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      Emma Flynn

      

      Some would describe the Houston Galleria at Christmas as a magical place, pulsing with the excitement that came with that final week leading up to Christmas.

      The hub of it all was the ice-skating rink.

      At the moment, the ice-skating rink itself was closed for a live concert with an up and coming musicians who was currently entertaining the crowds with loud, lively Christmas music blasting from the oversized speakers. The music spilled down the wide halls and into the stores.

      The fifty-five-foot tall artificial Christmas tree was adorned with 450,000 twinkling lights and 5,000 ornaments. Every year the artificial tree was hand fluffed by a team of volunteers, the whole process starting in October.

      In addition to the tree, giant sparkly ornaments hung from the ceiling turning the whole three-story shopping arena into a holiday wonderland.

      The first floor, in addition to the ice-skating rink, housed a hair salon, a Mexican restaurant, a hamburger place, and several fast food restaurants. Other eateries came and went.

      During the holidays, there were pop up coffee shops and doughnut shops along with booths selling t-shirts, jewelry, and customized gifts like mugs and teddy bears.

      Tourists flocked from all over the world just to come here to shop at the Galleria.

      They could get everything from the most expensive jewelry in the country to the latest fashion. Legos. Barbies. Handbags.

      There was no excuse for a person to not walk out with the perfect gift.

      But it happened all the time.

      People came in, looked around, got overwhelmed, and walked out with a gift card. Maybe to a specific store. Maybe a gift card they could spend at any place in the Galleria.

      I understood those and they had their place.

      According to my sister, a gift card was THE best gift. Hands down.

      Like me, my sister loved to shop and being gifted a gift card was better than any actual gift. It was a chance to go shopping. The gift that led to shopping, she called it.

      My sister and I both agreed and disagreed in that respect.

      Personally I believed that knowing a person and going to the trouble to pick out the perfect gift for them—something they would cherish—something they would know was chosen specifically with them in mind—was better than any gift card.

      So I braved the crowds in search of those perfect gifts, one for my sister, of course. I’d slip in a gift card to one of her favorite stores along with whatever gift I found for her. She was truly the easiest person to buy for.

      I also had to get gifts for my mother, my father, my grandmother, and my aunt.

      Some years I came shopping with an idea in mind about what I was going to get. Last year I had come shopping with an itemized list, everything already figured out.

      This year I was shopping into the dark. I had absolutely no idea what I was going to get anyone.

      Part of it, I thought as I slipped past a young family with three bright-eyed preteen girls. Everything was bright and shiny and new to them.

      They still believed in the magic of Christmas.

      I was twenty-seven. It was a little hard to still believe in magic at twenty-seven.

      Last Christmas had been different. Last Christmas I’d had a completely different outlook on life. I’d been engaged to a perfectly fine accountant that I thought myself in love with. This year I was supposed to be a married woman. But right in the middle of summer during the brutally hot month of July, Edward, his name was Edward, had broken up with me.

      He hadn’t even had the decency to offer an explanation.

      The breakup still stung, but mostly I considered myself to be over him and mostly when I really thought about it, I was relieved that he was no longer in my life.

      He had been one of those guys who preferred to spend time with his friends over spending time with me, especially if it involved my family.

      He knew I was close with my family going in. The longer we were together, the more resentful he became about me spending time with my family, even though he was always invited.

      Yes. It was definitely best that he was no longer in my life.

      I had dodged that bullet.

      I ducked into a high end clothing store on the second floor. Wandered the aisles, running a hand over silky dresses and cashmere scarves.

      My mother was retired. She had no need for silky dresses and she had a cashmere scarf already, that I had given her that she never wore.

      To her credit she kept it, folded and stashed neatly in the top drawer of her bureau along with other things my sister and I had given her over the years.

      Maybe that was one point for my sister. Maybe my mother would have preferred a gift card that she could have used to get something else. Something practical like a new pair of walking shoes.

      My sister preferred casual and athletic. Nothing in here for her either.

      I left the clothing store. There were no other shoppers in the store and, to me, that was a red flag. I preferred, especially at Christmastime, to shop in the crowded stores.

      It was probably a silly, even invalid sentiment, but it was my own measure of how good a store was. I had come to the conclusion that people only flocked to the best stores.

      I stopped at one of the little coffee shops and bought a latte. Maybe a little caffeine would get my creative juices flowing.

      Standing at the railing overlooking the skating rink, I checked in with my sister.

      
        
          
            
              
        Are you finding anything?

      

      

      

      

      

      After a couple of minutes Zoe wrote back.

      
        
          
            
              
        ZOE

      

      
        Found a couple of gifts. Want to have lunch?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Sure. Meet me at the Mexican place?

      

      

      

      

      

      I slipped my phone back into my pocket and laughed to myself.

      At least Zoe was trying to shop for gifts. She was probably buying gift cards, but that was okay. She put time and energy into buying gift cards from places people would like, so that couldn’t be minimized.

      The thing that I found most amusing was Zoe’s love of eating. She barely weighed a hundred pounds, but she ate any chance she got. Not that she ate much at the time. She just ate often.

      I took my coffee and continued to wander down the hallway. I stepped into a high end souvenir store and considered getting my father a t-shirt for him to wear when he and Mother started traveling next year.

      The t-shirt had a saying on it.

      Home is Where the Heart is… and My Heart's in Texas

      I decided to think about it. I could always come back to it later. Part of the fun of shopping was finding things and then deciding what to come back to.

      Right now I was in what I called the exploration stage.

      There were still six shopping days until Christmas. So I had plenty of time to make last minute decisions.

      I stepped onto the crowded elevator with back-to-back people—a woman with a baby carriage, a couple with a child, and several other people—and rode down to the first floor.

      The musician had finished her concert and her crew was packing things up. The skating rink staff was busy getting the rink ready to let skaters back out on the ice.

      With the musician leaving, the crowd was thinning out a bit, making it easier to walk about.

      I gave my name to the hostess at the Mexican restaurant, took a pager, and went back to sit on a bench in front of the skating rink.

      They were letting skaters back on the ice now.

      For now, however, only the experienced skaters were allowed out on the ice. Performing for the lingering crowd.

      They were using them as part of the entertainment.

      They were letting Olympic quality skaters entertain people who had come to see the musician.

      It wasn’t a bad thing. Professional level skaters like that enjoyed getting out on the ice in front of an audience.

      They spend most of their lives training for something just like this. This was their chance to get out there on the ice, pleasing the crowds. Taking a bow when they were finished.

      It was good practice in case any of them every did make it to the actual Olympics. It could happen. It had happened. We’d had a Houston girl make it. Two of them, in fact.

      I watched the skaters with envy. My parents hadn’t deemed ice skating worthy of the time and expense it would have taken to send my sister and me to lessons.

      Learning to ice skate was not an easy endeavor. It wasn’t something just any family could handle.

      It was a fulltime job that began in childhood and took a commitment from the entire family.

      No. I was probably better off doing what I was doing.

      It would have been awesome though to have been able to step out onto the ice and wow anyone who happened to be watching.

      I straightened in my wool coat. I was okay doing what I did.

      My life had plenty of meaning and not a little bit of recognition.

      I was, after all, at the top of my field.

      “Hey you,” my sister said, coming up behind me. “Please tell me we’re in line.”

      I held up the pager. “Shouldn’t be long.”

      “Have you bought anything?” she asked, sitting down beside me, dropping her two shiny red shopping bags at her feet.

      “Not yet,” I said.

      Straightening her coat, Zoe looked at me quizzically before turning her attention to the skaters on the ice.

      “Something is wrong with this picture,” Zoe said. “I’ve bought three gifts. Actual gifts. Not gift cards. And the super shopper herself has bought nothing.”

      “I still have time,” I said. “Besides, if all else fails, I know that at least one person would be okay if she got a gift card.”

      “What’s the world coming to?” Zoe asked with a sigh.

      “I honestly don’t know,” I said. “But don’t worry. I’ll find something. I’ll find something for everyone. I’m not giving up yet.”

      Unfortunately, I felt far less optimistic than I let on.

      I’d give it a couple of days, but I might just end up getting everyone gift cards after all.

      I didn’t want to admit it, but maybe my Christmas spirit was lagging a bit this year.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Emma

      

      “I’m going to sign you up for a dating app,” Zoe announced over tacos.

      I picked up my napkin and looked at the stubborn set to my sister’s jaw.

      “No,” I said. “You are not.”

      “It’s been, what? Six months? Since you went on a date.”

      “I don’t have time to date.”

      The server refilled our glasses of hand-squeezed strawberry lemonade. The lemonade was one of the main reasons I liked coming here.

      Zoe sipped her lemonade through a straw.

      “Are you sure you don’t want a margarita?”

      “A margarita sounds good, but you know I’m driving.”

      “As always,” Zoe said as a token complaint. “What don’t you just try one of the dating apps?”

      “Why don’t I not?”

      Zoe checked her phone.

      “How many of those apps are you on?” I asked.

      “A lady never reveals her number,” Zoe said primly.

      Refraining from further comment, I scooped up a bite of freshly made guacamole.

      “Look,” Zoe said, holding up her phone. “There are so many guys out there looking for dates.”

      She showed me a picture of a guy who was unarguably nice to look at.

      But in support of the stand I was making, I wrinkled my nose.

      She swiped to the next picture.

      “How about… a guy with a beard?”

      “I don’t⁠—”

      “Oh look. This guy has a dog.”

      “I don’t know… I’m more of a cat person.”

      “Picky much?”

      I shrugged. “You’re the one looking.”

      Holding up her phone, she scrolled through some more photos.

      “You’re wasting your time,” I said. “I’m on a dating moratorium.”

      Zoe rolled her eyes. “That’s not a thing.”

      “It’s a thing.”

      “Suit yourself.” She laid her phone on the table, the dating app still open to a guy wearing a black turtleneck. No thank you.

      “I’ll be right back,” Zoe said. “Restroom.”

      “Take your time.”

      I broke a chip in half and glanced back at Zoe’s phone. The guy with the turtleneck smiled up at me, upside down. No… and no.

      After I used my napkin to wipe my mouth, my gaze was drawn back to Zoe’s phone.

      At first I thought the lock screen had come up, but then I realized the photo had changed.

      Was it supposed to do that? I wasn’t familiar enough with dating apps to be able to answer that question.

      Using one finger, I turned her phone around so I could see the picture that was now on her screen.

      It was still the dating app, but a different guy.

      When the screen started to fade just before it locked, I tapped it to keep it awake.

      While I was at it, I pulled it closer.

      No. Way.

      Absolutely. No. Way.

      Zoe slid back into her chair.

      “Caught you,” she said.

      “No.”

      The look on my face must have alarmed her.

      “What is it?”

      “Does it change by itself?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “If you just let it sit there, does it go to the next person?”

      “Not unless you swipe it,” she said, leaning over to look at her phone.

      I looked at my sister, my thoughts going in about fifty different directions.

      “I didn’t touch it.”

      “It’s okay. I don’t mind.”

      I grabbed her phone and held it up for her to see the image.

      She frowned at the screen.

      “Is that…?”

      “Yes,” I said, turning the phone back so the screen faced me.

      I studied the blue eyed man with the little smile on his full lips. Smooth skin and a strong chin. Short dark hair.

      Wearing a… baseball uniform?

      My whole system felt like it just shorted out.

      Just shorted out and went on the blink.

      Everything about him was familiar.

      I knew what it felt like to be on the other end of that blue-eyed gaze.

      I knew what it felt like to kiss him.

      I knew what it felt like to be in love with this man quite simply because I had never stopped.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Emma

      

      “No,” I said.

      “You have to let me sign you up so you can talk to him,” Zoe insisted.

      “Not going to happen.”

      The server cleared off our table and left the check as my sister and I read Theodore Devereaux’s dating profile.

      “It doesn’t really sound so much like him,” I said.

      “It sounds like him to me,” Zoe said.

      I bit my lip and read the profile again. It described him, but it didn’t sound like anything he would write.

      I knew Theodore. I knew just how private he was.

      He would never tell anyone that he enjoyed reading science fiction fantasy novels. I’d discovered it by accident. It wasn’t like anyone cared, but at the time he had a couple of friends who probably would have ribbed him about it.

      And yet there it was right there on the screen.

      I like reading science fiction fantasy novels.

      But Zoe was probably right. He’d probably gotten over it. He was a grown man now.

      It had been ten years since I had seen him.

      And yet… if he was on social media, I hadn’t found him. Yes, I might have looked. Who wouldn’t? Everyone looked for their old boyfriends or girlfriends on social media at some point.

      But if he wasn’t on social media, then it was quite possible that he was still private. No matter what anyone said, people did not change that much.

      Ten years.

      At least it would be ten years in five months.

      Close enough.

      I remembered our last Christmas together.

      I’d known something was bothering him then, but I hadn’t realized the significance of it. It was only in retrospect that I figured it out.

      “Can I borrow my phone?” Zoe asked, holding out her hand. “I need my credit card.”

      “Of course.”

      I handed her the phone and watched as she slipped her credit card out of the back cover and swiped it.

      We took turns buying each other meals when we went out. I lost track, so had to just assume that it was her turn.

      “Do you want the app on your phone?” she asked. “Just in case.”

      “No,” I said shaking off the haze I seemed to have fallen into.

      “Here,” Zoe said. “I just sent you a screen shot so you can have his picture.”

      “I don’t need—” My phone chimed with a text from Zoe.

      “And I just got a warning for violating the app’s terms of service,” she said with a little shrug.

      “For taking a screenshot?”

      “Yep. They’re very strict. But this was an exception.”

      “I don’t need a picture of Theodore.”

      “At least you know what he’s doing now,” she said.

      “I knew what he was doing.” But it was just a hunch. I hadn’t actually kept up with him.

      I was surprised he didn’t show up on Google.

      If he was a baseball player, how could I not have found him?

      “Ready to get back to shopping?” Zoe asked.

      “Sure.” But I was pretty sure shopping was the last thing I wanted to think about right now.

      Everyone in my family just might be getting a gift card from me this year, after all.
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      Emma

      

      Zoe and I got back to Maple Creek just as the sun was setting over the horizon.

      Zoe had an early day tomorrow where she worked in a bakery downtown.

      I didn’t have an early day, but I had some things I wanted to think about.

      After dropping Zoe off at her apartment, I drove to my grandmother’s little cottage on the other side of the little town.

      The little town of Maple Creek was decked out for Christmas. Colorful lights were strung everywhere. Across every street. Around every door and window. Garland and red bows landed on everything that didn’t move and some things that did.

      The wooden boxes of ivies lining the sidewalks glowed with twinkling lights.

      As I drove through town, I heard Christmas music spilling from the speakers.

      The stores were closing for the evening. So different from Houston where the stores stayed open into the night, especially during the holidays.

      I had mixed feelings about being back here in Maple Creek, but it had been my choice.

      My grandmother was getting up in age and she needed someone to help her take care of things around the house.

      Since I worked from home, it was easy enough for me to relocate.

      Granted, my sister could have moved in with her, but Zoe didn’t have the temperament. And besides that, she was rarely home.

      “Grandma, I’m home,” I called as I went in through the back door.

      “Good,” Grandma said. “I could use some help with hanging up the clothes.”

      “You did the laundry?” I asked. “That’s supposed to be my job.”

      “If you take all the jobs, what am I supposed to do?”

      “Just do your thing. Exercise. Watch television. Talk on the phone.”

      “I did all those things today.” Grandma waved a hand dismissively. “I even made some cookies.”

      “You aren’t supposed to use the kitchen.” I automatically walked over and checked to make sure all the burners were off.

      The last time Grandma had cooked something, she’d forgotten to turn off the oven.

      “Don’t worry,” she said. “I remembered to turn the oven off.”

      “I know you did.” But it didn’t keep me from worrying.

      “You got a box in today. You ordered something?”

      “Just some supplies,” I said.

      I walked through the house, making sure everything was as it should be.

      Whiskers, the cat, had a bowl full of food. His water bowl fountain was full, water tumbling out of the fountain.

      Grandma, it seemed, had taken care of everything she was supposed to do while I was in Houston with my sister.

      I filled a glass with water and sat down at the kitchen table with her.

      “What kind of cookies?” I asked, picking one up.

      “Chocolate chip,” Grandma said proudly.

      “Your old recipe,” I said, taking a bite. “As good as I remember.”

      Grandma beamed.

      “What did you do all day?” I asked. “Besides make cookies.”

      “I took a walk with Doreen. You know all she does is talk. About nothing. I swear I’ve never known anyone who talks as much as Doreen and never says anything of any importance.”

      I hid a smile. Sometimes Grandma and her friend Doreen were mistaken for twins.

      “We stopped at the Piggly Wiggly for a few groceries. They have their Christmas stuff on sale.”

      “Sounds like you had a big day.”

      “Oh,” she said, obviously remembering something. “You had a phone call.”

      I instinctively glanced at the cell phone in my hand. No calls.

      “On your home phone?” I asked.

      “Yes. He said he’d call back.”

      My stomach did a little flip. Grandma’d had the same phone number since I was a little girl.

      “Who was it?”

      “He didn’t say. But he sounded like a nice young man.”

      I didn’t give anyone Grandma’s home phone number. I used my cell phone only.

      Who would try to reach me at Grandma’s house?

      “It was probably a wrong number,” I said, picking up a second cookie. Grandma wasn’t supposed to be using the kitchen, but she hadn’t lost her knack for baking.

      Zoe had most definitely gotten her passion and skills for baking honestly.

      Maybe it had been a wrong number. It had to be.

      But I couldn’t help thinking that the only person who could possibly know where to find me here was… Theodore.
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