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  ~1~


I’m not going to faint. I’m not going to faint. 
Sophia Green repeated the mantra as the country singer locked eyes with her. With her! Only one of hundreds at the event. She kept her eyes leveled on his even as she felt her knees wobble and the room fade. 
The band led the intro into the next song. Dawson Evans, eyes still holding hers in a steady intense gaze, sang his heart out, his young voice rich and deep, already showing promise. She had read that he was exactly as old as her, which at sixteen meant everything. His dark eyes had held hers from the stage since the beginning of the song, a song of lost love reunited after years apart. 
A chill ran through her, causing her to shiver and break out in goosebumps. Her gaze never wavered. She had no idea why he had picked her out of the crowd, but she wasn’t about to let the moment go. His rich voice seemed to sing just for her.
Time had stood still during the song, but as the music ended, the crowd erupted, and Sophia almost fell in the chaos. By the time she regained her footing, Dawson had already exited the stage. 
It was that night that Sophia decided she wanted to work with musicians and in a way to ensure that fans were able to meet them after a performance. She pined after that boy and his guitar for many years after, and still every time she heard his name or a song of his on the radio, she would break out in goosebumps and her heart would pitter-patter with the memory of whatever it was they had shared in that moment.

      [image: image-placeholder]“Well, you tell him to put the bottle down and get out there to greet his fans, and if he wants to be asked to return, he better have a genuine smile on his face as he talks to them!” Sophia stormed from the hallway. These musicians infuriated her. Each one she met seemed to be even more selfish and addicted than the last.
Why was it so difficult for these singers to thank the fans who made them the money they so desired? At the side of the stage in the outdoor amphitheater, she pulled her dress jacket down and took in a deep breath, willing herself to peace. With a smile plastered on her face, she walked gracefully to the mic.
Her long, midnight hair blew loose in the breeze. These were die-hard fans to brave this weather for a chance to meet the rock band that was featured tonight. They deserved a few minutes of the singer’s time.
“Who has the best fans of all time!” she cheered into the mic and the crowd roared. She snuck a look to the sidestage and saw the manager standing with the grumpy singer. “Your perseverance has paid off! It’s now your chance to have a personal meeting with the one and only, Mick Turner!”
The crowd went crazy as Mick stepped out onto the stage and waved.
Sophia turned towards the musician and discreetly pointed to her smile. The guy glared at her before breaking into a wide grin and taking the mic from her.
She strode back off the stage, the echo of her heels lost to the noise filling the amphitheater. She could see her breath steaming the air in front of her, and if it wasn’t for the anger boiling inside of her, she knew she would be freezing.
“I’m going to give you one last warning,” she told the band manager. “No alcohol on this site. We will not tolerate our performers being intoxicated!”
She turned on her heels and left.
If she had known what she had been getting into all those years ago, she would have chosen a different career.

      [image: image-placeholder]“You’ll do the Christmas fundraiser again this year, right, Sophia?” her co-worker asked in a sweet voice.
“Of course, Jenny. I know how important it is that you get to see your family. How old are your nephews now?” Sophia asked while sifting through the next event portfolios.
“Ten, eight, and three, and my sister-in-law is pregnant with a girl. The first girl!” she clapped her hands together.
“That’s great, Jenny.” Sophia smiled at her briefly. “When are you and James planning to start?”
“Oh, we’re working on it.” The woman giggled and blushed as she walked back to her own cubby. 
Sophia took a deep breath. A girl. She glanced at the only picture she kept on her desk. It had been taken at her high school graduation. She had her arm wrapped around her grinning ten-year-old sister. She picked up the frame and touched her sister’s freckled face.
Sophia had begged her parents for years to give her a sister. On Christmas Eve, when she was ten years old, her parents surprised her with one. The tiny two-year-old girl was as blonde as Sophia was dark. Her bright blue eyes had locked onto Sophia’s and an instant bond had formed. To Sophia, it had proved Christmas miracles existed.
Sophia did not know her parents couldn’t have more children. They had spent years working with adoption agencies until they brought home little Naomi. 
“I miss you, Sister,” she whispered as she set the frame back on her cluttered desk. So much for Christmas miracles. The holiday would never bring the joy it once had. The magic of the season seemed as fake as the Santa posing in the mall.
“Meeting’s starting,” Jenny chimed as she raced past her.
Sophia took one last lingering glance towards the smiling Naomi before grabbing her folders and finding a seat in their weekly meeting. As she closed the door behind her, the jingle bells jangled a merry welcome. Her boss had a thing for decorating the office. Sophia would rather it not happen. It only brought back painful memories.
“Alright, everyone’s here,” her boss started, smoothing down his mustache and reaching for his notes. “As we all know, this is a short week. Many of you are leaving tomorrow for your holiday celebrations. Don’t forget your Christmas hams in the fridge on your way out, just my way of saying thank you for helping make Foster Theatre what it is.”
“Any chance we get ice skating tickets again this year?” someone asked, making Sophia roll her eyes. Everyone always wanted more.
“Actually, yes. Each of you should have a family ticket for the rink in your boxes before the end of the day.” He peered at his notes. “Now, let’s say a big thank you to Sophia for once again taking the lead on the Christmas fundraiser.”
The five other people in the room clapped and hooted. They all appreciated that they wouldn’t be stuck at work so close to the holiday. Sophia didn’t care. She had no place to go, anyway. She held up a hand and offered a bleak smile.
“Now we have a change in performers for the fundraiser. It seems the Holiday Sensations are laid up sick,” he started, reading his notes.
“What?” Sophia sat on the edge of her seat. This was a scheduling nightmare.
“We have already found a replacement, so no need to stress. Let’s see, oh here it is, a country singer, Dawson Evans, will take over.”
The room erupted with cheers, but Sophia gasped as her world closed in. A flush coursed through her, leaving her hot and feeling like she would faint. Oh, no, not again. She gripped the table and hung her head, taking in deep, ragged breaths.
“You okay?” Jenny whispered while laying a tentative hand on her back.
Sophia nodded, blinked, and sat back up straight. Luckily, their boss continued to rattle on and no one else paid any attention to her small, internal meltdown.

      [image: image-placeholder]“What was that all about?” Jenny asked while they funneled out of the office.
“What?” Sophia stalled.
“Don’t act like nothing happened. I’ve been working with you for two years now. Practically taught you all I know, and I know you. Your face goes all white and your eyes look like a deer caught in the headlights whenever you get really stressed. So what is it about this Dawson Evans guy that has you all worked up?”
There it was again, his name. The tingles passed through her body as the emotions swept up within her. She collapsed into her chair.
“You sure you don’t want to stick around for the fundraiser this year?” Sophia asked sarcastically. The thought of seeing Dawson again pricked her chest in anxiety.
“No,” Jenny said, her face going ashen. “Please don’t ask me to give up Christmas with my family.”
“I’m joking. I can handle it,” she lied. She had no idea how she would get through it.
“Are you going to tell me what’s going on?”
“Nothing to tell. I just really enjoy Dawson Evans’ music, and I will hate to see the real him. All these musicians are so stuck on themselves.”
“Well, not all of them.” Jenny shrugged as she leaned up against Sophia’s desk.
“You’re right. The Holiday Sensations are truly genuine. They love those foster kids.” Sophia couldn’t stop the smile from spreading across her face. 
The lead singer, who already had a bushy white beard, always dressed up as Santa. The band added gifts to the bags of donations for the kids. For Sophia, it made the heartache she had during the holiday season worth the experience. Each little foster kid reminded her of her little sister, lost and alone. Any joy they experienced meant everything to her.
“Hey, you can’t compare all these young musicians to Axel.”
Axel. The name caused Sophia to shiver. How had she even fallen for such a guy? “I’m not.” Yet Sophia’s hands shook, and she knew she lied.
“Hey, that guy was a dog. Thank goodness for social media. You might not have found out.”
“Yeah, thank goodness,” Sophia whispered.
“This Dawson guy could actually have a heart. I hear he sings country and not our usual rock. There could be a chance. Just to be on the safe side, check social media before you get any ideas in your head about him.” Jenny touched her on the shoulder as she walked on down to her own cubicle.
Dawson have a heart? She guessed there might still be a few Christmas miracles out there, but she wasn’t going to hold her breath. More than likely, he would be a disappointment, just like all the others. Maybe she should check social media. She shook her head. No way was she going to let herself go there.






  
  ~2~


The morning of the concert, Sophia wrapped the only present she had purchased, something simple for her father. She hardly saw him anymore. The man he once was, wasted away to a depressed, unresponsive grump. Setting the present by her purse, she took one last look in the mirror, ensuring she looked like she had everything together because she sure didn’t feel like it. 
She smoothed her red, fluffy turtleneck sweater dress over her thick wool leggings. They got little snow, but the icy wind still whipped through almost any outfit. She kept her long hair straight and down, telling herself it would be better than having flyaways, but she knew she did it because that’s how she wore it the day she had locked eyes with Dawson those eight years ago.
With a flourish, she dabbed on one more coat of her dark red lipstick and squeezed her lips together to disperse it. No way would he remember her. She had been just one of many long strings of girls that he had probably sung to. It didn’t matter, anyway. Her fantasy crush was about to be destroyed because in a half hour when she would meet the real Dawson Evans. Would she find he was like all the other musicians she knew?
She already had a bad taste for the upcoming encounter. For the last two days, she had been calling Dawson’s manager and leaving messages. No one returned her calls. Her boss had told her not to worry, that Dawson would show up. Don’t stress? She laughed as she searched her hair, sure she had earned a few greys over this ordeal.
Her cell phone rang just as she thought she had found a one.
“Hello?” she answered the call, not recognizing the number.
“Hi, is this Sophia Green?” a rich, deep voice asked.
Sophia knew exactly who it was. His voice had been ingrained in her very soul. “Yes, it is.” 
“Oh good. This is Dawson Evans. We’ve arrived early, and I wondered if I could get the code from you so we could start setting up.”
“Oh, of course. I’m sorry, I’m used to dealing with the managers. I’ve been trying to get a hold of him.” She did her best to keep her voice calm, even though it quivered.
“Well, our manager is on leave because of a family emergency, so you’re stuck with me.” He laughed light-heartedly.
Sophia’s stomach did a flip. He sounded so sincere and easy going. This couldn’t be the successful Dawson Evans. Surely fame had ruined him. She squeezed her eyes shut and focused on the job.
“I should be there in fifteen minutes, but the code is two-four-eight-two.”
“Got it. Thank you. See you soon.”
Sophia ended the call in a daze. She had just talked with Dawson, her unattainable, intangible crush of the last eight years. Her body pulsed, leaving her hands shaking as she grabbed her purse and quickly made her way to the amphitheater. 
On the drive, she told herself to let go of the insane infatuation. Today she had a job to do. She needed to focus on that, not some lame, unrealistic notion concerning her country star crush.
By the time she arrived at the amphitheater, she had her game face on, feeling resolved in treating today like any other event. It helped that as she came to the stage, she saw the crew utilizing the entire area instead of leaving a small section for some of the foster kids to join them on the stage. 
“Hold on there!” she directed the crew. “You’re taking up the whole stage.”
“That’s right lady, we’re the band and we take up the whole stage,” one of them told her with a snicker, and the others joined him.
She squeezed her fists into her hips, inwardly counting down from five before lashing out at the young man. He probably didn’t know any better.
“This is why bands have managers. I’m Sophia Green. I organized this fundraiser. Didn’t the office tell you to leave a section for the kids?”
“How should I know?” He shook his head and followed the others off the stage.
“Wait, you need to move the equipment and…” Sophia stopped as Dawson strode onto the stage, stopping the guys before they made it down the steps. 
He no longer looked like the sixteen-year-old boy she
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