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            To Dixie-Lee Campbell, your big heart and kind spirit are an inspiration to those who know and love you. Shine on, you bright,
               sweet star.
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            Chapter 1

         
         On a Christmas-scented Saturday morning in early December, Dallas’s newly elected mayor, Filomena James, walked her only surviving
            daughter, Kelsey, down the pew-packed aisle of the lavishly decorated Highland Park United Methodist Church.
         

         
         She slipped her arm through her daughter’s, and off they went to the instrumental score of “Let Me Tell You About My Boat.”
            Filomena had insisted on music hipper than “The Wedding March” for her child’s big day.
         

         
         Bucking the old guard.

         
         That was how she won her mayoral seat. Filomena was innovative, clever, and resourceful. Never mind that Kelsey was a traditionalist.
            After all, Filomena was the one shelling out the big bucks for this shindig, and to quote her campaign buttons, she was the “rebel with a cause.”
         

         
         She’d insisted on the December wedding date, so as not to conflict with her mayoral bid. In mild protest, Kelsey put up a
            feeble fuss. Her daughter was not a fan of December in general or Christmas in particular. But as always, Filomena had prevailed.
         

         
         “Lucky” for Kelsey, Mama knew best.

         
         Everything was going as Filomena had planned. That is, until the groom hightailed it for the exit, elbows locked with his
            best man.
         

         
         Fifteen minutes later, back in the bridal room of the church, Kelsey sat as calm as a statue, ankles crossed demurely, feet
            tucked underneath the bench, expression mild. Her waist-length hair twisted high in an elegant braided chignon. A bouquet
            of white roses and a crumpled, handwritten Dear Jane letter were lying in her lap.
         

         
         Sounds of car doors slamming and hushed voices stirring gossip drifted in through the partially opened window.

         
         The poor thing.

         
         Do you think Kelsey suspected Clive was gay?

         
         How does Filomena recover from this?

         
         Exhaling deeply, Kelsey hid her smile as relief poured through her. Okay, sprinkle in a dab of sadness, a jigger of regret,
            and a dollop of I-do-not-want-to-face-my-mother, but other than that, Clive’s abrupt adios hadn’t peeled her back too far.
         

         
         Hey, it wasn’t the most embarrassing thing that had ever happened to her. She’d get through this.

         
         Filomena paced. As if struck by a hundred flyswatters all slapping at once, her cheeks flushed scarlet. Black Joan Crawford
            eyebrows pulled into a hard V. “Do you have any idea how humiliated I am?” she howled.
         

         
         “I’m sorry, Mother,” Kelsey said by rote.

         
         “This is your fault. If you’d slept with Clive, as I told you to, instead of sticking to that wait-until-the-wedding nonsense,
            I would not be on the hook for this nightmare.”
         

         
         “Yes, Mother. You’re right. You’re always right.”

         
         Filomena’s scowl lessened. “Well, at least you admit it.”

         
         Kelsey’s best friend, Tasha Williams, who’d been standing by the door, lifted the hem of her emerald green, charmeuse maid
            of honor dress and strode across the small room to toe off with the mayor-elect.
         

         
         “Are you frigging kidding me?” Tasha’s deep brown eyes narrowed and she planted her hands onto her hips, head bobbing as she
            spoke. “Kels got stood up, not you.”
         

         
         Yay, you. Grateful, Kelsey sent her friend a thank-you smile.
         

         
         “The media will eat me for dinner over this.” Through flinty eyes, Filomena’s glower could wither houseplants to dust.

         
         Uh-oh, Kelsey knew the look far too well. A clear signal to give her mother a Grand Canyon–sized berth.

         
         “Have an inch of compassion, you witch.” Tasha glared lasers at Filomena.

         
         Proud that her bestie had not called her mother a “bitch” when she knew the word was searing the end of Tasha’s tongue, Kelsey
            cleared her throat. Long ago, she’d learned not to throw emotional gasoline on her mother’s fits of pique. Courting head-to-toe,
            third-degree burns was not her favorite pastime.
         

         
         “What did you say to me?” A sharp, cutting tone curdled her mother’s voice. Her icy stare could quell Katniss Everdeen.

         
         Gulping, Tasha couldn’t quite meet Filomena’s eyes. “Just . . . just . . . have a heart, dammit. She’s your daughter.”

         
         “Don’t you lecture me, you little upstart.” Filomena shoved her face in front of Tasha’s nose.

         
         In a soothing, even tone, Kelsey pressed her palms downward. “Mom, I’m fine here. Please, go do damage control. You’ll find
            a way to turn this to your advantage. You’re a master at spinning gold from straw.”
         

         
         “Excellent idea.” With stiff-legged movements, Filomena shifted her attention off Tasha. Finger pinching the ruching at the
            waist of her snug-fitting mother-of-the-bride dress, she straightened herself, dusted off her shoulders, and stalked toward
            the door. “Clive’s father owes me big-time.”
         

         
         Filomena’s exit left Kelsey and Tasha exhaling simultaneously.

         
         “Ah, gotta love how she turns every disaster into a political stepping stone,” Tasha muttered.

         
         “It’s her superpower,” Kelsey said.

         
         “What’s her kryptonite?”

         
         Rereading Clive’s scrawled letter, Kelsey didn’t answer. Before Clive fled with Kevin, he’d pressed the note into the minister’s
            hand.
         

         
         
            Dear Kelsey,

            Shabby of me to ditch you this way, but please believe me when I say I wanted to marry you. You are the kindest, most loving
               person I’ve ever met and my deep affection for you has gotten me this far. But no more cowering in the closet, praying to
               turn into something I’m not. You deserve better. I deserve better. I’ve been a coward, and you were safe. Time to stop running.
               Kevin and I love each other. We have for a long time. Last night after the bachelor party . . . well . . . let’s just say
               everything changed forever. Out there somewhere is the real love of your life. Please, cash in the honeymoon tickets and spoil
               yourself with a trip of your own.
            

            Best wishes,

            Your friend always, Clive

         

         Floating off the page, three words stood tall above the others, accusing her of her most glaring shortcoming.

         
         You were safe.

         
         Yes, she played it safe.

         
         Without question.

         
         Guilty as charged.

         
         While Clive’s betrayal stung, the loss and embarrassment didn’t equal the pain of the truth. If she hadn’t been playing it
            safe, going for the most accommodating, least challenging man around, she wouldn’t have ended up here.
         

         
         Once again, her mother was right, and this was her fault. To avoid a major war that she stood no chance of winning, Kelsey had kept her own wants and needs suppressed. Filomena
            pushed the union because Clive’s father was Texas Supreme Court Justice Owen Patterson. Kelsey had meekly accepted the union.
         

         
         Intelligent, witty, urbane, Clive was entertaining and erudite, and he always smelled fantastic. How easily she’d slipped
            into a tranquil relationship with him. When he’d told her that he was old-fashioned and wanted to wait until the wedding night
            before they had sex, she’d been charmed.
         

         
         And it was a major red flag she’d blown right past.

         
         “‘Sweet’ is code for boring,” Tasha had warned when Kelsey broke the news that she and Clive weren’t having sex. “Who buys
            a car without test driving it first?”
         

         
         Now she understood why Clive avoided having sex with her. Not because she was special as he’d claimed. Nope, because he wasn’t
            really interested. She was gullible and had taken him at his word.
         

         
         What a dumbass. Wadding the letter in her fist, Kelsey tossed it into the wicker wastebasket.

         
         “Good start.” Tasha gave a gleeful grin. “Let’s cash in those tickets and get this party started. You need a wild night with
            a hot guy. How long has it been since you’ve had sex?”
         

         
         Well over eighteen months. Since long before she’d started dating Clive. “I don’t know if I’m ready for that.”

         
         “Will you stop? You gotta get back out there. Time’s a-wastin’.” Tasha reached for her clutch purse, popped it open, and took
            out a fifth of Fireball whiskey. “I brought this for the wedding reception, but we need it ASAP.”
         

         
         “Believe me.” Kelsey held up a palm. “I’m mad at myself for letting things get this far. I should have stopped the wedding,
            but my mother started the steamroller, and I just climbed aboard the way I always do.”
         

         
         “Reason enough to take a shot.” Tasha chugged a mouthful of hooch, let loose with a satisfied burp, and pressed the whiskey
            into Kelsey’s hand.
         

         
         “I don’t—”

         
         “Drink,” Tasha commanded.

         
         “Good gravy, I’m not wrecked. I promise.”

         
         “But you should get wrecked. Get mad. Howl at the moon. Let loose.” Tasha stuck her arms out at her sides as if she was an airplane. “Wing
            woman at your service. Never fear, Tasha is here.”
         

         
         Sighing, Kelsey wondered if her friend had a point. Who would judge her for getting drunk after being jilted at the altar?

         
         With a toss of her head, she took a short swallow. The cinnamon-flavored whiskey burned and lit a warm liquid fire in the
            pit of her stomach.
         

         
         “Take another,” Tasha coached.

         
         Opening her mouth to say no, three words flashed vivid neon in Kelsey’s mind. You were safe.

         
         Clive nailed it. Since her twin sister, Chelsea, drowned on Possum Kingdom Lake when they were ten, she’d been playing it
            safe. Honestly, even before then. “Safe” was her factory default setting. Chelsea’s death only compounded her natural peacemaking
            tendency. No adventuresome twin around to balance her out.
         

         
         With a snort, Kelsey took another drink. Longer this time, and she felt her insides unspool.

         
         “Good girl.” Tasha patted Kelsey’s shoulder.

         
         After the third shot, Kelsey felt warm and woozy and ten times better than she had half an hour ago.

         
         “Okay, okay.” With a worried expression, Tasha took the bottle away from her. “All things in moderation. I don’t want to hold
            your hair while you puke before we ever get out of the church.”
         

         
         Snapping her fingers, Kelsey reached for the bottle. “Gimme, I’m done playing by the rules.”

         
         Ninja quick, Tasha hid the whiskey behind her back. “I’ve created a monster. I’ll return it when we’re in the limo.”

         
         “Bye-bye limo.” Kelsey hiccupped. “Clive and Kevin took it.”

         
         “How do you know?”

         
         “Peek at the curb.”

         
         Poking her head out the window, Tasha said, “Oh well. Uber here we come.”

         
         “Where are we going?”

         
         “Wherever you want. In place of a honeymoon, we’ll spend the next two weeks doing something wild and crazy. Fun, fun, fun are our buzzwords.”
         

         
         “Don’t you have a job?”

         
         Spinning her finger in the air helicopter-blade style, Tasha said, “I quit last week.”

         
         “Wait. What? Why?”

         
         “Had a fight with my boss. He pinched my ass and I slapped his face, yada, yada, he wins.”

         
         “Oh Tash, I’m so sorry. Did you consult a lawyer?”

         
         “No need. Handled it on social media.” Buffing her knuckles against her shirt, Tasha grinned. “Since he owns his own business,
            he can’t get fired, but you can bet he got a lot of angry comments and people saying they won’t be using his catering company.”
         

         
         “Why didn’t I know about this?” Kelsey asked as guilt gnawed. She’d been a shitty friend. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

         
         “Wedding prep and getting your mother elected mayor of Dallas kept you snowed. When did you have time for my drama?”

         
         “What are friends for? I need to make it up to you.”

         
         “Then kick up your heels.”

         
         “Shouldn’t you be scouting another job instead of holding my hand?”

         
         “No worries. Already got a new one.”

         
         “When? Where?”

         
         “You’re looking at the new executive chef for La Fonda’s, and I start the Monday after the New Year.”

         
         “That’s awesome! I mean about the executive chef job, not getting your ass pinched. Congrats.”

         
         “Let’s do this thing.” With one palm raised in the air as if she was a waiter balancing a tray, Tasha pumped her hand. “Celebrate
            my new job and your freedom at the same time. We’ll have an epic adventure.”
         

         
         “No doubt.” She mulled over Tasha’s proposition. Why not? Time to break out of her bubble.

         
         “Where should we go? New Orleans? Eat gumbo, drink hurricanes, and get inked?” Tasha wriggled her eyebrows. “What do you think
            about me getting a spider tattoo on my neck?”
         

         
         Wincing, Kelsey sucked in a breath through clenched teeth. “Hmm, Cajun food upsets my stomach.”

         
         “Vegas? Blow through our mad money, pick up male strippers?”

         
         “Um, I want something more—”

         
         “Kelsey-ish?”

         
         Sedate was the word that had popped into her head. Sedate. Sedative. She’d been comatose too long. “Where would you prefer to go, Tasha? Whatever you decide, I’m good with it.”
         

         
         Tasha gave an exaggerated eye roll. “Girl, you got dumped on your wedding day, and I can find a party wherever I go, even
            in your white bread world.”
         

         
         She adored Tasha’s spunkiness. Spunk was also the reason Filomena wasn’t a big Tasha fan.

         
         Five years earlier, Tasha and Kelsey had met when Kelsey was organizing a fundraiser during her mother’s bid for a city council
            seat. In charge of hiring the caterers for the event at the Dallas Museum of Art, Kelsey had gone to interview Tasha’s boss,
            Tony, the ass pincher, without knowing of course that he was the kind of person who sexually harassed his employees.
         

         
         When Tasha popped a mini quiche into Kelsey’s mouth, and it was the best damn thing she’d ever eaten, she’d hired the caterer
            on the spot, based solely on Tasha’s cooking skills. After hitting it off, Kelsey stuck around to help Tasha clean up after
            the gala, and the rest belonged in the annals of BFF history.
         

         
         “Wherever we go there must be scads of hot straight guys,” Tasha said. “How does a dude ranch sound?”
         

         
         “Good heavens, I have no idea how to ride a horse.”

         
         “Yeah, me neither.”

         
         “Wherever you want, I’ll go.”

         
         “Don’t make me pick. I always pick, this is for you. My mind is lassoed onto hot cowboys. Yum. Ropes, spurs, yeehaw.”
         

         
         “Let the sex stuff go, will you? I don’t need to have sex.”

         
         “Oh, but you do! Great sex is exactly what you need.”

         
         “If my libido were a car on the freeway I’d putter along in the slow lane.”

         
         “Because you’ve never had great sex.” Tasha chuckled. “And for eighteen months, you’ve been in a deep freeze. Ticktock, time to climb down from your ivory
            tower, Rapunzel, and reclaim your sexuality.”
         

         
         “I dunno . . .” Kelsey fiddled with the hem on the wedding gown that had cost as much as a new compact car. Could Filomena
            get a refund?
         

         
         “C’mon, you gotta have hot fantasies.” Tasha’s voice took on a sultry quality. “What are they? A little BDM? Role playing?
            Booty call in scandalous places? A park bench, a pool, a carnival carousel?”
         

         
         “A carousel?”

         
         “Hey, it happens.”

         
         “Tasha, did you have sex on a carousel?”

         
         Her friend smirked. “Maybe. Once. I’ll never tell.”

         
         Lowering her eyelashes, Kelsey tossed the rose bouquet into the trash on top of Clive’s crumpled letter.

         
         You were safe.

         
         “Quit playing coy and cough ’em up,” Tasha said. “Name your fantasies. Scottish Highlander in a short kilt and no undies?
            Or a football player wearing those skintight pants? Fireman? Doctor? Construction worker?”
         

         
         “The YMCA players . . .”

         
         Tasha hee-hawed. “No more gay guys for you!”

         
         “Hmm, there is one fantasy . . .” Kelsey mumbled.
         

         
         “Just one?” Waving her hand, Tasha said, “Never mind, not judging. One is enough. What is it?”

         
         Not what, who. “Forget it.”
         

         
         “Is he a real person?” Leaning in, Tasha’s breath quickened. “A celebrity? Or . . .” Her voice dropped even lower. “Someone
            you’ve met in real life?”
         

         
         Unbidden, Noah MacGregor’s face popped into Kelsey’s head.

         
         In her mind’s eye, Noah looked as he had the last time she’d seen him. Seventeen years old, the same age she’d been, and six-foot-five.
            Broad shoulders, narrow waist, lean hips. His muscular chest bare, hard abs taut. Her lipstick imprinted on his skin. Unsnapped,
            unzipped jeans.
         

         
         Wild hair.

         
         Wilder heart.

         
         Rattled and rocked, her safe little world had tilted. Noah was so big, so tall, and he had a wicked glint in his eyes. An
            honest man, independent and sexy. One hot look from him had sent her heart scrambling.
         

         
         That final night, they’d been making out on the dock at Camp Hope, a grief camp for children on Lake Twilight. That year they
            were both junior counselors, after having attended every summer since they were eleven as campers.
         

         
         On the dock a blanket and candles and flowers. Courtesy of her romantic boyfriend.

         
         Fever-pitch kisses.

         
         They were ready to have sex—finally—when he’d jumped up, breathing hard. His angular mouth, which had tasted of peppermint and something darkly mysterious, was
            pressed into a wary line. Noah’s thick chocolate-colored locks curling around his ears and his deep brown eyes enigmatic.
         

         
         In her bikini, she’d blinked up at him, her mind a haze of teenage lust and longing. “What’s wrong?”

         
         “Did you hear something?” Noah peered into the shadows.

         
         Propped up on her elbows, Kelsey cocked her head. Heard the croak of bullfrogs and the splash of fish breaking the surface
            of the water as they jumped up to catch bugs in the moonlight. “No.”
         

         
         Doubled fists, pricked ears, Noah remained standing, ready for a fight if one came his way. Prepared to protect her.

         
         Her pulse sprinted.

         
         Proud and brave and strong, he looked as if he were a hero from the cover of the romance novels that she enjoyed reading.

         
         She’d fallen deeper in love with him at that moment. Head right over heels. Over banana splits at Rinky-Tink’s ice cream parlor
            the week before, they had shyly said the words to each other. I love you. Then again when he’d carved their names in the Sweetheart Tree in Sweetheart Park near the Twilight town square. Several nights
            that summer they’d sneaked off for trysts after their charges were asleep.
         

         
         They’d kissed and hugged and petted but hadn’t yet gone past third base. Tonight was the night. She was on the pill. He brought
            a box of condoms. They were ready and eager. Kelsey reached for him, grabbed hold of his wrist, and tugged him to his knees.
            Their first time. Both eager virgins who’d dreamed of this for weeks.
         

         
         Souls wide open. Hearts overflowing. Bodies eager and ready.

         
         “Come . . .” she coaxed. “Don’t worry, it’s after midnight. Everyone is snug in their cabins.”

         
         Allowing her to draw him back beside her, Noah branded her with his mouth and covered her trembling body with his own.

         
         Hot hands.

         
         Electric touch.

         
         Three-dimensional!

         
         The night was sticky. Raw with heat and hunger. Calloused fingertips stroked velvet skin. The boards of the dock creaked and
            swayed beneath their movements as he untied her bikini top.
         

         
         Footsteps.

         
         Solid. Quick. Determined. Immediately, Kelsey recognized those footsteps.

         
         Filomena!

         
         From nowhere, her mother was on the dock beside them, grabbing a fistful of Kelsey’s hair in her hand, and yanking her to
            her feet. Kelsey’s bikini top flew into the lake.
         

         
         Angry shouts.

         
         Ugly accusations.

         
         Threats.

         
         Curses.

         
         Regular life stuff with her mother when things didn’t go Filomena’s way.

         
         Mom, dragging her to the car parked on the road. She must have driven up with the headlights off. How had her mother known
            they would be there? Blindsided by the realization that Filomena must have been keeping tabs by tracking her every move via
            her cell phone, Kelsey’s fears ratcheted up into her throat.
         

         
         A hard shove and Filomena stuffed Kelsey into the car’s backseat and shook an angry fist at Noah, who’d followed them. Warned
            him to stay away. Promised litigation and other dire consequences if he dared to contact Kelsey ever again.
         

         
         “Noah!” Kelsey had cried as her mother hit the door locks to prevent him from opening the door and springing her free.

         
         Pounding on the car window, Noah demanded her mother get out and have a rational conversation with him.

         
         Stone-faced, Filomena started the car.

         
         “I’ll come for you,” Noah yelled to Kelsey. “I’ll find you, and we will be together. We won’t let her win.”

         
         Kelsey clung to that flimsy promise. Took it to mean something. Fervent hopes. Girlish dreams.

         
         “Over my dead body,” Filomena yelled.

         
         “Please Noah, just go,” Kelsey had said, half-afraid her mother would run over him. “We were just a summer fling.”

         
         All the fight had drained out of him then, and he’d stood in the darkness, fists clenched, face gone pale, shaking from head
            to toe.
         

         
         Sobbing and shivering, Kelsey sat nearly naked in the backseat of her mother’s Cadillac as Filomena sped all the way back
            to Dallas.
         

         
         And Kelsey never saw Noah again.

         
         Years later, out of curiosity, Kelsey searched for Noah and found him on social media, learning that he was a successful point
            guard in the NBA and married to a drop-dead gorgeous model—something she’d have already known if she had any interest in basketball.
            She did not friend him. It was far too late to rekindle childhood flames.
         

         
         Lost hopes.

         
         Empty dreams.

         
         Ancient history.

         
         Soon afterward, she’d met Clive, and that was that. But now, here she was, dumped and half-drunk, with nothing to look forward
            to but her mother’s predictable holiday harangue. Plenty of reasons to hate the holidays. This year, she had little choice
            but to review her life’s mistakes.
         

         
         Ho, ho, ho. Merry freaking Christmas.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         “C’mon.” Tasha prodded Kelsey out of her deep thoughts. “Fess up. Who is he?”

         
         “It’s nothing.”

         
         “Nothing? Girl, you just got the dreamiest look on your face.”

         
         “Nobody worth mentioning.”

         
         “You lie.”

         
         “Seriously, it’s no big deal.” Kelsey rotated her shoulders, one up, one down. Then reversed them.

         
         “Your seesaw shoulders give you away. Bumps will sprout on your tongue if you keep lying.”

         
         “This is just silly.”

         
         “The tongue thing or the fact you have a secret crush you’ve never told me about?” Tasha wagged her finger at Kelsey.

         
         “The tongue bump thing is weird, but it’s not what I’m talking about.”
         

         
         “It’s something my granny used to say to stop me from fibbing. It never worked. Let’s get back to the guy.”

         
         Kelsey stood up and ran a hand down the folds of her wedding gown. “I need to get out of this thing and back to reality.”

         
         “You were grinning like a fool just then,” Tasha pressed. “Who is he? Don’t hold out on me. I want all the deets.”

         
         Kelsey shook her head. “It’s absurd.”

         
         “So? Who cares. It’s a fantasy. Honestly, I’m glad you have one. I was starting to think there was something wrong with you.”

         
         “There’s no point in talking about it.” Kelsey snatched off her wedding veil and dropped it onto the floor.

         
         “There is one point . . .”
         

         
         “What’s that?”

         
         “This fantasy man makes you uncomfortable.”

         
         “Which is why I don’t want to talk about him.”

         
         “And it’s exactly the reason you should.”
         

         
         “It was long ago. I was a stupid teenager—”

         
         “Omigawd.” Tasha playfully slapped her mouth with her fingers. “It’s that hot guy you told me about once? Your first love.
            The guy from grief camp. Oh, that is so cute. You’re still pining over him.”
         

         
         Kelsey felt the hole in her heart that she’d thought long healed flop wide open. “I told you it was stupid. I’m not really
            carrying a torch for Noah, it’s just that we never had closure.”
         

         
         “No, no. Not stupid at all. Who knows? Maybe you could rekindle?”

         
         “He’s married.”

         
         “Oh.” Tasha twisted her mouth up, a sure sign she did not want to let this go. “You sure?”

         
         “I found him on Instagram before I met Clive. He’s got this perfect life. His wife is a gorgeous model, and he’s playing in
            the NBA. They have a big house near the Riverwalk in San Antonio. He’s probably got a kid or two by now.”
         

         
         “Wait, he’s in the NBA and you haven’t checked him out since you met Clive. It can’t be that hard to find things out about
            him.”
         

         
         “I’m not an internet stalker.”

         
         “But you did look him up once.”

         
         “Out of simple curiosity.”

         
         “Curiosity is lust of the mind.”

         
         “You’re quoting Hobbes to me?”
         

         
         “I have no idea who this Hobbes person is. I saw the quote on a Facebook meme.”

         
         Were Tasha and the philosopher Thomas Hobbes correct? Did Kelsey secretly lust for Noah in her mind? Tingles rippled down
            her spine. Maybe all over her body too. But he was a married man.
         

         
         “A lot can happen over a year and a half,” Tasha said. “You got engaged to and dumped by a gay guy since then.”

         
         “Smart-ass.” Kelsey chucked a box of tissues at Tasha, who ducked and laughed.

         
         “Let’s check him out. What’s his name?” Tasha whipped out her cell phone.

         
         “Noah MacGregor,” Kelsey said, far too quickly. Shouldn’t she be more circumspect?

         
         “Wait. What? The Noah MacGregor? I don’t even have to look him up. He was with the San Antonio Spurs but he got hurt.”
         

         
         “How do you know this?”

         
         “How do you not? It was all over the news at the time.”

         
         “You know I don’t follow sports. I thought you didn’t either.”

         
         “Tag,” Tasha said, referring to her ex-boyfriend, “was a big basketball fan.”

         
         “What happened to Noah?”

         
         “He blew out his knee. He’s not playing anymore. Apparently, the rehab was so grueling that he decided to cut his losses and
            call it quits.”
         

         
         Kelsey’s stomach churned. She hated to think about Noah suffering a career-ending injury. She put a palm to her heart. “Oh
            no! That’s awful.”
         

         
         Tasha opened a search engine in her phone. “Well lookee here.”

         
         “What is it?” Kelsey rushed across the room to peer over Tasha’s shoulder at her cell phone screen and a picture of Noah MacGregor
            holding an arm over his face to ward off photographers. She could barely tell that it was him.
         

         
         Tasha held the phone closer so that Kelsey could see the article. “The Mrs. divorced him after he got hurt.”

         
         “That bitch,” Kelsey growled, incensed on Noah’s behalf. What kind of woman left her man when he needed her most?

         
         “Ooh lookatchew. Been hanging with me too long, Kels. My potty mouth is rubbing off.” Tasha’s laugh was big and hearty.

         
         “Noah is a good man,” Kelsey said, surprised by the fierceness inside her. “Or at least he was when I knew him.”

         
         “You’re still hot for him,” Tasha taunted in a singsong.

         
         “I am not.” The corner of Kelsey’s right eye twitched. From somewhere outside the open window, holiday music played. “Winter
            Wonderland.” The tune rubbed her like sandpaper. Christmas, bah humbug.
         

         
         “No wonder you’re not broken up over Clive running off with Kevin. You’ve still got it bad for Noah MacGregor.”

         
         “Truth?” Kelsey said, massaging her twitching eye muscle with two fingers. “If Filomena hadn’t had my arm clamped against
            her side, I might have been the one to cut and run away from this wedding. Clive did us both a favor.”
         

         
         “That’s probably why your mother insisted on walking you down the aisle. Your dad would have let you cut and run.”

         
         “Maybe. More likely, it’s just Filomena grinding Dad into the ground like always.”

         
         Tasha studied her up and down. “If you were having doubts, why didn’t you call it off?”

         
         “This makes me sound like a wimp, but I didn’t want to deal with my mother.”

         
         Tasha tapped her chin with an index finger. “I get it. Filomena is pretty overwhelming.”

         
         “I don’t know what’s wrong with me.” Kelsey’s eye twitched harder. “I’m twenty-seven years old. You’d think I would have learned
            by now how to express my wants and needs and not let my mother influence me so much.”
         

         
         “It’s not you.” Tasha stuck her cell phone back into her purse. “It’s her. Your mother is a raging control freak and life
            is much easier when you just go along with her. Go along to get along. In your position, most people would.”
         

         
         Filomena was a complicated woman, but she could be accommodating when it suited her, and Kelsey had made a career out of accommodating
            her. “But not you. Why am I so afraid of confrontation?”
         

         
         “Don’t be too hard on yourself. If it hadn’t been for your twin sister’s death and your parents getting divorced right after
            that, you’d have found your own way years ago. You’re a late bloomer. So what? Nothing wrong with that. Focus on the good
            news. Your time is now.”
         

         
         Kelsey covered her face with her palm. “I’m pathetic.”

         
         “Hey, hey, that’s my best friend you’re beating up. Knock it off.”

         
         “You don’t call this pathetic?” Kelsey swept her hand at the room, at the Dear Jane letter, at the discarded bouquet, and
            the half-empty bottle of Fireball whiskey.
         

         
         “You are not pathetic. You’re having an awful day. Look at it this way, Kels. This is your chance to finally break free. Do
            what you want for once.”
         

         
         But what did she want? Honestly, Kelsey had no idea. She’d adopted her mother’s goals and dreams as her own. “I’m Filomena’s campaign manager.
            I can’t just leave her in the lurch.”
         

         
         “And the campaign is over.”

         
         “She’s hiring me as her office manager when she takes office in January.”

         
         “Well, it’s not January yet. Or you could quit.” Tasha shrugged as if it were that easy.

         
         Quit? Managing her mother’s career was the only job she’d ever had, short of working as a camp counselor as a teenager. The
            idea was terrifying . . . and electrifying. “I’ve never done anything else.”
         

         
         “You have a degree in hospitality that you’ve never used. Why don’t you go work for a hotel chain?”

         
         “I graduated six years ago. I wouldn’t know where to start. I’m not even sure I still want to be in hospitality.”

         
         “How about we try a trick I learned in acting class to help get under the skin of characters?”

         
         “As if I’m not even inhabiting my own skin?” Kelsey asked.

         
         “I didn’t mean it like that, but you have been dancing to Filomena’s tune so long, you stopped hearing your music.”

         
         “What’s this technique?”

         
         “It’s the specific noun technique where you list the five specific nouns that identify a character’s loves and five nouns
            that the character hates.”
         

         
         “Um, okay.”

         
         “Don’t look at me like that. It’s fun. I’ll go first. I love Belgian chocolate, sixty-degree weather, Old Gringo cowboy boots,
            pepperoni pizza, and Breaking Bad. I hate foundation garments . . .” She paused to tug on her girdle. “People who chew with their mouths open, licorice, foreign
            subtitled movies, and sand between my toes. Your turn.”
         

         
         Feet to the fire? What did she love? Kelsey mused a moment. “I love hot tea, hotter bubble baths, good books, soft blankets,
            and random acts of kindness.”
         

         
         “Ahh, I see a pattern.”

         
         “Which is?”

         
         “You yearn for a gentle world because you grew up in such a hostile environment.”

         
         Could that be true?

         
         “Okay, now,” Tasha said. “What do you hate? Say the first thing that rolls off the top of your head.”

         
         “I try not to hate. It’s such a strong word.”

         
         “We’ll soften it just for you. What do you dislike?”

         
         Kelsey scratched her chin. “Getting stood up at the altar is no fun.”

         
         “Besides that. No one would like that. Be specific to you. Quick. Don’t think. What ruffles Kelsey’s feathers?”

         
         “Um . . . um . . . parking tickets, phone solicitors, gum on the sidewalk, adhesive notepads that don’t stick—”

         
         “The noun thing isn’t helping much. I’m switching gears here. What’s on your bucket list?”

         
         “What’s on yours?”

         
         “White water rafting in Maine, volcano boarding in Nicaragua, going to a nude beach, a hot air balloon ride in the Loire Valley,
            taking cooking classes in Tuscany, meeting Oprah Winfrey . . .”
         

         
         “Those things are all very adventuresome and ambitious. I’m just more of a homebody.”

         
         “All right then, what kind of skills would you like to learn?”

         
         Tasha was trying so hard to help, and Kelsey didn’t want to let her down. “What’s on your list?”

         
         “I want to learn fencing, kickboxing, miming.”

         
         “You want to learn how to be a mime?”

         
         “Yeah. Silly, I know. I’d probably flop big-time at that since I can’t seem to keep my mouth shut, but you get the idea.”
            Tasha pantomimed filling up a bucket and writing a list.
         

         
         What would she put on a bucket list?
         

         
         “Well?” Tasha prodded.

         
         “I’d like to get over my fear of water that I’ve had since Chelsea died. Visit world-famous museums. Learn to love Christmas.”

         
         Geez, what a lame-o list.

         
         Tasha didn’t say as much, but the expression on her face gave her away. She too thought Kelsey’s bucket list was lame. “Nothing
            else?”
         

         
         “I’ve always wanted to take knitting lessons.”

         
         Tasha whacked her forehead with her palm. “Argh.”

         
         “I’m sorry. Filomena made fun of me too when I told her I’d like to learn how to knit and she called me fumble fingers.”

         
         “Do not apologize!” Tasha growled. “You like what you like. If knitting is your jam, knit up a storm. What else?”

         
         “I don’t know.”

         
         “How about having great sex? That should be on everyone’s bucket list.”

         
         Have great sex.

         
         Yes, she would like that. And Tasha was right, she’d never had great sex or even an orgasm with a partner for that matter.
            But how did she go about making that happen?
         

         
         Kelsey sank her face in her hands. “That’s too much to think about right now on top of everything else.”

         
         “Okay, baby steps. That works. First step.” Tasha held up a finger. “Road trip.”

         
         “Filomena will have a fit if I take off now.”

         
         “So let her have a fit. You won’t be here to listen. Free yourself, girlfriend. Find your passion. Grab life by the short
            and curlies and get on with it.”
         

         
         Butterfly wings of hope fluttered up her spine. “You really think I could?”

         
         “I know so.”
         

         
         “What did I do to deserve a friend like you?” Kelsey whispered.

         
         “It takes one to know one.” Tasha hugged her hard. “Love you.”

         
         “Love you too!”

         
         Tasha stepped back and pressed the Fireball whiskey into Kelsey’s hand. “Have another shot and chill out. I’ll go make a call
            and see if I can cash in your honeymoon tickets for a refund and I’ll book us an awesome vacation destination.”
         

         
         “Where to?” Kelsey asked.

         
         Tasha shook her head and gave her a you’re-a-lost-cause grin. “How about I surprise you?”

         
         Kelsey nibbled her bottom lip, felt her eye muscle quiver. “I don’t know about that.”

         
         “Say yes for once. Would I steer you wrong?”

         
         Maybe. Tasha was a great friend, but she could be impulsive.

         
         “I’ve got your back, Kels. Never doubt it.”

         
         “And I’ve got yours.”

         
         Tasha winked and disappeared out the door.

         
         Kelsey sank back down on the bench and knocked back another shot of whiskey. Enjoyed the burn this time and the warm swimmy
            feeling that went through her. She thought about what her mother would say if she walked back into the room at that moment,
            and quickly hid the bottle in the folds of her dress.
         

         
         You’re a grown-ass woman, and you got jilted on your wedding day. You can slam back whiskey if you want. She pulled the bottle out, took another swig.
         

         
         Footsteps sounded in the hall.

         
         She held tight to the bottle. Lifted her chin. Ready to do battle with her mother.

         
         “Knock, knock,” a deep male voice called, and knuckles rapped lightly against the door.

         
         “Come in.”

         
         The door swung open to reveal her father. Accompanying him, of all people, was Lionel Berg. The incumbent mayor who’d lost
            the race to Filomena.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         
            Meanwhile, seventy-five miles away in Twilight, Texas . . .

         

         “I wouldn’t mind having a Santa like you come down my chimney,” teased Raylene, the receptionist for the Rockabye Boatel, as she reached for a glue stick to dab the backs of the snowflakes she’d cut out of construction paper.
         

         
         The septuagenarian had been married for the past forty-five years to Earl Pringle, the love of her life. She was an outrageous
            flirt but didn’t mean anything by it. In her day, she’d been a Dallas Cowboys cheerleader, and had once run a local bar called
            The Horny Toad Tavern until she’d retired and turned it over to her son, Earl Junior. Raylene’s sassy nature and lively grin
            were why Noah MacGregor and his twin brother, Joel, had hired her. She’d applied for the job saying retirement just wasn’t
            for her.
         

         
         “What would Earl think of that?” Noah MacGregor drawled and winked down at Raylene from where he stood on the step stool in
            a Santa suit—fake beard, pillow-stuffed waist, and all. He was not the least bit offended. Raylene was just being Raylene,
            outrageous and unapologetic.
         

         
         “Earl says he doesn’t care where I get my appetite as long as I eat at home.” Raylene handed snowflakes up for him to hang.

         
         “You do know I’m young enough to be your grandson.”

         
         “And you know I don’t rob cradles.”

         
         “Did this conversation just turn creepy?”

         
         “Hey buddy, you’re the hot one. You have to expect some mindless flirting.” Raylene stepped back, set down the glue stick,
            cocked her head, and eyed his handiwork.
         

         
         “How’s it looking?”

         
         “You know,” she said, her voice turning wistful. “Your mother would be so proud of you. I hate that she’s not here to see
            everything you’ve accomplished.”
         

         
         “Yeah, so accomplished,” Noah muttered. “NBA burnout my first year on the court as a Spur.”

         
         “Honey, you know how many people with big dreams never even played college ball, much less went pro? You’re a hero in this
            town.”
         

         
         Noah did know. Despite his career-ending injury, and the blowup of his marriage, Noah had bounced back. While he would never
            play professional basketball again, he could walk without a limp, and he’d made enough money in the NBA to go into business
            with his twin brother, Joel. First they bought the Brazos Queen paddle wheel boat, hiring it out for weekend dinner cruises. Joel was in charge of that arm of the business. Then they’d
            added a seasonal scuba diving business, also selling diving equipment and merchandise out of their brother-in-law Jesse’s
            motorcycle shop.
         

         
         Last year Noah bought Christmas Island—a small island in the middle of Lake Twilight—and a second paddle wheel boat. He moored
            the vessel out by the island and turned the boat into a B&B. Called the Rockabye Boatel, it had been open three months and while the boatel did not yet turn a profit, Noah was confident that it was only
            a matter of time.
         

         
         His life after the NBA had gone pretty well. Noah couldn’t view the career-ending injury as anything other than a stroke of
            luck. His marriage wasn’t built on a strong foundation, so if his injury had cost him a wife he realized that some things
            just weren’t meant to be and the marriage would have ended anyway.
         

         
         And Noah, whose life motto was “Don’t worry, be happy,” had been able to let go and let things be without any bitterness.

         
         His ex, Melissa, had said that was bullshit, that he was just shallow and lacked ambition, and when the going got tough, Noah
            found something new and shiny to capture his interest, rather than put in the hard work required. But hey, she was the one
            who took up with another NBA player.
         

         
         Noah’s take? He had a knack for accepting life as it came and that teed Melissa off because social climbing was her thing.
            He really didn’t care all that much about status or keeping up with the Joneses.
         

         
         The Rockabye was his baby, and he loved running it as much as he’d loved playing basketball. In fact, Noah loved life. The only thing
            missing? A wife and kids. But he was in no hurry.
         

         
         He wasn’t the least bit worried about ending up alone. Life had a way of working itself out.

         
         Right now, his biggest goal was to top the donation he’d made last year to a charity near and dear to his heart. Research
            to cure amyotrophic lateral sclerosis, commonly called Lou Gehrig’s disease, the progressive neurodegenerative disease that
            had taken his mother’s life when she was forty. Last year, through his involvement in various activities, he’d raised twenty
            thousand dollars. This year, he was shooting for twenty-five.
         

         
         And part of achieving that goal involved winning the town Christmas decorating contest and the fifteen-hundred-dollar prize.

         
         “We’ve got to get the gazebo finished if we have any hope of winning the Christmas competition,” Raylene said, reading his
            mind. “All entries have to be completed by Monday afternoon for the first round of judging, and you submitted the gazebo as
            part of the decorating schematic, so you can’t leave it off.”
         

         
         “It’s that soon already?” Time did fly, and his biggest weakness was his organizational skills.

         
         Or lack thereof. Good thing Raylene was pretty great at cracking the whip.

         
         “Boy, you do live in a dream world.” Raylene picked up the supplies that she’d used to make the snowflakes and scurried around
            the reception desk. She was dressed like an elf: green tights, a red dress with a short skirt, and a Christmas cap with a
            jingle bell on the end that jangled merrily when she walked. “If you were a water park ride, you’d be the lazy river.”
         

         
         “Everyone loves the lazy river.” He chuckled.

         
         Raylene shook her head. “Everyone pees in the lazy river.”

         
         “Is there subtext I’m not picking up on?” Noah scratched his head.

         
         “Good thing you’re so hot, and women come to you instead of you having to chase them out.”

         
         “What’s that supposed to mean?”

         
         “You’re too comfortable with the status quo.”

         
         “What’s wrong with that?”

         
         “We don’t grow inside our comfort zones.”

         
         “You’ve been hanging around with Sean too much.”

         
         “He does like to show off his navy SEAL tattoo. Get Comfortable with Uncomfortable.”
         

         
         “Good thing I was never a SEAL, huh?”

         
         “Pfft.” Raylene waved a dismissive hand. “You would have washed out the first day.”

         
         “You’re saying Sean is tougher than me?”

         
         “Oh baby, by leaps and bounds.”

         
         “Should I be offended?”

         
         “Yes, but you won’t be because you’re too lazy.”

         
         “Are you forgetting who signs your paycheck?”

         
         Raylene patted his cheek. “We’ve got to get a move on and get this decorating finished. And I’m not climbing up on any ladders.
            Break a hip at my age, and it’s . . .” She made cutting noises and pantomimed a slashing motion across her throat. “All over
            but the crying.”
         

         
         Noah, who was headed to the town square where he was playing Santa for the afternoon toy drive, said, “Get he-man Sean to
            finish the gazebo. By the way, I’ll be out late tonight.”
         

         
         “You could do the outside lights tomorrow morning.”

         
         “Did you forget that tomorrow is the First Love Cookie Club’s brunch?” he asked. “You’re supposed to be there.”

         
         The First Love Cookie Club was a group of local women who got together every year to bake cookies for the troops overseas,
            sip wine, swap cookie recipes, and gossip in equal measure.
         

         
         The cookie swaps had been such a success that over the years the club members had added more events to support local charities.
            The money raised from tomorrow’s brunch would go to fund the Christmas Angel Tree project for underprivileged kids. This year,
            his oldest sister, Flynn, was the club president.
         

         
         “I’m only going for the mimosas,” Raylene said. “Why? Are you going too?”

         
         “Flynn twisted my arm to make my famous eggs Benedict for fifty people,” he said. “I must be nuts. I’ll be up before dawn.”

         
         “Oh, quit your bellyaching. I know you love this town’s Christmas crazies. And you love for people to admire your cooking.
            So get your lazy bones out of bed and blow the socks off those cookie club gals with your culinary skills.”
         

         
         Noah grinned. He did love cooking. Especially at Christmas. Then again, loving the holiday was practically obligatory for
            a man who lived on Christmas Island.
         

         
         “About the gazebo—”

         
         “Bug Sean.”

         
         “He’ll say entering the competition was your idea, and you should do it.”

         
         Noah picked up his Santa toy sack, brimming with gifts, which was sitting beside the door. “He’s my employee. Tell him to
            get on it.”
         

         
         Raylene snorted. “I’m not bossing around a former navy SEAL. You tell him to get on it.”

         
         “I don’t get any respect,” Noah grumbled good-naturedly.

         
         “By the way, the light on the front porch lantern needs changing.” Raylene reached under the counter for a box of energy-efficient
            lightbulbs and pushed them toward him. “Have at it, Santa baby.”
         

         
         “Remind me again why I don’t fire you?”

         
         Raylene grinned. “I add spice to your life.”

         
         “Oh yeah, that.”

         
         Chuckling, he swiped the lightbulbs off the counter and in full Santa regalia, toy sack slung over his shoulder, Noah strolled
            out onto the deck platform that anchored the Rockabye to Christmas Island. The sky was cozy gray, the gentle colors of a soft hug.
         

         
         Two miles across the lake, barely visible from where he stood in the drizzly December mist, lay Camp Hope, the bereavement
            camp for children. His nostalgic mind drifted to his childhood sweetheart, Kelsey James.
         

         
         He’d heard on the news that Filomena had been elected the mayor of Dallas and Kelsey was her campaign manager and engaged
            to the son of a Texas Supreme Court Justice. He wished her all the best and prayed she was as happy in her life as he was
            in his.
         

         
         A familiar double punch of longing and regret hit his gut. He still remembered how she’d looked that night, wearing a bright
            blue bikini, stretched out on a blanket on the dock. Full moon shining a halo of light over her. Her blond hair was damp and
            adorably frizzy from the humidity. Her blue-eyed gaze hooked on him as he’d stepped from the shadows and onto the dock, his
            heart pounding wildly.
         

         
         He’d been in love with her since they were eleven-year-olds at camp for the first time. But since the previous summer, she’d
            bloomed into a full-grown woman, all sweet curves and soft lines, and their friendship had grown into something much more.
         

         
         Her beauty struck him dumb.

         
         God, she’d been magnificent. Like the water itself. Cool, quiet, deep. But beneath the surface ran a current of dark mystery,
            and primal passion as yet unleashed. She was self-contained, unruffled, observant and at the same time sizzling, sexy, and
            sumptuous. He’d fallen hook, line, and sinker for that devastating fire-and-ice combo.
         

         
         And if he and Kelsey had ever made full use of that blanket, no telling where they might have ended up. Hell, he’d tried.
            Shucking off his shirt, unsnapping his jeans, sinking to his knees beside her as she reached for his zipper. Their hungry
            mouths groping for each other.
         

         
         Seventeen.

         
         Both virgins. Both burning with need. Both still sitting on a helluva lot of grief. Kelsey missing her twin sister. Noah mourning
            his mother.
         

         
         He’d often wondered in the ensuing years if that’s what their attraction had been all about. Comfort. Solace. Bonding.

         
         Then while they were in the middle of the most passionate kiss of his life, out of nowhere, Kelsey’s mother had come storming
            onto the dock. She’d dragged her daughter from his arms, threatened to have him arrested for sexual assault, and whisked Kelsey
            back to Dallas.
         

         
         Several times he’d tried to contact Kelsey, but his letters had been returned unopened, his cell phone and social media accounts
            had been blocked. And when he’d shown up at her house, Kelsey’s mother met him at the door saying that Kelsey never wanted
            to see him again and if he didn’t back off that she’d get his scholarship to the University of Texas revoked. He believed
            her.
         

         
         Filomena was a scary woman.

         
         So he’d walked away from Kelsey and his ridiculous teenage fantasies.

         
         Oh well, the past was the past. He’d gotten over her. Moved on. Aced college. Immediately got drafted by the San Antonio Spurs
            farm team, met Melissa, got moved up to the NBA, got married, got injured, then got divorced and . . . well, now here he was.
            Right back in the town where he’d started. Life had come full circle.
         

         
          

         
            Back in Dallas . . .

         

         Overjoyed to see her father, Kelsey launched herself into his arms, not even caring that Lionel Berg watched.

         
         “Daddy!”

         
         Country club golf pro Theodore James was dressed in his ubiquitous Hawaiian shirt and khaki slacks and golf cleats. Smelling
            of coconut sunscreen, he wrapped his arms around his daughter and squeezed her tight.
         

         
         Berg too looked as if he’d been out on the links, in golf knickers, argyle socks, and a tweed golfer’s cap.

         
         “I am so sorry about Clive,” Theo said. “I suspected he batted for the other team, but I didn’t know how to bring it up, and
            I learned a long time ago, you’ve got to let people be who they are.”
         

         
         “Thank you, but it wasn’t your fault.”

         
         “Or yours either, kiddo. I know how you take things to heart.” Her father cupped Kelsey’s chin in his palm. He’d been more
            of a mother to her than Filomena was, but he’d let the woman push him around. Maybe there’s where Kelsey had gotten her passive,
            peacemaking ways. “Remember when you thought the divorce was your fault?”
         

         
         “If I’d just been a better kid—”

         
         “You were a perfect kid. You were never the problem. Not with our divorce or Clive’s choices.”

         
         Kelsey massaged her temple. “I should have seen the signs. They were all there.”

         
         “Don’t beat yourself up. It’s all going to work out.”

         
         “I agree.” Kelsey nodded. “There are better things ahead for both Clive and me. I’m just glad you’re happy. How is Leah? Is
            she here?”
         

         
         “Leah thought she better sit this one out,” Theo said, referring to his much younger girlfriend who Kelsey adored but Filomena
            loathed. Leah was only seven years older than Kelsey. “And now, it’s your turn to find your place in the world. Wait, is that Fireball?”
         

         
         “Do you want some?”

         
         “Does a bear . . . oh just give it.” Her father laughed and reached for the whiskey and downed a fourth of what remained.
            “Sorry to be greedy, I’ll be seeing your mother later.”
         

         
         Kelsey slid a glance over at Lionel Berg, who was waiting patiently with his hands clasped behind his back. “I’m sorry Mom
            banned you from the wedding.”
         

         
         “At least she said I could come to the reception.”

         
         “I tried to get her to let you walk me down the aisle,” Kelsey said, anxiety yanking the muscle at her eye. “I should have
            stood up to her—”
         

         
         “Kiddo.” Her father rested his hand on her shoulder. “You don’t have to explain your mother to me. I was married to her for
            fourteen miserable years.”
         

         
         “It wasn’t fair to leave you out of the wedding.” Ashamed, Kelsey ducked her head.

         
         “I didn’t miss anything,” he said. “I’ll give you away at the real wedding. When you find the guy you want to marry, not the one Filomena picked out for you.”
         

         
         Kelsey caught Lionel Berg’s eye. “Excuse me, Mayor, I don’t mean to be rude, but why are you here?”

         
         “I know this is an inopportune time.” Lionel Berg straightened, cleared his throat. “Please excuse me for interrupting and
            please accept my condolences regarding your wedding . . .”
         

         
         Kelsey raised both palms. “Don’t worry about that. How can I help you?”

         
         Lionel Berg shot a look at Theo. “Your father is my golf instructor, and he’s told me that you’re still planning to work for
            your mother at City Hall.”
         

         
         “She’s making me her office manager.”

         
         Berg held her gaze. “That would be a tremendous waste of your skills.”
         

         
         “What skills?”

         
         “The way you got your mother elected? Her win was all due to you. You’re an excellent mediator.”

         
         “You’re downplaying my mother’s charisma.”

         
         “Oh, Filomena has her initial charm, don’t get me wrong,” Lionel said. “But you’re what holds that ship together.”
         

         
         “Which is why I’m going to work for her at City Hall.”

         
         “What if you had another option?” Berg widened his stance.

         
         “Meaning?” Kelsey tilted her head, shot her dad a sidelong glance. Filomena often said Theo was an overgrown frat boy and
            right now he was looking the part. Vivid tan even in December, his garish shirt, golden chain necklace, straight white teeth
            and let’s-party-down smile. What had he and the outgoing mayor cooked up behind her back?
         

         
         “I’m planning on running for governor in the next election, and I want you to be my campaign manager.” He named a starting
            salary commensurate for a top-tier campaign manager.
         

         
         Kelsey’s jaw dropped open. “You’re not serious.”

         
         “I am dead serious.”

         
         Her mind churned because it was a phenomenal opportunity. “My mother would have a fit.”

         
         The second the words were out of her mouth, Kelsey felt a swamp of things.

         
         One, the urgent need to usher Lionel Berg out of the room before her mother caught a whiff of what was going on.

         
         Two, pique at her father for blindsiding her like this.

         
         Three, a strange, waterlogged feeling as if she had been drowning in the middle of the ocean and someone had just thrown her
            a life preserver.
         

         
         Four, a fluttering deep within her chest that tempted what if, what if, what if?

         
         “So that’s a solid no?” Berg asked.

         
         “No, no.” Her father waved his hands like he was trying to hail a taxi. “We’ve just taken Kelsey by surprise, she needs time
            to think.”
         

         
         “Dad, what is going on here?”

         
         “Lionel needs a campaign manager, and you’re a great one. You got him booted from office, after all,” Theo said.

         
         “Forgive my father,” Kelsey said and grabbed Theo’s elbow. “He has a tendency to get overly excited.”

         
         “But you don’t.” Berg’s eyes glistened. “You have a knack for staying calm when those around you are losing their heads.”

         
         “I’ve never managed a campaign of that magnitude. It’s beyond my skill set.”

         
         “You underestimate yourself. I’ve been watching you closely, Kelsey. You have what it takes to be a star.”

         
         “Why would you want me?” Kelsey said. “Other than to gig my mother? There are plenty of other campaign managers out there
            with far more experience.”
         

         
         “I hate to see your mother bring you down.”

         
         Kelsey settled her hands on her hips. “Because you care about me so much?”

         
         “I want you on my team. I’d rather have you with me than against me.”

         
         Kelsey stared at him. “This has nothing to do with you being upset that my mother won the election?”

         
         “I’ve got better things to do than cross swords with your mother.” Berg shot her father a withering look. “I thought you said
            she’d jump at the chance.”
         

         
         “Jump might have been a strong word.” Theo rubbed his jaw. “But we sprang this on her.”

         
         “After I just got stood up at the altar,” Kelsey reminded him.
         

         
         “I apologize for the bad timing,” Berg said. “But I wanted to strike while the iron was hot.”

         
         “You mean catch me when I’m down?”

         
         “Listen, coming here today was your father’s idea.” Berg raised his palms in a gesture of surrender. “Why don’t I leave you
            my card, and you can let me know by the New Year whether this is an opportunity you want to take advantage of or not. Understand
            one thing, Kelsey. I want you for you. Not to upset your mother’s applecart.” Berg pulled his card from his pocket, pressed it into her hand, and left the room.
         

         
         Theo took the last hit of Fireball.

         
         “Did that actually just happen?” she asked her father.

         
         He shrugged and had the decency to look sheepish. “Look, Berg has long admired your political savvy. He’s asked me
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