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      I’m reasonably certain I’ll be trapped in this stifling conference room until I die an old lady. It’s going to take at least a lifetime for my supposedly-in-love client and her geriatric fiancé to reach an agreement on this stupid prenup.

      At least it isn’t another divorce case. While it’s incredibly satisfying to help someone escape a miserable—sometimes abusive—relationship and regain their autonomy, divorce cases always remind me of my own messy breakup. Mark and I weren’t married, but after seven long years, sometimes it felt like we were.

      My client, Miss Deborah Barrett, is glaring across the table at her ancient fiancé. I haven’t bothered to calculate her age, but I’m pretty sure she’s barely past the fake ID stage of life. Her low-cut blouse really highlights her silicone-filled assets, and she has a look of permanent surprise thanks to her micro-bladed brows. She folds her arms tightly, further emphasizing her ample chest, and purses lips that are bursting with filler.

      “I don’t see why you won’t agree to an extra grand a month,” Deborah says.

      Her fiancé, the esteemed Dr. Trevor Daniels, snorts. He’s one of the most sought-after plastic surgeons in Beverly Hills. He’s also at least twice her age, with shortly trimmed gray hair and enough Botox to eliminate any frown lines (because there’s no way his lines are from laughing).

      “An extra grand a month, paid out over seven years, is eighty-four thousand dollars,” Dr. Daniels says. Maybe Deborah can’t do math on her own, so he has to spell out the obvious.

      I honestly have no idea how these two ended up together. Aside from a mutual love of dollar signs and cosmetic procedures, they seem to have nothing in common.

      Deborah leans across the table, the front of her shirt gaping open as she grasps her fiancé’s hand. She bites her lip in a very seductive sort of way, eyelashes fluttering as she looks down.

      Scratch that—I know exactly how they ended up together.

      “Trev, this is silly.” Her voice drips with poisoned sugar. “We’ll never get divorced, so why does the amount of alimony matter?”

      “Exactly.” Dr. Daniels forces a smile. “It shouldn’t matter at all.”

      I barely withhold an eye roll and see his lawyer, Holly, doing the same. I understand why couples sign prenups—really, I do—but in my admittedly limited experience, all they seem to accomplish is breeding distrust.

      Then again, most of my prenup clients are less soulmates destined for an eternity of bliss and more gold diggers eager for a big fat payday after they serve their time in the prison of matrimony.

      My eyes wander from the four-carat rock on Deborah’s left ring finger to my own bare one. If Mark had proposed six months ago instead of leaving me for another woman, would we have gotten a prenup? The romantic in me says no, but the realist says absolutely.

      Marriage is a risk, prenups are a good insurance policy, and Mark was clearly a lousy person to bet my future on.

      But it’s my job to take care of my client regardless of my personal baggage, so I say, “What Deborah is asking for is well within the alimony guidelines set forth by the state of California.”

      “The very upper end,” Holly cuts in. She’s a few years older than me and works for a competing law firm, but I love it when we cross paths because she’s the kind of lawyer I want to become. Holly thrives on all the aspects of family law that I hate. That’s why her nickname in law circles is Venus Flytrap—she’s beautiful but deadly.

      “Yes, but still within the limits.” I look back and forth between Deborah and Dr. Daniels. “However, the two of you are going to have to compromise, or we’ll never reach an agreement.”

      I make a valiant effort to avoid glancing at the clock on the wall. It has to be close to six, which gives me an hour to finish up this contract, buy a birthday present for my bestie Rachel, and get to her party.

      I’m so going to be late.

      “Yes, a compromise,” Holly agrees. “Why don’t we meet in the middle? I think an extra five hundred a month is more than fair to both parties.”

      She glances at me for confirmation, and I nod, exhaustion sweeping through me.

      “Okay,” Dr. Daniels says. “But I want the parrot.”

      If I weren’t such a professional, I’d snort.

      Deborah, however, gasps in outrage. “I’ve had Maurice since he was a baby.”

      “And yet somehow I’m the one who takes care of him. Who cleans his cage? Who makes sure he gets fed? Whose name has he learned to say? Not yours, that’s for certain.”

      Deborah’s hands are actually clenched into fists, her eyes wide with fury. “Palm cockatoos don’t talk as much as other parrots. Maurice is my bird, not yours. My mother gave him to me as a graduation present!”

      “Yes, and you’re still upset he wasn’t a Porsche.”

      I have to smother a laugh under the guise of a cough.

      “If you loved me half as much as you love Maurice, maybe we wouldn’t need a prenup,” Deborah hurls at him.

      It takes another thirty minutes of negotiating before Dr. Daniels concedes Deborah can keep her pet, and they both agree to a final alimony figure. Holly and I stand shoulder to shoulder as they disappear into the elevator, taking some of my stress with them.

      Four years of undergrad work, three years at Stanford Law, and I’m reduced to hearing couples bicker about a sixteen thousand dollar bird. Those student loans are feeling less and less worth it by the day.

      Maybe all relationships are doomed to fail. Honestly, it’s a wonder Mark and I lasted as long as we did.

      This isn’t what I imagined myself doing as a lawyer. But junior associates don’t get to pick their cases, even if their dad is a partner at the firm. Not after only a year on the job. So for now, I’ll keep working divorces, with the occasional prenup or adoption case sprinkled in, and grab pro bono cases I’m passionate about whenever my father allows.

      I should’ve ignored Mark’s pointed jabs and continued ballroom dancing after graduating with my Bachelor’s. I’d love to waltz my stress away right about now.

      Does Ben still dance? I should ask Rachel, since he’s her older brother. In high school, we commanded the dance floor. Even won a few competitions. Ben had a way of effortlessly leading me around the room that I haven’t experienced since. I still regret not snagging him for a slow song at Rachel’s wedding last year. But I’d been busy with my maid-of-honor duties, and I hadn’t wanted to upset Mark.

      “I didn’t think we’d ever reach an agreement,” Holly says, rolling her shoulders with a sigh. The hallway is eerily quiet, most of the office doors shut tight. “Deborah’s filing for that payday the second they hit seven years.”

      That’s when—according to their prenup—she’s allotted the maximum amount of alimony. But Holly has more faith in my client than I do.

      “I’ll be shocked if they make it to their second anniversary,” I say.

      “Loser buys dinner for the winner?”

      I stick out my hand, and we shake on it. “Deal.”

      I hate how jaded I’ve become in the past year, but I don’t know how to walk back my feelings after everything I’ve experienced. I’m glad I can help my clients escape awful, often abusive marriages. But it doesn’t do much to reassure me that happily ever after is real.

      Maybe Mark didn’t cheat on me, but that doesn’t ease the sting of being left for another woman.

      “Got any fun plans tonight?” I ask Holly as we gather our things from the conference room.

      “Just a date with my television. Aren’t you going to a birthday party?”

      “Yes, and I’m running late. Rachel’s already going to hate that I’m showing up solo.”

      “She still feels guilty about the breakup, huh?”

      “Yeah.” What happened with Mark isn’t Rachel’s fault, but try telling her that. She’s convinced the only way to obtain absolution is by finding me a new boyfriend. The fact that I’m not interested in a relationship is apparently irrelevant.

      Back in my office, I grab the files for my most pressing cases and look around, making sure I haven’t forgotten anything. The screen on my computer is dark, pens neatly arranged near the keyboard. I pick up the scratch paper I used today and run it through the shredder, then put the books stacked on my desk back in their proper place.

      My eyes land on the box sitting neatly beside the bookcase. It’s taped shut, with Mark’s New York address on the label. I’ve looked at that box every day for three months. It doesn’t contain anything important, just a few items I found lying around my condo—a sweatshirt, a few books, an engraved fountain pen—but I need to send it to him and close that chapter of my life for good.

      Tomorrow, I promise myself as I flip off the lights. I’ll take a lunch break—my first one in months—and deliver the box to the post office if it kills me.

      Too bad it doesn’t contain anything I can pass off as a present for Rachel. Swinging by her favorite boutique will make me even later for the party, but I can’t give a card with cash. Again.

      In my car, the GPS analyzes current traffic patterns and tells me I’ll arrive at Rachel’s at 7:32. So much for stopping at the boutique. I’ll have to swing by the nearby grocery store for a card and write her an IOU for … something. Maybe a sweater or a purse. That’s more thoughtful than a gift card, right?

      I fiddle with the radio, settling on my favorite salsa station. My foot taps against the floorboard as I sit in traffic, and I long to wrap my arms around a tall gentleman and dance. My mind flashes back to Ben. His arms always felt strong and secure. I took every dip and jump knowing he’d catch me. No other partner made my heart race with the quickstep and my limbs melt with a waltz.

      I miss dancing. Somewhere along the way, I let my enthusiasm for law—and my carefully structured career plans—drag me away from it. Come to think of it, I miss Ben. We choreographed our most technical dance ever to this song during his senior year and spent hours practicing it. No matter how many times I fell, or how breathless I became from exertion, he could still make me laugh.

      The song comes to an end, and the station’s DJs start discussing the latest celebrity gossip.

      “This one is for my single ladies,” the female radio announcer says. “If you’ve been living under a rock, billionaire Luke Ryder recently signed with the dating service Toujour. Now’s your chance for that Cinderella story.”

      “Why is a billionaire bothering with online dating?” the male announcer asks. “If he’s looking for a girlfriend, all he has to do is walk outside.”

      “Sure, if he wants just anyone.” I can almost hear the female announcer rolling her eyes. “But that’s what makes Toujour different. It’s not just online dating—it’s a full-service matchmaking company. They claim they can find your soulmate.”

      That makes me snort. Soulmates are a myth that lonely singles tell themselves to feel better about being alone. But I don’t need to feed myself lies. I know the truth—I’m not single because I haven’t found my soulmate. I’m single because men aren’t worth the risk and I’m not betting my future on a relationship. Again.

      At the grocery store, I grab a birthday card and pick the shortest checkout line, tapping the card impatiently against my leg. It’s 7:42. This side trip will cost me at least fifteen minutes.

      The spiky-haired cashier pops her gum as she slowly scans items. It’s like she knows I’m in a rush and wants to aggravate me.

      “Andi?”

      I pause and turn, taking in the woman standing behind me. She’s tall and slender, with russet-colored hair pulled up in a top-knot and a face devoid of makeup. It’s been almost six years since I’ve seen her, but I’d recognize those pronounced cheekbones and sparkling eyes anywhere.

      “Elle!” I wrap my arms around her with a laugh. “It’s been ages.”

      “At least five years,” Elle agrees. “Sometimes I see your posts on social media, but it’s good to see you in person. You’re working at your dad’s law firm, right?”

      “Yeah, I’ve been there about a year. But what about you? I’ve watched a few of the dance videos you’ve posted. Are you still competing?”

      “Not anymore. I work for a charity now—Footsteps for Change. We offer free dance classes to underprivileged children.”

      A whisper of jealousy slices through me, but I push it away. I get to help people at my job, too—just in a different way. “Elle, that’s fantastic.”

      “Thanks. I really love it there. Research proves that dance helps develop young brains, and we recently opened a crisis center. It’s staffed twenty-four hours a day so that teens have somewhere safe to go when things get tough at home. It’s exhausting trying to get the charity up and running, but rewarding too.”

      “Your total is $6.32,” the cashier says, popping her gum.

      For a birthday card? I fish my debit card out of my wallet and tap it. “I wish I could stay and catch up, but I’m late for a party.”

      Elle withdraws a business card from her purse. “Call me sometime. We’re always looking for volunteers willing to teach a dance class, and you’d be perfect.”

      “I don’t dance anymore.” The answer is a reflex, born from years of turning down anything that might interfere with my plans for law.

      “All the more reason to come teach. Do you have a card? I’ll call you.”

      I think of all the reasons I quit dance—the time it took away from studying, the physical toll on my body. Mark’s disapproval. “I’m pretty busy these days, but it sounds fun.”

      “We’re always in need of family law attorneys willing to do some pro bono work, too.”

      “I can absolutely help with that, as long as my firm approves.” I pull a business card out of my wallet and hand it over. “I’m sorry I have to run, but let’s talk soon.”

      “Definitely. It was nice seeing you, Andi.”

      “You too.” I grab my bag, then wave goodbye.

      I hope Elle calls. Maybe I don’t have time for ballroom dance, but helping a charity for kids is exactly the kind of legal work I love.

      It’s not like I have a partner to dance with, anyway. Ben—the only partner I’ve ever felt completely in sync with—now lives in Arizona near his fiancée. They’ve had a pretty long engagement, but Rachel says she’s certain a wedding’s happening next year.

      I don’t want to dance with anyone but him. It’s one of the reasons I quit after completing my undergrad degree. None of my college dance partners held a candle to Ben.

      I pull onto Rachel’s crowded street at 7:57 p.m., nearly an hour late. Christmas lights line the eaves of the house, and three wire reindeer twinkle in the front yard. There’s even a giant evergreen wreath on the front door.

      I knock, stooping low to avoid the boughs of the wreath. A few moments later, I hear footsteps. But they’re heavy—not the light steps that accompany Rachel. Her husband, Peter, maybe? I glance at my phone. 7:58.

      The door swings open. I drop my phone in my purse and glance up, then blink in surprise. A lanky figure stands before me. He has tousled toffee-colored hair, chocolate-brown eyes, and a five o’clock shadow.

      Rachel’s brother. My favorite dance partner.

      It’s Ben.
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      I throw my arms around his neck, laughing. “Ben! I was just thinking about you.”

      He returns my hug, his arms familiar and comforting. It sends a zing up my spine, along with the sudden urge to nuzzle closer.

      Whoa. I’m really losing it if hugging Ben—a man who, sure, is attractive, but more like a brother than a potential boyfriend—makes me feel all fluttery.

      “I hope you’re remembering me fondly and not cursing all the times I stepped on your toes in practice.” His voice is deeper and raspier than in my memories. It slides over me like hot chocolate on a chilly day.

      “I don’t remember you stepping on my toes, but I remember getting dropped once,” I tease. “My butt was sore for a week.”

      Ben grimaces, motioning me inside. “Sorry about that. But in my defense, you were busy ogling Daniel Kim instead of paying attention.”

      That makes me laugh. “Exchange students always were my kryptonite.”

      “A likely excuse.”

      I follow Ben into the nearly empty kitchen. Through the sliding glass doors, I can see a backyard filled with people. Heat lamps dot the expansive patio, and a crowd has congregated around the gas fire pit. Hopefully, there are enough guests that Rachel hasn’t realized I’m an hour late.

      “So, what are you doing here?” I ask Ben. “Are you visiting just for Rachel’s birthday, or are you here for Christmas, too?”

      Ben runs a hand through his hair, further rumpling it, then adjusts his glasses. He’s wearing thick, square frames that give him a sexy professor look I can’t help but love. “Didn’t Rachel tell you? I moved back a few days ago. Peter knows the principal of a nearby charter high school and helped me get an interview. I start right after winter break.”

      Ben is back in town.

      The butterflies swarming in my stomach are beyond confused. Why do I care where Ben lives and works, aside from the passing interest of an old friend? “I haven’t talked to Rachel much in the last couple of weeks. Things have been crazy at work.”

      Ben smiles in understanding. “Well, I only found out about the job a week ago.”

      The sliding door opens, and Rachel steps inside. She’s wearing a festive red Christmas sweater that’s fashionably oversized and black leggings with white reindeer on them. Her bangs are pinned back with bobby pins, adding another layer to her short bob. She smiles when she sees me and runs across the room, throwing her arms around me in a hug. “I was worried you wouldn’t make it. I’m so glad you’re here.”

      “I got tied up at work.” I swat Ben on the arm. “Why didn’t you tell me this guy was moving back?”

      “I didn’t? Sorry, I guess I forgot. I’ve been so scatterbrained lately.” Rachel points to the array of food crowding the kitchen island. “Grab something to eat and come out—it feels great with the heat lamps and fire. We’re roasting s’mores soon.”

      I nod and hand the card to Rachel. “First things first. Happy birthday.”

      She opens it, her eyes scanning the hastily scrawled note, then squeals. “Mani-pedis with my bestie? I’m holding you to this.”

      “We’ll go soon,” I promise.

      Rachel turns to Ben. “Take care of this girl tonight—I don’t want her slipping out early to go home and draft contracts. She works too hard.”

      Ben wraps an arm around my shoulders, sending a shiver down my spine. I’m inexplicably trying not to giggle, like a tween who’s just caught the eye of her crush.

      What is with me tonight?

      “I won’t let her out of my sight,” Ben promises, which sounds fantastic to me.

      Rachel gives me another hug, then hurries back outside while I grab a plate and survey the dozens of food options.

      “So, how have you been?” Ben asks, his voice suddenly filled with concern.

      I shoot him a sideways glance. “I know that tone. Rache told you about Mark.”

      “She feels awful.”

      That makes me groan. “She has to stop blaming herself. If Mark and I couldn’t make long distance work, then we wouldn’t have survived a marriage.”

      Ben rubs the back of his neck. “You know Rache. She feels responsible since she connected him with the contact in New York.”

      “She might have hurried the process along, but Mark always had his sights set on bigger and better things than local journalism.” I should’ve realized in high school his ambitions spelled doom for our relationship. Instead, I wasted seven years on him.

      I won’t make that mistake again.

      “You still haven’t answered my question,” Ben says. “How are you?”

      I sigh. “Honestly, it’s been rough. I haven’t been single since high school.” And apparently being single has transformed me into a hormone-crazed teenager melting over any guy who smiles, regardless of his availability. Ben is engaged, for crying out loud. I need to pull myself together.

      “Well, Mark didn’t deserve you. He was always so arrogant and kind of obnoxious. You can do way better.”

      “Maybe, but he knows what he wants out of life and isn’t afraid to go and get it.” Even if it meant leaving me behind. I focus on preparing a bun for my burger, ready to change the subject. “So, catch me up on what’s going on in your life. Did Whitney come with you to L.A., or is she still in Arizona?”

      Ben looks away, shoving his hands into his pockets. “We broke up.”

      I fumble with the salad tongs, dropping lettuce awkwardly onto my plate. “Oh, Ben. I’m so sorry. I didn’t know.”

      “Things have been rocky for a while, and I couldn’t keep our relationship going all on my own. When Peter mentioned the job opening, I went for it.”

      I rub a hand up and down Ben’s arm. “I feel like an idiot, going on and on about Mark when your wedding just got called off. I can’t imagine how difficult that’s been for you.”

      He gives me a wry grin. “When she wouldn’t set a date after almost a year, I should’ve known this was how it would end.”

      “Maybe, but that doesn’t make it any easier.”

      Ben nods, running a hand over his jaw. “I’m just grateful Rache and Peter are letting me crash at their honeymoon pad until I can find an apartment.”

      I give a shudder of mock horror. Rachel and Peter are in that disgusting, over-the-top, sappy stage of marriage. Living with them would be positively nauseating. “I’ll let you know if I hear of anything available.”

      “Thanks. I’ve got a few feelers out, but not a lot’s happening this close to the holidays.”

      “Hey, this means we’ll get to hang out again next week.” I grab a bag of chips and set it on my plate. “Rache invited me to dinner on Christmas Eve.”

      “You aren’t spending it with your parents?”

      “No, Dad has a client meeting in New York and Mom’s going with him.” I’m kind of relieved, actually. My idea of a Merry Christmas isn’t being pressured by my parents to start dating, although Rachel might be even pushier than them on the subject.

      “Well, I’m glad you’re coming to dinner,” Ben says. “It means I won’t be the awkward third wheel.”

      I laugh. “I feel the same way. I must’ve asked Rache a million times if she was sure before agreeing to come. She keeps hinting I can bring a date, but that would be more awkward, not less.”

      I finish loading up my plate, then Ben leads me outside to a secluded section of the yard where four chairs are staggered around a heat lamp. I take a seat, pick up my burger, and take a big bite. My eyes close in pure bliss. Even cold, it’s the best food I’ve eaten all week. I can’t remember the last time I had a meal that wasn’t a protein bar or sandwich from the corner deli. “Peter sure knows how to grill.”

      “I manned the grill this time,” Ben confesses.

      “I’m impressed.”

      Ben smirks. “You have ketchup on your lip.”

      I flick out my tongue and whisk away the condiment. “I’m not even embarrassed. This is one seriously delicious burger.”

      “You always did like your meat.”

      Ben smiles, and a current runs between us—something that I’ve never experienced, especially not with him. We’re staring at each other, the zing of electricity making my mouth dry.

      Maybe all men aren’t terrible. Ben has always been pretty great.

      He clears his throat and looks away, breaking the connection. “So, tell me about work.”

      I latch onto the subject change. “There’s not much to tell. My dad has me on family law, mostly divorces. I started taking on solo cases a few months ago, and I grab every pro bono case my dad allows.”

      “Divorces.” Ben leans back in his chair, his biceps flexing as he rests his hands behind his head. I look away, my cheeks heating. “I bet you could tell some interesting stories.”

      That’s an understatement. “It’s funny the things people consider important when dividing their assets. The divorce I worked on last week was insane. The only item the couple cared about was a hand-woven Mexican shawl they had bought on a cruise. They fought about it for weeks, even though I’m pretty sure it’s monetarily worthless. Then right before I came here tonight, a couple argued over who should get their parrot. And that was just a prenup.”

      “A parrot? Not a cat or dog or something?”

      “Hey, birds are people, too.”

      Ben laughs, the sound awakening the butterflies in my stomach. “Sounds awful.”

      “Well, my dad keeps promising I can pick my own cases in a few years. I’ve always wanted to do family law, but it’s been harder than I anticipated. I’ll adjust, though.”

      I have to. Working for my dad’s firm—and paying off my student loans as quickly as possible—is the smartest decision for my future.

      “Okay, so law isn’t what you expected. What about dancing—do you still do that?”

      I take another bite of my burger. My mind flashes back to dancing together at the state high school championships. Ben led me through the salsa effortlessly, directing me with a flick of his wrist or the right pressure on my hand or at my waist. “I haven’t danced since college. Law school got chaotic, and now work’s insane.”

      “That’s too bad. You loved it.”

      I pierce him with a challenging gaze. “Have you danced lately?”

      His cheeks flush red. “Okay, you caught me. I haven’t made time for it, either.”

      “Ah-ha!” I point a finger as though I’ve caught him with his hand in the cookie jar. Ketchup drips from the burger I hold in my free hand onto my plate, and I quickly take a bite.

      Ben lifts one eyebrow in challenge. “I’ll start dancing again if you do.”

      Excitement flashes through me. I would love to dance with Ben again. Maybe I don’t have time to teach a class for Elle, but I could squeeze in a night at the club. “Don’t make promises you can’t keep, because I just might take you up on the offer.”

      “I hope you do.”

      I duck my head and grab a chip from my plate, trying to hide my flaming cheeks. Seriously, what is wrong with me? This is Ben. “Tell me about this new job of yours.”

      His face brightens. “I meet with the principal on Monday, so I don’t know much yet, but I’m really excited because this charter school has some serious financial donors. I’m hoping that means they have awesome lab equipment. I can’t wait to dive in.”

      It’s adorable, the way his eyes dance behind his glasses when he talks about science. He was like that in high school, too. “I can tell you really love your job.”

      “I do.” Ben rests his forearms on his knees, leaning forward. “It was hard to leave my students in Mesa, but I’m excited for this new challenge.”

      “Are you still flipping houses?”

      “I haven’t in a year or so. Maybe I’ll pick it back up, too.”

      “You should. If the pictures on your socials are any indication, you’re really good.”

      That makes him blush again. “I don’t know about that, but it’s something I enjoy doing.”

      I smile, resting a hand briefly on Ben’s knee before taking another bite of my burger. “I’m glad we ran into each other tonight.”

      He smirks, eyeing my plate pointedly. “Is it because I made you a burger?”

      “That and you haven’t mentioned how amazing Peter is even once.”

      Ben snickers. “Are you trying to say Rachel isn’t as fun as she used to be?”

      “More like preoccupied.” I roll my eyes. “I keep waiting for the lovey-dovey phase to end, but it’s been a year and they’re going strong. Which is good, obviously. I’m happy that she’s happy.”

      “Just a little annoyed by the PDA?” Ben chuckles. “I get it. And I promise to keep my praise of Peter to a minimum when you’re around.”

      “So considerate.” I wipe my greasy fingers on a napkin, wishing I’d thought to grab a drink while in the kitchen. I scoot forward on my chair and look around for somewhere to leave my plate while I go and get one.

      “Need something?” Ben asks.

      “Oh, I’m fine. I’m just going to get something to drink⁠—”

      Ben holds up a hand, rising to his feet. “Finish eating, and I’ll grab one for you. Still drinking diet soda?”

      I can’t believe he remembers. “Yeah. Thanks.”

      “I’ll be right back.”

      Ben’s jeans hug his frame as he walks away, making my body temperature rise another degree with every step. Why can’t I stop staring at him?

      I’ve never thought of Ben as more than a friend. But tonight, he’s all I can think about.

      It feels like Christmas just came early.
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      If I had told my fifteen-year-old self that one day I’d find my fresh start at a high school, I would’ve laughed myself silly. But last week, when Peter told me he knew a principal looking for a science teacher, I immediately applied for the job. After a brief phone interview, the principal hired me on the spot.

      I still can’t believe I’m here. That I’ve really left Arizona—and Whitney—behind for good.

      “Your students have had a rough year.” Principal Stewart leans back in his office chair, resting both hands on an enormous silver belt buckle that showcases a Texas star. I’m not sure what I expected from my new boss, but someone wearing cowboy boots and a bolo tie wasn’t it. “Probably should’ve hired a new teacher when Peggy got sick, but I didn’t have the heart. She was a favorite ’round here. The students are taking her death pretty hard.”

      I nod but remain silent. I’m sorry for the woman’s passing, but mostly I’m grateful for her job.

      “Anyhoo, the subs haven’t known how to teach or discipline worth a darn and your students are severely behind. You’ve got your work cut out for you.”

      Good—I’m not afraid of hard work, and I need something to distract me from the disastrous life I left behind in Arizona. “I’m up for the challenge.”

      “I know you are.” Principal Stewart opens a desk drawer and pulls out a keyring, handing it over. “Your keys. Feel free to come in over the break and get your classroom set up. We’re pleased as punch to have you on board, Ben. When Peter recommended you, it was like an answer to prayers.”

      The keys feel heavy in my hand, but in a good way—like they’re weighty with permanence. It’s been a long time since anything in my life felt stable. “I’m excited to be here. Mind if I look around?”

      “Not at all.” Principal Stewart follows me to his office door and holds it open. “School’s out in ten minutes, then you can have your run of the place.”

      We say our goodbyes, and I wander down empty hallways toward my new classroom, taking in the school’s shiny tile and fresh paint. Hand-cut snowflakes decorate the walls, while red-and-green ornaments hang from the ceiling, giving the space a festive feel. The tired murmur of teachers drifts out from the few open doors, and I catch glimpses of teenagers on cell phones as I walk past. It makes me miss my students and co-workers in Mesa.

      I hope my student teacher will be okay. She happily accepted the position I vacated.

      My new classroom is in the perfect location—far enough from the cafeteria that it won’t be noisy during lunch, but conveniently close to the teacher’s lounge and faculty restrooms. It’s also near an exit that leads directly to the employee parking lot. Score.

      I peer through the small rectangle window in my classroom door. In a few minutes, the bell will ring, and the school will erupt in a flurry of excited teens celebrating the start of winter break. But for now, the sub is mindlessly scrolling her cell phone while students chat. Their laptops are already stowed in backpacks, any evidence of learning tucked away.

      I take a step back and lean against the wall, my spine tingling with anticipation. The students might be eager for the two-week winter break, but I’m more excited for January, when I can officially start my new job. Establishing classroom management will be my first task.

      Buzz.

      I pull my phone out of my pocket and my heart plummets. It’s Whitney’s mom, Barbara.

      Should I answer it?

      Buzz.

      I clench my jaw, bringing a fist to my lips. It’s been nearly a month since I came home from work to find Whitney’s diamond engagement ring on my kitchen counter atop a note that simply read, I’m sorry. I’m done.

      Buzz.

      Is something wrong with Whitney? If there is, do I want to know?

      Buzz.

      I should leave well enough alone. I left Arizona to move on, and answering this call would go against that.

      Buzz!

      I swipe my thumb across the screen and push off the wall, heading outside. This is not a conversation I want an audience for. “Hello?”

      “Hi, Ben.” Barbara’s voice is filled with compassion while also laced with worry.

      The cool December breeze hits my face while my heart twists. I love the Stephensons almost as much as I loved Whitney. Knowing we’ll never be family hurts like an infected wound, and taking this call feels like lancing it open.

      I shove one hand into my pocket and swallow back my emotions. “What can I do for you?”

      “I’m worried about Whitney.” The words are soft, almost apologetic. “She finally called us last night, so we know she’s in Las Vegas with a friend.”

      I sag against the school’s rough brick exterior in relief. She’s safe. The last four weeks of wondering have been agony.

      But I refused to look for her, despite every cell in my body demanding that I search. Not this time. Barbara’s call only confirms my decision because I know what she’s not saying. I knew for weeks before Whitney left. We fought about it on numerous occasions.

      She isn’t taking her medications—again. My first clue was her suddenly dark moods. I begged her to reconsider. Became sick with worry.

      But still, Whitney refused.

      “Whitney is an adult,” I say gently. “Claire will look out for her.” That’s who I assume she’s staying with—a sorority sister from Arizona State who works as a dancer in one of the casinos.

      “I thought maybe you could talk to Whitney. She might listen to you and come home.”

      I squeeze my lids tightly shut, my contacts feeling like sandpaper on my eyes as I pinch the bridge of my nose to ward off tears. “You know I can’t do that. Whitney and I are over—for good this time.”

      Barbara trips over her words, the syllables running together. “She’s not herself. Once she’s past this relapse, she’ll regret leaving you.”

      I know that, too. In the four years we were together, I went through the cycle more times than I can count. Whitney feels great, so she goes off her medication. And for a while, things are fine. Better than fine. She’s the life of the party—affectionate, thoughtful, a joy to be around.

      But what goes up must come down, and soon she spirals into depression.

      Whitney is good at hiding things, but eventually I always realize something is up. I don’t want to upset the balance, though, so I watch her closely, my heart in my throat. Sometimes just mentioning the medication sends her plunging into a pit. When she’s in the grips of depression, Whitney can’t get out of bed. She’s lost five jobs over the last four years because of her bipolar disorder.

      I did my absolute best to love and support her. To help in any way I could. I tried to love her through it.

      But it was never enough. When she’s at her worst, she blames me for her problems. Maybe it’s because I’m the one who held her hand while she received her initial diagnosis. Maybe it’s because I encouraged her to seek treatment and drove her to her first appointment. Whatever the reason, she’s left me three times.

      I can’t take it anymore. Yes, it hurts to be apart from Whitney.

      But it hurts more to be with her.

      “Ben?”

      I blink, realizing Barbara is still talking. “Sorry, I was lost in thought.”

      “If you went to Vegas and spoke to her, I’m sure she’d come back. She loves you so much.” Barbara rushes to continue, as though sensing I’ll protest. “Russ and I would pay for your travel, of course.”

      “I’m sorry.” I practically choke on the words. “I want to help, but I can’t keep doing this.”

      It’s taken me years to admit that. The pattern is always the same—once Whitney leaves, she sinks deeper into depression. Eventually, whoever she’s crashing with calls me or her parents. Sometimes it’s because the depression makes her suicidal, and sometimes it’s because the mania makes her reckless. Either way, I somehow convince her to return to her therapist and to get back on her medication.

      If she would just work with me instead of against me, maybe…

      No. It’s too late for that.

      “I’m sorry,” I say again, struggling for composure. “I truly hope Whitney seeks help.”

      Barbara sniffles on the other end of the line. “We understand, of course. She’s put you through so much. I’m sorry for calling.”

      “No, I’m glad you let me know she’s safe.” My voice thickens, and I swallow. I want to ask Barbara to keep me informed, but I know it’s no longer my place. Whitney closed that chapter of my life, and I’m not reopening the book. Again.

      “I’ll let you go,” Barbara says. “Take care of yourself, Ben.”

      “You too. Bye.”

      I end the call and stare at my phone, the pit in my stomach as heavy as lead. Even now, I have to fight the urge to call Barbara back and tell her I’ll hop on the next plane to Vegas. But sacrificing my own mental well-being on the altar of Whitney’s struggles has never served either of us.

      The bell shrieks and students stream out of the school, instantly elevating the noise level to earsplitting. Girls hug each other goodbye while boys shove each other playfully, blowing off typical end-of-term energy. They all seem so carefree, with nothing more to worry about than enjoying their two-week break.

      I envy them.

      I weave my way through students exchanging gifts and taking selfies. It feels like I’m trying to swim upstream, but the crowd thins the further I get into the school. My classroom is dark, the lights flipped off and the door already locked, so I pull out my new key and make my way inside.

      Whitney is no longer my responsibility. My students are my focus now.

      As I look around my new classroom, determination wells up within me. Twelve sturdy lab tables fill the spacious room in two rows of six, with a large teacher’s desk at the front. I take a step closer, examining one of the lab tables. It’s noticeably missing the curse words that were etched into the worn laminate desks in my old classroom. Counters and cabinets line the perimeter of the room, and two large whiteboards cover one wall.

      Over the next hour, I find dog-eared science magazines alongside brand-new textbooks, tablets that look like they’ve never been used, and transparencies for worksheets that don’t appear to have been updated since the moon landing. I roll up my sleeves and get to work making piles—one for materials I plan to use, another for items some other teacher might want, and a third for things that should be tossed. I’ll email Principal Stewart when I get home to find out the protocol. Then I start cleaning, something that Peggy obviously and understandably neglected during her illness.

      I wish I could scrub Whitney from my mind as easily as I scrub the grime off the cabinets.

      I’ve been working for a while when my phone buzzes with a text from Rachel.

      
        
          
            
              
        Rachel: Are you going to be home for dinner?

      

      

      

      

      

      I glance at the clock, shocked to realize it’s nearly seven. I hadn’t realized I’d been here for that long.

      
        
          
            
              
        Ben: Sorry, lost track of time. I’m on my way now, but don’t hold dinner on my account. I can heat up a plate.

      

      

      

      

      

      Barbara’s call threw me, but I know I made the right decision. Even if it hurts.

      At Rachel’s, the scent of grilled chicken and baked potatoes hits me as soon as I walk in the door. I inhale appreciatively as my stomach lets out a growl.

      In the kitchen, Rachel sets a tossed salad on the table while Peter carries a basket of rolls.

      “Oh good, you’re here,” Rachel says, motioning to a chair. “Food’s ready.”

      “This looks delicious, Rache.” I kiss her on the cheek, then head to the sink to wash my hands. “Sorry I’m late. I started working on my classroom and lost track of time.”

      Rachel purses her lips together, making a noise of disapproval.

      “I’m glad you made some progress,” Peter says. He’s twelve years older than Rachel, with graying hair at his temples and a face marked by laugh lines. He’s also dependable and easygoing—the perfect yang to Rachel’s yin—and he absolutely adores my sister. “How did it go with Don?”

      I grab a roll and pass the basket to Rachel. “Don?”

      “Principal Stewart.”

      “Oh. It went fine.” I split open my roll, buttering it. My mouth waters as my stomach lets out another growl. “I can’t wait to get started on lesson plans. The subs haven’t done much, so the students need a lot of help to get up to grade level.”

      “Sounds like a hard job,” Rachel says.

      Her tone instantly puts me on edge. It’s the you’re making a mistake tone she’s used since we were kids. “Teaching is always a challenge. That’s why I like it.”

      She sets down her fork, giving me her full attention. “Are you sure you made the right choice by moving here?”

      “Rachel,” Peter warns, his voice sharp. “It’s none of our concern.”

      “But he and Whitney were so good together.” Rachel turns back to me, her eyes pleading. “All relationships have rough patches. Can’t you at least try to work it out?”

      I clench my hands, the handle of the knife digging into my palm. Rachel doesn’t know what she’s asking, because she has no idea how bad things were. Whitney didn’t want people to know about her illness, so I kept everything quiet. It was easy with Rachel in another state. Only Barbara and Russ know the truth.

      “Whitney and I are never getting back together,” I say. “I had to get out of that relationship.”

      “Why? You made your decision so hastily. Maybe now that you’ve had some space⁠—”

      I clench my jaw, struggling to maintain my composure. Even now, I won’t break Whitney’s confidence by telling Rachel the truth. “I know it seems like a snap decision to you, but trust me when I say it’s been a long time coming.”

      Rachel’s eyes well with tears, which she quickly wipes away. “But why? I don’t understand what happened. You seemed so happy together, and I hate seeing you both hurt.”

      “Rache—” Peter begins.

      Another tear rolls down her cheek. “Whitney’s one of my best friends, and she won’t even talk to me right now. I keep sending her texts, but she won’t respond.”

      That’s because she’s having one of her episodes—not because of the breakup—but I can’t tell Rachel that. “I’m sorry if this has hurt your relationship with her, but I can’t marry someone just because you’re friends.”

      “But—”

      Peter places his hand over Rachel’s, ending the argument. “We respect your decision, Ben.”

      Rachel glares at him but says nothing.

      We return to our meal, the silence thick with tension. Only the sound of cutlery scraping against plates interrupts the quiet.

      I hate that I can’t tell Rachel the truth. If she understood, I know she’d be more supportive. To her, the breakup must seem sudden. She doesn’t know this is the third time Whitney’s actually left.

      I’m about to excuse myself from the table and go to bed hungry just to escape the tension when Peter says, “Should

      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/chapter-art_ben.jpg






OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Dedication
      


      		
        Chapter 1
      


      		
        Chapter 2
      


      		
        Chapter 3
      


      		
        Chapter 4
      


      		
        Chapter 5
      


      		
        Chapter 6
      


      		
        Chapter 7
      


      		
        Chapter 8
      


      		
        Chapter 9
      


      		
        Chapter 10
      


      		
        Chapter 11
      


      		
        Chapter 12
      


      		
        Chapter 13
      


      		
        Chapter 14
      


      		
        Chapter 15
      


      		
        Chapter 16
      


      		
        Chapter 17
      


      		
        Chapter 18
      


      		
        Chapter 19
      


      		
        Chapter 20
      


      		
        Chapter 21
      


      		
        Chapter 22
      


      		
        Chapter 23
      


      		
        Chapter 24
      


      		
        Chapter 25
      


      		
        Chapter 26
      


      		
        Chapter 27
      


      		
        Chapter 28
      


      		
        Chapter 29
      


      		
        Chapter 30
      


      		
        Chapter 31
      


      		
        Chapter 32
      


      		
        Chapter 33
      


      		
        Chapter 34
      


      		
        Chapter 35
      


      		
        Chapter 36
      


      		
        Chapter 37
      


      		
        Chapter 38
      


      		
        Chapter 39
      


      		
        Epilogue
      


      		
        About the Author
      


      		
        Also by Lindzee Armstrong
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Title Page


      		Contents


      		Copyright


      		Beginning


      		About the Author


      		Also by Lindzee Armstrong


    


  



This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/chapter-art_andi.jpg





OEBPS/images/nmfl-02-nym_ebook-flat.jpg
DAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR

LINDZEE ARMSTRONG






OEBPS/images/snowflake-press-llc.jpg
Snowflake
Press LLC





