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At exactly 9:38 p.m. on Christmas Eve, I gave in and admitted that this year's jingle bell jinx was the absolute worst of my life, easily beating out last year, when my brand new iPod got lost in the wads of wrapping paper and accidentally trashed.

I'd wandered every inch of the mall parking deck for the past hour looking for my car, a Honda Accord that was the only thing my dad and I had ever agreed on in my nineteen years. It wasn't anywhere, which meant someone had stolen it. I guessed that was what I deserved for buying a vehicle ranking high on both the safest and most stolen lists.

I readjusted my load of gaily wrapped boxes and all the oversized shopping bags that dangled from my left arm. How I wished I'd gone with the cable knit sweater for Dad instead of the tool set. My right shoulder stung with the effort of lugging the heavy black case, and he wasn't going to like it, anyway.

So what now? I wondered, more worried about calling him to say I'd be late than finding mall security to help me. With a sigh of resignation, I walked over to the You-Are-Here map mounted next to the elevator and set everything down on the cold concrete floor. An icy breeze lifted the corner of my red scarf. The air smelled wintry crisp and clear. I heard sleet pattering the windshields of cars parked on the deck's perimeter and wished like crazy I was back in my two-room apartment in Tyler. I'd be wrapped in a fuzzy blanket watching Ebenezer Scrooge reform and sipping hot cocoa with extra marshmallows. Suddenly I wanted to sit down and bawl my eyes out.

"Buck up," I told myself, exactly what my retired drill sergeant dad would've said if he'd been there. A widower since I was ten, he treated his only daughter the way he treated his men, with no tolerance for weakness or emotion. Life was what it was, he always said. Deal with it. Of course that didn't stop him from trying to micromanage mine, the reason I'd escaped to a college in Texas instead of staying with him and attending the one in Norman, Oklahoma. I loved my dad dearly when there were miles between us. Up close and personal, he drove me crazy. 

Digging my cell phone from my purse, I punched in his number. My stomach instantly knotted with dread. My goal was to say just enough to get by. He didn't need to know what had happened until I sorted everything out and knew myself.

The phone rang on his end.

"Raquel Allison McKnight, where in the hell are you?" he asked by way of answering. "We thought you'd be here by six."

I guessed that "we" meant his younger brother Mel, wife Josie, and their perfect daughters Sara and Steph, who sometimes spent Christmas with us. Unfortunately, my girly-girl cousins and aunt didn't approve of tomboys, so regularly tried to engineer makeovers. As for Mel, I couldn't quite believe he and my Dad had the same parents. Thank goodness for his conspiratorial winks, which were all that kept me from going ballistic when someone said something especially snarky about my hair or clothes. 

"I told you last week I couldn't possibly get home that early. I work, remember?" I'd so hoped for a few quiet days with him. After all, we'd been apart since July and had some serious issues to discuss, namely my decision to change my major. My dad and I were like salt and sugar—similar in looks, but with entirely different tastes. "And now there's a complication. A little problem with the car—"

"Are you talking about a flat? After I told you about that Michelin sale?"

"My tires are fine." Just missing, as is the Honda they are attached to.

"Where are you?"

Beep.

That warning sound made me check my cell battery, which was seconds from dead.  "I'm at the Dallas mall."

"You're still in Texas?"

"Yes, so there's no way I'll get there tonight. It's sleeting like crazy here, and I don't want to drive in it."

"Why are you at the mall?"

Beep.

"Last-minute gifts."

"You should've finished shopping weeks ago."

"No time. Between classes and my job, I—"

"Blame yourself for that." Dad withdrew all financial support when I told him I wasn't going to attend OU Norman.  He thought that would make me change my mind. 

As if. 

I had a full-ride scholarship and could get by on my own, thank you very much. I didn't need him or his strings-attached money.

Beep.

"I promise I'll be home before noon tomorrow. Then we can do the whole present thing and eat fruitcake until we puke."

"What's wrong with your car?"

"Tell you when I get there." If I get there. At the moment, things didn't look so good, but I'd never admit that. 

Beep.

"Do you have a room somewhere?"

"I will in five minutes."

"Call me when you settle in so I'll know you're okay."

"Yeah, sure. Gotta go."

Beep.
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I flipped the phone shut with relief and dropped it into my shoulder bag, which I set on the floor next to all my stuff. Without thought, I massaged the knot of anxiety that was the back of my neck and tried to locate the mall security office on the diagram before me.

The elevator suddenly dinged, and the doors slid open. When a teenaged male with an Old Navy shopping bag stepped out, all my mental alarms went off and I slipped automatically into caution mode. What girl wouldn't late at night on a packed parking deck with no other human in sight? But he strolled right by me with barely a glance, singing "Grandma Got Run Over by a Reindeer" under his breath.

I'd already forgotten him when he abruptly stopped, pivoted, and stared. A nanosecond later, he walked right back to me, stopping before he invaded my space but after I jumped a foot off the floor.  He held up both hands to show me he meant no harm, then stared at my face for a couple of seconds. "Rocky?"

Only one person on the planet had ever called me that. I gave this guy a quick once over, wondering if the gangly geek that was my eighth-grade crush-slash-best friend could really be hidden inside this six-foot bundle of brawn. "Gabe?"

"Holy crap. It is you!" Gabriel Banks closed the distance between us in one step and scooped me up into a bear hug that challenged breathing. 

Or was something else to blame? His twinkling eyes, as blue as ever. That smile stretching from dimple to dimple. Or even his aftershave, a manly scent guaranteed to turn any female to instant mush. Stunned by the look, feel, and smell of him, I barely found wits to hug back. In fact, I could've been thirteen again and head-over-Nikes nuts for him instead of the mature young woman I really was.

"What are you doing in Dallas?" he asked once he set me back on my feet.

I sucked in some much-needed air and pointed to my packages. "You know me. Always running behind."

"What are you talking about? I've never met anyone as organized." He eyed my packages. "Can I help with these?"

"You could if I had someplace to put them."

He arched an eyebrow and waited for me to explain.

"Can't find my car."

Clearly assuming I'd forgotten where I parked, Gabe burst into laughter that died when he realized I wasn't amused. He cleared his throat. "My sister—you remember Anna?—takes a picture of the deck number with her cell phone so she can find her way back."

"So do I." I retrieved my phone, punched a couple of buttons, and showed Gabe the shot I'd taken of the red Level 4 painted on the wall just beyond my shiny black Honda.

He frowned. "So what's the problem?"

"Can't find my car."

His jaw dropped. "You mean it's not here anymore?"

I shook my head.

"As in someone stole it?"

I nodded.

"Shit, Rocky. What are you going to do?"

"I was trying to locate the mall security office for starters."

"I know where it is." He began gathering my packages. I stopped him.

"I can manage these." I took the boxes and bags he held. "If you'll get that."

Gabe nodded and picked up the tool case, then turned to the elevator just as the doors opened. Several women filed out, all wearing evening clothes and spiked heels inappropriate for shopping. I guessed they'd been to the ritzy Casino that shared the parking deck with the mall. There were signs all over the place announcing some kind of special event there.  

Gabe stopped the door from closing again. "Right this way." 

"Shoplift a lot, do you?" I asked as I stepped inside. 

"Huh?"

"Why else would you know where security is?"

Gabe grinned and punched one. "Dad's a mall cop now."

"No kidding. So he's retired, too?"

"Yep. Four years ago, and I can tell you I don't miss the military life one bit. I actually attended the same school from the ninth through twelfth grades, if you can believe that."

"Lucky you. I went to six different ones, two during my senior year. Dad didn't retire until eight months ago, just in time to buy a house near the college of his choice." 

"So sergeant dad is still calling the shots?"

"Not anymore." I explained about applying for a UT Tulsa scholarship on
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