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            LACI HARTMAN

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Christmas Eve

        Houston

      

      

      

      This was the worst Christmas Eve ever.

      I locked the door to my office and walked down the hall to the elevator.

      I closed early because it was Christmas Eve and no one was planning a destination wedding today. They had either already planned their romantic destination wedding or they were on their trips right now.

      As I rode down the elevator to the Galleria, I pulled up the text message my boyfriend had sent me exactly thirty-five minutes ago.

      I used to think his timing was romantic. Now I knew his timing actually sucked.

      Who broke up with their girlfriend on Christmas Eve?

      In all fairness, it wasn’t exactly a break-up message. But for all intents and purposes, it may as well have been.

      HUNTER: Heading home to Connecticut. Sorry it’s last minute. Have to cancel our plans.

      I didn’t even bother to respond.

      It was two o’clock on Christmas Eve and we had plane tickets to Denver in… I glanced at my Apple watch, exactly four hours. I’d spent some time planning this special Christmas getaway for us. Not nearly as much as I’d spent planning someone’s destination wedding, but some time and effort nonetheless.

      It was too late to cancel the flight. He’d even paid for the tickets, but it didn’t matter.

      I could make the trip by myself. A lot of people would.

      But going away by myself wasn’t my thing.

      The elevator door opened and I stepped into a crowd of last-minute shoppers in the Galleria. I’d parked in the Nordstrom’s garage, thinking it would be a good excuse to walk through. Just in case they had something I needed last minute for the trip.

      Instead of heading toward my car, though, I blended in with the happy shoppers and walked toward the ice rink.

      I stopped by a little coffee shop and bought myself a peppermint flavored latte, then wandered to the area overlooking the skating rink.

      The huge Christmas tree, sitting in the middle of the skating rink was a sight to behold.

      The skaters, some obviously professional and others just having fun, circled the ice.

      One of the older teenage girls wearing a white skating dress did a Biellmann Spin like an Olympian and yet hardly no one noticed.

      But it took my breath away.

      And it reminded me of a time when I had been a skater.

      But that had been before.

      My phone rang and my sister’s face appeared on the screen.

      “Are you at the airport?” she asked, a big grin on her face.

      The ocean was behind her. Sailboats.

      “Not yet,” I said, forcing something that passed for a smile on my lips. “Are you having a good time?”

      “We are,” she said. “You two should have come with us.”

      “I know,” I said. “Next time for sure.”

      My sister made a sad face.

      “We miss you.”

      “I miss you, too.”

      “Call me when you land,” she said as her boyfriend wrapped his arms her.

      “I will,” I said.

      And we disconnected the call.

      I could have been in the Bahamas with my mother, father, sister, and my sister’s boyfriend.

      But Hunter didn’t like the ocean, so I’d planned something for us in the mountains.

      Not the smartest thing I’d ever done. But I wanted to make it work.

      I’d thought Hunter and I might have something.

      But, really…

      If I was honest with myself, there had never been anyone who was really right for me since Philip.

      I dropped onto a bench and put my chin on my hands.

      It had been ten years since…

      Something tickled the back of my mind.

      If we’re both single ten years from today, let’s meet back here. At the Williams Tower Waterfall.

      I could hear Philip’s voice as clear as if he was standing right beside me.

      Oh. My. God.

      That was Christmas Eve.

      Exactly ten years ago.

      Meet me at sunset, he’d said.

      I think I can remember that.

      But had I?
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            PHILIP ARROYO

          

        

      

    

    
      Wheels down, I landed at the West Houston Airport in Houston and taxied down the runway.

      My cargo consisted of a young couple with two young children, a boy and a girl.

      The two children had chattered all the way from Denver to Houston.

      They’d talked about making gingerbread houses and caroling and leaving cookies for Santa.

      If there were any cookies left. I was going to have to vacuum up sugar cookie crumbs when we landed.

      Christmas Eve.

      And they were going to Grandmother’s house.

      I remembered those days.

      Except we’d traveled by car. About the same distance, but it took way longer. I think that’s when the seed of being a pilot had been planted.

      It had just been the germ of a seed, but it hadn’t taken much for it to grow like a weed.

      Houston wasn’t my normal route.

      Based out of Denver, I flew for a small, but up and coming private company, Skye Travels. Very family oriented.

      When this flight request came in, I jumped on it.

      Not because I didn’t have family. On the contrary. My family, my sister in particular, would probably never talk to me again for missing Christmas.

      I followed the directions over to the Skye Travels private hangar and started the process of securing the plane.

      I’d been to Houston a few times over the past few years, but not for Christmas.

      Not since graduating from the University of Houston ten years ago.

      The world had seemed so big and wide open at the time.

      I’d wanted to take in all of it. And I’d done my fair share.

      But Laci Hartman had always been there in the back of my mind. I’d even looked for her a few times, but it was like she’d vanished off the face of the earth.

      And the reality was that she had probably gotten married.

      But even so, things changed. And even if she had gotten married and possibly divorced, she would still be Laci.

      This date, December 24, 2021 was burned into my brain.

      I didn’t have to write it on a calendar or set a reminder.

      We’d made a promise to each other.

      It was one of those promises that young lovers made to each other.

      We could have done it differently. We could have stayed together.

      Should have stayed together.

      But in the infinite wisdom of youth, we didn’t want to hold each other back.

      If we’re still single, we’ll meet at the Williams Tower Waterfall, I’d said.

      “Why?” she’d asked.

      So we can get married.

      In hindsight, it was probably a dumb thing to promise, much less to think it was something either of would remember, much less honor.

      Maybe I have to think about it,” she said.

      You have ten years to decide, I’d said. Let me know your answer in 2021.

      I grabbed a Santa hat and beard from my bag and put them on.

      Unbuckling and standing up, I faced the cabin.

      “Ho. Ho. Ho,” I said. “Merry Christmas.”

      The two children, a boy and a girl, squealed in laughter.

      Even if Laci didn’t show up at Williams Tower Waterfall, this trip would be worth it.

      Not because I’d given it a chance, but because I’d flown a family to their grandparents’ house on Christmas Eve when no one else wanted to. When everyone else was at home with their own families.

      And tonight I’d find out her answer to my lopsided proposal.

      One way or another.
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      Battling through the last-minute shoppers, I finally managed to make my way to my car.

      The parking garage was impossibly backed up.

      Yet as we all waited our turn to get out on the road, no one was honking or otherwise being discourteous.

      If only every day could be Christmas.

      The world would be a much nicer place.

      As I waited, it occurred to me that I could have walked instead of driving, but I didn’t want to have to walk back. Not when there was a safer option much closer.

      Finally, out of the mall parking lot, I drove to the Williams Tower parking garage and quickly found a parking spot. With everyone shopping at the mall, it was a good time visit the sixty-four-foot waterfall.

      I pulled on my wool coat as I got out of the car.

      There was a cold front coming in tonight just in time to make Houston’s warmer climate seem more like Christmas.

      As I walked toward the park across the street from the Galleria, I saw one little family pushing a baby stroller and a group of three young boys playing frisbee.

      Reaching the waterfall, I stood and looked up.

      I’d only been here one other time in my life.

      That was ten years ago today with Philip.

      Philip had been my boyfriend at the time, but he’d been so much more than that.

      We’d done everything today. Attached at the hip, we’d studied, eaten, and
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