
Excerpt #1 

 

JACK HOLDSTROM WANTED NOTHING more than to stretch out and sleep. The kitchen 
table they were all sitting at seemed good about now. The girls looked ready to join him. 
Dark smudges under their eyes stood out even on their brown skin, and their braids were 
fuzzy from thirty-two straight hours of traveling. So far in such a short time. The wait at 
Immigration in Toronto had taken the longest, and they’d missed their connecting flight 
west to Calgary. 

His arrival was totally unexpected, and from the way Bridget was sitting, tight and rigid, 
unwelcome. Mara and Krista, lined up on either side of Bridget, weren’t much better. Penny 
must not have told her about the adoption of the girls. She had said that she would in her 
own good time. Which she’d run out of. 

Bridget nudged a platter of cupcakes toward the girls. “Do you want one?” 
He translated. Isabella told Sofia to say no, and Sofia gave way to her older sister with a 

reluctant shake of her head. Isabella gave Bridget a silent, stone-faced refusal. Isabella must 
be so exhausted she was no longer thinking straight. He'd never seen her refuse food before.  

Bridget chewed on the inside of her cheek hard enough to pull on the side of her face. 
Her tell signal for when she was troubled. Was she worried about his girls? With the same 
coloring as Isabella and Sofia, she looked the part of a concerned mother. Far more than 
him, with his light brown hair and blue eyes. 

Hurriedly, he said, “I think they’re just tired. I know I am. Do you mind if we head 
straight for bed?” 

“Where?” Bridget said. 
“Uh, wherever will work.” 
“There’s no room here.” 
“There’s Auntie’s room,” Mara said quietly. 
“But that’s— I mean, all of her things—” Bridget looked at the girls. “All of you in the 

one room?” 
If she had any idea of what the girls had endured, she wouldn’t have bothered with that 

question. Still. It was good to know that he had brought the girls someplace where the 
concept of three people in one room seemed like overcrowding amounting to a human-
rights violation. 

“That’ll do us just fine for now.” 
“For now?” 
If he hadn’t been so tired, Jack might’ve chosen his words more carefully. “Until we 

figure out who is sleeping where in the house moving forward.” 
Bridget’s eyebrows rose, along with her voice. “Moving forward?” 
Yes, Bridget had just lost her aunt but she had to face facts, and not pretend that she 

didn’t understand why he was there. “Bridge. Your aunt wrote me. She said she gave you 
a letter, too. It’s in the will. I’m entitled to half the house.” 

He might as well have announced someone else’s sudden death. She looked wildly at 
Mara and then Krista, who appeared every bit as confused. 

Then Bridget’s expression cut to one of fierce certainty. She bunched her napkin and 
threw it on her plate. She bumped against her chair and the island to get to the mail sorter 



by the fridge. She tore open a manila envelope and set to reading the sheet inside. Jack 
recognized the writing on the back of the letter. It was Penny’s.  

It probably contained much the same message as his letter. I’m sure you think my gift is 
unusual and overly generous. No, I haven’t lost my marbles yet…I have a simple, logical 
reason. Come home for Christmas, and I’ll explain to you and Bridget when we’re all 
together in the same room, maybe around the kitchen table, drinking my famous cider, your 
girls tucked warm and safe in bed. 

“The restaurant,” Bridget said faintly. “You get Auntie Penny’s share of it, too.” 
“I’m not interested in it. We can negotiate that.” He’d sign it all over to her right now if 

it would wipe that horrible sadness from her face. 
She slowly refolded the letter and tucked it back into the envelope, then fingered the 

shredded top of the envelope. 
“I get it.” 
Bridget had whispered the exact same words into the phone all those years ago, when 

he’d called to say that he'd changed his mind about their future together. He had never 
hated three words more. 

 
Excerpt #2 
 
 Bridget latched her arm around Sofia and started in. “Once upon a time there was a 

princess who decided to find her sister.” 
“You’re not telling her the Frozen story, are you?” Jack said. 
“Sofia loves Frozen, and it’s her turn.” 
“My head will explode if I have to retell that story. It’s bad enough I actually know the 

lyrics to the song in English and Spanish.” 
“You tell a story, then.” 
“Sofia wants you, not me.” 
“I can’t think of one.” 
A sly smile spread across his face. “Tell her,” Jack said and set his phone facedown, 

“about the time you and I skated across the lake. When we were in high school.” 
No. Not that one. “I don’t remember that.” 
“Sure you do, Bridge. It was about this time thirteen years ago.” 
“Sofia wants a snow story. There was no snow.” 
“But that was the miracle of it all. There was no snow when there should’ve been.” He 

spoke softly to the girls in Spanish. Bridget picked out her name and the word lago. Lake. 
He was laying out the story. 

Sofia sucked in her breath as if she’d seen a pretty picture, and twisted to look up at 
Bridget. “Tell me, tell me.” 

Bridget shot daggers—no, icicles—at Jack. “Or I could tell it,” he said. 
And what parts would he tell? “I will tell it, if you promise to translate it word for word.” 
His sly smile widened. “I promise.” 
As if she had a choice. She threw him a final icicle. “One afternoon, Jack and I went 

skating on the lake.” 
“The one with a Christmas tree?” 
Sofia and Isabella—when she let herself—were in excited knots to see the official 

lighting of the traditional Christmas tree erected in the middle of the family skating area 



next Saturday. Deidre had promised to take them down while Bridget and Jack served steak 
dinners to the lakeside crowd. 

“Same lake but the tree wasn’t up yet. The lake was frozen as deep as you are tall, yet it 
hadn’t snowed. The lake was like glass. A huge sheet of clear whitish blue.” She paused 
for Jack to translate. 

“He and I decided to start skating across the lake.” 
Sofia listened to Jack, then asked Bridget, “Just you two?” 
“Yes.” 
Just the two of them, hands joined, the scrape of blades in unison, the sway of their 

bodies side by side. “You could see straight down into the ice. There were all these 
incredible patterns and sometimes you could pick out a fish moving beneath.” Heads 
touching, cheeks grazing, breaths held at the sight of a fish, gazes linked in shared 
excitement. Jack’s Spanish trailed off and he looked across the girls at her. The sly smile 
had given way to a soft, remembering one. 

Sofia jiggled under Bridget’s arm. “Then what happened?” 
The rest was not a children’s bedtime story. “Then it got dark and we skated back.” 
Jack made a grumbling noise. “Tell them about the moon.” 
“There was a moon that night.” 
“A big, bright, white moon.” Jack said the simple description in English. 
“It meant we could see where we were going.” 
“We could see each other.” 
“Of course, we could.” Why was he bringing all this old, painful history up in front of 

his kids? Turning this excruciating, embarrassing episode in her life into a bedtime story? 
Jack crossed from the cot to the bed and sat on Sofia’s side. His hand almost touched 

Bridget’s, and she straightened. “Bridget was wearing a pink toque and pink mitts, soft and 
fuzzy, and the moonlight lit them up. And when she smiled…” 

“You see her teeth!” Sofia peeled back her upper lip to display her missing ones. 
“You could see a lot of her teeth, because she was smiling so big. And…she spun in 

circles on her skates.” 
Sofia gasped, jiggled Isabella’s arm and spoke in excited Spanish. Then she queried Jack, 

who nodded gravely 
“Yes,” Jack said, “she spun like a music-box dancer.” 
Honest to Pete! “Who’s supposed to be telling the story here?” 
“You,” Jack said. “Anything you want to add?” 
He was daring her to tell the full story. “You were smiling, too.” 
“I was.” 
“Why smiling?” Isabella asked suspiciously. “What was so funny?” 
“Because it was so beautiful,” Bridget said. 
“So beautiful,” Jack agreed quietly. Her murderous glare drew up against his soft smile. 

He didn’t back down. 
“And when we got back to shore,” Bridget said in a rush, “it was so cold. We had a key 

to the restaurant and went inside and had hot chocolate with a cinnamon bun.” 
Jack translated. At least, she could only hope he was sticking to his promise. “That,” 

headed, “was beautiful, too.” 



What did he want from her? “So, after that, we were very tired from our long skate and 
we both had school the next day, just like you two, and so we went home and went to bed, 
just like you two are about to do. The end.” 

Jack translated and then added, “Except we slept in separate beds in separate homes. Not 
just like you two.” 

Bridget felt her face grow hotter than Mano’s grill. The girls burrowed underneath the 
quilts. Neither Jack nor Bridget kissed them good-night yet. They had agreed that they 
would let the girls make the first move. 

Bridget slipped to the door while Jack did the final bedtime rituals with the dimming of 
the lamp and arrangement of stuffies. 

“Bridgie?” Sofia called. 
“Yeah?” 
“Will you tell that story next time?” 
Not a chance. “Maybe a different one.” 
“Good. This one had a—a boring ending.” 
Bridget couldn't see Jack's expression in the darkened room, but he'd likely agree. 

“Yeah,” she said, “it sure did.” 
 

 

Excerpt #3 
 
Jack returned with a tin box and set it on the counter. It was the one Auntie Penny had 

kept in her office filled with buttons and loyalty cards and gift cards with little or no 
balances. Jack flipped open the lid and Bridget saw he’d chucked the lot and replaced it 
with a wad of cash. “Tips. From last week’s service.” 

“All that? I add mine into the deposits. How did you separate it out?” 
“I didn’t,” he said. “This is all mine. After Mano's cut.” 
“Yours? Wow. I’m not the only one who thought you looked sensational in that shirt this 

weekend.” He’d worn a soft cotton shirt that had set off his tan and made his blue eyes pop. 
Those eyes gleamed. “I didn’t know you thought that.” 
Bridget got busy placing a fork and knife just so on the white napkin. “I said you looked 

good.” 
“Yeah, but not sen-sa-tional. And I don’t wear that shirt in the morning, when I pick tips 

up like crumbs off toast. Sofia and Isabella rake in a lot for me. Customers see me as this 
hardworking single dad, just trying to get by in a woman’s world.” 

Bridget snorted. “It’s Marlene, isn’t it? You run over like a happy dog with her coffee 
and cinnamon bun.” 

“Yeah. Mel, too.” 
“Mel and Daphne, both. They’ve got their own nieces and nephews to spoil.” 
“Hey, are we really going to complain that they willingly give us their money?” 
Bridget waggled a freshly wrapped fork and knife at him. “Sounds like charity to me.” 
“It’s not charity,” he said. “It’s payment for a service.” 
“It’s charity disguised as payment for a service.” 
“What it is,” he said, “is a tiny rainy-day fund for us to build on to cover payments in 

January when business tapers off.” 



“Um, I don’t know that your tips—as great as they are—will take us over the top,” 
Bridget said. 

“No, but I figure it’ll be enough for us to get by until we sell the units.” 
Bridget’s heart struck a few downward beats. “Have Mara and Krista decided not to take 

them?” 
“They haven’t said one way or another, probably because they know how upset you’ll 

be when they decline.” 
Bridget would be sad. But it would also be a relief not to worry every second about how 

to make ends meet. Jack gave a small, secretive smile. “Until then, you’ve no idea what a 
table full of tipsy ladies will pay for my charms.” 

“I thought you were laying it on a bit thick the other night.” 
Jack leaned on the counter. “Not jealous were you, Bridget?” 
“No,” she said quickly. Too quickly. At his knowing grin, she added, “Okay, a little. Of 

your tips.” 
“Don’t be,” he said. “Your talents probably lie in other areas.” 
She feinted a poke at him with a fork. “Are you implying that I can’t bring in the tips?” 
He shrugged as if to imply just that. 
“You are on, Jack Holdstrom. You are so on. Starting tomorrow with Monday’s breakfast 

and ending next Saturday closing.” 
“What does the winner get?” Jack said. Oh. He was getting that later glint in his eye. 
“A cinnamon bun.” 
“Boring. I could get those any day of the week.” 
“What then?” 
“If I win, you have to come skating with me.” 
That was a no-brainer. She loved to skate and she’d not been out all year. “Fine. I’ve 

been meaning to take the girls to the lake, anyway.” 
“No, Bridget,” he said and leaned on the counter, his lips inches from hers. “Just you and 

me.” 
And a whole bunch of other people in a public area. “Okay,” she said, and tried to move 

on quickly. “And if I win, you have to serve me dinner. Tablecloth, napkins, wine—the 
whole shebang. Like we’re at a fancy restaurant.” 

His lips remained close to hers. “Will you dress up for it?” 
Bridget's heart rattled like a lid on a boiling pot. “Yeah, sure, why not? Can I bring a 

date?” 
The glint flickered into a heated glow. “That won’t work. I’m only serving you.” 
“Maybe I should adjust the bet.” 
Jack straightened. “Too late. If I win, you and me go dating…I mean, skating together. 

Sorry for the slip of the tongue,” he said unapologetically. “And if I lose, I serve you dinner 
after hours, the two of us alone, you and me all spiffy, as if we’re on—” 

“Don’t even say it,” Bridget said. 
“I don’t think I need to,” Jack said and whistled a short, gotcha tune. “Win or lose, I’m 

going on a date with you.” 
 

 


