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Uncle Andy and Aunt Maureen,

Thank you for so many wonderful Christmas Eves. I wish we could have just one more.
Um, nope. No way. Not gonna happen. I don't care what the calendar says. I'm not ready, and I'm not gonna do it.

I am not Christmasing this year.

Christine's New Year's Resolution List 2014 Edition:

	Try something new

	Cook a turkey

	Buy high heels

	Get a promotion

	Take a vacation

	Learn to make frosting

	Read three books

	Clean the bathroom

	Fall in love

	



Chapter One—January 2014

"Michele, you've got to be kidding me!" I'm trapped. I can't move. And my best friend is laughing at me.

"C'mon Christine, you can do this. It's going to be fun."

"No, it's not. It's going to be torture. A cold, painful torture that ends with me in a body cast."

"You said you'd try new things this year. Isn't this number one on your list? This is what you need to bring you out of your shell. It will be good for you. Think of it as an item you can check off your list."

"My shell is just fine. I don't see how throwing myself down a mountain in sub-zero temperatures can possibly be good for me." But she knows she's got me. I'm a list maker, and nothing makes me happier than checking things off my lists.

Michele snaps her boot buckles and stands up. She looks like the perfect snow bunny, all cute and adorable in her snow pants and coordinating sweater. Her blond curls cascade perfectly down her shoulders, and no hat will flatten them or make her look bedraggled.

I look bedraggled before I even start. My hair is a dull, coppery brown. I can't call it red, and it's not regular brown. The closest description I can come up with is an old penny. It's straight. Like pin straight. And even attempts at perming have not been successful. Hot curlers, curling irons—nothing. Pin straight and boring. 

Just like me.

"When I said new things, I meant maybe cutting my hair or getting highlights put in," I mutter, trying to buckle my boot. The layers of clothes are constricting, and I'm having trouble breathing bent over like this. The buckle finally snaps shut, and I return upright, only to find myself out of breath and lightheaded.

Not off to the most auspicious of starts.

I've got a bad feeling about this.

Michele, who grew up skiing, is itching to get out on the slopes. Despite the fact that I've lived in Upstate New York my whole life, I've somehow managed to avoid this particular form of torture thus far. I've signed up for a lesson and am starting a novena that I don't die on the chairlift.

I pick up my skis from the rental shop and awkwardly carry them outside. We find Michele's skis on the rack, and in a few swift moments hers are donned and she's ready to swoosh off. I'm still trying to figure it out. Michele lets out an exasperated sigh and pops her ski off. She goes through the process again, step-by-step. Finally, I have my skis on. 

Except now I can't move. She uses her pole to point to where I have to go and she's off, gliding on the snow like a figure skater. 

Do you know how freakin' hard it is to move on skis when you're not on a hill? Or worse, when you have to go uphill? Not to mention that in order to fit my 5'10" (Okay, 5'10 ¾". Fine. I'm 5'11") frame, my skis are the length of Delaware.

I'm exhausted by the time I get to the ski group. But then the embarrassment continues. I'm the only adult in the group. This is so not worth it. Checking one stupid item (try something new) off my resolution list is not worth it.

Yup, you get the picture. Me and four kids under four feet tall. I feel even more like a giant than I normally do.

And sadly, most of them are better skiers than I am.

After ninety minutes, I've learned to pizza and french fry enough to stop and start. The most challenging thing for me is to stand up once I've fallen down. 

Wait, check that. The most challenging thing is the damn J-hook bar contraption that drags me up the bunny hill. You can't sit. You can't stand. You hang in a weird crouch, praying your skis don't hit a rut knocking your ass over tea kettle into the other tow-ees, toppling them like bowling pins. Not that this happens. Okay, yes, it totally happens. 

In a heap, one ski pointing one way, one ski lost, I'm pretty sure this skiing thing is not for me. And if I can figure out how to stand up, I'm going to go in the lodge and have a hot toddy. Or ten. And hope that this day passes quickly.

It's just I don't have a lot of free time. I work crazy hours. Free weekends are a rarity and to waste one on something I hate seems frivolous.

Maybe I'll read while I'm in the lodge. That's something on my list. To read three books this year. I've been trying to read the same book for about two years now. I never get through more than a page or two at a time, and anytime I get a large chunk of time to read, I have to start again because I can't remember what I've read.

This is what I'm thinking about, lying in a heap, snow creeping down into my snow pants.

"You need a hand?"

I look up through my goggles to see another begoggled face leaning down over me. The face emits a voice with a deep timbre, which makes my belly twist a little bit. A thick-gloved hand extends and I grasp it. With apparent ease, he hauls me up to a standing position. I still only have one ski on. Not saying a word, he retrieves my ski and guides my boot back into the binding. 

"Better?" His smile shows a row of white teeth. Just one looks crooked. It's probably a good thing, though. Otherwise, I have a feeling he'd be too perfect. The best part—he's looking down on me. Do you know how often the guys I meet are my height or shorter? I swear there's a shortage of tall men out there.

"No. I'm still out here, making a fool out of myself."

"I take it this is your first time."

"Is it that obvious I'm a virgin?"

He lifts his goggles up, eyebrows raised. The bemused expression in his light green eyes highlights my faux pas. "Oh really? I didn't know we were getting this personal."

"Oh my God!" My mitten-covered hand, white with snow, flies to my mouth. Which, of course, results in me getting a face full of snow. "That's um, not, crap. I'm not a virgin-virgin. I meant a skiing virgin. I have lots of experience with the other. Well, not lots. I mean, I'm not loose or anything. Oh crap, I should just stop talking."

"No, keep talking. It's quite amusing."

"I'm going to go bury myself in a snow bank right now. Thanks for the help. It's been nice knowing you."

FYI, it's impossible to storm off in a dignified manner when you're wearing skis.

"Wait! Don't leave!"

Can he really be calling after me? I turn and look.

"I didn't even get your name!"

Seriously? He wants to know my name? Well, I guess he did stop and help me out. He's got a perfectly imperfect smile and the coolest green eyes I've ever seen. Not to mention he's actually more than a hair's breadth taller than I am. Why wouldn't I want to talk to him?

Oh right, because I'm a moron.

"Christine. And you?"

"Patrick."

"Well, thanks for the help, Patrick."

"Don't mention it." 

We hold each other's gaze for longer than is necessary. I should just turn back around and ski away, but let's face it, we all know that's not possible. "So, um, I guess I'll see you on the slopes then."

"No, Christine, I don't think you will."

My face falls, even though I will it not to. "Oh, that's too bad. Well, then ..."

"No, you won't make it to the slopes at the rate you're going. How about some personal instruction?"

Patrick and I head over to the bunny hill. Turns out, the chair lift is a whole lot easier than that stupid J-hook thingy. He gives me useful tips like to keep my ski tips up when dismounting the lift and how to tighten my snowplow a little. Turns out, I'm not a terrible skier.

Especially not when I have a great teacher. 

What are the odds that I meet a guy on the slopes? It's, like, too 80s movie cliché for me. But here it is, happening. 

I spy Michele and wave to her. She swooshes over with a light spray of powder dusting my pants. Leave it to Michele to be fancy. I go back to feeling plain and awkward again.

Lucky for me, she picks up on the none-too-subtle death glare I'm giving her and makes an excuse to leave. But I'm worried that since Patrick has seen the cute and perky Michele, he'll forget about me. Like guys always seem to do.

"I'm gonna have to go soon, but wanna take one more run? Or do you want to grab a coffee or hot chocolate in the lodge?"

I lift my goggles up onto my helmet and he does the same. "I know I should be all cool and say one more run, but I can't feel my toes, and the thought of a hot drink sounds so good right now."

"To the lodge it is then. Follow me; I know the way." 

He just quoted a line from an Indiana Jones movie to me. I think I may be in love. Play it cool. Do not act like a freak right now. Do not—"Oh my God, I love Indiana Jones, too. Well, except for the fourth one. I mean, why the hell did they even make that one? I mean, I liked that they brought back Marion and that they had a secret love child and all, but ..." I trail off as I realize he's staring at me.

Great. Blew it already.

"No one ever picks up on that line. The Last Crusade is my favorite Indiana Jones." He smiles again, and suddenly I realize my toes are no longer numb, because they're feeling tingly.

"Really? The Last Crusade over Raiders?"

We're back to the lodge now. I no longer need any help disengaging my skis, and I almost feel competent as I lean them against the railing. I'm still lumbering around, as the boots restrict my ankle movement, but everyone else is in the same boat. 

The heat of the lodge assails us immediately, and we begin stripping off our hats and gloves and coats. The large pile of helmets, goggles, mittens, and scarves grows larger, and I can barely see him across the table. I know there's no hope that my hair isn't all matted down, but his light brown hair is flattened as well, so I figure we're on an even playing field.

"What do you want to drink?" he asks, standing up to go get our beverages.

No sooner does he ask than Michele comes running up. "There you are! I've been calling you. We've got to get home. Trinity called, and there's an emergency at work. We've got to go now." Just to be clear, Michele works in a fancy-schmancy boutique that sells over-priced clothing and jewelry to rich people. She's actually a fashion designer, but the boutique thing is paying the bills for the moment. Her coworker, Trinity, is always in crisis mode. This sort of thing happens a lot.

She starts pulling my arm, dragging me to my feet.

I look helplessly at Patrick. "Sorry," I mumble, shrugging. I start extracting my belongings from the heap on the table.

"Me too." He's standing, like an actual gentleman. Huh. I didn't know they made those anymore. "We should get together sometime?" He seems nervous.

I look at my boots. "I'd like that."

I produce my phone from one of the multitude of pockets in my snow pants, and he gives me his number.

Michele reappears with our bag and my regular boots. I try to pop the buckle of the ski boots, but they're about as cooperative coming off as they were going on. Patrick bends down and unbuckles them for me. He stands up and looks at me. I don't know what to do with myself.

"Talk to you soon. It was great meeting you." He extends his hand. I take it and try not to notice how nice it feels in mine. He makes me feel like my hands are petite.

"It was great meeting you too. I'll call you. We'll get together soon."

Famous last words.

Chapter Two—February 2014

"I've only got a minute before my next class comes in. What's up?"

Michele doesn't understand those words and launches into a rant about her coworker, Trinity, and her latest life debacle. Like I've said before, Trinity is constantly in crisis mode. I get that Michele needs to vent, but I've little patience for Trinity.

"Oh, Michele, that's great." I don't think Michele picks up on my sarcasm. "Guess what? No matter what you say to Trinity or what you tell Trinity to do, she's always going to make the same poor decisions over and over. Because that's what she does. My students are here. I've got to run."

"Oh wait! One more thing!"

I sigh. Michele doesn't understand that my dance class starts and ends promptly. I have a waiting room full of parents who don't care about the hottest gossip or Trinity's latest fiasco. "What?"

"Did you call him yet?"

"Nope. Gotta go."

I really wish Michele would stop bringing it up. Bringing him up. So what if I encountered the most eligible bachelor I've met in a long time? Well, here's the thing: I assumed he was eligible. Maybe he wasn't. I don't know why he would have given me his number if he hadn't been eligible at the time. All I know is that I haven't called. It's been almost a month. Not that I'm counting or anything.

I'm totally counting.

I can't think about this anymore right now. I've got seven eight-year-olds who I'm trying to teach ballet. Imagine, me, after my performance on the ski slopes, being the person responsible for teaching others how to be graceful. I know, hard to picture. If only Patrick could see me now.

After Michele and I rushed out of the ski lodge, we spent the entire drive home, as well as the subsequent weeks, dissecting every minute detail of my interactions with Patrick.

They were all positives.

He approached me. Positive.

He is handsome, but not perfect. Positive.

He likes Indiana Jones. Positive.

He's taller than me. Positive, positive, POSITIVE!

So, the ball is in my court, right? I know, you're wondering why I haven't called him.

Yeah, me too.

I can fall back on the stand by excuse that I'm too busy. In reality, I am. I work in events planning and marketing for a posh venue. It started off as a part-time job, mostly because my parents knew the owner. It turns out, I'm qualified to be more than wait staff and that college education in public relations and business is actually useful. I've taken on more and more responsibility, and my twenty-hour-a-week gig has turned into about fifty, sometimes more. On top of that, I teach dance class three nights a week and sometimes on Saturdays too. 

Doesn't leave me much time for dating. Doesn't leave me much time for anything. I can barely get my laundry done, and let's not discuss how frequently (read: infrequently) I clean my apartment. But, even if I had the time, I'd be nervous about calling a guy I barely know.

I mean, who doesn't want to date a freakishly tall, workaholic nerd? I'm the total package. Have I mentioned I'm fluent in sarcasm as well?

My mom thinks I don't know how to flirt, and that's why guys don't know I'm interested in them. She's always telling me to laugh more and touch their arms and stuff. Like that's all it takes. Some people have charisma and magnetism. I don't think I do. Maybe it's there, and I don't know how to tap into it. 

The benefit of being so busy all the time is it doesn't leave me time to sit here and pine away for some mythical love. Well, except on holidays, or when I go to a wedding, or when I roll over in the middle of the night and want someone to cuddle me. Or when there's a spider. Definitely then.

Once in a blue moon, some guy will try to pick me up. The last few times it's happened, it's been a single (usually divorced) dad of one of my students. The fact that I'm in a leotard and tights, and that he's been watching me bend and stretch for the last hour weighs heavily in my decision to say 'no.' 

I know it would take me five seconds to text Patrick. It's not like I'm not always on my phone. But every time I think about it, I break out in a cold sweat. I think the real reason I haven't called is that I'm still recovering from my last breakup. Sure, it was almost two years ago. I never saw it coming. The signs were all there, but I wasn't looking for them. The unreturned phone calls and texts. The not wanting to make the relationship public on Facebook. The broken dates and broken promises. All leading to my broken heart. But I don't like to think about that, so I won't.

It's why I put "fall in love" on my resolutions list. I'm not sure that I really loved Trent. Actually, I'm pretty positive I wasn't in love. But still, the whole situation has left me gun-shy and unwilling to let my heart have any fun.

Four hours of dancing has left me sweaty and gross. The perspiration practically freezes on my skin the moment I hit the frosty February air. A late dinner of cold cereal awaits me when I get done with my shower.

I make the mistake of logging onto my computer while eating my Frosted Mini Wheats. I save the Lucky Charms for when I'm having a really bad day. The nights I'm at work, I usually just eat there, so cooking is not something I do much of. Ever. At all. Someday, I promise myself I will learn to cook. That's why I put it on my resolution list. I only have ten months to figure out that turkey thing.

Anyway, my work email has a few items that have popped up in the last four hours. In theory they can wait until morning, but I know I won't be able to sleep until they're addressed. Or at least until I address them and move them forward to the next step of completion. I hate loose ends. I make a list of tasks from the email. I like to end the day with things finished, checked off my to-do list.

Which is why not calling Patrick is so uncharacteristic of me. It's the ultimate loose end. 

It irritates and annoys me like a piece of celery caught between my back molars. I might know I want it out, but until I can settle down with a mirror and some floss, it's just going to be there nagging at me. Thinking of celery makes me think of Patrick's eyes. I've never seen green eyes that color before. I really should call him.

My email dings with a follow up, and I'm distracted again. It's not until about two a.m. when I'm lying in bed that I remember I had decided I should call him. I don't know why I can't just do it. Maybe in the morning.

Except the new day brings new challenges. We have five weddings this upcoming weekend. Five weddings between six on Friday night and six on Sunday. I don't think sleep is going to happen, let alone any dating. It's going to be a hellacious weekend. 

Now that I think about it, every weekend feels like that. Usually we only have four weddings (one Friday, two Saturday, and one on Sunday), but it's enough to keep me going. I do all the social media for each couple, posting pictures as soon as the photographer uploads. I'm there, Instagramming shots from the weddings themselves. Basically, I'm providing PR for the venue. I'm boosting the photographer, floral designer, cake maker, hair and makeup artists, and the wardrobe providers. I'm also their personal contact, making sure they have all they need. I like to call myself the vendor liaison. It's all a very close-knit group, and I've worked hard to get our venue connected with the in crowd. Our reviews are 99% favorable (you can't please everyone, you know).

The reason we have an extra wedding this weekend is due to Valentine's Day. We've gotten epic snow this week, which is wreaking havoc with deliveries and travel plans, and all my brides are freaking out.

I'm freaking out as well. I've got to factor in snow removal from the parking lot and from our walkway. I need to make sure our food will be delivered and that the florists will still come through on time. More lists of things to do. Lists upon lists.

Once upon a time, I thought getting married on Valentine's Day was super romantic. My grandparents got married on V-day. It sort of surprised me, though, because they didn't seem like romantic people. I remember asking my grandmother about it when I was a kid. I didn't understand her answer at the time, but now that I'm older, I do. They got married during World War II, and February fourteenth was the last Saturday before Lent started. Being Catholic, they could only get married on Saturdays and couldn't get married during Lent. So my grandparents, like lots of other couples, didn't want to wait the six weeks until Lent was over because so many young men were getting drafted. It was practical, not romantic.

See? She wanted loose ends tied up. Why can't I tie up this loose end that is Patrick? I mean, not literally. Unless he was into it. Not that I've ever tried it. But I would if he smiled when he asked.

Of course he's never going to ask, because I never called him. 

Back to Valentine's Day. Now I hate Valentine's Day. Sure, because I'm alone and all that crap. Also because the florists are stressed beyond belief. The price of roses is about quadruple what it is any other time of year. The prices on everything are sky high, which makes the families more tense, because their expensive weddings get a lot more expensive. There's additional pressure on the brides to make their day more romantic than ever. Who needs that sort of hassle?

I could sit here and wax poetic about the wedding business and the commercialization of love, but I don't have the time. I've got five (eeep, FIVE!) brides to calm down. I'm not even going to get to sit this week. I sigh and turn back to my lists.

Late Sunday, I collapse onto my couch, and reflect about the whirlwind that was this holiday weekend. I'm exhausted and have to get ready for the upcoming week. The romance of Valentine's Day is nice, but it shouldn't happen only because some card maker says so. I'd rather have flowers on a random Wednesday than on Valentine's Day. On the other hand, one of these days it'd certainly be nice to be the recipient of one of those over-priced roses. I want the whole sweeping-me-off-my-feet thing with the sweet, well thought-out gestures. I don't need a ten-pound Hershey's Kiss. But I know I do want romance in my life. 

I guess if it's meant to be, it will happen. Right?

Chapter Three—March 2014

"Oh my God, this is crazy!" Michele is shouting over the din. Even then, I can barely hear her. We're packed into an overcrowded bar to celebrate her birthday. Which just so happens to be on St. Patrick's Day. Normally, I don't mind fighting the mob, but this is ridiculous.

"I can't hear you. Where are we going?" I yell back. I'm going to be hoarse by morning.

"Let's head to the back. Maybe it's less crowded." Michele grabs my hand and drags me through the throng, bumping and jostling drunk patrons as we go. 

The back is no less crowded, and now I feel trapped by the wall of people. It's in situations like this when I start to fear stampedes. 

Not to mention it's nearly impossible to get a drink. I feel bad for the waitresses here tonight. If I'm irritated by constantly being nudged and bumped by people—and I have alcohol to make me more tolerant—I can't imagine how they must feel. I hope they get tipped well.

"Michele, this place is too much. Let's find somewhere else!"

She quickly downs the rest of her drink, and we head toward the back door. Escaping into the alley, I can finally take a deep breath. The air is cold, but after the congestion of the bar, it feels good. 

"Where to next?" I look at Michele, who is mentally doing a rundown of the area drinking establishments.

"I think any of the Irish bars will be this packed. Why don't we head to The Dive."

The Dive, as its name implies, is a dive bar. It is neither trendy nor hip. It was last updated around 1981. It's a place where regulars go to get drunk on a nightly basis. Sort of scary for two twenty-something gals, but our options are limited.

The bar is probably more populated than it would normally be on a Sunday, but infinitely less crowded than the rest of the bars on the main drag. I haven't had a night off in forever, plus we're here to celebrate Michele. Her sister has already graciously agreed to drive our inebriated rear ends home when we're ready, so let's get this party going!

We start off (well, really it's the second drink of the night) with a shot of Jameson. The liquid pours down my throat, and I do my best not to choke on it. I'm successful until I see him—Patrick—across the bar.

Holy crap! What are the odds!

I nudge Michele and say, "Patrick's here! Patrick's here. Don't turn around."

So, of course, she turns abruptly around and scans the bar until she locks eyes with him. Because he's staring over here. Is that good? Is that bad? How does my hair look?

"Michele, what do I do?" I feel like a teenager with my first crush.

"Well, you obviously go over and talk to him. What are the odds of this?"

"I can't just go up to him, can I? I never called him. What do I say? What if he doesn't remember me?"

Michele turns over her shoulder and looks again. "I think he does remember you, because he's on his way over here."

I try to catch my breath and wish I had time to do another shot. On the other hand, I tend to be a messy drunk, so maybe that's not the best idea either. My hands run nervously though my hair, smoothing the long ends down over my emerald green blouse. 

"Christine?" I can feel him behind me. He's very close behind me. 

Turning around, "Oh, hi! I thought that was you."

"I'm glad it's you. Otherwise I would have felt like an idiot."

"Isn't it my job to feel like an idiot around you?"

He smiles and my heart melts a little. "No, I think that ball is in my court now."

I fiddle with the beads on my necklace. "Why do you say that?"

He puts his arm on the bar behind me, sort of trapping me in between him and the bar. Normally I would be incensed at this invasion of my personal space, but from him, I don't mind. Not at all.

"You never called."

"I meant to." My heart is beating double time.

"Why didn't you?"

I'm saved from answering by Patrick's friends who barrel up on us, practically tackling him. There are three of them, and the shortest one appears relatively inebriated. 

Patrick offers introductions, and I likewise introduce Michele, who's reappeared with another round of shots for us. I feel a little awkward doing a shot without everyone else having one. Michele has no such qualms and tosses hers back. I shrug and follow suit. I probably need the liquid courage. Patrick looks even more delicious than I remember.

"Better?" he asks after I put the empty class down on the bar. 

"Better. Now, where were we?"

"I, uh ... I don't remember."

He smiles and I have a sudden urge to drop my panties. Well, maybe that's the Jameson talking. Hard to tell at this point. Patrick leans a little closer and says, "I think you were about to tell me about why you never called."

"Oh, right, that. I, I meant to."

"You said that already."

"Things just got hectic. February was brutal with work."

"What do you do?"

I give him the rundown on my day job as well as the dance position. "And no, when I say I'm a dancer, I don't mean a stripper. Like, actual dancing. Ballet, lyrical, and tap, mostly. I can do jazz and hip hop but I feel more awkward doing those."

"I understood the word 'ballet' and I think I know what 'tap' is. The others, you've lost me."

"At least you understand half of what I'm saying." I can't keep a grin from spreading across my face.

"How'd you get into teaching dance?"

"I danced as a kid and even through college. It's just something I love doing. It was never going to pay the bills, but I like still having that outlet." I spy a high-top table that's about to become free. I nod in the general direction, and he moves quickly to grab it before someone else can lay claim, garnering a dirty look from another patron with the same idea. 

Once he's secured the table, I snag two beers from the bartender and make my way over. 

"Thanks," he says, taking the beer from me. He holds it up and we clink glasses. "To meeting again."

"To meeting again." I take a sip, peering at him from over the top of my glass.

"What about you? What do you do?"

Patrick is a forester.

"What exactly is a forester?"

"I have a degree in forestry, with a specialty in entomology."

"So, what is that exactly? I hear you saying words, but I have no idea what they mean."

"There are many subspecialties, including social forestry, environmental law, resource management, wildlife biology. I specialize in the study of how insect infestations impact the forest."

I've got lots of questions on this, but those can wait until another time. 

We compare other important things, like where we grew up and where we currently live. While I live downtown, not far from here, he's out in the suburbs, about twenty-five minutes from me. 

"The suburbs? Isn't that going against your forest-loving nature?"

"Sort of, but on the other hand, it's sometimes nice to leave work at work and not have to think about it being in my backyard. Literally. Plus, I'm close enough to nature. I see green when I look out the window. I need a little green in my life."

I am so kicking myself for not calling him before.

"Are you going to call me this time?"

"Maybe." I'm trying to be coy. Then, I realize that Blondie's "Call Me" is playing, and I can't help but laugh at the coincidence. Patrick hears it as well, and shares my amusement.

"See? The universe is telling you that you should call me."

"I know I should, and I'm kicking myself for not doing it before. I think I let it go because of work, and then I figured I had missed the window."

"Like there was an expiration on my number?"

"Something like that." I bow my head and my hair falls around my face. Pushing the stray pieces back behind my ear, I look up. "Did I miss the expiration?"

"I promise, there's no expiration on my number. Better yet, you give me your number." Patrick pulls out his phone. I give him my number, and I see him tap it in. My phone buzzes in my jeans' back pocket. I pull it out and check. He's texted me.

I text him back immediately and grin at him.

"Now you have no excuse," Patrick says, putting his phone away.

"Now you have no excuse." 

Patrick's friends appear at the table, and it's pretty obvious that they're leaving. Or that they should be. The guy who appeared fairly inebriated earlier is now clearly three sheets to the wind. 

Patrick stands up. "Let's meet for lunch soon. I work downtown some of the time. We'll find a day when we're both free."

"That sounds like a good idea."

He leans in, giving me a quick hug and a light kiss on the cheek. 

"I'll call you. I promise."

Chapter Four—April 2014

Patrick does live up to his promise, and he calls me. It takes him a few weeks, but he does reach out, finally. I guess I can't complain. It's not like I've called him. First he texts me to make sure I'm available to talk. I, unfortunately, am in the middle of dance class, so I can't.

At the end of the night, I text back that I can finally talk, and within two minutes, he calls me.

"Christine?"

"Hey. How's it going?"

"Good. This is an okay time, right?"

"Yeah, I just got done with class, and I'm driving home."

"Hands free, right?"

"What are you, my mom?"

"Good lord, I hope not. That would be icky."

He makes me laugh. "Okay, so what's the deal?"

"What deal?"

"With you. You make me laugh. You're not weird or creepy or short. So, what's the deal? What's your flaw?"

"Other than I'm a bit obsessive about my work, and I study bugs, nothing."

"Bugs? Like creepy, crawly things?"

"The same, except I don't think they're creepy. In fact, I'm getting ready to go do field work for two weeks."

"So, you're going to commune with insects for two weeks?"

"Yeah, I just got back a few days ago, and I have to go out again. This is one of my busiest times."

"So, bugs? Really?"

"Well, more about how they impact the forest ecosystem, including pathologic infestation."

"That sounds bad."

"Well, it is. Ever hear of Dutch elm disease?"

"Um, maybe. Is that a tree disease? I think I remember hearing my uncle talk about it." I'm almost home. I'm going to want to get cleaned up when I get in, but I don't want to end this phone call.

"Yeah. It's caused by a fungus, and it's killed most of the elm trees."

"Is that like the fungus that's killing the bats?"

"Different fungus, same principle. Currently, I'm working on monitoring and maintaining field research for Asian longhorn beetles."

"That sounds ... gross."

"It's not that bad."

"They're bugs."

"Bugs have a place in this world. We couldn't survive without bugs."

"I get that. I just don't want them in my apartment." I open my door and drop my dance bag by the entrance. I pull my empty water bottle out and bring it in the kitchen to wash. I can take care of that while I talk to Patrick. 

"I'm not gonna lie. I don't love them in my house either."

"Do you squash your spiders or try to catch and release them?"

He's quiet for a minute. Uh oh, this is going to be a deal breaker. I'm totally a squasher. He's a spider lover. This is it. This is what's wrong with him.

"You can't tell anyone." His voice is hushed.

"Okay, your secret is safe with me."

"If they're in my bed, or near my face, I kill those suckers. But this is our secret."

"Can you get fired for it?"

"Maybe." I can hear the teasing tone in his voice.

"I hate to do this, Patrick, but I've got to get in the shower. I've been dancing for four hours and am a bit on the sweaty side." I come this close to telling him I can't stand my own stench right now, but luckily I manage to censor myself in the nick of time.

"Wow, that's hot."

"I know, right?"

"Okay but only if you call me soon."

"I will. I promise."

*******
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"YOU HAVE REACHED THE voicemail of Patrick Strain, state field scientist for Forest Health. Please leave your information, and I'll return your call as soon as possible. If this is an emergency, please call the Department of Environmental Forestry and select option 1. Thank you."

"Hey—Patrick. It's Christine. It's not an emergency or anything. See, I'm actually calling you, and you aren't answering. I hope you're not screening. Um, call me back when you get a chance. If you want. Um, okay, hope to hear from you soon. Bye!"

*******
[image: image]


"HI, THIS IS CHRISTINE. I can't take your call right now, but leave a message, and I'll get back to you soon."

"Hey Christine, it's Patrick. I'm totally impressed that you called. Sorry it's taken me so long to get back to you. I've been on field duty, and cell reception is pretty spotty up here. So, I guess it's your turn. Call me back when you get a chance."

*******
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"WELL, I GUESS I KNOW why I haven't heard from him. He's in the forest."

"Oh, well, that's unfortunate timing." Michele shifts in her seat. The announcement comes over the loudspeaker, asking everyone to turn off their phones and stow all carry on in preparation for takeoff. 

We're going on vacation, finally! Another item off the list. Michele and I have been trying to plan a girls' trip for about four years now. Because I put it on my list, I made sure to make it happen this year.  

"I know, right?" I guess I'll shoot him a text when we get to Cabo." I open up the note app on my phone and add it to my to-do list. I shut down my phone.

"Can you do that? What about international rates? Aren't they astronomical?"

"You're probably right." I tighten my seatbelt. I hate this part. Waiting to takeoff.

"Can you Facebook message him?"

"Um, we're not friends on Facebook."

Michele sits upright in her seat. "How are you not friends with him? Have you even checked out his profile?"

"Um, no?"

She collapses back. "Have I taught you nothing? I am so disappointed in you."

"I'm sorry, Mom."  

"I would have thought after the situation with Trent you'd have checked him out."

I flinch as she mentions the name that should not be mentioned. "Please don't bring him up."

"Why not? The jackhole had two Facebook accounts. One you saw and one for the other girlfriend."

"I still don't know how he kept all that straight. I mean, he wasn't that bright."

She laughs. "He was smart enough to fool you."

It hurts, but it's the truth. "I know. I still can't believe it, but I know."  

She looks at me for a minute. "You're sending him a friend request, right?" The plane is backing out of the gate. My electronics are turned off and stowed.

"And say what—I'm off to Cabo for two weeks?"

"At least he'd know why you weren't messaging him back." Although Michele's rationale makes sense, it just doesn't feel right. I mean, the whole Patrick thing. On some level I want nothing more than to give dating him a go. Not only is he taller than I am (a plus in my book), but he's super cute. Approachable, yet I already know he has the hot-ski-instructor look down. I bet he can do the GQ look well too. And that's just the surface. He's smart, interesting, funny. He thinks I'm interesting and funny. I don't know how to explain it—there's a connection. But I can't seem to pull the trigger. Maybe I'm damaged for life because of Trent. I can't seem to get this off the ground.

The plane's engine roars into gear as we accelerate down the runway. 

"If it's meant to be, it will work out."

*******
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TWO WEEKS ON VACATION have left me drained. I'm going to need about a month to recuperate from this trip. Seriously. And I can't afford any time off. We're in the final press for the dance recitals. I'm starting to panic that my girls can't remember their dances. Timing and spacing are terrible, and there just aren't enough lessons left to pull it all together.

Not to mention that I'm heading into the busy season at work. Graduation parties, retirements, weddings. More weddings. I guess, since we're so busy, it's a good sign that I'm doing my job well and growing the business. The down side is the hours. It seems they're growing more and more every week. I haven't talked to my mom in six days, which is a record for me. If it weren't for text messages, I wouldn't have talked to Michele since we got back from Cabo either. 

I'm exhausted. And I don't see it getting any better.

*******
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"HEY, CHRISTINE. IT's Patrick. I, um, haven't heard from you in a while, but I've been out of town quite a bit. Any chance you're free for lunch sometime next week? Give me a call back or shoot me a text. Talk to you soon. Bye!"

*******
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I FEEL LIKE UTTER CRAP. I need to call Patrick back. I could really use a break and truly do want to see him. I'm not sure how I could work a relationship in at the moment, but that's just a trivial detail. I text him back.


My calendar is swamped right now. We're doing a lot of luncheons, & I have to be here.


After I hit send, I realize that seems like a complete and total brush off. Crap. I quickly text him again.

I have an opening May 11. Are you free?

Then, I wait. He doesn't text back. Well, at least not in the prescribed three minutes that I deem appropriate. So now I start to worry. He called me, right? So he's interested. Why isn't he texting me back?

I text Michele and tell her what happened. She doesn't text me right back either. What is this world coming to?
Chapter Five—May 2014


Crap, I JUST realized I never responded to your texts. So sorry. My brain is a sieve. I'm booked on the 11th. How about the following week? If you'll still have me, that is.


It took him eight days to text me back. Eight days. That's it. We're done. Not that we're started, but if we were, we'd be done.

Just kidding. I totally get it. I'm terrible about texting people back. If I don't do it right away, it's like the text never happened. 

But on the other hand, this is how it started with Trent. Not going eight days, but not responding to my texts. I wonder if Patrick is dating someone else. How do you ask that? We're not even dating. We can't even get it together enough to date. 

Maybe I'm pushing him away because I'm not ready to jump in again. I ponder that for a moment. I don't know. I don't know if I'm ready. If I were ready, wouldn't I know?

Chapter Six—June 2014

Remind me never to get married in June. Hell, at this rate, I'm never going to have a boyfriend, let alone get married. June brides are the worst. Even worse than the Valentine's brides. God forbid it rains. You would not believe how many brides freak out because of rain.

I'm freaking out now too. But this isn't because of rain. It's because, at this wedding, right now, Trent is here. It's the second wedding on Saturday, and as it is, I'm running on empty. I've got my dance recital tomorrow, so this week has been absolutely crazy with rehearsals and last-minute costume disasters. So, even without seeing my lying louse of an ex-boyfriend, I'm pretty ready to go off the deep end. This is the push I don't need.

I duck into the kitchen and try to breathe. I haven't seen Trent since he dumped me, via Facebook, two Aprils ago. After that, I ate my weight in chocolate for a few months, and then accepted the work of three people at my current job so I'd have an excuse not to date.

It's worked so well that I didn't have time for the man of my dreams. Well, the man who might be the man of my dreams. He might be a loser too. I highly doubt it, but at this rate, I'm never going to get to find out.

I need to pull it together. This bride is one of the most demanding people I've ever met. Well, that is, until I met her mother. Apples and trees. Nothing is enough to please them, and the fact that there's a light drizzle has sent both of them over the edge. I sort of feel bad for the groom. He's signed on for a lifetime of this. My mom always told me to look closely at my boyfriends' fathers, as that's who they'd turn into. Trent's father wasn't in the picture. Should have seen that one coming.

I wonder what Patrick's father is like. Does he have a relationship with his parents? What about siblings? Suddenly, in the madness of this over-the-top wedding, with my ex as a guest, I need to know. I pull my phone out and quickly text Patrick.


Hey Patrick! Long time no talk. Sorry the lunch thing never happened. May and June are my busiest months. Just wanted to let you know I was thinking about you.


I stuff the phone in the back pocket of my black work pants and head out onto the floor. I can do this. If I run into Trent, I'm a big girl. Well, I am literally, but I meant figuratively. I can handle this. I'm a grown woman (there, that's better). He didn't break me forever. I'm back and I'm better than ever.

My phone buzzes, and I pull it out reflexively. Normally, staff aren't allowed to be on their phones during an event, but most of the time I'm using my phone for business purposes, so I'm cleared.

Except this is soooo not business. It's Patrick.


Good to hear from you! I was getting worried. I'm in town for the next few weeks. Got any spare time?


Before I can text back, there's a crisis with the cake, and I need to deal with it. Of course, it's not a real crisis. It's the mother of the bride thinking that the cake looks like it's collapsing. Which it's not. She's just crazy. I have to go ease her mind. In other words, I grab her a glass of champagne, bring it to her and make her drink. While I let her rail on me about the cake, I signal for more champagne, and at the end of her tirade, she can't remember what she was upset about in the first place. 

Before the next crisis can arise, I shoot a quick text back to Patrick.


I'm in the middle of the wedding from hell with Bridezilla and her mother. Oh, and my ex is a guest. Shoot me now. 


We're running about ninety minutes behind schedule, thanks to the demanding nature of the bridal party. It means the crew isn't going to finish up here until after two a.m. As it is, it's almost nine p.m., and the intermezzo is just being served. Usually the deejay and the photographers don't care about the crap courses before the meal, but I'm guessing they're starving. The photographers have probably been on duty since about noon. Running to the kitchen, I grab a plate and fill it with some hors d'oeuvres. 

Before I can deliver it, I'm waylaid. By Trent. 

"Yo, Christine." He steps into my path, and I wonder what I ever saw in him. He sounds like a moron.

"Excuse me, I have to deliver this."

"Fancy meeting you here."

"Not really, Trent. You know this is where I work. Odds were pretty good, I'd say."

He sways a little, making it relatively clear that he's been taking advantage of the open bar. "I'll wait right here for you."

Sighing, I step around him and deliver the food to the photographers and deejay, who are huddled together, trying to escape the wrath of the bride and her mother. 

"Thought you guys might be getting hungry."

They descend upon the plate as if they've not seen food in years. Joey, the deejay, looks up. He's got a lamb chop in one hand and a mouthful of something else. 

"This is something, heh? Why are we so behind?"

Laughing, I say, "I don't know if you've noticed, but the bride is a tad bit ... particular."

The photographer, Ana, rolls her eyes. "I don't even want to think about how much fun she's going to be to go over proofs with."

It makes me laugh. "I'm happy to be done with her after this. This is my first time being in charge of the floor, and it's a disaster." I've finally been given more responsibility on the job. And a raise too. You could consider it a promotion. I do. 

Ana encourages me. "It's not a disaster. I think, considering the people we're dealing with, this is the best we can hope for."

Joey looks over my shoulder. "Um, Chris? There's a relatively creepy guy giving you the stare down."

I don't even need to look to know, but I do. Turning back I say, "Ugh, that's my ex. The asshat dumped me on Facebook."

"Are you still even talking to him?" The photographer is giving him the up and down.

"No, I haven't seen him since he broke up with me." I look back, and Trent is still there. "Ugh. I'd better go make him go away."

My phone vibrates again and I smile as I look at the screen.

Your ex? Should I be concerned? Do I need to beat him up for you? Swoop in and rescue you?

Patrick really is a darling, isn't he? Of course, I thought Trent was too. Maybe that's my problem. I get so caught up in the newness of it that I don't look too deep. Patrick and I haven't talked about the past. Heck, we're not even sure we have future. We can't get our acts together to meet up, other than by accident. I shoot him a quick reply.


Nah, thanks, I think I can handle him. The bride, not so much. I'm off July 4 and 5. Are you around then?


"Hey, Chrissy, you're looking good." Trent has closed the distance between us and is slurring his words a bit. He's not even going to make it to dinner. 

"You know I don't like to be called Chrissy, Trent. And you might want to slow down on the drinks. You're not looking so hot."

"I need some food, thas all." He slurs. "What the hell is up with that sherbet crap you just served?"

"It's called an intermezzo, and it's meant to cleanse the palate between courses."

"Whatever. Tasted like dessert. I just want my prime rib."

"Of course you do. You don't recognize or appreciate the finer things in life."

He reaches out and puts his hand under my chin. I think it's supposed to be a delicate gesture, but he's having some difficulty with pressure modulation. It's more like a vise grip on my jaw. 

"You're prettier than I remembered. Why did we break up again?"

He cannot be serious. But I look at him. I have no choice, as he's holding my jaw more tightly than is comfortable. In fact, the feeling of his hands on my face makes my skin crawl. I wrench my head away and step back.

My phone buzzes again. 


I'm going to the lake on the fifth with my friend. We're taking his boat out. You wanna come?


Ignoring Trent, I text back.


Sounds like fun. It's a date.


His response is instantaneous.


FINALLY.


I cannot keep the smile off my face. I look up at Trent. "I wish I could say it's been nice seeing you, but it hasn't. I've got to get back to work."

I walk away, feeling like I'm on cloud nine. Patrick and I have a date. To quote him, FINALLY.

Chapter Seven—July 2014

"So, tomorrow's the big day!" Michele is more excited about my date than I am. Actually, no, she's not. I'm pretty excited. I just do a better job of containing myself. I may have 'squee'd' a few times this morning, thinking about it. 

"Calm down. It's not your date."

"Are you ready? Do you have your outfits planned and all?"

"Of course I do. I've been thinking about it since the day we made the date. I just need to get a little color today so I don't look so pasty white tomorrow."

"Well, that's why we're here, isn't it?" Michele and I are at the country club her parents belong to. No matter that we're nearing thirty. Well, in our late twenties. Michele is still under her parents' account, and I'm here as her guest. Not that I tan that well, but currently the color on my legs rivals that of Casper the Ghost. I can't go out on the boat with my legs looking like this.

We scope out lounge chairs, find two in a perfect locale, and set about arranging our stuff. I'm slightly nervous disrobing. My skimpiest bathing suit will allow for maximum tan-age today. I'll be golden brown and gorgeous for tomorrow. Rummaging through my bag, I produce the spray can of sunscreen. My mom was always vigilant about putting sunscreen on my brother and me when we were kids. I never leave the house without SPF 20 on my face. Just as I'm poised to spray my legs, the can is knocked out of my hands.

"WHAT DO YOU THINK YOU'RE DOING?" Michele's standing over me, hands on hips. I don't know what I did, but I think I'm in big trouble. Maybe it's the aerosol thing? I don't remember her being that big an environmentalist. She doesn't even always recycle her water bottles, and she almost certainly never reuses anything. Especially not shoes. 

Still bewildered, I look from Michele to my hand, still hovering in midair, ready to spray the can that has flown off into the bushes. "What?"

"Why are we here today?" She's actually tapping her foot. 

"Um." Suddenly, I'm nervous. I have no idea why. I don't like to make waves. It's quite disconcerting to me that Michele's so upset. "I, um, I don't know."

Plopping down on her chaise, she rearranges her hair on the top of her head and adjusts her salmon bikini top. "We are here to fix your pasty whiteness. What are you thinking putting on sunscreen?"

The can is still in the bushes. I can't leave it there. It's littering. And I certainly can't do that. It will eat at me until I clean up my mess. Lifting myself off my lounge, I try to pull down the back of my bottoms while pulling up my top. There's just not enough fabric to cover all the vital bits. Having retrieved the sunscreen, I once again stretch out on my lounge chair. 

"I always put sunscreen on. I still tan."

Michele lowers her sunglasses and looks at me over the top. Unless I'm mistaken, she's looking at me like I'm an idiot. "Right. That's when you have the whole summer to tan. But you've been indoors for months. I'm not sure you even have any pigment left. You need to be tan by tomorrow. No sunscreen. Trust me."

*******
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OW. I AM NEVER TRUSTING Michele again. Oooooowwwww.

After returning home from our day at the pool, my skin felt a little warm. I didn't think much about it. Then, at dinner, I started feeling a little cold. Stupid air conditioning. Why do they always have to blast it? Good thing I brought a sweater to the restaurant. I wasn't thrilled to be going out. For some reason, lying poolside all day drained my energy, and all I wanted to do was sleep. My sweater was uncomfortable too—damn synthetic fabrics.

It wasn't until the waitress glibly commented, "Wow, you got a lot of sun today!" that I realized there was a problem. 

I'm burnt to a crisp.

Oooowww.

It's now two a.m. and I'm awake. I'm googling things to help for sunburn. I picked up a bottle of aloe on my way home from dinner. I put it in the fridge to cool it down, but I have trouble reaching my back. I don't have most of the ingredients that Google suggests, like apple cider vinegar or an oatmeal bath. Also not helpful is the last "suggestion" that says prevention is the best medication. Thanks.

Oh, and for future reference, when you lie on your stomach in the midday July sun, undoing your bathing suit top so you don't get tan lines also means the resultant sunburn will preclude you from wearing a bra for a while. Now that I think about it, I don't have any underwear that will fit inside my burn lines either. The next few days should be interesting. 

About four a.m., the nausea hits. I'm fairly certain I'm dying. My head is pounding, and the sheets hurt my skin. Everything hurts my skin. Examination in the bathroom mirror reveals a hot pink to purplish hew all over my body. Except for the round areas over my breasts and butt cheeks, and a small triangle in front, which are still glowing white. Damn that teeny tiny bikini. I wish I had been wearing a scuba suit.

I down two more ibuprofen, chug a glass of ice water, and collapse on my bed, naked as the day I was born. 

The morning is no better. Well, slightly better, as I don't want to puke anymore. But other than that, not an improvement. My skin still has a neon pink glow and I don't think clothes are going to happen. However, I have a lot of windows in my place, so I do throw on a roomy cotton sundress. No bra, no underwear.

There is no way that I can put any more clothing on. Did you know that you'll burn worse along the edge of a black bathing suit? In other words, my butt is fried. If I lay down, it hurts. I can get over the pain if I stay still. My front isn't quite as bad as my back. I think I'm going to be spending a lot of time on my stomach.

This means I won't be going out on the boat with Patrick. 

I hate Michele.

More, I hate myself for not going with my better judgment.

I wait until eight to call Patrick. This deserves a call, rather than just a text.

"Hey Patrick."

"Hi Christine! You're up early. Too excited to sleep?"

"Um, sort of. Not really. I, uh, didn't get much sleep last night."

"Are you okay?" His voice sounds concerned.

"No. That's why I'm calling. I don't think I'm going to make it today."

There's silence for a minute. "I see."

He thinks I'm blowing him off. "No, Patrick. It's not like that. I wish you could see. Well, I don't, because I look terrible, but if you could see, you'd know I'm not making this up." I only have a trace of desperation in my voice. Maybe more than a trace.

"I, um, got a little too much sun yesterday. I can't be in the sun again."

"Well, just wear a long shirt today. Do you have a hat? We can stop and get you one. There are usually shops by the marina that sell that sort of stuff."

"Oh, I wish it were that simple. When I say I got a little too much sun, I mean I got a lot too much sun. I think I have sun poisoning, and I'm burnt to a crisp."

"When you say burnt to a crisp, you mean ..."

"I mean my skin is a bright neon color that hasn't been seen in public since the 80s."

"Wow."

"Yeah. I ... it's not even how bad I look. It's how bad I feel. My back is worse than the front, and my backside is the worst of all. I can't really put pants on."

I hear him chuckle. "Normally I'm not opposed to naked dating, but I think the others on the boat may be a little uncomfortable with it."

"I can't believe I did this."

"How did you even do it? Couldn't you tell you were burning?"

Do I tell him the full story? Will it make me sound like an idiot? Probably, but it's not like it can get much worse. Right?

"I'm pretty pale. I've been working tons and don't get to spend much time outside. My friend, Michele, and I went to her parents' club yesterday to hang out at the pool. In the past, I've used sunscreen, and after a while, I get a decent tan. Michele told me that since I only had one day to get color, I should probably skip the sunscreen."

"Sounds like bad advice."

"I'm getting that now. It was slightly overcast with a nice breeze, so I never realized how hot the sun was. And then, I fell asleep on my stomach for a while. Hence, the butt burn."

"Your goose is cooked?"

I laugh. "You can say that. I was up all night. I'm miserable right now. I just want the next few days to pass so I can move again. My skin is so tight right now, I feel like it's going to split open."

"I got burnt like that once while on spring break in the Bahamas. It was awful."

"That sun can be brutal down there."

"Yeah, and when you're with all your guy friends, no one wants to put sunscreen on each others' back."

"What is it with straight guys that can't touch each other? Girls do it all the time. My friends and I would always put sunscreen on each other."

"Honestly?"

"Yes, of course, honestly. What's the big deal?"

"When girls do it, guys have this fantasy that it's somehow going to turn sexual. And, if we're thinking that it's sexual for the girls, then it's got to be sexual for the guys, and most of us aren't secure enough in our masculinity to take that on."

"That's one of the dumbest things I've ever heard."

"It's the truth, especially as a twenty-something on spring break. I'm guessing it was one of these desperate guys who invented the spray-on sunscreen, so what happened to me wouldn't happen to him."

"What did happen to you?"

"Well, we all realized we needed sunscreen, but no one wanted to touch each other. So, my friend took a handful of sunscreen and literally walked by me, slapping me on the back with it. I ended up with a white handprint in the middle of my sun-burnt back."

I can't help but laugh. "I think I need to see a picture of that."

"I have one somewhere. I'll have to dig it out and show you. That is, if I ever get to see you again."

"I know. It's taken us half a year to get our schedules to coordinate!" I'm sort of whining. "I just wish I didn't feel so bad."

"And it's just going to get worse. Think of the itching and then the peeling that are to come."

"Great. For the rest of the month, I'm going to look like a leper."

"I'm sure it won't be that bad." He's laughing.

"Of course it will. This is awful!" I wail. "But worst of all is having to cancel on you. I feel terrible about it."

"You should." Patrick's voice is light and teasing. "But you have to make it up to me."

"I will. I promise."

Chapter Eight—August 2014

"Still no word from Patrick?" Michele is watching our relationship like a hawk. 

"No, he's on site. I guess there are fire issues." I still don't really understand what he does. On the surface I do, but I don't get how he's supposed to control a fire. Or study how the fire is burning to predict future patterns. I'm not much for science, and I don't want to admit to him that it's a bit over my head. He's easy to talk to though. We've been a little better with keeping in touch since the sunburn debacle, but our schedules are no better aligned than before.

"He did text me a few days ago before he left. It was so cute."

"You sound all dreamy. What did he say?"

I don't want to seem desperate, so I paraphrase the text. It's not like I have it memorized or anything. "The usual. Job stuff. Favorite foods. You know, normal stuff."

Actually, we were discussing what we've done in desperation for candy. I told him about how I sneak into the coat closet during work to eat. He keeps his in the freezer, in a bag of frozen peas, where none of his junk food junkie coworkers would dare look. Then he thaws it under his desk lamp. 

Thinking about his texts makes me wistful. "I'm starting to think that we're not meant to get together. It's either my work or his—"

"Or third degree sunburns," Michele helpfully chimes in. 

"That's on you, woman."

"I know. I take full responsibility for it. My bad. Ooops, there's my boss. Gotta run!" She disconnects without saying goodbye. Sadly, this is how most of our conversations go. Little snippets here and there, sprinkled throughout our hectic lives.

I don't think I'd imagined my life going in this direction. I love my job. I really do. I have so much more to do now because of the promotion. But it's my life right now. I'm not quite as happy about that as I thought I would or should be. Work has expanded and spread, so it's filling all the nooks and crannies of my life. It leaves no time for a personal life and certainly no time for relaxation and fun. I keep telling myself that I'm paying my dues, and it won't always be this way.

Right?

During the summer, I've been working at least sixty hours a week. That doesn't include some of the work I do from home, including emailing and research. Did you know that Pinterest is an incredible time suck? I go on to look for some ideas, and the next thing I know, four hours have passed. And no, I haven't yet figured out a way to incorporate Tom Hardy into a wedding event, but it's not for lack of research.

I'm sort of thinking I have to give up teaching dance, which I don't want to do. Sadness descends even considering it. Dance is my therapy and is what keeps me sane. Well, more sane. Plus, I love watching my little dancers grow and blossom and learn. Dance is about so much more than the steps. It's an expression of one's self through movement, set to music. It's empowering for these girls. It teaches them confidence and gives them something to take pride in. Something more than how they look or what version iPhone they have. 

I have a few more weeks to think about it. Well, not really because I would need to let the studio know before classes start up again. Maybe I just need to let my work know that I'm doing too much and I need to dial back there.

Yeah, that would be career suicide. I want to be the head event planner someday, hence all the hours of research and the time building relationships with the vendors.

I can make it work. Somehow, I can figure out how to make it work. I can have it all. The career, the fulfilling hobby, the boyfriend (if we can ever go out on a date), bouncy, shiny hair ... oh wait. My life isn't a commercial.

I call my mom so I have someone to whine to. She has to listen to me. "I'm burnt out and the dance year hasn't even started."

Filling her in on the details, she's as understanding as ever. I wish she didn't live so far away. Well, I guess since I moved, I'm the one who lives far away.

"Christine, it sounds like your plate is pretty full."

"Yeah, but it's only full of vegetables and a little carbs. There's no meat on it."

There's silence for a moment. "I'm not sure what you mean by that. At all."

"The job is the vegetables. It's what I need the most of, at least in terms of being able to support myself. Dance is the carbs. Good tasting, but I always want more. The meat is a social life. Specifically this one guy. The good stuff. You know, the filet mignon or fried chicken."

"Now I get it. You've never mentioned a boy before. What's the story?"

I smile. I'm twenty-eight years old. Patrick is thirty-two. Hardly a boy, but to my mom, I'll always be a little girl.

My retelling of the Patrick-Christine saga sounds sad. It's been almost a year. Well, not really, but eight months since we met. Only one accidental meeting in the meantime. Texts. A few phone calls. The conversations go well and leave me wanting more.

"I don't know what to tell you other than if it's meant to be, it will all work out."

"That's what I keep telling myself, Mom. But now there's part of me thinking that it's not meant to be, and that's why it's not working out."

"Timing is tough. The whole universe has to line up just so. And it's obviously not that way yet. You need to be patient."

"Did you just say the word patient in reference to me?"

She laughs. "I know, silly me. You don't see it, but you are patient. You've set your mind on your career, and you are diligently working your way there. You make your lists and work your way toward them. You know that things don't simply appear on your doorstep. You know how to work for what you want. And you do it. So, if you want to date this boy, make him a priority."

Her words make sense, soothing my mind and heart a bit. 

Implementing her words, however, turns out to be another issue.

Chapter Nine—September 2014

Work gets worse, then better. But the better is worse. My boss, sensing my impending nervous breakdown, hired someone to share my workload with me. Basically to be my assistant. Her name is Brynley and she's the devil. 

She's not. Well, not literally. I don't think.

She's this tiny waif of a girl, complete with a waiflike pixie haircut that I could never in a million years pull off. I think her natural hair color is dark brown or black probably, but this week it's pink and purple. You remember my epic sunburn? Yeah, that color. It is so cool (for the record, that hue looks much better on hair than it does on skin). And she's über-hip. And perky. And efficient. And better at the job than I ever was. So, naturally, I hate her. 

Her presence has allowed me to work less and have more free time. Which should be good, but it's not. My free time these days has been spent in physical therapy. I tripped on God-knows-what in my apartment and threw my back out. Turns out, years of dancing have not helped my posture at all. And the flat, flat shoes I wear to work are evil incarnate. Apparently, you should not be able to roll up your shoes, as I can do with most of my ballet flats. My physical therapist is unrelenting, and accepts no excuses.

So, I'm enjoying a free Saturday afternoon at the end of September, shoe shopping. Mission: find comfortable, yet stylish and supportive, shoes for work. Mission: Impossible. 

Three hours later, I collapse onto a bench in the mall. My back is starting to hurt, and I've a pounding headache. Supportive shoes are ugly. I'm not ready for orthopedic shoes. There's got to be a happy medium between my ballet flats and Velcro sneakers, right? It sort of occurs to me that maybe my back is hurting because I've been traipsing all over the mall in my flat gladiator sandals. Damn my PT. She may have something with this flat shoe thing. 

Being tall, I've always felt I had to wear flats. I've never dated anyone tall enough for me to feel comfortable wearing heels around. So I have a closet full of super-flat shoes that are bad for me. I don't think heels are any better, so I always thought I was doing a good thing wearing the flats. Guess not. I look wistfully at the shoe store window in front of my bench. It's the last place in the mall for me to check. There's a pair of killer teal suede heels in the front window, and I am instantly in love. 

I call Michele. "This is futile. I can't find any sensible, practical shoes that look good. And I'm staring at a pair of teal suede pumps that are probably worse for my back, and I'll never find anyone tall enough to wear them with anyway."

"Oh, this is bad."

"I know. I need shoes for work. I don't know what I'm going to do."

"No, it's bad that you've given up on Patrick."

"Well, it's been six months since I saw him last and six weeks since I last heard from him. I'm pretty sure this has run its course."

"Have you called him recently?"

I stare down at my feet. How could I have worn these shoes shopping? What was I thinking? Shoes. Patrick. Love. My resolution list. 

"I'm a failure. A complete and total failure."

"Because ..."

"Because I can't find shoes. Because I'm getting old and need old lady shoes. Because Brynley is better at my job than I ever was. Because I can't get things going with Patrick. I'm not going to keep all my resolutions this year. I'm going to die a lonely old lady with bad shoes."

"Whoa there, Nellie. You need to slow down this pity train right now."

"I sort of feel like crying."

"You sound that way. Where are you?"

"Sitting in front of Shoe World."

"Stay there. I'll be right over."

I disconnect and feel a scooch better. Michele will know what to do. She'll know where to get me shoes and how to either connect with Patrick or move on. 

I'm still sitting on the bench, people watching and wallowing when a steaming cup appears in front of me, the spicy goodness filling my nose.

"Pumpkin chai?"

Michele plops down next to me. "But of course. This is a crisis. I know it calls for the big guns. Plus, it's after Labor Day. You are obsessed with anything and everything pumpkin."

"Truth." I take a drink and enjoy the spicy pumpkin goodness. "I don't know what's come over me."

"You're overwhelmed. You're busier than a one-legged man in an ass-kicking contest, and you have been for months."

"Pretty much the whole year."

"Exactly." She sips her drink. I'm not sure what's in her cup, but if I had to guess, I'd say it is something containing excessive caffeine. Michele is a clothing designer, and it's not uncommon for her to stay up all night when she's inspired. One of these days, she's going to hit it big and quit the day job and be all famous and stuff. "You're in a funk, and you need to snap out of it. I'm sick of it."

"How?" This is what I need. Tough love.

"How, what?"

"How do I snap out of it?"

"You buy comfortable shoes for work, fantastic heels for play, do your PT exercises so your back feels better, delegate to what's-her-name, and go out on a date."

Nodding in agreement, I respond, "That sounds a lot like a list."

"It is. Start a new one."

I pull out my notebook and write down her list. "Okay, let's head into Shoe World and knock two of these items right off!"

An hour later, I've texted Brynley with her own list of things to do today, bought sensible (read: ugly) shoes for work, and am now the proud owner of those suede teal heels that taunted me from the window. I'll be doing my exercises once I get home. List almost complete in one afternoon.

I like having lists. Michele is much more spontaneous and organic and makes fun of me. But I don't care. I like organizing my life so things don't get out of control. Not to mention that I get a little giddy when I complete a list. The only thing better than completing one is purchasing new notebooks and pens for the next one. Michele once equated how I feel about stationary to the way most people feel about sex toys. She described a trip to Staples as my equivalent of '50 Shades of Organized.'

Except there's one more thing to do on the list. Go on a date.

"I'm going to set you up," Michele announces.

"No, that's okay. I can find my own date."

Michele's got that look in her eye, and I don't trust her. I cannot even imagine what would show up on my doorstep if Michele were given free rein.

"I'll call Patrick. We'll make it happen this time. We're due."

"I give you two weeks. If you don't have a date by then, you're mine."

Yikes.

Chapter Ten—October 2014

"But we're going to a Halloween party! Please don't do this!" I can't keep the panic out of my voice.

"Nope. I gave you two weeks. It's been three."

"I called Patrick! You know I did. He had the flu! Poor guy. He sounded like he was dying. And contagious. Very contagious."

"That's no excuse. I'm setting you up. This list shall finally be finished."

"You don't even care about my lists! You're constantly mocking them. You don't get to use one against me!"

"Yes I do, because you need me to do something for you. You want a favor, and you've got to pay the piper."

Dammit. She's got me. I need her.

I called Patrick last week, only to find him on death's door with the flu. Okay, not death's door, but he sounded terrible. I'd felt so bad for him. I wanted to make him soup or cookies or something. He wouldn't let me. I called him every day to check in. He said my phone calls were the highlight of his day.

"If I'd known I'd get all this attention from you, I'd have gotten sick much sooner." That comment ricochets through my brain, making me break out into a dumb-ass grin at the most inopportune times.

He's doing better this week, although not up to one hundred percent yet. 

The more I talk to him, the more I know I like him. Why does fate seem so set against us getting together?

He did ask me to a Halloween party. We debated for a day or two about costumes, trying to come up with a couple costume. It was much harder than I'd thought. Probably because we don't know each other that well, and we're not really a couple. Well, not yet. 

"Elvis and Marilyn?" I offer.

"No. They weren't a couple."

"Oh, right." I feel like an idiot. "Um, Marilyn and JFK then?"

"I don't know that I can pull off JFK, and I don't want to wear a rubber mask."

"Okay, then who do you think?"

"Han Solo and Princess Leia?"

"Cinnamon-bun-hair Princess Leia or gold-bikini Princess Leia?"

"Do you really have to ask that question?"

"Not gonna happen. Do you know how cold it is in October?"

Finally, we decided to go as Indiana Jones and Marion Ravenwood. The party is with a bunch of his work people (who he describes as the "coolest nerds ever"), so our costumes will probably be a big hit. Except there's no pre-made Marion costume (as opposed to a Maid Marion costume, but I digress). Which means I had to turn to Michele for help in making my outfit. I know she can whip up that white dress in no time (no Indy pun intended). And now she's going to hold that over my head.

"I have no choice, do I?"

"Not unless you want to go to that party naked." I can hear the smugness in Michele's voice. 

"Fine," I huff. "I'm not happy about this."

She chuckles. "I knew you wouldn't be. And I knew the more time you had to sit and stew about it, the less happy you'd be. So, he'll be at your place in an hour."

"Wait, WHAT? AN HOUR?" Totally freaking out here. A. I don't know this guy from Adam. B. I don't want to go out with a stranger. C. An hour? Is she nuts?

"If I gave you more time, you'd freak out or find some reason to back out. Now you don't have a choice. Steve will be there in an hour. Dress casual."

And she disconnects. That ho-bag. I'm never speaking to her again.

An hour. Into the shower, out of the shower. I don't bother shaving because I'm wearing jeans and there is no way on God's green earth that my pants are coming off tonight. I do have to wash my hair. I danced for several hours this morning during rehearsal for our Christmas show, and my hair is all matted from sweat and being pulled up in a bun. Totally an aside, but do you know how hard it is to get into the Christmas spirit when it's only October?

I find my favorite skinny jeans and white three-quarter sleeve t-shirt. Over that I don a navy and white horizontal striped sweater and brown knee-high boots. They're flat, of course, because I have no idea how tall this Steve person is.

I know nothing about him, other than he's Michele's coworker's brother. She hasn't specified which coworker, which makes me a little nervous that it's Trinity. Trinity has a new crisis every week, and it wouldn't surprise me one bit if she ended up on Dr. Phil. Or Maury.

Combing out my wet hair, I pick up my blow dryer only to hear a click, pop, and fizz when I attempt to turn it on. Oh no, this is not good. You see, I have high-maintenance hair. Well, it requires high maintenance to look anything other than flat and flyaway. Like product and blow drying and curling irons. Not that they make a difference, but I like kidding myself that they do. At least I have to try. This time, it might work. But I can't use the curling iron unless it's dry, and all my products are heat activated. What am I going to do? A quick check of the time tells me I need to decide quickly, because I only have about forty minutes before Steve arrives. 

I look around my room in a panic. It's not like I have a back-up blow dryer. Then I spot my heating vent in the floor. Except it's the second week in October, so the heat's not on yet. It's still the A/C. Running to the thermostat in the hall, I crank down the temperature to a frigid sixty-two. That's guaranteed to make it kick on. 

Once the fan is going, I get down on my knees over the vent. Easier said than done in tight skinny jeans. I flip my hair over and attempt to fluff and dry all at the same time. This is taking a lot longer than normal with only about one-third the results. Plus my hands are freezing. Not the best omen.

Maybe this will work. My hair will be cold-air dried, full of volume and body.

Or not.

I didn't think it was possible for my hair to be more limp than it normally is. And it's still not dry, so I can't flat iron it to polish it or curl it or anything it.

I don't want to pull it up. I have to have it up all the time for work and dance. I like to wear it down when I get the rare chance to. I compromise, pulling the top half back and braiding it quickly, leaving the back to cascade over my shoulders.

Some light makeup, my gold hoop earrings and bangle bracelets, and I'm ready. This will be good, I tell myself. Stay positive.

Once Steve arrives, it's not hard to see that this date is going to rank high on the bad dates scale. Steve is about four inches shorter than I am. Not a deal breaker, but it's the first strike. It's not his fault that I'm tall. However, it is his fault that he takes me to a Japanese restaurant where the tables are so low that I can't fit my legs under. I feel like a giant. He's all nice and situated under the table, whereas I feel like Alice in Wonderland.

So, let's talk about this restaurant. There are, in fact, high-top tables, but Steve wants an authentic experience. This authenticity is boosted when he orders for me. Sushi. Including ikura gukan (which are salmon eggs) and uni (the gonad of a sea urchin, in case you were wondering). I kid you not. But, he never bothers to check to see if I eat sushi—I don't. I don't drink sake either (bad experience in college, but that's neither here nor there). When I eat Japanese, I usually order udon or teriyaki with white or brown rice. I don't care for fried rice but will eat it. I'm not that high maintenance.

Apparently, Steve went to Japan once. I hear all about it, especially his love of the female Japanese form. Since I'm the physical polar opposite of the Japanese phenotype, I spend an inordinate amount of time wondering why he agreed to go out with me. 

I have all this time to wonder because he doesn't stop talking. Not even when he has a mouthful of urchin gonads. Constant yammering about I-don't-even-know-what, because I've stopped listening. At one point, I flag down the waitress and order a bowl of udon and a water. He doesn't even notice and looks mystified when the food arrives. 

"Wow, more food? Are you bulimic or something?"

"Um, no, why?" What I am is starving, although my appetite has been somewhat diminished by his poor table manners. 

"You ate dinner, and now you're ordering a second one. You're not too fat, so you've got to be purging or something." He pops the last piece of sushi into his mouth. While still chewing he says, "I'm only buying you one dinner. You're going to have to pay for the second one."

What do you even say to that? Not too fat? I must be bulimic? Paying for my dinner? I can't even. 

Almost too stunned to answer, I say the first thing that comes to mind. "I didn't eat the sushi. You shoveled it all in your mouth."

"I don't think so. That was, like, three orders."

I've only managed a few bites, but I can't take anymore. I hastily wave to the waitress and get a box for my noodles. I throw a twenty on the table and stand up to leave.

Except I didn't drive here. I am stranded.

Crapola.

I'm forced to wait for Steve to pay the bill—not failing to notice that he pockets my twenty—so he can take me home. Before we even left the restaurant this was easily the worst date I'd ever had. Then we pull up in front of my place, and Steve makes a lewd suggestion. I hop out of the car before you could say gonad and hightail it into my apartment.

I don't care if the list is now complete and can be filed in the completed list drawer (yes, sad, I know). This was so not worth it. And I'm going to kill Michele.

Chapter Eleven—November 2014

I know one of these days I have to get up. I don't want to. I want to hide in bed. I know I can't. But I want to.

I haven't even really been in bed that long. Yesterday was a crazy day. Rehearsal in the morning, work from noon until about two a.m. It's totally legit that I want to stay in bed and have a lazy Sunday. We don't have a wedding today so in theory I can.

But that's not why I want to stay in bed. I'm completely and totally bummed out.

Even though it's November second, I'm stuck in October. We won't even talk about the disastrous date Michele set me up with. Seriously, she's never allowed to either mention it or set me up again. I'm focused on what was supposed to be the most perfect date ever. 

Expectations can be a real bitch sometimes.

I guess my first expectation was that the date would happen. Patrick and I'd been planning this for weeks, the Halloween party. We'd settled on the perfect costumes, and Michele came through with an almost exact replica of Marion's white dress. I even found peep-toe white pumps, which were true to the movie. We were going to be so killer as Indiana Jones and Marion. I couldn't wait to see Patrick in his leather jacket and Fedora, complete with stubble and a whip.

Not gonna lie, had some definite impure thoughts about that one. 

I may have watched scenes from Raiders of the Lost Ark a few (dozen) times so I could get my hair and makeup right. And I looked good, if I do say so myself.

Then, I got the text. 

Patrick was having car trouble. Flat tire. He was going to be late.

I'm still proud of how I handled it. Texted him back, all supportive and stuff. Offered help. Offered to come pick him up. I'm flexible. Let him see that.

Then, about thirty minutes later, another text.

It wasn't a simple flat tire. It was a busted ball joint, which left the tire or wheel bent underneath the car. He was waiting for a tow. 

Okay, this date could still happen. He'd get the car towed, I'd come pick him up, and we'd be fashionably late, right?

Wrong.

Apparently, the ball joint failed as Patrick was backing out of his driveway. His car was about half in his driveway, half out. His car was black. As he was waiting for the tow truck, another car came careening down the street and hit Patrick's. 

That driver appeared to be intoxicated, and then it turned into a whole big thing with the police and insurance.

So, the Halloween date—off.

There's the selfish part of me that is still gloomy, two days later, about my wasted perfect costume. About how, no matter how hard we try and plan, Patrick and I never get to see each other.

No matter how much I might like him, it's just not meant to be.

And I do like him. A lot.

I find myself looking forward to his phone calls, smiling when he texts me. I feel lonely when I don't hear from him. And this is the—I've lost track of how many—date that has fallen through. It's like the universe is screaming at me, "THIS IS NOT GOING TO WORK!"

So, it's like the universe broke up with me. I'm a little (lot) crushed at the moment. I want to stay in bed and eat cookie dough.

My phone ringing finally gets me up. It's across the room on the charger, and I need to use the bathroom anyway. I'm not surprised that it's Michele calling.

"Oh my God! How was it? Was it incredible? Why didn't you call? Is he still there? Didn't you work yesterday?"

My head is spinning from the rapid-fire questions. I need to slow her down. Actually, I bring her to a halt when I relay the story of the busted ball joint and the date that wasn't.

"Oh, Christine, I'm so sorry. I know how much you were looking forward to this."

A tear or two roll down my cheek. I don't know why I'm crying. It's not like we were going to get married or anything. I say that to Michele.

"No, but it was the possibility of it. You've spent all year playing tag, knowing that there was the chance for it to turn into more."

"And now I'm done taking chances." I flop back down on my bed, gravity requiring too much effort for me to fight at the moment. 

"Like on Patrick?"

"No, like, for good. Out of all the guys I've met in—what, the past three?—years, Patrick's been the best. By far. And no matter how much I wanted it, it just didn't work. I give up."

"This is so not like you. What's going on?"

"Hang on. Let me send you my calendar." I sit up and reach for my iPad on the nightstand. There's a moment of silence while I wait for her to get the screen shot of my calendar.

"Of course it's color coded."

"Did you expect anything less?" I flip the cover closed on the iPad, not wanting a reminder of what the next few weeks have in store. My calendar looks like a patchwork quilt. There is little white, few blank spaces, practically no free time. No me time.

So, in all honesty, even if I'd had the best date of my life on Halloween, I don't know when I'd have time to see Patrick. Short of giving up sleep, which I don't want to do, there's going to be little time to do anything not already scheduled.

The largest time suck this month, in addition to work, of course, is the Christmas show for my dance studio. Every Saturday is booked with rehearsals. I'm going to have to leave those and go right to work. Sundays I'm going to be working on costumes and props when not at work. I'm going home to my parents' house for Thanksgiving, but I'll have to be back for weddings that weekend. I'm not even sure I'm going to get shopping in on Black Friday. Sadly, December is going to be even worse.

"I see your point. I'm probably not even going to see you for the rest of the year."

"No, see that chartreuse block on November twenty-first?"

"I can see November twenty-first, but what the heck is chartreuse?"

"Lime green. What type of fashion designer are you that you don't know what chartreuse is?"

"I'm the awesome, non-pretentious kind who calls lime green lime green. Anyway, what about the chartreuse block?"

"That's our girls' night."

"Deal. What are we going to do?"

"I don't know. I may have told my mom I'd bring a dessert to Thanksgiving, so maybe we can mess around then and figure out what I'm going to bake."

"You know what the saddest part of all of this is?"

I hear Michele sigh. "No, I'm afraid to ask."

I haul myself out of bed and wander toward the kitchen, looking for something to eat. Somehow, groceries have not magically appeared. I guess I know what I'm doing today. "You see how crazy work is. I think I'm working a sixty-hour week at this point."

"Yeah, what's new about that?"

"That's with Brynley there. She's taken on quite a bit of my load and is really very good. I can't imagine how it would be without her."

"So you're not threatened by her anymore?"

I laugh. "No, I'm totally still threatened. But if I didn't have her, I can't imagine how overwhelmed I'd be. You know what else?"

"No, what else?"

"Getting this promotion hasn't been all it was cracked up to be. The money is certainly nice, but I don't have time to spend it because I'm working all the time!"

"Yeah, but it won't be this way forever. The business is growing, which is largely due to your efforts. They'll add more staff. You'll get through."

"I guess you're right. I should go call Patrick."

"Why?"

"I dunno. To check about the car. To see how he's doing."

"To tell him that you're done with him."

Gloom washes over me when Michele says it. "Yeah, something like that."

Chapter Twelve—December 2014

Whoever came up with the idea of putting the biggest holiday of the year in the third week of December sucks. The month has spiraled from hectic to crazy to frenetic. I have a new to-do list every day. The same items keep moving from one day's list to the next having been eclipsed by the crisis du jour.

Our weddings are slightly fewer right now, but it's the holiday office parties that are slamming me right now. Every night of the week, plus luncheons. Staff is working double duty, and we're all getting worn out. Which means we're cranky and miserable. All I want to say is 'bah humbug' any time someone wishes me a Merry Christmas. 

Bah humbug.

I'm totally burning the candle at both ends, trying to get everything done. The schedule will lighten slightly this weekend after our last Christmas show. Because of rehearsals, I've had to come into work late the last three Saturdays. I now consider Brynley a godsend, as I wouldn't have been able to do that otherwise. The performances are on Sunday evenings, which means I can work the lunch event and then scoot out. This year, it's not just my students dancing. It's me too. The studio needed a filler number, and I got tapped to do it. I don't mind, not really.

But it does add another layer of complication onto an already hectic schedule. I've got to remember my dance, get in and out of costume, make sure my hair and makeup are done, and all that crap. As much as I love being on stage, it's the last thing I need this year.

It's December twelfth and my shopping is only about half done. And when you consider I don't have that many people to buy for—my parents, brother and his wife, two nephews, Michele, and a few coworkers—it means I haven't done much shopping at all yet. As the mail arrives every day with more brightly colored envelopes containing festive cards and holiday greetings, my guilt grows that I haven't even started doing mine yet.

Not to mention, it's snowing again. 

I know, it's supposed to snow. The whole world looks like a, well, a Christmas card. But it's cold, and I'm cold, and I'm getting run down. I want to stay home and decorate my place. How sad is that—I don't even have my tree up yet. Worse yet—there's part of me that doesn't even want to bother putting one up.

I've given up on Patrick. The idea of him. The actual him. If Halloween wasn't the last nail in the coffin, then my schedule was. 

I have sunk to a new low. Christmas is my favorite holiday. And I want nothing to do with it. 

That's not true. I'm trying so hard, I just can't find my Christmas spirit. I want the magic and the joy and the feelings of goodness bubbling up from within.

All I feel is tired and worn out. 

I dread my phone. The emails, texts, and calls to be social. These friends want to get together. Those dance teachers want to have dinner. The work crew wants to go out to celebrate. Family members want to know when I'm coming to town so they can see me. I have half a mind to turn down every single invitation and hibernate until the new year.

I won't. But I sort of want to. Really want to.

I've got to get through the show tomorrow night, and then everything will lighten up. I'll finally get into the spirit of the season. Even listening to Christmas carols isn't helping. Maybe it's because they've been on the radio and in stores since the first week in November. Instead of spreading more Christmas joy over a longer period, it's just more draining. I'm over it.

I used to love Christmas. I still do, somewhere deep down. My candle's been burning at both ends for so long now that I don't have any wick left to glow my holiday spirit. See? I can't even make a decent analogy, for Pete's sake.

My phone buzzes in my back pocket. I'm almost to work, driving in the snow again. Actually, it's more of a freezing rain that's messy, and it's making driving interesting to say the least. Not to mention that in order to get to my pants' pocket, I'd have to reach around my heavy winter parka, so the message will have to wait until I get to work. I'm running uncharacteristically late, but that's because rehearsal ran late. We were trying to trouble shoot some quick costume changes that didn't work last week, and I wasn't paying attention to the time. Add that to the road conditions, and I'm going to be seriously late for work. It will be fine, I keep telling myself, because Brynley will be there and will get the ball rolling. 

I still have a feeling every day we work together that they'll realize how fabulous she is, demote me, and promote her. Now, there's part of me that would be okay with the demotion. At least I'd be able to work a little less.

Finally parking and traipsing in, the cold sleet assaulting my bare skin, I'm shocked to find relative chaos and disorder. The tables aren't set up yet, let alone set. Stack of chairs are strewn about the room. Nothing has been started. What the heck?

Unwinding my scarf as I race in, I search for Brynley, unable to find her. None of the wait staff has seen her yet. I know I'm running late, but what are the odds of her running late as well? Actually, pretty good.

I find Jose, the head chef. "What's going on? Where's Brynley?"  

"I don't know. I haven't heard from her."

I pull my phone out to text her, only to find she's already texted me. 


In the hospital. Not sure what it is. Maybe gall bladder or appendix. Will call you later. So sorry.  


Unbelievable. I don't have time to get angry or panic or anything. I'm not even sure I have time to pull off this wedding. 

*******
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EIGHT HOURS LATER, I drag my body through my doorway. I half consider not even removing my boots before I collapse on my couch. I'm not sure I've ever been this tired. I don't know how I managed to do what I did tonight, but I did it. The bride and groom were elated, and not one of the guests was any the wiser to our staffing crisis. 

I still haven't heard from Brynley, which is a bit concerning. I don't want to text her for fear that she's sleeping and I might disturb her. It occurs to me that maybe she was faking to get the night off. I don't see her doing that, but I can be gullible, always wanting to see the best in people. I'll talk to her in the morning. Well, later on in the morning, since it's already almost two a.m.

Maybe that coffee at eleven wasn't the best idea. I'm dead tired, but wide awake. Not the best combination.

I should start my Christmas cards. That would be a productive use of my time. I head to the office to pull up my spreadsheet of addresses. Yes, I have a spreadsheet of addresses. As well as a list of who has sent me cards over the past five years. It's filed in my list drawer, naturally. The Christmas card list is the first list in the folder for the year. Everything gets put in on top, so that the most recent stuff is in the front. 

The piece of paper just before the Christmas card list holds my New Year's resolutions from last January. I can't believe I haven't updated these in a while. What were my ambitions eleven months ago, and how did I do achieving them?

First on the list: try something new. Got that one right out of the way with skiing. Number two: cook a turkey. Okay, that goes on a separate list of what I still need to do before the end of the year. I can totally get that done. I think. Maybe. Number three: buy high heels. Yup. Teal suede that have never seen the light of day and probably never will. But I can cross it off the list. Four: get a promotion. I realize now this was a be-careful-what-you-wish-for item. I got it and sort of wish I hadn't. A forty-hour work week might have been preferable.

My vacation to Cabo with Michele takes care of number five on the list. We really need to plan something again. I am in desperate need of some down time. Good thing I'm off between Christmas Eve and New Year's Eve. It won't be anywhere tropical, but it will be great nonetheless.

Learn to make frosting. This one came out of my obsession last year with watching Cupcake Wars. I'm pleased to say that I have officially mastered chocolate buttercream. I don't make cakes yet. I just make the frosting and eat it. Don't judge me.

I'm almost through with number seven, which is to read three books. I finally finished Gone Girl, you know the book I'd been reading for two years, while on the trip to Cabo. Then, I breezed through Speak Now by Becky Monson while recovering from my sunburn. Now I have about three chapters left of Aven Ellis' newest hockey romance. That should go quick.

Number eight is to clean the bathroom. Sad that I had to make that a resolution to get it done. But I am pleased to say my bathroom has been cleaned at least four times during this calendar year, whether it needed it or not. Okay, more like twice.

The last item on my list taunts me. Fall in love. Well, dammit, I tried. But it looks like I'll be spending this Christmas alone.

Chapter Thirteen—Christmas Eve

Um, nope. No way. Not gonna happen. I don't care what the calendar says. I'm not ready, and I'm not gonna do it.

I am not Christmasing this year.

Two weeks ago, I'd planned to have this week off. All I had to do was make it to Christmas Eve, and I'd be off to my parents' for six days of family fun and hiding out from the real world.

That was before my assistant had her appendix rupture. I have worked every day for the last sixteen days. I am exhausted. I don't have to work tomorrow. My mom wanted me to drive home after I finished up today, which was about two in the afternoon. It's a three-hour drive home, if there's no traffic. While normally I look forward to going to Uncle Andrew and Aunt Maureen's for Christmas Eve, I simply do not have it in me right now.

Instead, I'm staying by myself. If I'm feeling better, I may drive up in the morning. But tonight I'm giving myself this present. The gift of time, peace, and quiet. 

At least I hope I can get to that state. Right now, I'm running around like a chicken with her head cut off, dropping off last-minute presents and cards, and picking up last minute supplies (read: a bottle or two of wine and movies from Red Box). I'm cooking myself a turkey, complete with all the fixings. The turkey is soaking in a brine and will be ready to pop in the oven the minute I walk in the door. 

My phone rings. It's Michele, for the eighth time today. "Are you sure you don't want to come with me? You know my mom said you're always welcome."

"I know, and as much as going to mass with your parents sounds like fun, I think I'm going to pass."

"It's not just church you know."

"I know. It's lots of fish."

"Seven fishes," she corrects. Some Italian thing. I'm not the biggest fan of seafood to begin with, so having seven types isn't really a draw. In all honesty, any other year I would have said yes to this invite. I like Michele's family, and if I can't be with my own, hers is the next best thing. "I'll be good. I've got my wine and my Red Box."

"When are you going to get with the times and get Netflix?" This is not the first time we've had this "discussion."

"When I have more than three hours off per week to watch TV or movies. Have a Merry Christmas!"

"Are you sure?"

"I'm sure. I'm good."

"Okay, Merry Christmas!"

I disconnect as I'm walking through the door. Boots off, coat hung up, scarf unwound. Yoga pants and favorite sweater on. It's turkey time. The smallest turkey I could find was about twelve pounds. I had the butcher cut it in half, so I could cook one and freeze one. According to the Butterball website, cooking time is about two and a half hours. I should be good to eat around seven. 

Within thirty minutes of the turkey going in the oven, the apartment begins to fill with the delicious aromas of sage, thyme, and rosemary roasting on the turkey. I'm almost done making the dressing. I've only had to call my mom once for clarification on her recipe. I've got three potatoes peeled and ready to boil for mashed potatoes. I'm in great shape. I just have to open the can of cran—oh crap. I forgot to get cranberry sauce. 

I can't have my perfect turkey dinner without cranberries. 

My shoulders drop in defeat. My plan, all shot to heck, because of cranberries. There's only one thing to do. I've got to get all dressed again, back on with the coat and boots, and head to the store. A quick check of the time reveals it's a little after five. My local store closed at five. I've got to drive out to the Wal-Mart at the edge of town. Heck, the yoga pants can stay. All bundled up, I head out—when did it start snowing?

Wal-Mart is deserted. Of course it is. A few miserable-looking clerks and a harried guy or two, looking for that last-minute gift to keep them out of the doghouse. I'm not familiar with the layout of this store, so of course I use the entrance that's as far as possible from where I need to be. The cranberry sauce is on an end cap, saving me from going down the aisle. Whole cranberry sauce? Jellied cranberry sauce? What's the difference? Which one do I like? Why is this so hard? 

Footsteps alert me to someone coming up the aisle on my left. I need a second opinion. "Jellied or whole berry?" I ask without looking up.

"I'd go with whole berry."

Wait—I know that voice.

Nah, it can't be.

Holy crap, it is! 

"Oh my God, Patrick!"

A slow, wide smile breaks across his face. I have a feeling my face is doing the same thing.

"Hey Christine, fancy meeting you here!"

"What are you—" we both start at the same time. I laugh and say, "No, you go ahead."

He shrugs sheepishly. "I was running dangerously low and stores are closed tomorrow." It's then I notice the toilet paper in his hand.

This makes me laugh again, and I feel like my whole face is lit up. He laughs too, a deep timbre that I could listen to for days. "Well, it's good to be prepared."

"I was a Boy Scout, I'll have you know."

"Oh, I'm sure you were."

He nods toward my hand. "Cranberry sauce? Is that an emergency?"

"Well, not like a toilet paper emergency, but yes. I'm cooking my first turkey to complete my resolution list, and I can't have turkey without cranberries."

"Certainly not." I forgot how adorable his crooked smile is. 

"You look good. How've you been?"

"Good. This year's been a little—"

"Crazy?" I interject.

"Yeah, how'd you guess?"

"Because I just realized I haven't seen you since—"

"March." He finishes my sentence, as I'd done his.

I laugh again. I'm downright giddy, and I can't stop looking into his amazing eyes. Suddenly I'm aware of how intensely we're looking at each other, and I drop my gaze. I'm almost sure he can hear my heart pounding in my chest.

"Are you up to anything tonight?" Patrick asks.

"After the insanity of the past few months, I'm spending this one hiding out by myself. I've got a hot date with the turkey in my oven, a bottle of pinot grigio, and a movie or two. How about you?"

"I've got an equally hot date with some frozen pizza, some beer, and I'm hoping It's a Wonderful Life is on. After the craziness of the past few months, I just couldn't face going out and dealing with a crowd tonight."

My goodness, he really is the perfect man for me. Then it hits me. This is it. This is my kismet moment. I know it is. Meeting his eyes again, I work up my courage. "My tiny turkey is still more than enough for the two of us. Would you care to join me?"

Please say yes. I don't think I can take it if he says no.

"Really?"

Oh no, he's going to say no. He thinks I'm some weirdo freak who's probably stalking him and ...

"Is this really finally happening?"

Now I'm lost. I don't know what he means by that. "Is what finally happening?"

"Us."

It's so simple, after such a complex year. So crazy, so hectic, the timing so wrong. All to work out right here, right now.

Then I notice he's looking around. Searching. What is he looking for? A getaway? Does he regret what he just said?

"Come with me!" He's got a hold of my elbow and starts pulling me down the row toward the other end of the store. I'm still clutching both cans of cranberry. He's scanning down each aisle as we pass, skidding to a halt in front of the much picked over, nearly bare, seasonal aisle.

"Man, it looks like a bomb went off down here." He's racing down the aisle, looking right and left, high and low. "Crap, they must be out."

Standing in the middle, still holding onto my cans, I can't figure out what he's doing.

"What are you looking for?"

"They don't have it. They must be out. Shoot."

"Out of what?"

Patrick squats down, grabs something off of a low shelf, and stands up quickly. "Jackpot!"

"What do you have?" His back is obscuring what he has in his hand. He drops his package of toilet paper and walks up to me.

"This," he says, lifting his arm above our heads.

I look up. "Mistletoe?"

He looks into my eyes and smiles. "Mistletoe."

"Well, I guess I have no choice but to kiss you right now."

"Nope, you don't. You have to."

He leans in, arm still overhead, bringing his lips to mine. Softly and slowly at first, and then a bit more passionate. My toes are curling, there are butterflies in my stomach, and I'm tingling everywhere. His arm drops to my waist, and he pulls me in tight while he continues kissing me like I've never been kissed before. Certainly not in a Wal-Mart. 

"You know, you didn't need the mistletoe."

He smiles and gives me a kiss on the tip of my nose. "I didn't think I did, but after the way you kept slipping away all year, I didn't want to take any chances."

"You know, I kept telling myself, if it were meant to be, it would all work out."

"I'd say it just did."

"You wanna get a drink?" I cast the line, wondering if he'll pick up that I'm quoting the closing scene of Raiders of the Lost Ark. 

"A drink?" He's grinning ear to ear, obviously catching the softball I've lobbed at him.

"Yeah, you know, a drink."

Patrick bends down, picks up his toilet paper with his left hand, and offers me his right arm to link mine through, á la Indiana Jones.

You know, on second thought, I think I will be Christmasing this year after all.
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The End
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Wanna know what Michele is up to while Christine and Patrick are having their Christmas Eve miracle? Read on for the first chapter of the follow up book, Made for Me:

Chapter 1

Ugh. I'm so full. I've never been this full. Well, not since last Christmas Eve. I do this to myself every year. My mom and Aunt Rosalie go to town, and I lose all self-control.

What little self-control I possess, which isn't much. 

I ate all seven fishes this year. Usually I only make it to five fishes, but this year I went for the whole enchilada. Or pesce, as the case may be. Shrimp cocktail, lox, smelts, and crab dip. Scallops, baccala, and salmon. Not to mention the broccoli rabe and then the desserts. I'm a sucker for those little Italian cookies. 

Now I think my stomach is going to explode. Or at least the button on my pants is. I reach my hand oh so discreetly under my sweater and release the button. Aaaaaah, sweet relief. 

I'd had the cutest little shift dress to wear, until Mom decided that we needed to make this an ugly Christmas sweater party. I wouldn't have felt so constricted in my dress. I don't wear these kinds of clothes often—conservative pants and a sweater. If Barrett had been with me, I would not have been caught dead in this. Totally not my style. My mom, on the other hand, is the queen of the turtleneck and sweater. Gives me hives really. 

Or maybe that's the shellfish. 

Either way, you can stick a fork in me. I'm done.

I look at my watch. It's only seven p.m. Oh good Lord. Only five more hours until Midnight Mass. I either need a nap or a roll of Tums. Maybe both. I sneak down the hall to my old bedroom. I've got to get out of these terrible clothes. Maybe I can take a quick nap, sleep off the wine, and then drive home and change before Mass. I should have brought a change of clothes with me.

Don't get me wrong—I love my family. I love having aunts and uncles and cousins. My brothers, sister, and I add to the melee. We're all loud and noisy. The laughs flow as freely as the wine does. That's when we're all speaking to each other. Which is almost never. But that's not why I ate my weight in seafood tonight.

Oh, no, I strapped on the feedbag so I wouldn't have to answer questions about why I'm single. Again. Every time a well-meaning cousin or nosy aunt asked a question, I shoved a forkful of fish into my mouth. My sister is a no-show this year and my brothers are both with their wives' families. So the target seems to be firmly planted on me this year. Like it's a crime to be almost thirty and still unmarried. Just because no female in our family has dared remain single this long doesn't make it a crime. 

I can't believe Barrett ditched me on Christmas Eve. This is not the first time this has happened. I'd like to say it will be the last, but I'm not hopeful. Barrett and I have one of those super-complex, on-again-off-again relationships. When we're together, the chemistry is unbelievable. And then it's not. 

We're in a not phase right now. 

Which is fine, because I know we'll be back together soon. I'm totally okay taking a break.

It's just ... well, I told my mom he was coming.

She told Aunt Rosalie. Who told Aunt Maria. Who told my cousins Antonia, Alessandra, Carmalina, and Tony. I'm fairly certain my uncles Mario and Vito know as well, but I don't think they give a hoot. 

Sometimes I feel naming the members of my family tree is like reciting the cast list from The Sopranos. Which is why I don't fit in. My name is Michele. It's not even remotely Italian. And to make matters worse, I'm blond.

Well, I used to be.

I maintain that I still am. That secret is safe with my hairdresser. I was blond as a child. Pale skin, blue eyes. Yeah, clichéd I know. It's not my fault. Blame my Polish father. My mom is only half-Italian to begin with. Her own mother strayed with a Scotsman. 

At least I'm short like the rest of my Italian family members. I fit right in there. 5'1". That's it. I kind of like hanging with my cousins. Carmalina is the tallest female at 5'4", and the men don't get much taller than about 5'8". It's a sharp contrast to my best friend, Christine, who hovers around Jolly Green Giant height. 

My family can be kind of ... intense. They are noisy and boisterous and get all up in everyone's business. I may have been complaining about this to Barrett. I wonder if that has anything to do with his breaking things off last week. I mean, who dumps someone the week before Christmas?

Barrett Synder, that's who.

Maybe he was scared to meet my family. I guess we can be a bit on the overwhelming side. That's probably what it is. 

"Michele, are you in there?"

Drat. My mom has found me. 

"Yeah, I'll be right out."

That doesn't stop my mom from coming in. Oh right, no privacy. That's why I'm not planning on staying here tonight. "What are you doing in here?"

"Just sleeping off dinner."

"People are asking about you. You need to come out and join us for coffee. I need your help cleaning up."

Ooops, I forgot I told Mom I'd help her. With my sister Lynn on vacation with her husband, she needs the extra hand. They're trying to get pregnant and wanted a romantic baby-making holiday. Good for them. Lynn's thirty-seven, and that biological clock is ticking so loudly even I can hear it. They sort of thought the stress of the holidays wouldn't help, so they decided to skip it this year. Though I don't envy the heartbreak they've undergone, I'm sort of jealous that they get to be absent from all this fun. My mom is recovering from chemo and radiation, and her stamina is not what it once was. "Sorry!" I jump up off the bed and shimmy around trying to button my pants. "I was in a little bit of a food coma."

"I'm ready for a nap myself."

"Why don't you go lie down, and I'll take care of the kitchen?"

"I can't do that. I'm the hostess." 

I look at her, and see fatigue hanging heavily around her eyes and mouth. I can't believe I was so selfish as to hole myself up in here. To let myself wallow about Barrett. Stupid Barrett. I should be happy for my family. We've been through a lot this year.

"You rest. I'll take over hostess duties. And it's not like it's company. It's just family."

"I guess. You'll have to figure out how to do this. I won't always be here, you know."

In light of the current situation, her words should make my heart ache. But here's the thing—my mom is queen of the guilt trip. We've been hearing about her imminent demise my whole life. I wish Lynn were here. We'd be rolling our eyes. We've made drinking games out of it in the past. Last year, we were almost passed-out drunk before Mass. 

Of course, then doesn't she go and get diagnosed with breast cancer in April. Maybe she made all those comments because deep down she knew she was sick, but I think it's more likely her guilt-inducing tendencies were simply those of many a good Italian-Catholic mother. After all, guilt is the cornerstone of her manipulation. I mean power.

It was all a trap. I mean, I have no doubt my mom's a little—lot—tired. She's been cooking for days. Not to mention hitting the cab pretty hard. But that's not what this is all about. Oh no. 

Aunt Maria pounces before I get the first dish packaged up. The men folk "helped out" by piling up all the platters of food on the kitchen counter in order to make room for the desserts. Now, it's up to me to portion out take-home containers and put away the leftovers. 

"So, I hear that you're looking for a man."

My teeth clench when I realize the trap I've walked into. "Um, no, not really. I'm involved with someone."

"That's not what I hear. I hear he broke up with you again. I mean, who breaks up with someone the week before Christmas?"

Would it be wrong of me to fake appendicitis?

"We're just taking a little bit of a break. We're not at the point where we're ready to meet each other's families."

"Are you sleeping together?"

"I ... um ... Aunt Maria! That's personal." I'm sure my face is as red as the Santa's sequined hat adorning my sweater. 

"If you're committed enough for hanky panky, then he should be man enough to meet your family."

Sheesh, she's so old fashioned.

Although, she may have a point. She continues her yammering, but now my thoughts are drifting toward Barrett. We're good in the bedroom department, if you know what I mean, but every time I mention something serious, Barrett seems to pull back. Within a few days, he breaks it off. Then, a few weeks later, he'll call again—usually late at night—and wham!—we're back together.

Huh. Now that I think about it, maybe it's not the best situation. Aunt Maria has continued talking, but I've managed to tune her out. But a few words get through and sound the alarm bells.

"Wait—what was that?"

"I said, you've messed your life up enough with that dead-end job and loser boyfriends. I'm taking over. Little Joey Frangella will be here any minute to meet you. You're going to go out on five dates with him. I promised his mother."

"Aunt Maria! You can't do that!"

"Yes I can. Your mother isn't up to it right now. She could die you know. And you're not getting any younger. Your eggs will be all dried up and won't hatch, if you know what I mean. You don't want to end up like your sister, waiting too long, if you know what I mean. Although with the way you run around, I'm surprised you haven't gotten yourself into a situation, if you know what I mean." She elbows me. She's well known for saying 'if you know what I mean' after every sentence. I don't even hear it anymore. Because, of course, I know what she means. She's not subtle. I also know how to take my birth control pill every morning. I don't share that with her though.

The doorbell rings. Aunt Maria puts down the dish towel she's been using to dry dishes. "Oh, that's Little Joey right now!"

The thing with Italians—there are only about five names they ever use. So, undoubtedly, Little Joey's father is Big Joey (and his grandfather is Papa Joey). It may not be a comment on his stature or size of ... other things (shudder). I hope.

I think about climbing out the window, but I know there's nowhere to hide. 

"Mmm, mmm, mmm. If you're this good looking from the back, I can't wait to see you from the front."

This does not bode well. Not well at all.

––––––––
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IF YOU'VE ENJOYED THIS book, please help out the author by leaving a review on your favorite retailer and Goodreads. A few minutes of your time makes a huge difference to an indie author!

Want to find out when my next book is coming out? Maybe get a sneak peek or a deleted scene? Sign up for my newsletter!
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