his hero. No one was perfect, and some were far from it. Roman had never wanted to be the guy who fired another at Christmas, even if it hadn’t been his decision. He wanted to brighten people’s lives—like Della—not make them harder.

         “Anyway, your mom would really like for you to come home for Christmas,” his father added.

         “I see,” Roman said, still processing all his thoughts and emotions.

         “And so would I,” his father said. “It’s not Christmas without you here, son. Just think about it, okay?”

         It was the eve of Christmas Eve. Roman would need to book a flight today and another rental car to get to Sweetwater Springs. “I’ll consider it,” he said. They shared a few more awkward exchanges, and then Roman said goodbye. When the call had ended, the phone’s screen returned to the picture of Della and Jingle.

         Roman blew out a breath. Going home for Christmas would be preferable to spending it alone here. He didn’t have anything tying him to Ohio except a job he didn’t even like anymore. He could see his family and maybe take a short road trip to Somerset Lake to wish Della a Merry Christmas in person.

         The idea was appealing. He mulled it over a bit longer, and it only grew on him. Then he grabbed his laptop and pulled up a browser, hoping there’d be flights home.

         His hope dissipated as he looked at the screen. There were no flights going out until Christmas night. He’d miss dinner at his family’s home and Della’s face on Christmas. So there it was. This holiday was destined to be a lonely one after all.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Della waved as she watched Jerome’s SUV pull out of her driveway with Jett and Justin on Christmas night. They’d spent the day at her home, which hadn’t been part of the plan until Roman.

         She put her hands in the deep pockets of her coat, and her fingers wrapped around her cell phone. She wanted so badly to text Roman and wish him a Merry Christmas. Every time she thought about him, though, her heart ached a little bit. She’d fallen for him fast and quick, which was so unlike her. And if she was never going to see him again, she needed to cut ties for her heart’s sake.

         She turned and walked inside the house, where Jingle Bell was standing behind the glass door watching her. She stepped inside and petted Jingle’s head as she propped her front paws on Della’s thighs. “It’s just you and me now, girl,” she told the dog. “I’m so glad to have you here keeping me company.”

         Jingle panted happily. Then she returned to four paws and jogged into the kitchen. Della followed. There was a countertop full of dirty dishes from all today’s cooking and eating. Della was tempted to prepare herself another plate. Instead, she opened the fridge and eyed the bottle of holiday-flavored wine from the Duplin Winery, a favorite in North Carolina. It was a gift from Jerome and Sofia.

         Della pulled out the bottle, set it on the counter, and grabbed a glass from the cabinet. She poured herself a nice serving and sat on the barstool. Her cell phone sat on the counter in front of her. Roman had texted earlier to say Merry Christmas. She could at least return that sentiment, she thought after half a glass of wine. She picked up her phone and started to text when her doorbell rang.

         Jingle Bell took off running toward the door, barking excitedly. Della put her glass down and headed to see who her Christmas visitor was. When she opened the door, her friend Lucy Hannigan waved from the porch. She had her new boyfriend Miles beside her.

         “Merry Christmas!” Lucy said.

         “Merry Christmas to you too. Do you want to come inside?” Della asked.

         Lucy shook her head. “Oh, we can’t stay but for a minute. Miles and I were just driving around to look at all the beautiful Christmas lights on your street, and we thought we’d stop by to give you a holiday hug.”

         “Well, I do love holiday hugs,” Della said, wrapping Lucy in a tight embrace first. Afterward, she gave Miles a hug.

         “Is this your new dog?” Lucy bent to pet Jingle for a moment. Miles petted Jingle too.

         “Yes, this is Jingle Bell. We rescued her from a gas station,” Della told them.

         Lucy straightened. “You and the guy who gave you a ride home the other night?”

         Della looked down for a moment. Just thinking about Roman made her feel bittersweet emotion. “Yes.”

         Della had told Lucy all about the shared ride with Roman on the phone the other night.

         “Have you spoken to him lately?” Lucy asked.

         “Not for a couple days,” Della said. “He texted me earlier, but I haven’t responded.”

         Lucy narrowed her eyes. “Hmm.”

         “What?” Della asked, noticing the shared look between Lucy and Miles.

         Lucy shrugged. “Oh, nothing. Just, you must really like this guy if you’re too afraid to even respond to a Merry Christmas text for fear of falling even harder for him.”

         Della shook her head on a nervous laugh. “You can’t fall for someone you only met for a day.”

         Miles raised his hand. “I beg to differ. I fell for Lucy the first moment I saw her. I still fall for her every time I see her.”

         “Aww,” Lucy said on a sigh as she looked over at him. Then she looked at Della again. “Text him back. A heart is a resilient thing. Even if you fall for this guy and your heart gets hurt, you’ll be okay. It’s Christmas, and you said he’s all alone, right?”

         Della nodded. “His family lives in Sweetwater Springs, but he doesn’t go home for the holidays.”

         “So he could probably use a little Christmas cheering up.” Lucy stepped in and gave Della another hug. “It’s supposed to snow some more tonight, so we should probably get home.”

         “Thank you for stopping by,” Della told Lucy and Miles. “Merry Christmas.” She shut the door behind her and headed back to her glass of wine. Then she picked up her cell phone again, gathering her courage to text Roman. She pulled up their thread of messages, and her heart skipped at just the sight of his name. She started to tap out a message, but her doorbell rang again.

         Jingle Bell took off running toward the front door once more, barking all the way.

         Della set her phone down and headed in that direction. She opened the door, expecting to see Lucy and Miles standing there again. Instead, her heart lifted high at the man who’d been just a stranger a few days ago. “Roman. What are you doing here?”

         He was wearing a heavy coat dusted in small white snowflakes. It was snowing! And Roman was standing on her doorstep.

         “I was in the area,” he said with a shrug and a smile. “Well, in Sweetwater Springs anyway. I spent the day with my family.”

         Della’s mouth dropped open. “You did?”

         He nodded. “I did. My dad called to invite me, and he also apologized.”

         “Wow,” Della said. “That’s amazing. And you forgave him?”

         Roman nodded. “Someone taught me earlier this week that you only get one family.”

         “I thought you taught me that,” she said, leaning against the doorway.

         “I guess we taught each other. Anyway, since you won’t return my texts, I thought I’d drive down here to wish you a Merry Christmas in person.”

         Della nibbled at her lower lip. “I was just working up the nerve to text you back, actually.”

         “You had to work up the nerve to do it?” he asked, brows softly pinching.

         “Well, I don’t want to risk falling for my pretend boyfriend.” She looked away for a moment. Maybe she’d said too much. She could blame it on that Christmas wine.

         “Ah, I see. Yes, that was a concern of mine as I drove down here. Falling for my pretend girlfriend might be complicated.”

         She looked at him, finding him even more handsome than she remembered.

         “But I was thinking, maybe we could go on a real date sometime,” he said.

         Della folded her arms around herself. “That might be hard, considering that you live so far away.”

         “There were no flights,” Roman said. “So I drove from Dayton all the way to Sweetwater Springs. Then I drove here.”

         Della grimaced. “That’s a long way to drive for a date.”

         “It is. But I’ll be spending a lot more time in Sweetwater Springs. I agreed to work on a job there with some guys I know. We’re building a house for a family who lost theirs in a fire.”

         “Your current job will allow you to take that much time off?” Della asked.

         “No. I quit that job this morning. I am currently unemployed.” He narrowed his brown eyes. “Maybe that doesn’t exactly make me real boyfriend material. An unemployed contractor who doesn’t exactly have a home.”

         Della furrowed her brow. “You don’t have a home?”

         “Well, I’m planning to sell my place in Dayton. Without the job, there’s not much holding me there. I’m not really sure about moving back to Sweetwater Springs, but I wouldn’t mind being closer to my family.”

         “So you’re jobless and homeless?”

         “You’d be crazy to agree to a date with me, huh?” he asked. The snow was making a fine layer of white on his coat and hair.

         Della’s eyes burned but not because of the cold. This was the sting of happy tears rushing to the surface. She wasn’t going to cry, but she easily could. This was so unexpected and also exactly what she’d been secretly wishing for. “I happen to be great at finding jobs and homes for people. It’s a talent of mine.”

         Roman’s gaze was steady on hers. “So I’ve heard.”

         “Maybe I could help,” she offered.

         “I’d be indebted to you.”

         She looked at the beautiful man in front of her. She still didn’t know everything about him, but she knew him. She recognized something inside him as if they’d been friends forever. “I’ve lost track of who is indebted to who. Maybe we can just call it even.” Della nibbled her lip and glanced over her shoulder. “I was just about to have a glass of wine. Would you like to come inside?”

         Roman looked past her for a moment as he seemed to weigh his answer. Then he shook his head. “I would love to, Della. But I don’t want to mess things up with you, because I have a feeling about us.”

         “You do?”

         One corner of his mouth quirked up. “And I want to do this right. That means we need to start with a first date. When are you free?”

         She thought for a moment. “My kids are with their father for the next two days.”

         “Can I take you out to dinner tomorrow, then?” he asked.

         Della hugged her arms around herself as warm fuzzies floated around in her chest like winter snowflakes. “I know a good restaurant here in town.”

         “Perfect.” His breath came out in white puffs as he looked at her. “I like to do things in order so the first date comes before the first kiss.”

         Her heart skipped a beat. “That’s where we differ. I kind of like to mix things up and do what I want, when I want.”

         His half smile dropped as she stepped toward him and went up on her toes. She paused just a few inches from his lips. Then her gaze flicked up to meet his, silently asking for permission. “And I want to kiss you right now.”

         He scratched his chin thoughtfully. “I suppose we could count our airplane ride as our first date.”

         “And Sweetwater Springs as our second,” she agreed.

         “In which case, this is our third date,” he determined. “We’re overdue for some kissing.”

         “Yes, we are.” Her smile grew as she waited for him to make his move.

         He smiled as well. Then he dipped his head to meet her lips. All the sensations of the night swirled together. The cold snow. His warm mouth. Her racing heart and the aching slowness of the kiss that made time stand still.

         When she pulled back to look at him, Roman was still smiling. “I still can’t come inside. Not even for a glass of wine. That’s definitely fifth date for me.”

         Della leaned into him, pressing another kiss to his lips. “Dinner tomorrow, then. Merry Christmas, Roman.”

         “Merry Christmas, Della Rose.”

         Jingle Bell barked at their feet.

         Roman looked down and petted the dog’s head. “And Merry Christmas to you, Jingle.” He looked at Della. “I don’t know about you, but I got everything I didn’t know I wanted this year. And more.”

         “Same,” Della said. “Well…” She paused. “There is one more thing I want.”

         “Oh? What’s that?”

         She leaned back toward him, bracing her hands on his chest. “One more Christmas kiss.”

         Roman wrapped his arms around her and held her against him. Then he fulfilled her final Christmas wish this year, leaving Della’s heart full of warmth and something that felt a lot like hope and the beginning of love.
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         Event planner Claire Donovan loves giving clients the weddings of their dreams. But that gets tricky when must work with the man who broke her heart—Bo Matthews. As the son of the groom and owner of the perfect venue in Sweetwater Springs, Bo will be impossible to avoid. But can Claire be this close to her sexy ex without falling for his charms all over again?
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         Lacy Shaw has no intention of reliving the worst years of her life at her upcoming high school reunion. She’s just the bookworm that blossomed into…the shy town librarian. Ditching the event seems best until a hot alternative roars into Sweetwater Springs. Perhaps riding in on the motorcycle of the new town hunk will show her classmates how much she’s changed…
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         Rosalie Reyes has big plans to open her new pet shop during the Christmas parade. But it seems like Everett Bollinger, the new town manager, is determined to be a Scrooge and sabotage the parade—and her business too. With the help of the local matchmakers and a rambunctious Saint Bernard named Remy, Rosalie is about to unleash the town’s holiday cheer and make it a paws-itively amazing Christmas for all.
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         It's autumn in the cozy little town of Highland Falls, and for Sadie Gray, it's the most romantic time of the year, not to mention her life. After all, she's engaged to brilliant and gorgeous FBI agent Chase Roberts, whose kisses warm her from head to toe on chilly evenings. But when Sadie and Chase start planning to say their “I do’s” on a reality TV show, Chase's grandfather goes from disapproving of their engagement to full-on Wedding Sabotage Mode. Now Chase and Sadie's special day is quickly turning into a disastrous, three-ring circus. Can Chase and Sadie find their way back to each other . . . before their wedding turns into a happily never after?
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