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      I have to work on Christmas Day. Well, let me rephrase that in the way my boss informed me: I get to work on Christmas Day. As a kid, I used to think everyone had the holiday off work. My parents job-hopped and rarely ever worked, and they certainly didn’t work on holidays. They would shuttle me around to each family member who might have bought me a present and who would definitely us stay for dinner. Christmas was a week-long handout-seeking festival when I was growing up.

      Now that I am the grown up, I’m smart enough to not have any kids so that I don’t disappoint them the way my parents disappointed me. I also don’t have any kind of significant other, which just makes life easier and less complicated. That’s the word for it right? Easier?

      Whatever, it doesn’t matter. I get to work on Christmas Eve, and Christmas Day, and no doubt I’ll have the joy of working on New Years as well, because I work in the hospitality industry and the historic Hotel Greene is open 24/7. Janelle said it’s because I’m the only one without a family and if I work the front desk then my coworkers can be home with their kids on Christmas morning. She’s right, of course. I want my coworkers to be with their kids. And at least I get paid time and a half for working on a holiday.

      I cut off my parents and their toxicity a long time ago, but I’m not totally devoid of family. I have the Aldens.

      My dad’s brother, Brian, his wife, Aunt Jan, and their five extremely annoying (yet somehow lovable) adult sons. My cousins, the closest family I have and actually like. Christmas is next week, but right now it’s the weekend before Christmas, which is Jan’s annual “everyone better show up to my holiday party or you’re disowned” event. I don’t think she’s actually serious about the disowning part, but I’ve never wanted to risk it.

      That’s why I’m making the four hour drive from Galveston Island to Lawson, Texas. I leave at four in the morning, when my night shift is over. I should arrive just in time for Aunt Jan’s massive family breakfast, which is legendary. Seriously, sometimes I dream about her breakfast spreads and wake up craving waffles with four kinds of syrup and a dozen toppings. Aunt Jan is the greatest cook and she’s used to making insane amounts of food for her five boys who somehow never stop eating.

      This early in the morning, the traffic isn’t too bad. The Houston skyline glitters in the early morning sky before fading into the background as I drive through the big city toward the small middle-of-nowhere town where they live. I haven’t seen my cousins since last Christmas, and I’m looking forward to three days of reconnecting with those goofballs. Most of all, I’m excited to have three whole days off work. All of my bills are in a constant state of overdue or nearly overdue, so taking three days off is a luxury I can’t quite afford.

      I don’t care. I need this break.

      Lawson is a small town but in the best way. It’s got all that small town Hallmark Movie charm without even trying. It’s like the movies were modeled after Lawson. I don’t know why I never saw that when I was younger. I drive down Main Street, the busiest, cutest part of town where all the shops have that vintage storefront look and the street lamps have been decorated with wreaths and clear Christmas lights.

      It’s such a drastic change from the island where I live. I’m used to beach vibes, traffic, tourists, and fast food. Here, the restaurants are few but delicious, the people are local and kind, and traffic is basically nonexistent unless it’s the school drop-off line at Lawson Elementary.

      Every time I come back home, nostalgia hits me and I start thinking maybe I should move back here and be with my favorite part of the family all the time. Then I remind myself why I moved away in the first place—I’m supposed to be out there making something of myself, a strong independent badass woman who can do anything.

      Anything, like work the Christmas shift at a luxury hotel for holiday guests. It’s a well-known fact that people traveling for the holidays are in the grumpiest of moods. Vacationers are happy about vacation, business travelers are just here briefly for work so they’re polite and easy, but holiday guests? They’re fretting over presents and timing and seeing family members they don’t like and will one hundred percent get into a political argument with over dinner. They’re mad that their kid forgot to pack his dress shoes, or stressed about spending time with their mother-in-law, and they take out all of those frustrations on the hotel staff.

      That’s another great thing about being an independent single woman: no mother-in-law.

      I slow down at the one red light in town and a new business sign catches my eye. Café Marese has replaced the Wright Dental office at the corner of Main and Third Street. The logo is cute, with a little coffee cup in the middle of Café and Marese. The painted words on the windows advertise fresh baked pastries and make a bold statement: Best Latte in Town!

      Okay, well I have to see about that. I pull over, parking at one of those thirty minutes only parking spaces. I stretch out my limbs which are stiff after the long drive, and step into the chilly December morning. It’s actually much colder than I anticipated. Galveston stays warm thanks to the Gulf waters, so even our coldest days aren’t nearly as cold as it gets up here. But even still, this is Texas. Our winters are like opening the freezer to grab a snack. It’s never cold enough to worry about, and it’ll be hot again soon after.

      I shiver a bit, quickly walking across the sidewalk and into the coffee shop. The smell of roasted coffee fills my lungs. I inhale deeply, forever loving this scent. I would live inside a coffee shop if I could. This place is so cute and vibey. They’ve renovated the inside to have an industrial vibe with wrought iron metal and weathered wood everywhere. Old license plates decorate the walls alongside black and white photos of coffee and smiling people who I assume are the new owners.

      The place is packed, which is saying a lot for this small town. I get in line, still shivering from the cold outside. It wasn’t cold at all when I left work this morning, so I’m just wearing my work uniform of black slacks and a white button up long sleeve. I rub my arms to warm them up while checking out the pastries behind the counter. They all look so delicious, how are you supposed to choose? When it’s my turn, I order the famous latte, hoping it doesn’t disappoint.

      “I’d like a pastry, too.”

      “Sure thing,” the woman behind the counter says. “Which one?”

      I shrug. “Surprise me.”

      She grins like she’s been waiting for this moment, and then she slides open the pastry cabinet glass and puts one in a bag. “You’ll love this one, I promise.”

      “Thanks,” I say, tapping my card to the register to pay and then taking the bag.

      “Latte will be out in just a minute,” she says, nodding toward the pickup counter to the right where a few other people wait.

      I walk over to a community bulletin board on the wall and take my time looking at all the offerings. Stuff for sale, music lessons, dog training. Tons of business cards of people in town who do random things.

      “Medium latte for Poppy!” someone calls out from the pickup counter.

      I turn, finding myself caught in a small crowd. A few children run around and the sweetest old lady with a walker is moving slowly away from the counter. It takes me a minute to get up there, and when I do, my coffee is gone.

      “Um, medium latte?” I ask the teenager behind the counter.

      “I just put it right there,” he says, pointing to an empty spot on the counter. I’m not someone who’s rude to service staff, because I’m a service staff myself, but come on? What am I supposed to say to that? There are no coffees on this counter!

      “Excuse me,” a deep voice says from beside me. The next thing I notice is a woodsy cologne scent that floods my body with feelings I haven’t felt in years. I ignore those feelings. Men are insufferable. I’m better off without one.

      The man beside me is tall, thick in a good way, and wearing flannel. “I’m sorry, I think I took the wrong coffee.”

      He holds out a medium latte with the name Poppy scrawled on it.

      “Yes, you did,” I say, taking the cup without making eye contact. “It’s mine.”

      I take a long sip, and hot damn—it might actually be the most delicious latte I’ve ever had. I guess their window art isn’t lying.

      “Sorry about that.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” I say, turning to leave.

      “Wait…”

      That voice. It dives deep into my soul and pulls up memories I have buried and forgotten. The memories are good at first, but quickly morph into the humiliating shame that’s why I buried them in the first place.

      I know this guy.

      I dated this guy.

      I turned down his proposal.

      “Poppy?”

      My jaw clenches. Please please don’t let my cheeks be embarrassingly pink right now.

      “Yep,” I say, glancing up at the tall, flannel-clad coffee-stealer in front of me. Mason Delaney.

      Twenty-six looks good him. He’s got a scruffy beard and he finally figured out how to style that wavy mess of hair on his head.

      He smiles, which only emphasizes his perfect jawline. “What are you doing here?”

      “Christmas,” I say, as if that’s a complete sentence. But words
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