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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
    I couldn’t help but smile as I watched my seven year old twins hold hands as they skipped up to see Santa. I had become such a sap since they were born and didn’t know whether I should love that fact or hate it. I was Kinsley Scott, for God’s sake. If my twenty-five year old self met my current self, she would be scared to death by what I had become.  
 
    I wouldn’t change it for the world though. Grace, Delaney, and Dylan were my everything. The family that Grace and I worked so hard for was worth every hardship along the way. Now I was determined to make the most of what could be one of the last Christmases where my kids believed in Santa.  
 
    “Ho, ho, ho, what would you like for Christmas?”  
 
    I waited for Delaney’s answer, excited to hear all of the things I had already bought her since Christmas was only two weeks away and we were on top of our shopping this year. Maybe she would tell him about the doll she had been asking for since her birthday or the new bike she wanted.  
 
    “The only thing I really, really want for Christmas is a puppy.”  
 
    My jaw dropped as I listened to my daughter’s apparently one and only Christmas wish. The one thing she had never mentioned to us before. Where the hell did that come from? Even the mall Santa must have read the look on my face since he let out an awkward chuckle and told her he would have to see about such a big last minute request. She excitedly told him she knew he could make it happen as she jumped from his lap and sprinted back over to us.  
 
    I placed a hand on her shoulder and gave it a gentle squeeze. “So, a puppy, huh?”  
 
    “Yep. Christie from my class just got a dog and now I want one too.”  
 
    Damn Christie and her damn dog. I didn’t even know the poor little girl and I was still irrationally mad at her. “Well, like Santa said, that might be a tough one.”  
 
    Apparently unphased by my words, Delaney simply smiled her signature sweet little smile at me that she knew could get her anything. Well, almost anything. Trying to adopt a dog just two weeks before Christmas was something only a crazy person would attempt. “I know he’ll be able to do it.”  
 
    “And how do you know that?” I asked, curious to crawl into the brain of a rambunctious seven year old.  
 
    She shrugged her shoulders. “He doesn’t have a choice. Christie told me that Santa isn’t real. I don’t believe her, but this is his chance to prove himself. And if he doesn’t, I’ll have to believe her, and that means you have been lying to me. You wouldn’t lie to me, right, Mama?” 
 
    “Of… of course not.” Why was my own seven year old making me sweat right now?  
 
    Delaney smiled proudly. “That’s what I thought. Because if I ever found out you lied to me, I would have to run away.”  
 
    I looked over at Grace, who was taking in the whole conversation with a wide grin on her face that made me wonder what her deal was. I was supposed to be the calm, cool, and collected parent, not her. “What’s the smile about?” I asked in a whisper. “This is not good.”  
 
    “Oh, I’m just smiling because she is your daughter through and through, and it’s kind of funny to watch you get a taste of your own medicine.”  
 
    “And what are we supposed to do? Get her a puppy?”  
 
    Grace gave me a look that told me she thought I was an idiot. “Absolutely not. We’re not ready for a new pet. You said that yourself just a few weeks ago. It’s not like she’ll actually run away.”  
 
    I laughed as I crossed my arms over my chest. “Oh really? Because if she’s as much like me as you say she is, that’s exactly what she’ll do.”  
 
    Grace put a finger up to my chest and leaned in close so we could continue our whispered argument. “The answer is no—to both of you.”  
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    “So, just how firm is that no?” I asked once we were back at the house and the kids were distracted by their toys.  
 
    Grace looked at me, completely aghast. “Are we really still talking about the puppy right now? Didn’t you just tell me the other day that you wouldn’t be able to handle getting a replacement for Lenny?”  
 
    “There is obviously no replacement for Lenny. He will always be number one in my heart. But it has been five years. Maybe Delaney is on to something. Maybe it’s time.”  
 
    “Are you saying this because you actually want a puppy or because you just don’t want your daughter to hate you?”  
 
    “Honestly? A little bit of both.” That was the truth. I knew how stubborn my daughter could be because as much as I didn’t want to admit it, Grace was right. We were exactly the same. Delaney was rambunctious, wild, and already a little bit sarcastic at the early age of seven, while her brother, Dylan, was soft spoken and sweet as pie just like Grace. His only fault was that he took life a little too seriously at times. I knew Delaney really would hold this over our heads forever.  
 
    It was deeper than that though. Something about hearing her suggest getting a puppy had seemed to flip a switch inside of me, and I was actually convinced it might be a good idea. Lenny taught me a lot about responsibility and commitment. Maybe getting a puppy would do the same for Delaney. Plus, a new fur baby to love on wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world.  
 
    “Such a pushover,” Grace said with a laugh.  
 
    I crossed my arms in front of my chest. “Am not. You’ve been trying to convince me to get another animal for years now.”  
 
    “And you fought me on it. Who knew all I had to do was have one of your children threaten you.”  
 
    “So, what do you say?” I asked while giving her my signature smile I knew she couldn’t resist.  
 
    “I say you’re crazy, but if you want to spend the last two weeks before Christmas looking for a dog to adopt, then go for it. It’s all you though.”  
 
    I threw a fist in the air in victory, causing Grace to roll her eyes at me. “I got this. I mean, really, how hard can it be?”  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean you’re not adopting any dogs until after the new year?” I put my hand on my head as I spoke to another representative from another rescue in our area where it didn’t seem I was going to have any luck. Three days of what felt like non stop trying and they all had reasons why we couldn’t adopt.  
 
    “We find that families who adopt for the holidays have a much higher likelihood of returning an animal. Kids think they want animals, but when parents learn that they aren’t actually willing to take care of them, they tend to decide it’s not worth the extra work they have to put in.”  
 
    “I promise you that I will be committed to this animal. I had a chinchilla for twenty years after randomly deciding to adopt him back in high school. I would have given up both of my arms for that little guy. Legs too. My wife likes to joke that I would have given up my firstborn too and I have two of those.” When I realized how much I was rambling, I decided to shut my mouth. I was trying to convince this lady to let me adopt a dog, not make her think I was absolutely insane.  
 
    “I don’t doubt that. The application you submitted looks great. We would be happy to introduce you to the dogs you can choose from after the new year.”  
 
    “And you can’t make an exception just this one time? I’m kind of in a bind.”  
 
    “Unfortunately not. We do have a sister rescue that might be able to help you out if you’re willing to make a little drive.”  
 
    Finally. A breakthrough. Perfect. “That’s great! Where is it?”  
 
    “It’s the cutest little town in upstate New York just south of the Canadian border.”  
 
    Not so perfect. That had to be at least a six hour drive from the Philadelphia suburb we lived in. I still accepted and wrote down the phone number and website address she gave me, quickly typing the website into my phone as soon as we were done talking.  
 
    I scrolled through the website until I found a link to the page with the available dogs. At this point, I was looking just out of curiosity. It didn’t make sense to drive all the way to upstate New York just to adopt a dog. There was no way I could possibly be convinced to… wait… I felt like my eyes were popping out in a cartoon-like fashion as I looked at the second most beautiful creature I had ever seen (Lenny being the first, of course). It was a pure-bred dalmatian with the most perfectly placed black patch over its left eye. It was like God was throwing me a bone, no pun intended, since we had just recently watched 101 Dalmatians with the twins and Delaney loved it.  
 
    I started to do the math in my head about whether I could make the trek before Christmas. I was already down to just a week and a half, so it was crunch time. I decided I could make it work for that perfect pup if he was somehow still available. I was shocked when I made the call and learned he actually hadn’t been adopted yet. Even more shocking was they immediately approved me for adoption. What wasn’t so great was the fact that they couldn’t guarantee I would get him. If someone else made it there before me, they would be able to adopt him first.  
 
    When I decided it was worth a shot, I went downstairs to where Grace was watching a movie with the kids. I clapped my hands together to get their attention. “So, it turns out I need to make a little trip tomorrow. I’m actually doing a favor for Santa, so I’m going to be gone all day.” 
 
    Just as I hoped, both Delaney and Dylan’s eyes went wide at the mention of Santa. “A favor for Santa?” Delaney asked, while hopping up from the couch. “I want to come.”  
 
    I laughed at her enthusiasm. “Sorry, honey, this is a trip just for Mama. It’s super secret so I can’t take anyone along.”  
 
    “He is sending you to get us a puppy, isn’t he?”  
 
    How in the hell did she do that? “Well, um…” I stuttered, unsure what to say after she completely called my bluff.  
 
    Delaney jumped up and down as an even bigger smile came to her face. “Oh my gosh! He is!” 
 
    I crossed my arms over my chest. Leave it to my charismatic daughter to completely ruin my surprise. “Okay, fine. You’re right. But trust me, you don’t want to come. It’s a very long drive.”  
 
    “Where is it?” Dylan asked sweetly, tilting his head slightly in the same way Grace often did when she asked me a question. 
 
    “In New York.”  
 
    Dylan simply smiled and nodded at my answer, but Delaney began to jump up and down even more. “Oh my gosh! New York is where they have the big Christmas tree we always see on TV! Can we go, please?”  
 
    “That’s a completely different part of New York, sweetheart. I’m afraid it won’t work.” 
 
    Delaney pushed her lip out into a pout. “But we can make it work, right? If Santa can travel around the whole world in one night, we can go to two different places in New York. Please, Mama. It’s all I want for Christmas.”  
 
    “I thought all you wanted was a puppy.”  
 
    “I do want a puppy, but this is something fun we can do as a family. Don’t you want to have some special family time?”  
 
    This little seven year old girl once again blew my mind. She knew all of my weak spots. How was I ever supposed to say no to that? I looked to Grace who was subtly shaking her head. She was right. This was a completely crazy idea and I couldn’t give in to it just because Delaney had me wrapped around her finger. But as I looked at her with that little lip still out and a pleading look in her eyes, I knew I couldn’t resist. “You know what? I think that’s a great idea! Go get packed. We’re leaving tomorrow.”  
 
    Delaney turned toward her brother who immediately high-fived her before the two of them ran out of the room together, already talking about everything they were going to do in New York City.  
 
    The smile on my face dropped as I felt a hand land on my arm that obviously belonged to Grace. To my surprise, she giggled as she leaned closer to whisper in my ear. “Yep. Totally not a pushover at all.”  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    “Next stop: New York City,” I said as we got into the car after getting both kids buckled up and our bags situated.  
 
    I still couldn’t believe that I had become such a sucker throughout the years that I had let our seven-year-old daughter convince me to take them to New York City. Now just ten days before Christmas we were on our way to upstate New York to get the puppy she requested. Absolutely pathetic. Way to go, Kinsley. I had officially become one of those moms I used to judge so harshly.  
 
    I opened the map on my phone and found it would take us about two hours to get into New York City if we didn’t hit any traffic or make any pit stops. The goal was to get there as quickly as possible since we could only stay for two nights.  
 
    “So, is everyone good?” I asked as I started to pull out of the driveway. “No one needs to use the bathroom one more time or anything? We have a long drive ahead of us, so we need to take care of that now.”  
 
    Both kids shook their heads no, so I took that as a good sign and started our drive, reminding the kids once again that there was a chance the dog we were going to pick up wouldn’t be there when we arrived. Delaney once again told me that Santa wouldn’t let that happen, and I cringed as I thought about how she would react if it did.  
 
    I took Grace's hand in mine as she put on Christmas music, and kissed her knuckles when I felt her smiling over at me. Even after all this time, the feeling of her gaze falling on me was enough to make my stomach twist and turn in excitement. This might not have been what I was expecting to do the week before Christmas, especially since it was putting me behind on my current book set to be out at the beginning of next year, but damn, I was going to make the most of it. It was going to be absolutely perfect.  
 
    I let myself get lost in the Christmas music, only to be interrupted by a high pitched little voice just fifteen minutes later. “Wait. I need to go to the bathroom.”  
 
    “And I need a snack. I’m starving,” Dylan added.  
 
    Seriously? “Are you f—... didn’t you guys just do that at home?”  
 
    “Didn’t have to.”  
 
    “Wasn’t hungry.” 
 
    I looked at Grace in disbelief but she simply laughed in return. Yep. Absolutely perfect.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Four and a half hours, several pit stops, and a butt load of traffic later, we finally pulled into the hotel we were going to be staying at for the next two nights. Grace chased after the kids when they jumped out of the car and ran to the hotel, clearly not as exhausted as I was from the drive. I rubbed at my tired eyes before grabbing all of the bags from the car and lugging them behind me into the hotel. I smiled in spite of my tiredness as I waited in line to check in and listened to my kids laugh with their mom while they waited for me. My smile dropped when I heard their little voices yell to someone in the lobby, and I hoped I had misheard what I was pretty positive I hadn’t.  
 
    “Mom-Mom!” 
 
    “Grammy!”  
 
    “My babies!” The sound of my mom’s voice loud and clear told me I definitely hadn’t been imagining things. 
 
    I turned around to find my mom and Grace’s mom giving hugs to their grandchildren and a very shocked looking Grace staring back at me with intense questioning in her eyes. I shrugged, but couldn’t give her anything else since it was my turn to check in. 
 
    I could barely focus on the receptionist’s questions as my own questions ran through my head. What the hell were they doing here? How did they even know we would be here? How was I going to survive two days in New York City with them and then a week over Christmas? I loved my mom and mother-in-law more than words could describe, but they also drove me completely insane. Holidays were the worst since they were both so over the top.  
 
    “So, what room are you guys in?” my mom asked as I made my way back over to the group, acting like them being there wasn’t a complete and utter shock. 
 
    I looked down at our room key, barely able to focus since I had no idea what was happening. “Um, looks like room 412.” 
 
    My mom’s wide grin dropped into a slight frown. “Well, that’s no good. We requested a room next to yours, and we’re on a different floor.” 
 
    I had to bite back my smile and the witty remark that was right on the tip of my tongue. “So, not to be blunt, but what the hell are you guys doing here? I didn’t even tell you we were coming.” I gave Grace an accusatory look as I spoke, but her wide eyes told me she also had no idea what was happening.  
 
    “Oh, sweetheart,” my mom said, followed by one of her big jolly laughs. “Dylan sent me a text telling me all about it, and we just couldn’t resist.”  
 
    I smiled at the group while I leaned close to Grace to whisper so only she could hear. “I told you we shouldn’t have taught them how to send texts from their iPads.”  
 
    “You taught them that. You said it kept your mom from texting you all the time.”  
 
    Shit. She was right. What was I thinking? “So, back to my original question—what the hell are you doing here?”  
 
    “Such a dirty mouth you have, Kinsley Laurel. You shouldn’t speak that way in front of your children. We came to spend time with our grandbabies, of course. We don’t get to see them enough.”  
 
    I bit my tongue as I thought about how they had just seen them over Thanksgiving and then before that on Halloween. As I thought about what to say, Delaney responded to my mom instead. “Words like hell, shit, and asshole are just words Mom-Mom. They never hurt anyone. Hate, stupid, and ugly are the ones we should avoid.”  
 
    I smiled proudly at my daughter. It turned out she did listen to me every once in a while. My smile was wiped away by my mother’s disapproving glare, but I simply shrugged in response. “I thought you hated cities. They are filled with crime and Democrats.” I whispered Democrats in the same way my mom always did, as if that was somehow a bad word.  
 
    “We decided to do something outside of our comfort zones for once,” Grace’s mom said, a proud smile on her face. 
 
    Now was the time they decided to take my advice and branch out? A week before Christmas when I was on a mission to keep the magic alive for my daughter just a little bit longer?  
 
    “Did you guys drive here?” Grace asked.  
 
    Both of our moms laughed loudly as if this was the funniest, most ridiculous question in the world. “Of course not, dear,” my mom said as she wiped at a tear as it ran down her cheek. “We took a train.”  
 
    This was all a lot to take in. I had no idea my mom and Grace’s mom even knew how to take a train into New York City. I clapped my hands together as I forced a smile at our moms. “Well then, how about we go get settled in our room and then we’ll give you a call to figure out dinner?”  
 
    My mom’s smile grew even wider. “Reservations have already been made.”  
 
    I smiled back through gritted teeth. “Perfect.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Please be nice,” Grace whispered as we walked into the Applebee's my mom made reservations at. “They took a train just to be with us.”  
 
    “I’m always nice. When am I not nice?”  
 
    “I feel like that’s a trick question, and I refuse to answer it.” Grace playfully bumped her hip against mine as we came to the table our moms were already seated at.  
 
    “So, how hard was it to get reservations for this fine establishment?” I asked, voice dripping with sarcasm.  
 
    My mom either didn’t notice or chose to ignore it as she smiled proudly at me. “They normally don’t even take reservations, but I was able to get them to make an exception for me.”  
 
    Of course she was. My mom was very good at talking people into stuff. Sometimes it was thanks to her sweet talking abilities and other times they agreed just to get her to stop talking.  
 
    “Tell us all about this puppy you’re getting,” Grace’s mom said as we sat down. “I hear Santa picked him out especially for you guys.”  
 
    I cringed, worried I had gotten the kids’ hopes up too much and how badly this would backfire if he was gone once we got there. “He did, but even Santa has his limits. The kiddos understand that if someone gets there to adopt him before us that they’ll get him instead.”  
 
    Delaney crawled over my mom’s lap and plopped herself right in between her and Grace’s mom. “I’m not worried. Patch is going to be ours.” She smiled across the table at me and Grace. “That’s what me and Dylan decided to name him.”  
 
    “Did you both decide on that name?” I looked down at Dylan, who was sitting beside me, and lifted an eyebrow.  
 
    Dylan shrugged his shoulders in a way that told me he had not contributed to the name choice at all. “Sure. I like it.”  
 
    “It’s because of the black patch over his eye,” Delaney said proudly.  
 
    The conversation was interrupted by the waiter coming over to take our order, and thanks to my children’s (and our moms’) short attention span, it was forgotten about by the time he walked away. Instead, we talked about what we wanted to do with the little bit of time we had in New York City.  
 
    “Well, what are we waiting for?” my mom asked just as she took the last bite of her food. “I have our whole night planned.”  
 
    I rolled my eyes, but couldn’t help but laugh. Of course she did.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Next stop: Rockefeller center to see the Christmas tree,” my mom announced as we left the restaurant.  
 
    Delaney jumped up and down as Grace’s mom struggled to grab her hand. “I heard this is the biggest tree in the whole wide world.”  
 
    Dylan reached his hand out toward my mom, smiling when she took it. “I heard it has more than like a bajillion and one lights.”  
 
    “It might even have a katrillion,” Delaney added excitedly.  
 
    They both continued to talk about what they expected to see from the tree until we made it there and both of them went completely silent. I looked between the two of them, their mouths agape as they stared up at the tree that looked like it had to be almost one hundred feet tall. I looked from them to the tree that was absolutely magnificent.  
 
    I had been to New York to see the Christmas display once in high school. My grandma took me there for a special girl’s weekend. She told me she needed to get away because she could “use some cheering up,” but looking back, I’ve realized she did it to actually try to cheer me up. And it had worked—at least for that weekend. That was still one of my very best memories with my grandma.  
 
    “Isn’t it beautiful?” Grace asked, pulling me from my thoughts as she wrapped an arm around me and brought her body tight up against mine.  
 
    I looked at the tree once again, then up at the sky where I imagined my grandma smiling down at me as I let my eyes drift down to my children then over to Grace. “It really is.”  
 
    Grace caught my stare and knocked her hip against mine. “You’re such a sap.”  
 
    I stuck my chin in the air indignantly. “I have absolutely no idea what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “Sure you don’t,” Grace said with a laugh.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, we didn’t get to do much beyond seeing the tree. We had just enough time to watch people ice skating, and to explain to Delaney that even Mom-Mom couldn’t sweet talk her way into getting them reservations for that, before the kids’ eyes became heavy and they started asking about bed. We almost made it to the hotel before we were forced to pick them up and carry them the rest of the way. I let out a breath as we laid them down on their beds, then threw myself onto ours.  
 
    “Well, I’m exhausted,” I said as I ran a hand across my forehead.  
 
    Grace flopped down on the bed beside me, smiling at me in a way that caused her whole face to light up and my stomach to do somersaults. When her glasses slipped down her nose and she pushed them up the same way she had been since I met her, the butterflies picked up even more, and I wished the kids weren’t just a few feet away. Grace’s smile grew even more, leading me to believe she was definitely reading my mind. “Still think this whole dog mission was a good idea?”  
 
    “In my defense, I didn’t think it would turn into all of this.”  
 
    Grace let out a light laugh. “You mean you didn’t expect the kids to convince you to let them come along and make a pit stop completely out of the way, and for our moms to show up by train?” 
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh along with her. It was all too ridiculous. “I don’t know whether to be shocked or impressed.”  
 
    “Probably a little of both.”  
 
    “I can only imagine what they have planned for tomorrow.” 
 
    “Only time will tell, my dear.”  
 
    After a moment, our laughter died off and the air between us seemed to get heavier. I reached out my hand and ran it through Grace’s hair, loving the way she leaned into the motion and sighed with contentment. “I love you so much. I love this crazy life we created together.”  
 
    “So, you never, ever wish you could go back and be the old crazy Kinsley? Miss those nights filled with strong Gayborhood drinks and random hook ups?” Grace asked, the sparkle in her eyes telling me she knew exactly what my answer would be.  
 
    “Not one bit.” I looked over at the kids then back at Grace, lifting one eyebrow as I licked my lips and moved my hand from her hair to her stomach. “Although, I do miss how loud you used to get whenever I would—” 
 
    “Enough,” Grace scolded, as she pushed my hand away. “The kids could wake up any second. For all you know they already could be awake.”  
 
    “Come on. Don’t you want to live on the edge a little bit?”  
 
    Grace laughed. “And risk my kids hearing me have an orgasm? Yeah, no thank you.”  
 
    “Your loss,” I said as I crawled up the bed and underneath the covers. I closed my eyes and let the warmth overtake me. “On second thought, this warm bed just might be better than sex right now.”  
 
    Grace pushed out her bottom lip and scooted up the bed to join me underneath the covers. “A warm bed is better than my warm body?” 
 
    “Absolutely not. I’m just trying to think of anything other than your naked body right now.” It was true. I may have been joking when I was coming on to Grace since I knew it would make her uncomfortable, but now it was all I could think about. All I wanted to do was say to hell with it and just rip her clothes off, running my hands and mouth over every single part of her body until she… 
 
    “Stop,” Grace said, interrupting those glorious thoughts. 
 
    “Stop what?” 
 
    “Stop thinking about what I know you’re thinking about.”  
 
    “You couldn’t possibly know what I’m thinking about.” Except she could. She totally could, and I knew she did just from the incredulous look she was giving me. I placed a quick kiss on her lips before burying my face into her neck and burrowing myself further under the covers. “Love you, babe.” 
 
    “Love you too.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I was woken up the next day to Delaney jumping on top of me and knocking all of the air out of my lungs. “Wake up! Wake up! Grandma and Mom-Mom said they have big plans for us today.” 
 
    I slowly opened up just one eye and closed it when I noticed Delaney staring right at me. “What time is it?”  
 
    Delaney shrugged her shoulders. “Beats me.”  
 
    I opened my eyes to look at the clock on the nightstand and found that it was only 7:30. “It’s 2.” 
 
    “Two?”  
 
    “Yeah. Too early for you to be waking me up.”  
 
    Delaney laughed as she threw all of her body weight on top of me once again. “Mom-Mom said you would say that, but she also said time waits for no one, whatever that means.”  
 
    I groaned as I carefully pushed her off of me. “I’m taking away your iPad.”  
 
    “No, you’re not,” Delaney said with a giggle. 
 
    “Fine. What is your brother doing?” 
 
    “Reading.” 
 
    Of course he was. Miniature Grace through and through.  
 
    “I’ll get up if you jump on your mom even harder than you jumped on me.” I laughed as I heard Grace groan after Delaney took full advantage of my challenge.  
 
    Surprisingly, just an hour later, we were on our way out of the hotel room to meet our moms for breakfast. After breakfast, we spent most of the day walking around and taking in the different sights.  
 
    As the sun was beginning to set, Grace’s mom suggested a horse driven carriage ride through Central Park. The kids insisted on sharing a carriage with their grandmas leaving me and Grace by ourselves in our carriage.  
 
    “Let’s play a little game,” I said as I wrapped an arm around her and pulled her closer to me.  
 
    “Should I be scared? Because I really feel like I should be.”  
 
    I threw my head back in laughter as I imagined where her mind was probably going. “Not this time.” 
 
    “Okay then. What is it?”  
 
    “Twenty questions but with memories. I’ll think of one of my favorite memories, then you ask me yes or no questions and see if you can figure it out before your twenty questions run out.”  
 
    “Sounds impossible, but okay, I’m in.”  
 
    I thought long and hard to come up with the perfect memory. I wanted something that wouldn’t be so easy, but meant a lot to me. My heart warmed as I thought of the perfect memory to use. I wasn’t even sure if Grace would remember this time since it was so long ago, but it was honestly still one of my favorite memories together.  
 
    “Okay. I got one.”  
 
    “Did it happen in the past five years?”  
 
    “Nope.”  
 
    “Hm.” Grace tapped at her chin dramatically. “Did it happen the first summer we met?” 
 
    Shit. How the hell did she do that? Maybe she would actually figure this out after all. “It did.”  
 
    “Was it something that only you and I did together?”  
 
    “Nope.”  
 
    “Were Liam and Leah with us?”  
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “Our camping trip?”  
 
    I laughed loudly. Of course Grace was already going for the win after only asking four questions. “Bold move trying to guess already, but no, it’s not our camping trip. Although, that is a good one.”  
 
    “Which part?” Grace playfully elbowed me in the side. “The part where you tried to make me jealous by bringing another girl back to the campsite or the first time I ever saw you cry?”  
 
    “Whatever. Just keep asking.”  
 
    “Was it part of your moving on plan for me?”  
 
    Shit. She was definitely getting closer. “It was. Six questions down. Fourteen to go.” She was definitely going to get this, which sucked because I hated losing.  
 
    “Shoot. I’m trying to figure out what we did with Leah and Liam that was to help me move on.”  
 
    I smiled proudly. Maybe she wouldn’t get it.  
 
    “I got it!”  
 
    Shit.  
 
    “Ax throwing! It’s definitely ax throwing. We should do that again. So much fun.”  
 
    “How do you do that?” I groaned.  
 
    “I’m a Kinsley mind reader.” 
 
    “Whatever. Your turn.”  
 
    “Already have one,” Grace said, a bit of cockiness to her voice that I didn’t appreciate. 
 
    Since I knew how Grace’s mind worked, I felt confident about my first question. “Is it a memory from that first summer we met?”  
 
    “Am I really that predictable?”  
 
    “You thought of it really quickly. That’s what gave you away. Was it part of my moving on plan?”  
 
    “Nope!”  
 
    Hm. Okay. “Does it involve the two of us getting naked?”  
 
    “Ha. You wish.”  
 
    “I’m out of guesses,” I said sarcastically. “From what I can remember, all of our memories from that summer ended with us getting naked.”  
 
    Grace elbowed me once again. “Oh shut up. They did not.”  
 
    “You’re right. They just all ended with me orgasming as I thought of you naked.”  
 
    Grace initially started to laugh, but she became serious as she stared at me and began to study my face. “I can never tell if you’re actually being serious.”  
 
    “You want to know if I ever masturbated while thinking about you that summer, don’t you?”  
 
    Grace's eyes shot to the person sitting in front of us driving the carriage, then back at me, silently warning me to stop talking.  
 
    I felt a smirk come onto my face. “Looks like you’ll never know. Alright, time for my next question.” I rubbed my hands together as I contemplated what to ask. “Was anyone else there for this memory?”  
 
    “Are you just going to keep asking me all the same questions I asked you? The answer is yes by the way.”  
 
    “So, Leah and Liam?”  
 
    “Nope. That’s four now.” 
 
    Hm. Something we did with other people, but not Leah and Liam. What could she possibly…? Aha! “Did this memory involve us getting dirty in a non-sexual way?” 
 
    Grace rolled her eyes. Clearly, I had figured it out. “Ugh. Yes.”  
 
    “The races. What a great night.”  
 
    “We’ve had a lot of great nights,” Grace said as she leaned even closer to me.  
 
    My first reaction was to make a joke about how sexual that sounded even though I knew she didn’t actually mean it that way, but it was much too sweet of a moment for me to ruin it with my sarcasm. The sun had completely set, causing the light snow that had started to fall to be highlighted by the lights around Central Park.  
 
    It was extremely romantic and such a good reminder of what’s important in life. It’s crazy how Christmas time always seemed to put things like that into perspective. I leaned my head down against Grace’s and took in the scent of her hair as I continued to watch the falling snow.  
 
    The rest of the carriage ride went by way too quickly as I became completely lost in Grace and the moment we were sharing. When we pulled up next to the carriage our moms and kids were in, Delaney waved at us excitedly. “Guess what Moms? Mom-Mom and Grandma said we could have a slumber party in their room tonight if it’s okay with you guys.” She put her hands together in a praying motion and pushed out her bottom lip. “Can we? Pretty please?”  
 
    Little did she know, there was no need to beg. I was already making plans about how the night was going to go and the wheels in my head were spinning as I tried to think of an excuse to get back to the hotel even sooner. “I think that’s a wonderful idea,” I said as I gripped Grace’s hand harder, hoping she realized that she was in for quite the treat tonight.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
    As soon as I closed the door to our hotel room, I turned toward Grace and wiggled my eyebrows. “Fancy meeting you here.”  
 
    “Come here often?” she added with a wink.  
 
    I ran a finger up her arm, basking in the way that simple touch caused her to close her eyes and sigh. “Just to be clear, we are on the same page about where this night is going, right?”  
 
    Grace opened her eyes to look at me and a smile spread across her face. “Obviously. A good night’s sleep with no one waking us up by jumping on us in the morning. Pure bliss. Pure relaxation.”  
 
    My heart dropped a little, along with my smile. I really hoped she was messing with me right now.  
 
    Grace started to laugh and shook her head at me. “That was way too easy.” She became more serious as she bit her bottom lip. “I was actually thinking this might be a good time to try out that whirlpool tub.”  
 
    I nodded emphatically. I could feel my body temperature rising just thinking about it. I wasn’t even sure when the last time was that Grace and I had sex. Most nights we were either way too exhausted or had one of the kids crawling into bed with us. This was going to be absolutely amazing. 
 
    Unwilling to waste any time, I started to quickly undress. Once I had all of my clothes off, I ran toward the bathroom, turning to look at Grace once I got to the door. “So, are you coming?” I asked as I wiggled my eyebrows at her.  
 
    Her eyes were wide and mouth agape as she stared back at me. I loved that I could still have this effect on her after more than ten years together. Her eyes moved up my body and she swallowed hard as they reached mine, then she nodded without saying a word.  
 
    I turned back around and walked the rest of the way into the bathroom, feeling very satisfied with that reaction. I leaned down to start the water, then moved my hand around the tub as it started to heat up to make sure it was a good temperature.  
 
    When I stood back up, two arms wrapped around me from behind. Grace’s naked body pressed firmly against mine making my whole body purr in anticipation. I turned around, keeping our bodies pulled close together and placed a quick kiss on her lips before pulling back so I could get a good look at her.  
 
    My lord, her body was amazing. I knew she sometimes got self-conscious after having two children, but she had no reason to feel that way. I found her more and more attractive every day. The imperfections that she hated, I absolutely loved because it reminded me of the greatest gift she ever gave me—our family.  
 
    “You are absolutely breathtaking,” I said as I ran my hands up her arms. I smiled when I realized she had kept her glasses on even though we were getting into the tub. I may not have had the chance to take off her clothes, but I found the idea of taking off my sexy nerd’s glasses to be just as much of a turn on.  
 
    I used both hands to slide them down her nose and off of her face, causing Grace to giggle. “I’ll never understand your fascination with my glasses.”  
 
    “You’re just such a goddamn sexy nerd. I can’t handle it.”  
 
    “Well, now that I can’t see you anymore, I’d really like to feel you.” She looked past me at the tub. “Shall we?”  
 
    I moved my arms to direct her to go first, then enjoyed the delicious view of her ass as she stepped in. I continued to watch as she sat down and sank into the water.  
 
    She smiled at me as she ran her hand along the water. “Well, what are you waiting for?”  
 
    I forced my focus away from her and onto getting into the tub where I sat across from her, letting my legs tangle up with hers.  
 
    “You’re too far away,” Grace said as she moved her finger in a come hither motion.  
 
    I inched across the tub and wrapped my legs and arms completely around her body. “Is this better?” 
 
    Grace took a long, shaky breath. “Much.”  
 
    I leaned in and began to kiss along her neck when a washcloth and body wash sitting on the side of the tub caught my eye. I grabbed both, immersing the washcloth in the water before lathering it with soap. I slowly ran the washcloth along Grace’s body, starting with her arms, then moving on to her neck and chest. I lifted one leg at a time out of the water and did those as well, loving the way Grace’s breathing picked up each time I touched a new part of her body.  
 
    I let the washcloth drop into the water and leaned down to pepper kisses along her chest. Grace’s hands fell into my hair as she let out the sweetest little whimpers that had my body begging for more. Since my pleasure was coming from her pleasure, I dropped my mouth to her breast, biting down gently on her nipple.  
 
    “Oh my God, Kinsley,” Grace said breathlessly as she held me against her.  
 
    Once I was satisfied with the attention I had given to that breast, I moved over to the other, lapping it with my tongue as I let my hand slip down between her legs. “The answer is yes by the way,” I said as I pulled my mouth away.  
 
    “Wh-what?”  
 
    I ran my fingers over her folds, then pushed one deep inside of her. “That summer when we first met I totally thought about you while I was masturbating.”  
 
    I took my finger out, just to shove it back in, this time eliciting a guttural moan that I had never heard from Grace before. “I think the first time was right after we played truth for a dare while I was getting ready to go to the club with you.” Out and in. “You had just given me the most awkward lap dance in the world, and I was so freaking turned on.” Out and in. “I went into my room and fingered myself, pretending it was you.” Out and in. “Sorry if that’s weird.”  
 
    “Oh, God no, that’s… ahh… that’s so sexy. I can’t believe you… ahh… you never told me before.”  
 
    I took my finger out and this time pushed in with two. “Want to know how many fingers I used?”  
 
    Grace bit her lip and nodded desperately. I pulled my fingers out and added a third. “This many.”  
 
    “Oh wow… wow!” Grace screamed as she pushed up into me.  
 
    It only took a few more thrusts before she was shaking against me as the orgasm shot through her. When she opened her eyes, there was so much desire in them, I thought I might come just from that look, but I knew Grace wasn’t going to let that happen.  
 
    She nodded her head toward the edge of the tub. “Sit up there.”  
 
    I did as she said and waited in anticipation. She moved closer to me and ran her hands up my legs, digging her nails into my skin in a way that was equal parts pleasurable and painful. “Spread your legs apart.”  
 
    My God, this woman was going to kill me. I wasn’t used to Grace being so aggressive, which only made it that much sexier when she was. I felt myself getting even wetter and more turned on, but I refused to lose control just yet. I lifted one eyebrow in the air, trying my best to play it cool. “I think you should do that for me.” 
 
    Grace moved her hands from the top of my legs to the insides and pushed them apart. She slowly leaned in until she was just inches from where I needed her. My body shook as I felt her warm breath glide across my center, but much to my dismay, she didn’t come any closer. 
 
    “What are you waiting for?” I asked desperately, my body instinctively trying to push closer to her.  
 
    Grace smiled maliciously and lifted an eyebrow. “Oh, I’m sorry. Did you want something?”  
 
    I groaned loudly. She really was trying to kill me.  
 
    Grace’s smile became one of satisfaction as she finally leaned in the rest of the way, taking me fully into her mouth.  
 
    My hands pushed firmly against the side of the tub and my head shot back as the most amazing sensation ran through my whole body. It was like going from being numb, to suddenly feeling everything. I didn’t just feel her tongue on my center. I felt it everywhere. My body tingled from my head down to my toes, and I felt like I might explode already.  
 
    I focused on holding on as she ran her tongue up my center, then sucked my clit into her mouth. She did this a few more times before plunging her tongue deep inside of me. That was it. I was completely done for. I pushed myself against her harder and dropped one hand down to her hair, keeping her in place right where I needed her. My body thrust against her mouth as she picked up her pace even more. Within seconds, the whole room seemed to go dark as my orgasm shot through me, causing my whole body to shake uncontrollably until I melted back into the tub.  
 
    I kept my eyes closed for a few minutes, then opened them to find Grace looking at me with a pleased grin on her face. “That was…” I took a deep breath and blew it out. “My God, Grace. Maybe we should bring our moms on every vacation.”  
 
    Grace laughed playfully. “Okay, now I definitely know you’re in a post-sex haze. Let’s see if you still feel that way tomorrow.”  
 
    She stood up and reached a hand down toward me, water dripping from her body in the most delicious way. If I wasn’t so spent, I would have tried to go for round two, but I knew I didn’t have the energy for that, so I accepted her hand.  
 
    After a few minutes, we were both dressed again. I looked at Grace to find she was wearing flannel pajama pants and a shirt that said, “In a world full of grinches, be a Cindy Lou Who.”  
 
    “You’re too cute,” I said with a laugh. 
 
    Grace did a spin as if she was modeling. “Do you like it? I know it’s a far cry from that one year before we had kids when I surprised you with the Santa lingerie.”  
 
    “Can I be honest with you?” I asked as I walked over to her and slipped my arms around her waist. “I find this just as sexy. It’s so very you, and I love absolutely everything about you.”  
 
    “Even the way I lecture you about forgetting to put the cap back on the toothpaste?” 
 
    “Even all of your lecturing.” 
 
    “Can we make sure of something this year?”  
 
    “Of course. What’s up?”  
 
    “Let’s make sure this is the best Christmas ever.”  
 
    I stared into Grace’s eyes as I pushed a piece of her hair behind her ear, and saw my whole world. “That’s not going to be a problem. Every year with you just keeps getting better and better.”  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
    “How was your night?” Grace’s mom asked as they met us at our car to say goodbye.  
 
    “Simply divine,” I answered while giving her a kiss on the cheek.  
 
    “So, I take it you got a good night’s sleep?” 
 
    “Oh yes. And I took a terrific bath. Definitely helped me to…” Grace glared at me as she waited for me to finish my sentence. “Relax.”  
 
    “That’s so nice, sweetheart,” my mom answered, both of our moms clearly oblivious to why the night had actually been so great.  
 
    We said our goodbyes and got the kids into the car. I then took out my phone to call the rescue and make sure it still made sense for us to make the five and a half hour drive up there. After confirming that he was indeed still there, I got in the car, determined to make the rest of this journey go as quickly as possible.  
 
    Two hours and three bathroom stops in, what had started as a light snow, began to fall much harder. A half hour later, I could no longer see in front of me. “Shit,” I whispered under my breath as I tried, and failed, to focus on the road.  
 
    Grace placed a hand on my arm. “Maybe we should pull over.”  
 
    I wanted to fight her and keep going, but when I looked in the rearview mirror to see the two kids sleeping peacefully, I knew I couldn’t do anything that would possibly put us in danger. “That’s a good idea. I don’t just want to pull over somewhere random though.”
“This looks like a good place to stop,” Grace said as she pointed to a sign that read Christmas Cottage.  
 
    I pulled into the parking lot, which was more like a driveway, and shut off the car. “Let me go figure out exactly where we are. I’ll be right back.”  
 
    I got out of the car and walked toward the house that appeared to be about the same size as our own. I was about to knock when I noticed the handwritten sign that said Come in! We have vacancies! When I opened the door, I had to blink my eyes a few times. I was pretty sure I had just walked onto the set of a Hallmark Christmas movie. The smell of cookies immediately hit my nose and I was overtaken with warmth from the wood fireplace just across the room that was decorated with stockings and snowglobes. Next to the fireplace was a Christmas tree that appeared to be covered with homemade ornaments.  
 
    “Hello?” a high-pitched voice called from another room.  
 
    I was about to answer when a short, somewhat plump, white-haired woman walked into the room, wearing an apron and carrying a plate of cookies in her hands. What the hell? I wasn’t sure if this was Hallmark or The Twilight Zone. I definitely felt like I had just entered another dimension.  
 
    “How can I help you?” the woman asked in a sing-song manner. 
 
    “Oh. Umm… hi. My family is driving upstate and the snow became too much. This just happened to be where we pulled off. We just need somewhere to stay warm until this passes. We can rent a room. I’m honestly not sure if we’ll be staying the night though. We really need to get back on the road.” 
 
    “Oh dear. You will definitely be staying the night. This snow isn’t letting up anytime soon I’m afraid.” 
 
    Shit. That’s what I was afraid of too. “Do you have any openings? I’m sure this is a busy time of year for you.”  
 
    The woman’s face became sad as she looked down toward the ground. “We have all of the openings. I’m afraid people just don’t seem to get into the Christmas spirit the same way they used to. They want all the glitz and glam of the city, none of the smalltown Christmas traditions.” 
Yep, definitely a Hallmark movie. “You know what? I happen to love small town Christmas traditions. I grew up in a very small town in Pennsylvania so this makes me feel right at home.”  
 
    The woman’s face lit up as she looked back up at me. “Well, that’s wonderful. We would be happy to have you until this snow lets up.”  
 
    I thanked her profusely and she insisted that I take a cookie before going out to get my family from the car. I bit into it as I walked outside and moaned as it hit my tongue. It was just a chocolate chip cookie, but somehow it tasted like Christmas and holiday cheer. Well, shit. This place was already having an effect on me. What was next? Caroling through town? I laughed at myself. Yeah right. That’s where I drew the line.  
 
    I opened the driver side door and popped my head into the car, looking over at Grace while I spoke. “We can stay here as long as we need to, but I just need you to make me a promise first.”  
 
    “Okay…” Grace gave me a look of sheer confusion.  
 
    “Promise me you won’t fall for the town baker whose bakery is on the cusp of being shut down because of some big corporate hub being built.”  
 
    Grace now looked even more confused. “I don’t get it.”  
 
    “You will once we get in there. I promise.”  
 
    As soon as we walked through the door, Grace’s eyes went wide. “Okay. I get it now.”  
 
    “Right?” I whispered. “This is the type of shit that keeps you glued to the TV all of December.”  
 
    Grace elbowed me in the side. “Stop that. I like it. It’s romantic.”  
 
    I opened my mouth to argue with her, but then shut it instead. Even I had to admit that it actually was pretty romantic.  
 
    “Are we at the North Pole?” Dylan asked as he grabbed onto my leg.  
 
    “Not quite, but close,” an older man said with a chuckle as he joined us by the door. Unlike the woman, he was tall and skinny. His once-dark hair was now mostly gray, along with the beard on his face. He reached a hand out toward me. “I’m Arthur Crane.” At that very moment, the woman from earlier came into the room carrying a new plate of cookies, and Arthur pointed his thumb at her. “And that’s my wife Beatrice. We are very happy to have visitors. What brings you in this direction?”  
 
    Delaney stepped up beside me and stood tall. “We’re going to pick up a new puppy that Santa picked out especially for our family. His name is Patch!”  
 
    Arthur bent down so he was on Delaney’s level. “That’s a great name. Did you think of that?”  
 
    “Yeah. Well, me and my brother did, but mostly just me.”  
 
    Arthur chuckled as he stood back up. “You’ve got a lot of spunk, kid. I love it.” He looked between me and Grace. “Shall I show you to your room?”  
 
    I nodded. “We don’t know if we’ll be staying overnight, but it would be nice to freshen up.”  
 
    Arthur looked past us out the window and rubbed at his beard. “I hate to tell you this, but you’re definitely going to be spending the night here. Maybe even two. That snow isn’t letting up any time soon. I hope your pup doesn’t mind the wait.”  
 
    “He won’t,” Delaney said as she walked past Arthur right up to where Beatrice was standing and pointed to her plate of cookies. “May I have one please?”  
 
    Beatrice held the plate down toward Delaney. “Why of course. Especially since you asked so nicely.”  
 
    “Me too?” Dylan asked quietly. “Please.”  
 
    After letting Delaney and Dylan take a cookie, Beatrice looked between Grace and I. “You have very polite children. You must be doing something right.”  
 
    I put an arm around Grace and smiled proudly. “I can’t take any credit for that. They totally take after my wife.”  
 
    “So, shall we?” Arthur asked as he pointed toward the stairs.  
 
    We followed him up the staircase, which was decorated with lights and holly, then down a long hallway. “You guys can stay in these two rooms.” He pointed to two doors right across from each other. “Kids over here and mommies on this side.”  
 
    I gave him an appreciative smile. “Sounds great. Thank you so much.”  
 
    “No problem.” Arthur turned around and was soon back down the stairs.  
 
    We opened the door to the children’s room first and found a modest size room with two twin beds. One bed had a red comforter and the other had a green one and there was a small Christmas tree in the corner.  
 
    “You guys pick out your beds in case we have to stay. We’re going to go to our room.”  
 
    We walked back across the hall and opened the door to the other room. This room had one king size bed with a country-esque looking comforter that had what appeared to be reindeer on it. One end of the room had a fireplace which was already burning and the other had yet another small tree.  
 
    “Now can you admit that this is romantic?” Grace asked as she looked all around.  
 
    “Okay. It definitely is, but that doesn’t change the fact that it’s just over a week until Christmas, and we really don’t have time for this.”  
 
    “You're worried the dog is going to be gone when we get there, aren’t you?” Grace asked as she wrapped her arms around me.  
 
    I sighed loudly and rubbed at my face. “I am. I know it’s stupid, but I’m not ready for Delaney to stop believing, and I’m afraid she would if this dog isn’t there.” 
 
    “Again, such a softy,” Grace said as she wrapped her arms even tighter around me and placed a kiss on my cheek.  
 
    “Yeah, well, don’t spread that around. I have a reputation to uphold.”  
 
    “A reputation, huh? And what type of image is my badass number one best selling lesbian romance author trying to give off?”  
 
    Before I could answer, there was a light knock on our already opened door. I looked over to find Beatrice standing there. “Sorry to interrupt, but I was just about to make dinner and was wondering how you guys would feel about tomato soup and grilled cheese. We thought it was the perfect way to warm up on this cold day.”  
 
    “Yes, please!” two little voices called from across the hall.  
 
    Grace and I both started to laugh. I nodded my head across the hall. “Looks like you got your answer.”  
 
    “Perfect.” Beatrice turned to walk out the door, then snapped her fingers and turned around. “Oh! One other thing. After dinner, we are going to bundle up and join some neighbors to walk around town for some Christmas caroling. Would you like to join?”  
 
    “I want to go Christmas caroling!” Delaney yelled as she ran into our room.  
 
    “Yeah, I’ve never been Christmas caroling,” Dylan added.  
 
    Was this a joke? I tried not to laugh out loud at the irony. “Christmas caroling it is!”  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You’re not singing,” Grace whispered as everyone around us belted out the chorus to We Wish You a Merry Christmas. 
 
    “Am too,” I argued, even though I totally wasn’t. 
 
    “No. You’re just moving your mouth.”  
 
    “I don’t sing.”  
 
    “You do every day in the shower.”  
 
    “I can make you sing in the shower tonight.” I smiled as I watched Grace’s face turn red from embarrassment as if anyone could have heard my whispers.  
 
    She gave me a stern look as she elbowed me in the side. “Just sing.” 
 
    I winked at her and went back to moving my mouth, which is what I continued to do at all of the houses we came to. Once we were done, Beatrice invited everyone over to the cottage for hot chocolate and cookies. Delaney and Dylan ran around with the other kids while we learned more about the town. It had a population of just one thousand people which meant pretty much everyone knew each other. While Beatrice and Arthur didn’t get many outside visitors to their cottage anymore, it seemed they hosted people from town all the time, especially around Christmas. They did special events where kids made decorations for the Christmas tree and baked Christmas cookies. They also had a big Christmas Eve party where they put up a large enclosed tent in order to fit everyone.  
 
    As the night was starting to wind down, Delaney and Dylan came running over with their new friends following closely behind them. “Moms! Can we please go sledding tomorrow? Everyone is going to be there,” Delaney begged, while Dylan pushed out his bottom lip.  
 
    I looked at Grace, who shrugged her shoulders, then out the window where the snow was still falling down. “Alright. Let’s do it.”  
 
    Delaney turned to Dylan and they high-fived each other before high-fiving their new friends as well.  
 
    “If we’re going to be sledding tomorrow though, you two need to get to bed so you’re not too tired.”  
 
    “And you have to make mom sing in the shower.” 
 
    I spit out my hot chocolate in response to Delaney’s words. “What?”  
 
    “When we were caroling, you told mom you were going to make her sing in the shower tonight.” Delaney shrugged, thankfully completely oblivious to what that actually meant. “I guess you didn’t get enough singing tonight.”  
 
    Grace glared at me as I started to laugh, along with the other grown ups in the room. I was still laughing an hour later when we got up to our bedroom. 
 
    “This isn’t funny,” Grace lectured. “We’re not teenagers.” 
 
    “We’re also not dead. Everyone has sex.”  
 
    “Except you tonight.” She put her arms across her chest and lifted an eyebrow, but couldn’t stop her lips from slightly curving into a smile.  
 
    “Is that so?” I asked as I used one hand to push her down onto the bed. “Your heart rate right now tells me otherwise.” I ran my hand slowly across her chest while I kissed along her neck. 
 
    Despite her best efforts, Grace let out a soft moan when I nipped at the part of her neck that I knew was extra sensitive. “We… really… shouldn’t… be doing this. We’re guests… ah… guests in this house.”  
 
    “I’m sure Beatrice and Arnold have had their fair share of sex in this house. Heck, they could be going at it right now for all we know.”  
 
    Grace pulled back from me and scrunched up her nose. “Stop. They remind me of my grandma and grandpa. Are you trying to ruin the mood?”  
 
    “Absolutely not. Where was I?” I leaned back down and nipped at her neck once again, satisfied when Grace moaned a little bit louder this time.  
 
    I moved my hand down to the bottom of her shirt, lifting it slightly. “May I?”  
 
    Grace nodded as a wide smile spread across her face. “You know I can’t resist you.”  
 
    “That’s what I was counting on,” I said with a wink.  
 
    I slowly pulled her shirt over her head, then moved on to her pants. She did the same to me and soon we were both down to our bra and underwear. I pushed myself from the bed and stood to shimmy off the rest of my clothes, loving the way Grace’s eyes watched me hungrily.  
 
    Once I was completely naked, I motioned to Grace that it was her turn. She stayed on the bed as she stripped out of her bra and underwear, then beckoned me back to the bed. I crawled right on top of her knowing exactly what she wanted. As my legs slipped between hers, I knew I was right. I watched her eyes roll back in her head as I moved against her, our bodies becoming one. 
It took me back to the first time we ever made love. Grace had taken control that time, but our bodies had been in sync just as they were right now. I took her chin in my hand and whispered “You are so beautiful,” just as she had that night.  
 
    Just like the first time, I gave myself to her completely. Only now, ten years and two kids later, I wasn’t scared like I was that night. I didn’t worry about what it meant or how my heart was feeling. This girl underneath me had taught me how to love when I never thought I would again. She taught me just how amazing life could be when you stopped being afraid to live it. And as I looked into her eyes while we came together, I was reminded once again just how beautiful my life was since she was in it.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Wake up!” Delaney shouted as she came running into our room and jumped on top of me.  
 
    I groaned as I tried to roll away from her. “Do you always have to wake me up like that?”  
 
    “Sure do,” she said with a giggle as she continued to bounce on top of me.  
 
    “Bounce on me one more time, and I’m going to call Santa and tell him you shouldn’t get any gifts.”  
 
    That did the trick and Delaney quickly jumped from the bed. This was why my kids could never find out Santa wasn’t real. It was much too good of a weapon to have.  
 
      
 
    About two hours later we were walking to where the highest hill in town was. Both Delaney and Dylan’s eyes went wide at the sight and it wasn’t long before they were taking their first trip down the hill.  While they were distracted by sledding, I took the opportunity to call the rescue again. 
 
    “Hi, I was just calling to check on the availability of the dalmatian,” I asked when they picked up the phone.  
 
    “Let me guess, Kinsley Harper-Scott? Miss Harper-Scott, I am happy to inform you that the dalmatian is still available. Although, I must let you know that there have been a few different families who have expressed interest in him so I would suggest getting here as quickly as you can to guarantee your adoption.”  
 
    As I watched the kids run back up the hill with the sleds Beatrice had given them, I knew there wasn’t much I could do. There was no way I could pull them away from sledding. By the time we would be done, it wouldn’t give us enough time to get there before they closed, so it was for the best just to enjoy today then leave bright and early tomorrow. So, that’s exactly what I was going to do. After letting the kids go down a few more times on their own, I insisted they let me ride with them.  
 
    I climbed behind Delaney onto her sled while Grace did the same with Dylan. I put my hands on the ground to push off, then looked over at Grace and Dylan and wiggled my eyebrows. “Race?”  
 
    “That doesn’t sound very safe,” Grace lectured. 
 
    “Sounds to me like you’re scared.” I looked at Delaney. “What do you think, kiddo? Think Mommy and Dylan are scared?” 
 
    Delaney smiled mischievously. “Totally scared.”  
 
    “Alright. You guys asked for it,” Grace said playfully while digging her hands into the ground to get ready to push off. “On your mark, get set, go!” 
 
    I used all of my strength to push us forward, then held tightly onto Delaney while we whisked through the cold winter air. I looked over to see where Grace and Dylan were and dug my hands into the ground again when I noticed they were a few feet ahead of us. Delaney laughed hysterically as we picked up speed. I kept an eye on Grace and Dylan’s sled as we kept getting closer and closer. Unfortunately, we weren’t just getting closer to their spot on the hill, but also closer to their sled. I was so focused on catching up to them that I hadn’t realized we were veering toward them. I tried to lean in the other direction to stop a collision from happening, but it was too late. Soon our sleds were crashing together and Delaney and I were rolling off of ours together. I held her tight as we rolled down the hill and breathed a sigh of relief when she began laughing hysterically as soon as we came to a stop.  
 
    I stood up and dusted the snow off of me, then helped Delaney up as well. We then walked the few feet over to where Grace and Dylan had ended up. They were lying on their backs and it looked like Grace was whispering something in his ear. They both seemed to be okay, thank God, but I still picked up my pace to get over to them. Once we were standing by them, I reached my hand down to help them up. Instead of taking my hand, Grace looked at Dylan and nodded her head. Suddenly, two snowballs were flying at me, one hitting me on the leg and the other in the stomach. Both Grace and Dylan began to laugh, obviously very satisfied with themselves.  
 
    “Oh, is that how it’s going to be?” I asked as I kicked snow at both of them.  
 
    Delaney joined me at my side and laughed as she did the same. Dylan and Grace quickly got to their feet and Grace threw another snowball at me while Dylan threw one at Delaney. 
 
    “Snowball fight!” I shouted before a full blown war broke out between the four of us that didn’t end in anyone actually winning, but did end with the four of us on the ground laughing together.  
 
    After a few more trips down the hill, all of our teeth were chattering, so we headed back to the cottage where Beatrice had hot chocolate and freshly baked cookies waiting for us once again.  
 
    She also had ornaments ready for us to decorate for the tree. “This way you’ll always be part of us,” she said, sounding nostalgic.  
 
    “That’s really beautiful,” Grace said. “Are all of these ornaments from past visitors?”  
 
    Beatrice nodded her head. “Past visitors and people from town. Although, all of the most recent ones are people from town, I’m afraid.”  
 
    I hated to see the sadness in Beatrice’s eyes as she spoke about their lack of business. “So, you wish you had more visitors?” I asked.   
 
    “Oh yes. I realize I’m getting old and slowing down, but my dream has always been to run this place until… well, until the good Lord called me away. Then my goal is to leave it to my great granddaughter.” Beatrice laughed and shook her head. “I'm not so sure she wants it right now, but I’ve had this dream that if business picked up again, maybe she would.”  
 
    I thought for a little while, wondering if there was any way I could help this woman, even in the tiniest way. That’s when an idea came to me. “You know, I’m not claiming to be popular enough to bring a bunch of business, but I am a writer with some very loyal readers. I could incorporate the cottage into my next book then let my readers know that it’s a real place they can visit. It’s not much, but I’d have to assume you’d get a few visitors from that.”  
 
    Beatrice looked at me and I could have sworn I saw some tears in her eyes. “You would do that for me?” 
 
    I took her hand in mine. “Of course. Consider it my Christmas gift to you.”  
 
    Beatrice slowly nodded her head. “You know, I prayed for a Christmas miracle. I do believe that you were that miracle.”  
 
    Wow. No one had ever called me a miracle before. In fact, if people were calling me names, they were normally from the complete opposite end of the spectrum. “I hope I can live up to your expectations.”  
 
    “Oh, dear, you already have.”  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, Miss Harper-Scott, the dalmatian is still available,” the girl from the shelter said from the other end of the phone, starting to sound annoyed with my constant badgering. 
 
    “Perfect. We will be there in about three hours.” I looked over toward the car where Grace was struggling to get the kids to sit still enough to get them situated in their booster seats. “Come to think of it, it will probably be more like four hours.”  
 
    She reminded me once again of their no-hold policy, but I only half-listened. My focus was on getting out of here and getting that dog. There was no way we had come this far just  to lose him when we were only three hours away.  
 
    Most of the drive was spent with Delaney talking about everything she was going to do with our new dog, including fighting off Cruella de Ville. Surprisingly enough, we made it with only one stop to eat and go to the bathroom and made it there in just under three and a half hours.  
 
    I was so excited to finally be there, I almost skipped inside with Delaney. Almost. I had to keep some level of pride.  
 
    “Daddy!” I heard a little girl shout as soon as we were inside the door to the shelter. “Look at this dalmatian. He’s perfect. He’s the one. That’s the dog I want.” 
 
    Oh, hell no. This was not about to happen. We did not drive all this way to have some little girl steal him right out from under us. I didn’t want to have to fight a kid, but… Okay, Kinsley, calm down, I told myself. Nothing to stress about. Her dad probably won’t even say yes.  
 
    “You’re right, sweetie. I think he would be a perfect addition to the family. Excuse me, is this dog still available for adoption?” 
 
    I walked over to where the man, who appeared to be a few years younger than me, and his young daughter were standing by our dog. “Actually, I’ve been in touch with the shelter, and my family just drove here all the way from Pennsylvania to adopt this very dog.”  
 
    The man looked toward the rescue worker, whose face was turning red as she fidgeted with her hands, clearly feeling uncomfortable about the fight that was probably about to break out. “Is that right? Was the dog reserved for them?” 
 
    The rescue worker looked down at her hands, which she continued to fiddle with. “Technically we aren’t allowed to reserve animals…”  
 
    “Perfect,” the man interrupted. “Then we’ll take him.”  
 
    I could feel my face turning red as my body warmed with anger. Who did this douchebag think he was? I was about to lay into him when I felt a tug on my jacket. When I looked down at Delaney, her bottom lip was quivering and tears were starting to come to her eyes. “Does that mean we can’t get our doggie?”  
 
    Oh no. Oh no, no, no. There was nothing more heartbreaking than seeing your child cry. I could feel my heart physically cracking open in my chest as I watched her tears collect on her red cheeks. I looked back at Mr. Asshole who didn’t seem phased at all by the little girl crying in front of him. Heartbreak turned to even more anger as I took a step closer to him, standing taller and pushing my chest out like an animal ready to fight, because that’s exactly what I was. “Listen—”  
 
    “Declan. The name is Declan Watts,” the asshole said as he crossed his arms over his chest with a smug look on his face that I would have given anything to remove with my fist. 
 
    “Listen, Declan Watts, I’d love to take this out to the parking lot to discuss this further.” 
 
    Grace firmly grabbed onto my arm as if she was afraid I was inviting him out to the parking lot to fight him rather than to have a completely civilized, adult conversation. Oh, screw it. That’s exactly what I wanted to do. This guy was a tall, lean, twig who looked like someone who had totally peeked in high school. I could take him in a street fight and that’s exactly what I wanted to do. It wasn’t my style, but no one made my daughter cry and got away with it.  
 
    I tried to pull away from Grace, but was distracted when Delaney walked past all of us to the cage next to the dalmatian’s. “Aw, what happened to this puppy?” she asked as she looked at the rescue worker with sad eyes.  
 
    “That’s Miracle. He’s been at the rescue for over a year now. His previous owner wasn’t very nice to him.”  
 
    Delaney tilted her head as she looked from the dog to the worker. “Is that what happened to his eye?”  
 
    I took a good look at the dog whose cage she was standing in front of. I couldn’t tell what kind of dog he was, most likely a mixed breed. He looked to be about fifteen pounds and had brown matted fur. His one ear looked kind of mangled and he was missing an eye.  
 
    “Yes, it is,” the rescue worker answered, her voice now somber. 
 
    “Why has he been here for a year? Why doesn’t he have a family yet?”  
 
    The worker knelt down next to Delaney so they were on the same level. “Unfortunately, most people want the younger, prettier looking dogs like that dalmatian. They judge Miracle by how he looks.”  
 
    Delaney nodded slowly, as if she was taking all of this in, then looked up at me. There were still tears in her eyes, but this time, there was a certain glimmer to them too. “Mama, Santa didn’t send us here so we could get a dog for Christmas.” 
 
    “He didn’t?” Where the hell was she going with this?  
 
    “No. He sent us here so Miracle could get a family for Christmas. We’re going to be his family.”  
 
    Do not cry. Do not cry, Kinsley Harper-Scott. Marriage and kids haven’t made you a complete sap. Okay, yes they had. I couldn’t help it as the tears came to my eyes. I was so damn proud of that little girl. She might drive me nuts most of the time, but we clearly did something right.  
 
    “That’s your daughter,” Grace whispered in my ear as she squeezed my hand. “She has your heart.”  
 
    I burst with pride hearing Grace speak like that. Delaney may have gotten some of the worst parts of me, but it seemed she got the best as well.  
 
    “So, can we move forward with the adoption of the dalmatian now?” Douchey Declan asked, totally ruining the moment. Man, I wanted to punch that guy.  
 
    The rescue worker looked at him and blinked her eyes a few times as though she was just as surprised as I was about how douchey he was. “Of course. We are going to process Miracle’s adoption first though. He’s been here longer.”  
 
    Declan twisted his face into one of annoyance, but still nodded his head. I could have sworn I saw a smirk on the rescue worker’s face as she looked from Declan over to me. “I take it we are going forward with Miracle’s adoption?” 
 
    “Most definitely. My daughter is right. He’s family. I can already tell. What do you say, buddy?” I asked Dylan, who had been quiet this whole time.  
 
    Dylan nodded his head emphatically. “Yes! It’s about time we had another man in the house.”  
 
    I laughed as I shook my head. These kids were something else.  
 
    The rescue worker wasted no time getting us the necessary adoption paperwork and telling us about Miracle’s history and what care was needed for him in the future. Soon, we were heading out with our newest family member. As suggested, we took him for a walk around the property to get better acquainted before starting our long journey home. He was perfectly behaved on the walk, never pulling as the kids took turns holding his leash, and only stopping when he had to poop and pee.  
 
    When we got to the car and situated the kids in their booster seats, Miracle jumped right in between them and laid his head on Delaney’s lap as if he knew she was the one to save him. She giggled as she reached out and pet his head, both looking completely content with their newest family member.   
 
    “Ew, daddy, your shoes,” I heard as I was shutting the door by Delaney.  
 
    I turned toward the voice and saw Declan and his daughter standing with the dalmatian. The dalmatian had his leg lifted high in the air as he let out a steady stream of pee right onto Declan’s much-too-expensive looking shoes. I laughed as he tried to yell at the dog to stop, his face turning more and more red the longer the peeing went on. And it seemed to be going on forever. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say that dog hadn’t peed in months. As if that wasn’t karma enough, he then turned himself around and pooped right on his shoes as well.  
 
    I laughed out loud, gaining the attention of my new enemy. When he looked over at me, I waved casually before getting into the car.  
 
    I started the car and looked around at my family; my whole world; the only thing I needed in this life. “Ready to get home?”  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Santa came!” Delaney screamed as she jumped on top of me as usual.  
 
    I focused on the clock on my nightstand and groaned when I realized it was only six-thirty. “Cool. The presents will still be here in three hours.”  
 
    I closed my eyes, but was forced awake once again when a cold, wet tongue licked across my face. Both Delaney and Dylan laughed as my eyes shot back open to glare at the dog who was also on top of me now. “Fine,” I growled. “Let’s do this.”  
 
    Once downstairs, I made myself a coffee and Grace a hot chocolate while the kids already started to tear the wrapping paper from their gifts. After handing Grace the steaming hot mug, she held it up toward mine. “To our greatest Christmas yet.”  
 
    I hit my mug against hers. “And to many more to come, each getting better than the last.”  
 
    “I can’t wait,” Grace said with a sweet smile.  
 
    I took in that beautiful face that only got more beautiful with time, then watched the kids excitedly open gifts while Miracle laid there with them, content to just spend time with his new family. I couldn’t have stopped the wide grin that spread across my face even if I tried. “Me either.”  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8: 5 Years Later  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Delaney Laurel, hurry up, we’re going to be late,” I yelled up the stairs.  
 
    I stood and waited until Delaney finally appeared at the top of the stairs, Miracle right at her heels as she made her way down. I took in her outfit which looked like something I would have expected her to wear to a middle school dance, not Christmas dinner at Liam and Leah’s house.  
 
    “Why are you so dressed up just to go see Aunt Leah and Uncle Liam?” I asked when she had made it all the way downstairs.  
 
    “It’s not for them,” Dylan said with a laugh as he joined us. “It’s because Clint is getting here later tonight.” He emphasized Clint’s name, saying it in a lovestruck way.  
 
    Oh no. This was the age they were at now, wasn’t it? I didn’t think I was ready for my kids to have relationships that went beyond movie dates with a big group of friends and teacher-monitored slow dances.  
 
    “It is not,” Delaney said as she shoved her brother. “Clint is annoying and immature. I wouldn’t date him in a million years.” Oh thank God. Clint may have been the son of two of our best friends, Taylor and Alexis, but I wasn’t ready for Delaney to date anyone. “Kai on the other hand—I’d date him in a heartbeat. He’s so hot.” Shit.  
 
    Dylan shook his head. “Don’t even think about it. Best friends are off limits, remember?” 
 
    “Whatever,” Delaney said with a roll of her eyes. “You only made that rule because my best friends wouldn’t date you anyway.”  
 
    “That’s enough,” Grace lectured as she walked into the hallway to join us. “Shall we go?”  
 
    She wasn’t wearing anything fancy—just jeans and a sweatshirt from Dylan’s travel soccer team—but she still took my breath away.  
 
    I stared at Grace, not trying to hide the fact that I was totally checking her out. “You look hot.” I looked between Delaney and Dylan. “Isn’t your mom hot?”  
 
    Delaney rolled her eyes once again. “Ew. That’s disgusting, Mama. You’re too old to be talking like that.”  
 
    “I might be old, but I’m not dead, and I’m certainly not blind, which I would have to be to miss how damn sexy your mom is.”  
 
    “Ew. Never use the word sexy again,” Delaney said as she pushed past me to walk toward the door, turning back around once her hand was on the knob. “Can we go?” 
 
    “Of course. We don’t want to stay at Aunt Leah and Uncle Liam’s too late and miss your boyfriend’s arrival,” Dylan said with a laugh.  
 
    “For the millionth time, he’s not my boyfriend. I mean, come on, he won his school’s spelling bee this year. He’s such a nerd. I don’t date nerds.”  
 
    “Don't knock it until you try it,” I said as I took in Grace once again. “Nerds can be incredibly sexy.”  
 
    “Again, ew,” Delaney repeated. “Stop saying sexy and stop thinking I would ever date Clint. I wouldn’t. Plus, even if I did like him, which I totally don’t, he would never like me. He’s in high school and I’m in middle school.”  
 
    I smiled, knowing my next comment was about to send Delaney over the edge. “Again, dating younger is sexy. Maybe Clint is into it just like me.”  
 
    Delaney threw her hands in the air. “That’s it. I’ll be in the car.”  
 
    Grace, Dylan, and I all laughed as she stomped her way over to the car, slamming the door dramatically after getting in.  
 
    “Alright, let’s go,” I said as I directed them to walk out of the door in front of me, then pet Miracle and promised him we wouldn’t be gone long. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    “My favorite family!” Leah shouted as she opened the door for us before we even had the chance to knock.  
 
    Once inside, Liam and Brody came around the corner to greet us as well. We all exchanged hugs and headed to the kitchen where we would be having Christmas dinner. Every few years, much to our mothers’ dismay, we did Christmas with Leah’s family before heading to see our own families. This year, since we had friends coming to visit we wouldn’t be seeing our families until the new year.  
 
    As we walked to the kitchen, Brody pointed to Delaney’s outfit. “Why are you so dressed up?” A moment later, a smile broke out on his face and he started to laugh. “Oh, I know. This is because Clint is visiting you guys.”  
 
    The two began to argue back and forth like siblings, which I guess made sense since they were technically half siblings by blood.  
 
    “This is amazing, Leah,” I said when I saw the spread of food waiting for us in the kitchen.  
 
    “Right? I’ve become such a domestic B-I-T-C-H.”  
 
    Brody walked up to his mom and patted her on the shoulder. “Mom, I’m in 8th grade. Spelling out swear words went out the window years ago. But you’re totally right—such a domestic bitch.”  
 
    Leah proudly stuck her nose in the air. “Thank you.”  
 
    “So, remind me again why you can’t stay overnight tonight,” Leah said a few minutes later as we all sat down for dinner. 
 
    I rolled my eyes at her. “You know exactly why. We’ve talked about this.”  
 
    Leah sighed dramatically. “I know. I just can’t believe you have friends other than me.”  
 
    “Mom, you’re like really old. Way too old to be getting jealous,” Brody said through a mouthful of food. 
 
    Leah pointed her fork at him. “First of all, don’t speak with your mouth full. More importantly, I’m not old. I’m barely over forty.”  
 
    Brody laughed. “Technically, you’re closer to fifty.”  
 
    “And I still have the receipt for your skateboard, so you should bite your tongue.”  
 
    “Exactly,” Liam added. “I’m older than your mom. If she was old, what would that make me?” 
 
    Leah ran a hand through Liam’s graying hair. “Aw, but old age looks good on you, my silver fox.”  
 
    Liam glared at her. “Changing the subject. How is soccer going, Dylan?”  
 
    Dylan lit up at the mention of soccer. “It’s awesome. My club team is number one in the league.”  
 
    “Awesome.” Liam put his hand up for a high five that Dylan immediately gave him from across the table.  
 
    “And what about you, Delaney? You’re doing soccer now too, right?”  
 
    Delaney shrugged. “I just play for the social aspect.”  
 
    “And I hope that’s enough to keep you interested,” I lectured. “Unlike gymnastics that you quit after one roll or dance that you just had to do for a year until you found out the Christmas recital was at the same time as a school dance. Or maybe like this past fall when you were going to do cross country until you found out you have to run.”  
 
    “Like mother, like daughter,” Grace said with a laugh.  
 
    I crossed my arms over my chest. “Hey now, that’s not fair. I’m very committed to animals.”  
 
    “Exactly. So is Delaney.”  
 
    Well, that was true. Ever since we had gotten Miracle five years earlier, Delaney had been completely committed to taking care of him. The two of them even slept together every single night.  
 
    After eating and helping to clean up, it was time for us to head home since our friends Taylor and Alexis were coming to stay for a few days. Taylor was also a writer and she and I had officially become friends on Twitter back in our twenties and then had met in person at a charity event in Maryland a few years after that. Since then, we tried our best to meet up once a year, which always seemed to be harder than it should have been since they only lived about two and a half hours from us.  
 
    We were only home for about a half hour when there was a knock at our door. I opened it to find Taylor, Alexis, and their son, Clint, standing there.  
 
    “Come in,” I said as I moved off to the side to give them room to walk by me.  
 
    Miracle ran down the stairs at that moment and greeted them all with licks. Next, Grace and Dylan also entered the room to say hello.  
 
    “Delaney,” I yelled upstairs. “Our guests are here.”  
 
    When Delaney came down the stairs to join us, I realized that she had re-curled her red hair. Dylan smirked and opened his mouth to say something, but I slapped him on the arm before he could. Teasing her as a family was one thing. I wasn’t going to let her brother embarrass her in front of someone she clearly had a crush on.  
 
    I took Taylor into my arms first. “Your latest novel was so good. Best one yet.” 
 
    When I pulled back, Grace came up beside me and put a hand on my arm. “It really was. This one here bawled her eyes out at the end.”  
 
    “Did not,” I said, trying to sound as convincing as possible.  
 
    “I could fight with my wife about this all night, but she’s never going to admit she’s a big softy, so let’s skip the fight and go to the living room for some hot chocolate.”  
 
    “How’s the farm doing?” I asked once we were all sitting. Alexis grew up on a farm that she, Taylor, and Clint now lived on with her mom. Alexis and her mom, along with some help from Taylor’s dad, worked on the farm. Christmas was their biggest season because of selling Christmas trees.  
 
    Alexis’s face lit up at the mention of the farm. “It’s doing great. We’re just happy to see people still want real Christmas trees and not just the artificial ones.” 
 
    I pointed over at our giant tree sitting across the room. “Cut it down ourselves every year.”  
 
    “Aren’t Christmas traditions the best?” Alexis asked dreamily.  
 
    I looked around at the house that had been decorated by Grace and Delaney and the tree that I had cut down and the whole family decorated together, and I was whisked away in the moment. “They really are. Speaking of traditions, we should make it a tradition to get together around Christmas every year.”  
 
    Grace took my hand and kissed my knuckles. “I love that idea.”  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9: 5 More Years Later 
 
      
 
      
 
    “This was a terrible idea,” Grace huffed as she ran around the kitchen trying to prepare everything for the big Christmas dinner we were hosting.  
 
    When we decided to host our parents, Leah’s family, and Taylor’s family for Christmas, it seemed like a great idea. Now,not so much.  
 
    Delaney had talked it up to be the best idea ever, but where was she while Grace and I were running around the house getting everything ready? Upstairs getting all dolled up for her boyfriend. I laughed to myself as I thought about how crazy that was. Who knew when I started talking to a fellow writer online that our kids would one day end up dating? I certainly didn’t, especially after Delaney spent years denying that she liked him. Not anymore though. The past two years she had fallen head over heels for Clint Wright.  
 
    Time would tell whether or not this high school romance actually lasted. Grace, the ever hopeless romantic, believed it would. I, on the other hand, was more realistic. Either way, that’s life. If it didn’t work out, I knew she could bounce back. We all do eventually.  
 
    My thoughts were interrupted by the sound of the doorbell ringing and Grace cursing under her breath. I laughed as I went to answer it.  
 
    “We’re here! Where are my grandbabies?” my mom shouted as she walked into the house.  
 
    I leaned in to give my mom a hug and a kiss on the cheek. “Your grandbabies aren’t quite babies anymore, Mom.”  
 
    “Don’t remind me. I can’t believe they will be going off to college next year.”  
 
    “Well, if Delaney has her way, she’ll only be about a half hour away at Drexel. That’s still under discussion though.”  
 
    “Oh, let her do what she wants. She’s young and in love.” 
 
    “Don’t remind me,” I said, repeating my mother’s earlier sentiment. “No one should follow their high school love to college. It’s a bad idea.”  
 
    My mom gave me a look that told me I shouldn’t be judging my daughter’s decisions based on my past mistakes. “Drexel is a good school where she will get a good education, no matter what happens with Clint. Plus, you have to admit, it’s better than her going to school across the country.” My mom gave me a pointed look as she spoke. 
 
    I rolled my eyes at her. “Yeah, yeah. I get it.” I looked toward my dad, desperate to change the subject. “And how are you doing, old man?”   
 
    “Feeling old these days,” he said with a shaky laugh.  
 
    I hated to hear him talk like that. Sometimes I forgot just how old my parents were since they had taken such good care of themselves and were still getting around so well. That wasn’t something I needed to be thinking about right now though. It was Christmas, and I was blessed to still be celebrating with them.  
 
    “Knock, knock,” Mrs. Harper said as she walked through the open door. “Who’s ready for some Christmas cheer?”  
 
    “I know I am,” Mr. Harper said from behind her. “Is my daughter completely freaking out yet?” 
 
    I lifted both eyebrows dramatically. “Oh yeah. Minutes away from a total meltdown.”  
 
    Mrs. Harper’s face took on one of concern. “Oh dear, I better go check on her.”  
 
    My mom followed closely behind her. “I’ll help too. Can’t have my daughter-in-law in distress.”  
 
    Mr. Harper shrugged his shoulders as he turned toward my dad. “TV?” 
 
    “Yep!” 
 
    They had just gotten out of eyesight when Taylor, Alexis, and Clint arrived. 
 
    “Baby!” Delaney squealed as she skipped down the stairs with Miracle in her arms as soon as they got to the door. She carefully put Miracle down before throwing her arms around Clint who was a few inches taller than her and wearing a Drexel sweatshirt and khakis.  
 
    “Get a room!” Dylan shouted as he joined us in the hallway.  
 
    Delaney turned around and stuck her tongue out at her brother as if they were still children instead of just a few months away from being legal adults. “Shut up. You’re just jealous because you don’t have a hot boyfriend like me.”  
 
    “Absolutely not. I’m about to be a division 1 soccer player. The guys won’t be able to resist me.”  
 
    I waved my hands in the air to signal for them to stop. “Enough! You are all getting way too old. I don’t like it.”  
 
    “And you sound old when you talk like that,” Delaney said with a laugh. 
 
    She wasn’t wrong. “Ugh. I feel old.”  
 
    “I second that, girl,” Taylor said as she pulled me into a hug.  
 
    “Same!” Alexis added.  
 
    “What are we all agreeing on?” Leah asked as she walked in the front door as well. 
 
    I sighed dramatically. “Just how old we all are.” 
 
    Leah laughed as she shook her head. “Dude, I know, right? It’s absolutely crazy. How do I have a child who is on winter break from college? When did this happen?”  
 
    Liam walked in behind her and looked around at all of us. “I feel like I’m vastly outnumbered. Where are the men?” 
 
    I pointed toward the living room. “Watching TV.”  
 
    Liam headed to the living room while Brody joined the other teenagers. They talked in hushed tones until running off up the stairs together.  
 
    “Why do I feel like they’re up to no good?” Alexis asked the group.  
 
    Leah laughed. “Why do I feel like I’m too tired to care?”  
 
    We all agreed, then headed to the kitchen to see how we could help Grace and our moms. After an hour, dinner was ready. When the kids joined us and there was a faint smell of alcohol on their breath, I decided to ignore it. If their idea of rebelling was taking a few sips of a wine cooler on Christmas day, I could deal with that.  
 
    When Leah made a face after clearly realizing it too, I rolled my eyes at her and she just laughed and shrugged her shoulders. Even though it was Christmas and not Thanksgiving, we still decided to start the meal by going around and talking about what we were all thankful for.  
 
    My mom clapped her hands together excitedly and asked to go first and I prepared myself for her super extra answer. “I’m so thankful for this time with my baby girl, my beautiful daughter-in-law, and my amazing grandbabies.”  
 
    “I… uh… second that,” my dad said. Man of few words. 
 
    Grace’s mom went next and unsurprisingly seemed just as excited as my mom. “I’m thankful to my daughter and daughter-in-law for hosting all of us on Christmas day. I already know it’s going to be the best Christmas ever.”  
 
    “I’m thankful it’s a Sunday and I get to see the Ravens play today,” Grace’s dad answered, his smile wide like he was super proud of his answer. 
 
    “And I’ll be thankful when they lose,” Liam added. 
 
    Leah shook her head at her husband. “I’m thankful to have Brody home for winter break. Florida is way too far from his mom.”
 Next was Alexis’s turn. She looked around the table at all of us before answering. “I’m thankful to be part of this wonderful holiday. As many of you know, we don’t really have much family left and it’s great to spend time with our chosen family.”  
 
    “I second what Alexis said. I’m also thankful my dad and I got so many good years together to repair our relationship before I lost him,” Taylor added. She wiped at the few tears that started to run down her cheek and laughed softly at herself. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to get emotional. This is just my first Christmas without him, and I’m so thankful to have all of you.” 
 
    Clint put a hand on his mom’s shoulder. “I’m thankful for all of that as well. And obviously, I’m also thankful for my girlfriend, and the fact that we will most likely be at the same school next year.” He put both hands in the air and looked right at me. “As long as it’s okay with her moms of course.”  
 
    “It’s not up to them. It’s up to me,” Delaney said while rolling her eyes. “And I’m thankful for my wonderful boyfriend, of course.”  
 
    I cleared my throat and lifted an eyebrow at her. “Is that all, young lady?”  
 
    “Of course not. I’m also thankful for Miracle. Best dog ever.”  
 
    “Well, I’m thankful for my moms,” Dylan said smugly, and even though I knew he said it just to spite his sister, I was still happy to hear it. “I’m also thankful for my soccer scholarship and the chance to play at a great school.”  
 
    Brody was the next to go. “I’m thankful for a good first semester and for all of you.”  
 
    “Suck up,” Delaney whispered under her breath causing all of them to laugh much harder than the lame joke deserved.  
 
    “What am I thankful for?” Grace asked out loud with a laugh. “Not going to lie, I’ve been stressing over today for the past two weeks…” 
 
    “Two months,” Delaney said under a fake cough.  
 
    “Fine. Whatever. My point is, I wondered if this was a good idea after committing to it, but now that you are all here, and we’re sitting around the table, I know it was. I’m so thankful for all of you, and I’m thankful we get to spend this day together.”  
 
    I took Grace’s hand in mine and squeezed it. “Saved the best for last, didn’t we? I’m thankful for everything my super hot wife did to prepare for today so we could all be together.” I moved my eyes over to the group of teenagers. “I’m also thankful that I know for a fact the only alcohol Delaney has hidden in her room is Mike’s Hard Lemonade because all that’s going to give you is a stomach ache.”  
 
    I smiled proudly as all of their smiles dropped at the realization they had been caught. “Let’s eat!”  
 
    Lunch was a success and so was the rest of the day. We exchanged presents as well as stories about our favorite Christmas memories and just enjoyed each other’s company. Our kids stayed downstairs rather than trying to sneak anymore drinks, and even they seemed to enjoy hearing about our Christmas traditions from when we were their age.  
 
    Once everyone left and we had cleaned up, I threw myself onto the couch next to Grace and Miracle. “It was a great day, wasn't it?” I asked as I put my arm around her and pulled her closer to me.  
 
    Grace sighed as she melted into my touch. “It really was. I’m glad you talked me into doing it.”  
 
    “Technically, Delaney talked you into it, but I guess I helped. It seems I turned out to not be such a disappointment after all, huh?”  
 
    “What? I never said that.”  
 
    I laughed as I leaned down and placed a kiss on Grace’s forehead. “You did actually. I believe it was the first night we met after you found out I wasn’t the hopeless romantic you expected me to be. You told me I was nothing but a disappointment.”  
 
    Grace ran her fingers along my arm in a way that I still loved even after all these years. “Well, I was wrong. You’re just about everything but a disappointment. Plus, I’d say you actually are a hopeless romantic.”  
 
    I crinkled up my nose. “Absolutely not.”  
 
    “Oh really? Because that’s not how it looks from where I’m sitting.”  
 
    “Okay. I’m a hopeless romantic with you only.”  
 
    Grace leaned in and kissed me like it was the first time ever, rather than something we did countless times through the years. “Things might have started out a little rough, but we certainly did live happily ever after.” Grace smirked, knowing how much I hated that saying.  
 
    “This isn’t a happily ever after, my dear. This is real life. There are mountains we have climbed and ones we have yet to climb. But there is no one else I’d rather climb them with, and there never will be. I love you.”  
 
    “I love you too, Kinsley. Forever and ever.”  
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