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      Kaitlin swallowed the last bite of her bagel and stared at the coffee mug in her hand through gritty eyes before letting out another, long yawn.

      Nine AM and she still hadn't gotten her first wind yet. She had a long-ass day of landscape planning to do and it was going to be brutal unless she managed to wake the hell up.

      The sound of chipper whistling sailed through the open kitchen window along with the warm breeze. Instead of cheering her, though, the sound made her want to spit nails.

      She set the mug down on the granite island hard enough to send the liquid sloshing over the sides and pushed herself off the stool she'd been sitting on.

      Enough was enough. She'd kept her lip zipped last Sunday—her only day to sleep in—when he'd decided six AM was the perfect time to mow his grandmother’s lawn. And she hadn't made a peep when he'd kept her up until two AM the week before with what sounded like a frat party over there. But pulling into the driveway on his Harley at three this morning without a single care for people like her who didn't have the luxury of working whenever they felt like the height of selfishness.

      If she bit her tongue any harder, she'd chew it clean through.

      She stalked toward the door, both barrels locked and loaded. When she’d agreed to house sit for her mother while she took a trip abroad for the holidays, Kaitlin had never imagined she’d wind up living next door to the Blade brothers again. It had been good and bad. Great to see Rick and catch up, and she was excited to work on her grandmother’s home to bring the property back to its former glory, but Michael Blade had finally worked her last nerve. As much as she'd rather spend the rest of the holiday season avoiding him at all costs, she’d had it.

      She threw the door open and made her way across the lawn, rounding a fat evergreen wrapped in cheery Christmas lights to find the man in question sitting on his front porch leafing through a pile of mail, still whistling.

      The anger that had been bubbling beneath the surface like a witch's brew turned to shock as she took stock of the man before her.

      He was dressed in a pair of worn, faded jeans slung low around his lean hips.

      And nothing else.

      Christ on a cracker, who walked around like that, in December, no less? Granted, it was Southern California and the weather had been unseasonably warm at that, but still...

      Her cheeks flamed as she tried to tear her eyes away, to no avail. His body was ridiculous. Wide shoulders, tanned from the sun. Stomach, flat and muscled, even when he was sitting. And those arms, covered in ink and with biceps that didn't even need flexing to show off their good side.

      As if suddenly aware of her presence, he stopped his whistling, looked up and locked gazes with her. The words she'd been muttering to herself on the short walk over died on her lips.

      Lord, he was handsome. Take a girl’s breath away kind of handsome. His hair was freshly washed, an inky, tousled mess. His face was at once stark and sensual. His cheekbones, two slashes of marble, his jaw square enough to measure by, but a mouth that managed to look both firm and commanding and quick to smile.

      His dark, soulful eyes seemed like they could see right through her and sent a sizzle of feminine awareness through her, which only served to irritate her even more.

      Obviously, those feelings had nothing to do with him. She didn’t even like him. Her brain was just confusing her attraction to Rick with Michael. Which made sense, since they were nearly identical, besides the ink.

      Oh, and except for the fact that Rick was sweet and kind and smart and funny. Unlike Michael, who was currently smirking at her, one eyebrow raised in question.

      "Good morning, Kitty. What can I do for you?"

      The childhood nickname sent another blast of annoyance through her and she gave him a chilly glare, refusing to remind him for the fifth time in the past few weeks that no one called her that anymore.

      "Is that a rhetorical question, or do you really want to know?" she asked, crossing her arms over her chest.

      He cocked his head, seeming to consider the question, before giving it a quick shake.

      "Nope. You're right. I actually don't want to know." He rolled to his feet and stuffed the mail he'd been holding into his back pocket and gave her a half-hearted salute of dismissal. "Happy Friday."

      Arrogant prick.

      He'd turned to go, giving her an unimpeded view of his muscled back and making it up two of the porch steps before she found her voice again.

      "It might be a happy Friday if you hadn't woken me up at three in the morning with that god-awful monster of a bike. I couldn't fall back to sleep and have been up ever since. Maybe you can try to get home a little earlier during the week when people have to work the next day."

      She knew she sounded like a priggish shrew, but somehow he seemed to excel at bringing out that side of her.

      He turned, leaning his ass on the porch railing and gazing down at her, a smile tugging at his firm lips.

      "So, just to clarify, you--my next door neighbor, for those keeping score--are suggesting that you give me a curfew. Have I got that right?"

      "Well, no. I mean, not a curfew..." Kaitlin gnawed at her lower lip for a long moment before continuing. "Don't turn this around on me, Mike," she retorted. “Ever since you started staying here, it’s been nothing but problems for me.”

      "This is my grandmother’s house and I need to get it ready to sell, which is easier to do if I don’t have to drive back home half an hour away every night. That said, I'm a grown-ass man, Kitty. I come and go as I please, and no one is going to stop me. Now, if you're asking if I can try to be more mindful of my temporary neighbor? That I can do."

      He dropped off the second step to land a few feet from her on the grass and peered down at her.

      "I’m planning to go out tonight and then stay at my own apartment in town, so you don’t have to worry. And next time I take the bike and come home late, I'll shut it off and roll it up the driveway if that makes you feel any better." He leaned in and tapped her nose with the tip of his finger. “And by the way, you've got poppy seed in your teeth."

      Damn it.

      "Which one?"

      He let out a low chuckle and turned to jog lightly back up the stairs. "Pretty much all of them."

      She let out a muffled curse as she scrubbed at her teeth with the pad of her index finger.

      Ugh, why did stuff like that always seem to happen when he was around? It was like she waited until the one person who was most likely to tease her and revel in her misery was present and accounted for before she did anything embarrassing.

      She shuffled her way back home, face still burning when she walked through the door again.

      Whatever. Who cared, anyway? She didn't need to impress Michael Blade. Judging by the past few weeks, he’d obviously already made up his mind to treat her like a child for the rest of their lives, despite the fact that she'd just turned twenty-five. She needed to stop thinking about him and start thinking about impressing the one person who really mattered now that she was back in the old neighborhood.

      Rick Blade.

      Kaitlin picked up her coffee and took a sip as she thought about him. Like his twin Michael, Rick was gorgeous. But unlike Mike, Rick was really sweet, super easy to talk to, and an all-around great guy. He also hadn't slept with eighty-five percent of the females in town and didn't have an arrest record.

      Huzzah.

      Not that she needed any of those reasons to be crazy about the man. He was pretty much perfect for her. Trustworthy, and loyal. There for the people he cared about when the chips were down. If he hadn't had the same girlfriend throughout his entire high school career and then another during college, she probably would've realized what she should’ve realized when they'd met on her eighth birthday.

      They were made for each other.

      And now he was a doctor, about to spend three months in Africa donating his time at various village clinics. Which meant that she had one night left—tonight—to make sure he realized he had someone waiting for him when he came home, if he wanted her.

      At least something good had come out of her sparring with Mike this time. He’d basically told her he had no plans to come back to his gran’s house tonight, which meant she could finally make her move on Rick. Up until now she was sure she’d missed her chance, nerves making her stall until pretty much last minute.

      A quiver of anticipation mixed with abject terror coursed through her. When the phone jangled a few minutes later, she was still trying to decide if she could actually go through with it.

      She glanced down at the screen and pulled the phone to her ear.

      "You must be psychic, Cher! I was sending up the mental bat signal like crazy.”

      If there was a person in this world that would be able to give her the confidence to do this, it was her best friend since middle school, Cheri. They’d been inseparable until college and even then, and through Kaitlin’s move two hours away, they still managed to stay as close as sisters. Cheri was the nuts to Kaitlin’s hot fudge sundae, and this wild move was right up her alley.

      “I’m here to serve, Commissioner,” Cheri chirped back without missing a beat. “What does Gotham need?”

      “I need you to make me look like a sex pot.” She swallowed back the rush of nerves and straightened her shoulders. “Because tonight, I’m going to put the moves on Doctor Rick Blade.”
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      Mike sat in front of the TV and flipped the channel with a contented sigh.

      He had intended to go out, but damn if he wasn’t happy to be mellow for once. His guys at the shop had just completed a sweet-ass paint job on the custom Harley he’d designed for a famous musician in the area and it was going to be like a mobile advertisement for his already booming shop. Then, he’d finished the remodel of Honey’s little bathroom, and the realtor had called and told he and Rick that she recommended putting the house up for forty grand more than they’d originally planned as soon as the holiday season had passed.

      Round it out with getting to tug Kitty Pepper’s braids a little this morning, and he’d call it a near perfect day.

      He grinned, recalling the fire in her navy blue gaze.

      He really shouldn’t get so much enjoyment out of her irritation, but for some reason, it never failed to cheer him up.

      He took a swallow of beer and peered at his watch. Not even nine o’clock yet. Way too early for bed, but as much shit as he’d talked to Kitty this morning about a big night out, he really was beat. He’d spent four hours on his knees tiling and then another two in Rick’s Mini, driving his ass to the airport. A long, hot shower and seven hours worth of shuteye was looking better and better every minute.

      He’d just finished his beer and flipped off the TV and the lamp beside him to make his fantasy a reality when the doorbell rang.

      A frown wrinkled his brow as he made his way to the door. That girl he’d messed around with the other night had been texting like crazy ever since. She’d been to his place in town, but he didn’t recall giving her his grandmother’s address.

      So who the hell could it be?

      He turned the knob and yanked it open to find a beautiful woman standing there, like a genie he’d conjured out of thin air.

      “Hey, you,” she murmured, her voice husky and trembling.

      Fuck.

      Mike’s tongue stuck to the roof of his mouth as his brain tried to catch up with what he was seeing.

      Little Kitty Pepper, the ginger girl next door.

      The ginger girl he’d spent the past fifteen years teasing mercilessly just for kicks.

      The ginger girl who had somehow morphed into the smoking hot woman standing in his foyer wearing only a cleavage-baring trench coat and a shaky smile.

      His pulse kicked into overdrive, sending an unwanted shaft of need through him even as confusion clouded his mind.

      What was she doing here? And why was she talking to him so sweetly?

      He was still trying to untangle that mess when she stepped closer and pressed her soft lips to his.

      The reaction was instant and all consuming. Like she’d lit a match and set him on fire. His brain sizzled to a stop and pure instinct took over.

      What did it matter why she’d come? She was here now. And apparently, she wanted him.

      The exhaustion and aches from the day of hard labor vanished in an instant.

      His arms snaked around her trim waist and he jerked her closer, suddenly desperate to feel her curves crushed against him. He slanted his mouth more tightly to hers, sliding his tongue between her lips, and she parted them with a moan low in her throat.

      She was all mint and heat and softness and he let his hands drift lower to grip those rounded hips. And even then, he was totally unprepared for it when she rolled those hips against him, grinding her pubic bone into his swollen shaft.

      Another hot rush of blood drained south and he made one last grasp for common sense.

      This was wrong. He might be a cocky son of a bitch in need of an attitude adjustment, but the last time he checked, he had some morals. He drew the line at sleeping with women who didn’t know the score. Clearly, she was out of her depth here, and primed for regrets.

      Hell, she didn’t even like him most of the time.

      Maybe she was drunk?

      That only made it worse. He might tease her, but he they’d known each other since they were kids and he would never want to take advantage of her that way.

      Just when he worked up the strength to push her away, she stepped back on her own. Her glittering blue eyes never left his as she reached down to the belt still loosely knotted at her waist and tugged, letting the coat fall open to reveal what it had been hiding.

      And, damn, was it good.

      Some sort of bustier, heart-shaped contraption clung to every curve, leading to a vee right above her belly button that pointed down to a teensy pair of panties that looked like they were made of the same material fairy wings were made out of.

      One thing was for damned sure.

      Little Kitty Pepper was all woman now.

      She sucked in a shuddering breath and her full, firm breasts threatened to spill over the top.

      God, give me strength.

      He clenched his fists at his side and called on every ounce of self-discipline in his notoriously undisciplined mind.

      “Ah, shit. Kitty, look--”

      “No!” She wet her lips and stepped closer, the flush on her cheeks giving her that freshly-fucked look that made his already iron-hard erection even harder. “Please don’t say anything. Just let me…”

      Her husky voice trailed off as she straightened her shoulders and rolled up onto her toes. The scent of cookies washed over him and he swallowed a groan.

      Leave it to Kitty to pick the one scent no man in the world would find sexy as the frontrunner for her big seduction.

      Only—damn it to hell—it was sexy.

      On her.

      And why was that? She was like an annoying kid sister to him.

      Was being the operative word. But in the past few weeks, he’d started to realize she wasn’t a kid anymore. Now here she was, twenty-five and half-naked, bent on seduction.

      She pressed against him harder, peppering his jaw with awkward but enthusiastic kisses and pushing him farther into the house. He put his hands on her shoulders, but couldn’t bring himself to push her away. With a flick of her foot, she slammed the door behind them.

      She pushed him all the way to the living room, and shoved him down on the couch. Her eyes burned with lust through the dark, overwhelming him with desire.

      “I want you.”

      She jammed her knee into the cushion next to him and swung the other silky-smooth leg over, straddling his lap. Her tongue dragged across his neck, tasting his essence. Her breasts pressed into his firm chest, and she grabbed fistfuls of his hair and tugged.

      He couldn’t help himself. Like a man possessed, he placed his hands on the small of her back, pulling her even closer. She moaned with delight and began nibbling at his earlobe. With every grind, every bump of their hips, his grip grew stronger and his mind grew weaker.

      “This is better than I ever imagined.” Her husky words sent a warm puff of air into his ear. “I was so nervous.”

      He kissed her from her cleavage to her lips, reveling in the softness of her skin. “I gotta be honest,” he nipped sharply at her full bottom lip, “I never guessed.”

      “Mmmhmm,” she hummed. “I should’ve told you a long time ago. Seemed like it was now or never.”

      His mind was racing, his cock throbbing, his heart pounding against her breasts.

      “I’m not trying to stop you from going,” she murmured, “but I needed you to know how I felt before you left.”

      Mike twisted his face into a frown.  “Left?”

      A thousand alarm bells went off in his head, echoing in his lust-clouded brain and sending a blast of unreasonable anger and frustration coursing through him.

      “Rick? Is everything okay?”

      Until she’d said the name, a kernel of hope had lingered that maybe he had it wrong. Maybe she knew it was him and had finally decided to get real with herself and acknowledge the chemistry he’d felt boiling between them since she’d gotten into town.

      But she didn’t want him at all.

      Not the troubled youth turned real bastard with a chip on his shoulder.

      Not the guy who couldn’t stick with a woman for longer than a season.

      Not the idiot who was currently being turned upside down by the girl next door.

      She was here for his twin.

      It all made perfect sense now. This morning, she’d caught sight of him getting his mail and came storming out of her house, twin flags of fury blazing high on her cheeks. She’d proceeded to rip him a new one about waking her up. And then he’d told her he’d be out all night. Apparently, she’d thought it was the perfect time to make her move on Dr. Rick Blade. Too bad for her, Rick had opted to take an earlier flight that afternoon to avoid an ice storm delay in New York city.

      Now, she was tongue-dueling with the wrong brother and had no idea.

      Which meant, as irritated as he was, he had to stop her before she did something she’d regret. This had already gone further than it should have.

      “What is it? What’s the matter?” she asked, wetting her lips nervously.

      “Kitty,” he paused and raked his hand through his hair in frustration. “I don’t know how to tell you this--”

      “Tell me what?” she demanded. Her voice flipped from sultry to apprehensive in an instant.

      Better to yank it off, like a bandage.

      “I’m not Rick. It’s me. Mike.”

      The horror on her face as his words hit home was like a sucker punch to the ego. She shot up from his lap in an instant, covering her cleavage and panties with trembling hands.

      “Wait, wh--what?”

      “Rick left this afternoon. I thought you knew.”

      She began frantically searching around the dimly lit room for her coat and he stood up and flipped on the lamp to help.

      She froze like a deer in the headlights, on the verge of tears, trembling in her sexy lingerie. “Turn the light off!”

      Her gaze flicked to his stubborn still-very-obvious erection clearly visible through his jogging pants.

      “Oh my god, do you seriously still have a boner at a time like this?” she demanded.

      Mike turned the lamp back off. “Well shit, Kitty, what did you expect?”

      Great. Now he felt like a heel and a perv.

      “You could have told me,” she hissed, fumbling around still searching for her coat.

      “I didn’t know,” he returned, his sympathy for her evaporating under the heat of his own annoyance now. He’d just been sitting here drinking a beer minding his own business when she strolled in and took her tits out. She had a lot of nerve being pissed at him.

      “I have to be dreaming.” She shook her head. “Th--this can’t be happening.”

      She looked so miserable, he blew out a sigh and bent low to retrieve the trench coat he spotted next to the coffee table.

      “Look, I’m sorry, Kitty.”

      “Just. Don’t.” She snatched the coat from his grasp and wrapped it around her shoulders before scurrying towards the front door. “And stop calling me that!”

      “Come on, K--” He caught himself. No point in poking an angry wasp’s nest. “Kaitlin. It’s okay. It was a couple of kisses. No big--”

      But the door slammed shut between them and he found himself talking to the other side of it.

      For the first time in a long time, Mike felt a stab of jealousy towards his brother. Of course she thought he was Rick – she was constantly fawning over him since she rolled in.

      He went to the bathroom and splashed cold water on his face, hoping to wake up from this half-dream half-nightmare, or at least to wash her heavenly scent from his body.

      It didn’t work.

      The scent of cookies and lip gloss clung to his skin like static. She was gone but her gentle touch was still there. Her lips were still wandering his neck. Her fingers still gripped his hair. Her heart was still pounding against his chest, matching the pace of his own. Her soft voice still echoed deep in his thoughts.

      No matter how hard he tried to wash away what happened, it was too late.

      He’d had a real taste of Kitty Pepper and he wanted more.
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      Kaitlin stared at the ceiling in the morning light, unblinking. The paltry three hours of sleep she’d managed hadn’t erased the previous night’s events from her mind. Hell, she hadn’t been able to stop thinking about it.

      About him, was more like it.

      Her face flamed and she covered her mouth with the pillow and let out what she swore would be her last muffled scream of humiliation.

      How could she have gotten it all so wrong?

      She tossed the pillow on the floor and threw back the covers. Putting off the inevitable wasn’t going to change a thing. She’d get up, and get on with her day and just hope that, with time, she could face herself in the mirror again.

      Facing Michael? That was a whole other story.

      She rubbed her eyes and shuffled out of bed and to the bathroom. A hot shower usually did the trick to clear her head. After shutting the door and waiting for the steam to completely fill the room, she stepped in and let the water sluice over her, heating her weary muscles.

      Michael Blade.

      His name floated into her thoughts and she tried to force it out.

      How could she not recognize that hard body? Sure, Rick took care of himself, but Mike was ripped to shreds. His hands, so rough, but so strong. Definitely not the hands of a doctor. And the voice? Rick’s was smooth, silky, with an air of intelligence. But Michael’s – his was lower, gravelly.

      She closed her eyes and it all came back to her in a rush. The faint scent of gasoline on his skin. The stubble on his chiseled cheeks tickling her neck.

      A hot stab of lust shot through her, settling low in her belly and she gasped.

      Nope. No way. She needed an intervention, and fast.

      She shut the shower off, wrapped her red locks in a towel and threw on a robe. Half-jogging, she made her way to her cell phone by the bed. She picked it up and pounded at the screen until the phone cooperated, dialing Cheri.

      “C’mon, pick up, Cher…”

      She needed to speak to someone she could trust.

      “Mm…hello?” a sleepy voice finally answered on the other side.

      “Cheri, it’s me – Kaitlin.”

      A long pause followed by an elongated yawn floated through the phone. “No shit, Kitty. I have caller I.D. It’s the 21st century. Anyways, who else would I pick up for at eight in the morning?”

      “Right. Sorry,” Kaitlin mumbled.

      “So what’s up? I worked a double yesterday, so this better be something good. How did it go last night? I want details.”

      “Blerg…yeah. No. Not good. In fact, a total shit-show.”

      That woke Cheri up, and Kaitlin could hear her friend’s mattress springs squealing as she bolted upright. “Crap, what happened? No action from Dr. Studmuffin? I find that hard to believe after seeing how sexy you looked in that bustier.”

      “Oh, I got some action,” Kaitlin murmured miserably. “But not from Dr. Studmuffin.”

      She paused to think of how to say it, but couldn’t pull the trigger. It was just too humiliating for words.

      Cheri finally deadpanned, “You’re killing me, kiddo. I’m literally dying here.”

      Kaitlin took a breath for courage and let the words bubble from her lips in a rush. “I seduced the wrong brother.”

      A moment of silence lingered on the line for what felt like an eternity before laughter roared through the receiver.

      “You--” Cheri struggled to catch her breath, “you slept with Michael Blade? You can’t stand Michael Blade, remember?”

      “I didn’t sleep with him.” Kaitlin was beginning to lose her patience. “And it’s not funny. I was mortified. I mean, how could I be so stupid?”

      Being true blue like she was, Cheri stopped laughing and flipped into bestie mode.

      “Hey, it’s going to be okay. Throw on a pot of coffee and get dressed. I’m coming over and I don’t want to show up to a mopey mess wearing sweatpants and weeping into a tub of cookie dough.”

      Kaitlin reluctantly agreed and hung up the phone. She slid into a pair of jeans and threw on a light green blouse.

      In the kitchen, she dumped the last of her coffee grounds into the basket of the coffeemaker and flipped it on. Even though the strong Colombian brew filled the house with an aroma that could wake someone from the deepest of slumbers, she swore she could still catch the faint scent of skin that haunted her dreams last night.

      The thought of him triggered another dreadful realization – she had to go back over there. Technically, she was still getting paid to work for them, even if it was just enough to cover her own cost for materials.

      Who could’ve known a month ago when Rick had asked her to help with the rehab of their gran’s house that something like this would happen? She’d loved Honey and had been broken up when she’d passed away last year. The Blade brothers had finally decided to sell their childhood home, and it had seemed like a fitting gift to sweet Honey to help her beloved boys get the house back in shape. Now though?

      She wished like hell she’d never even come back.

      Stirring sugar into a cup of coffee, she wondered if Mike was just as distraught as she was.

      Highly unlikely. His cocky ass was probably laughing it up at her expense.

      “Kill me now,” she muttered and slumped forward to rest her head on the cool, walnut cabinet.

      She was still in that same position when Cheri sailed in a few minutes later, a bouquet of flowers in tow.

      “Awww. Thanks, Cher,” Kaitlin said, wrapping her arms around her friend for a quick hug before taking the sunflowers from her.

      Cheri nodded and yawned. “Yeah, yeah, no problem. Now where’s the coffee? This is wayyyy too early for me.”

      Kait made her friend a mug of joe and the childhood friends sat across from each other in Kaitlin’s mom’s tiny breakfast nook, two steaming cups creating a haze between them. Kaitlin braced for the inevitable barrage of questions that she knew was coming.

      “So tell me,” she started, “how exactly did you end up fucking the grease monkey instead of the doctor?”

      “First off,” Kaitlin retorted, “I told you before, I didn’t--” she peered around and then irrationally lowered her voice to a whisper, “fuck him. We just kinda…made out a bit. I mean, nothing too crazy. And he’s not a grease monkey.”

      “Innnnteresting. So you’re defending him now?”

      Kaitlin’s eyes grew wide at the accusation. “Oh shut up. You just make him sound sleazy--”

      “Well, I’m not one to judge, but he did sleep with half our high school and God knows who else since then. And hey, I’m here for you. I was just trying to be supportive. I actually think he’s dead sexy, so if you decide you don’t want him…”

      “I don’t!” She knew it was a lie the second she said it, and judging by the smirk on Cheri’s face, so did she. Kaitlyn cut her hand through the air with a groan. “Look, it doesn’t matter. Point is, I humiliated myself. So now what?”

      Cheri cocked a suspicious eyebrow and took a long draw of coffee.

      “So you went over there in nothing but lingerie and didn’t bang the guy? Okay. I’m going to believe that – but only because you’re my best friend and I know you wouldn’t lie to me. But how the hell did you mix him up with Rick? I know they’re supposedly identical, but c’mon. You’ve known them for what, fifteen years? And Mike is so much more masculine than Rick.”

      “I don’t know,” Kaitlin wailed, rubbing at her now-throbbing temples. “Once I knocked on the door my adrenaline took over. Then he opened the door looking all good and the hormones just kicked in. It was dark and…” she buried her face in her palms and shook her head, “I guess looking back, there were some pretty dead giveaways.”

      “Yeah, like?”

      “Well, first of all, his stubble. It’s, I don’t know. Like you said, manly. And the body. He’s absolutely rock hard.”

      Sweat began to bead up on her forehead. She wasn’t sure if it was from the warm air and too much coffee or reminiscing the night before.

      “Okay, okay,” Cheri cut in, “I think I get it now.”

      “Good. Now tell me what to do from here. Do I ignore him and quit? Do I confront him and tell him I’m sorry?”

      “God, no,” Cheri said with a snort. “You don’t do any of that. You offered to work on the yard as a favor because you cared about Honey. You can’t take it back now.”

      Her friend was right. Kaitlin thought back to the day the Blade brothers had moved in. From what she’d pieced together through the years, Honey’s daughter had basically dumped them off when she decided that scoring meth took precedence over raising two young boys. But sweet Honey, bless her heart, had taken her grandsons in and raised them like her own. In fact, Honey treated all the kids in the neighborhood like her own.

      A pang of sadness ran through Kaitlin as she recalled knocking at the door each Sunday morning. Honey would swing it open with a smile, the smell of cooking butter and maple syrup wafting past her.

      “Hi, babe. Come on in, the pancakes are almost ready.”

      Tears stung the back of her lids and she blinked them back.

      Nope. No way was she going to back out on her offer. She’d told Rick that she would help get the house back in shape because that’s what Honey would want. To give her beloved boys the best inheritance she could. It was the least Kaitlin could do for the woman who had been a safe-haven of stability when her own house was like a war zone.

      The sound of hammering from next door broke into her thoughts and she shot a glance out the front window. Nerves bubbled up in her stomach.

      Great. Speak of the devil. He was awake and already working. And whistling, no less. Clearly he was far less affected by the night before than she was.

      Kaitlin turned her attention back to Cheri, more desperate for answers than ever.

      “So what, then? What do I do?”

      “Nothing.” Cheri smiled. “Since I’ve walked in, all you’ve talked about is how hot Mike is. You haven’t once mentioned how this would affect your chances with Rick, and you even considered going over there and apologizing to him. Seems to me like he was more than willing to accept your sexual advances.”

      Kaitlin realized with a start that she was right. Through all of it, she hadn’t even considered the fact that she might have blown her chances with Rick. Even now, when she thought about him, it was with warm affection. Nothing at all like what she’d felt in Mike’s arms.

      Wild.

      Bold.

      Sexy.

      In other words, nothing at all like the real Kaitlin.

      Which was exactly why she had to nip this in the bud, and fast. Wild was the exact opposite of what she wanted. After years of watching her parents’ screaming fights after her father cheated.

      Again.

      She just wanted stability. And there was no one less stable than bad boy Michael Blade.

      Rick was the man she wanted. The man she needed.

      Then why can’t you stop thinking about Mike?

      “Cripes, I feel sick,” Kaitlin breathed. “I have to go work over there. Today. This is so bad.”

      “Don’t worry about it. Maybe he won’t even come outside. Just go over there, do your work and be nice. If you play it cool, so will he and it will be like nothing happened.”

      Mike’s whistling had only grown louder and more chipper and she nodded. She could pretend to be cool. For once.

      “Maybe you’re right.” Kaitlin pondered for a moment. “Orrrr…you could come help me.” She batted her lashes at her friend pleadingly.

      “Not gonna happen,” Cheri deadpanned with a shake of her head.

      “Oh, come on. It’ll be fun! I’ll teach you everything I know about landscape design. You could learn something useful.”

      “Dude, I live in an apartment. And I know you better than anyone – you’re going to use me as a shield.”

      “I promise I won’t. Just, you know, it’d be nice spending some time together.”

      “Digging up weeds and mapping out flowerbeds? No thanks.”

      “Please?”

      Cheri stood up from her chair and went over to the sink to dump the rest of her still-warm coffee. “Nope. You’re gonna have to suck it up and do it on your own. I have to go,” she said, running a hand through her short cap of bleach blonde hair.

      “Where do you have to go?”

      “Back to bed,” Chari announced and made her way to the front door. “Good luck with Mikey. I believe in you!” she called out from the foyer. And with a slam of the door that shook the house, she was gone.

      Shit.

      Cheri was right. Better to just face it head on, like nothing happened.

      Surely there was no rush, though?

      She marched over to the little radio her mom kept on the kitchen counter and flipped it on, turning the volume up loud enough to drown out the whistling. First, she scrubbed the kitchen, then the bathroom. Then she decided to organize the spice rack.

      Two hours later, the little house sparkled, but she was just as conflicted.

      “Stop being such a baby, Kait,” she muttered to herself.

      She marched into her bathroom and spent about ten minutes brushing her teeth. Then, she changed her clothes half a dozen times before realizing how stupid it would be to do yard work in a blouse. Instead, she slipped on her favorite black v-neck and decided to call it good.

      Here she was, tripping over a guy that she never had feelings for until the unfortunate mix-up the night before. All this nonsense was just that.

      Nonsense.

      An unbidden memory of a night, seven years before, flickered in her mind. A cool summer night, a drunken kiss of gratitude…a kiss that had wound up causing her a month of sleepless nights.

      She pushed away the memory with a groan and slip on her sneakers. She wasn’t eighteen anymore. But Michael Blade might as well have been. He was nothing but trouble.

      She checked her teeth and touched up her makeup one last time in the mirror. Not for him, of course. Just looking put together gave her confidence, was all.

      But as she forced herself to walk the green mile toward Mike’s backyard, she couldn’t quell the butterflies fluttering like mad in her belly.
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      Michael stared at the half-demolished kitchen and grunted with grim satisfaction. It had taken him three hours of hard, physical labor, but he’d finally tired himself out enough to dampen the need that had been pooling in his groin since Kitty had showed up on his doorstep last night. Wearing that damned bustier and those frigging panties.

      His cock stirred and then stiffened and he let out a groan.

      Usually he’d at least be enjoying the remodeling work. Physical labor took his mind off his problems.

      But even that was a bust.

      He cursed under his breath as he swung the claw end of his hammer between the drywall and the last of the cabinets. The night before rang fresh in his memory with every powerful swing. With a single tug, he pried out the side of one of the cabinets. It flew clean off the wall, leaving massive holes on the drywall.

      Fuck.

      He was letting his thoughts get the best of him. It wasn’t that he was angry. So what was he then? He swung hard at the next cabinet, sending splinters of wood all over the kitchen.

      Did he regret it?

      He dragged his tongue across his lips and could almost taste hers. And even through the smell of sawdust and sheetrock he could still recall that damned scent.

      Hell no.

      It didn’t exactly end like he would have liked, but he regretted nothing.

      Why in the fucking world was he so antsy then? He couldn’t concentrate on his work. He could barely aim a damn hammer. She was toying with his mind and she didn’t even mean to.

      He let his eyes drift closed. She was on his lap again, grinding and kissing and licking and biting.

      He opened his eyes and ripped the head of the hammer out of the cabinet before tearing the cheap wood from the cold steel and taking another swing, dead on target.

      “I want you.”

      Her voice echoed in his skull, bouncing around his brain and touching every nerve, before reverberating down his spine and radiating outward. The skin wrapped tight around his biceps was covered in goose bumps.

      He had to get it out of his head. It was nothing. A simple case of mistaken identity on her part.

      So why didn’t it feel like a mistake to him? For some reason, it had felt so right. Maybe he thought of her as a bratty little tagalong, but if he was being totally honest with himself, that notion had been squashed the night of her graduation years before. Last night had just been a reminder. Maybe that very knowledge had been the exact thing that had made him determined to do whatever it took to keep her at arm’s length. Because if he got too close, there would be no more denying that Kitty was a grown woman now. And she could say what she wanted, but she had to have felt it too, last night. The chemistry between them…

      Little Kitty Pepper had flipped his world upside down. The girl he used to tease and screw with was now on the frontlines of his thoughts and desires. Only he didn’t want to screw with her anymore.

      He wanted to screw her.

      And that wasn’t likely to change anytime soon.

      Once he had the last cabinet completely torn from the wall, he set down the hammer and cracked open a bottle of water. He chugged it and wiped the sweat from his brow as he noted the time. Almost noon. Hell, she was probably in the back, surveying the yard right now.

      Careful not to step on any nails, he hopscotched his way over to the window and peered through the blinds.

      And there she was, dressed in a pair of cutoff shorts and a v-neck shirt that looked like it was made for her.

      He let his eyes touch every inch of that body, just as they had the night before. Her fiery red hair flowed in springy locks down past her shoulders, framing her voluptuous breasts. Her skin was like fine porcelain, flawless and smooth. A pair of gorgeous blue eyes studied the tablet in her hands, like two planets suspended in a galaxy of faint freckles. Her lips, full even now, when they were pursed, called to him through the glass.

      It was weird – she was just outside the front door, but it felt like she was miles away. He’d always been so confident around her. So at ease with their sharp banter. But now, his every muscle tensed in anticipation of getting close to her again.

      In spite of every effort not to think about it, the memory of the first time they’d kissed assailed him. Honey had badgered them into attending Kitty’s graduation. Rick had been back in town after his college finals and, at age twenty, Mike had just opened his one-man bike shop.

      Once the ceremony was over, the Blade brothers convinced Kitty’s mother to let her go out for a night on the town with them. She was hesitant, but eventually she relented and soon they were packed into Rick’s Tahoe, armed with a set of fake ID’s, flying towards the bars and clubs of Third Street. They found a parking spot on the street towards the end of the strip, and decided to bar hop down it and back. Rick, always the fucking white knight, acted as designated driver.

      They were halfway through their pub-crawl, drunk and stumbling, when Kitty started shivering in the unseasonably cool evening air.

      “Take my jacket.”

      This was a big deal for him and Kitty knew it. He loved his leather motorcycle jacket like a fat kid loved cake. So when he slid it off and around her shoulders, she had beamed with drunken joy and damn, it had felt good.

      “Seriously, Mikey?” she’d said.

      “Just don’t puke on it.”

      Even with his snappy little joke, her eyes had gone all soft and pretty. Then, out of nowhere, she’d grabbed a fistful of his shirt in each hand, rose up on her tiptoes, and planted a long, soft kiss on his lips.

      At the time, he didn’t overthink it. Just a drunk kid showing a little sloppy appreciation. And she did end up puking on it a few minutes later. He never did see the jacket again, but every once in a while—okay, way more often than it should have--the memory floated to the forefront of his mind, and he couldn’t shake it.

      Like now.

      He watched her now as she moved around the yard, checking soil and tugging weeds with the comfort of someone who’d been doing it for a while. She straightened and then blew a lock of hair from her eyes.

      Lord, she was pretty.

      Part of him wanted to go out there now and set the record straight. Put his cards on the table and tell her, mistake or no, right or wrong, he wanted her. The other part wanted to forget it ever happened, because the way she’d made him feel with just a few kisses scared the shit out of him. It would be easy enough – he’d rib her a bit about her mix up the night before and then sweet talk her a bit. That, he was good at.

      What the fuck was he doing?

      He drew the blinds shut with a snap and picked his way back into the kitchen. He could have almost any woman he wanted. He sure as shit didn’t need to be the second place, consolation prize for Kitty Pepper, and he sure as shit wasn’t going to apologize for her trying to seduce him.

      From his toolbox, he dug out a putty knife and a bottle of solvent. It was time to turn his attention to Honey’s old, rooster-dotted wallpaper. It was yellowed with time and starting to peel at the corners. He used to despise this old wallpaper, but now he almost couldn’t bring himself to tear it down.

      Inhaling deeply, he swore he could still smell Yankee pot roast on it.

      He poured the chemical remover into a spray bottle and aimed it at the wall. It took half the bottle to coat the entire wall, and soon the smell of Honey’s cooking was masked by the awful stench of chemicals. As the awful yellowing paper began to roll up and disintegrate, an ache formed in his chest.

      He wasn’t just scrubbing the wall – he was destroying a thousand memories that were made there. Yeah, so maybe they weren’t all great. Like the day his mother had dropped them off without a goodbye and never came back. Or the day half the neighborhood had come to Honey’s house for sandwiches and casserole the day they’d buried her the year before. But dammit, she had given them their first real home here. One filled with hot meals, and hugs good night and stern warnings about being late. No matter how much trouble he got into, no matter how much he fought it, she’d loved him until he couldn’t help but love her back.

      And now they were selling her house.

      The grief that had been dulled over the passing of seasons came back sharp as ever, cutting cleanly to his core.

      Maybe this was a bad idea. Sure, Honey had told them not to hang on to it out of sentiment. She was practical to the core, and knew that with Rick’s job, he’d land in a big city eventually and Mike needed to be closer to the shop. And the realtor said it would be an easy sale in this neighborhood if they did a quick remodel. Rick even offered to give Mike a majority of the money they’d make off it for putting in the labor.

      But was the cash really worth throwing away the only reminder of the happy years of his childhood?

      “AHHHHHHHH!”

      Mike dropped his putty knife and nearly jumped out of his shoes. Kitty’s scream sent a chill up his spine. He sprinted to the front door and threw the door open to find her in the middle of the yard, high-stepping around like she was walking on hot coals, as five powerful sprinklers soaked her from head to toe with each pass.

      Shit. She’d told him a few days before to turn off the timer and he’d totally flaked on it.

      His lips twitched, and the ice that had formed in his gut began to melt.

      “Hey,” he called out from the deck, “no playing around on the job.”

      Kitty looked up, her makeup a runny mess and her red hair sticking in clumps to her face.

      “Fuck you, Mike,” she yelled over the jets of water slapping across her body as she scurried to get clear of the sprinkler. “You did that on purpose.”

      He tried not to laugh. He really did, but Jesus, it was funny. With all the tension between them after last night, what were the odds that something like this would happen when she was already so pissed at him? It was like Murphy’s Law and laughing was all he could do.

      “I swear, Kitty, I didn’t.”

      Her brows rose almost comically. She was clearly not buying it.

      “You expect me to believe that? This is just like you to do something to yank my chain after--” She broke off and bit her bottom lip, refusing to meet his gaze.

      The laughter died in his throat as he realized her feelings were actually hurt. “I swear I’m telling the truth. I forgot to turn the timer off.”

      She just crossed her arms around her chest, jaw clenched.

      “Come get on the porch, I’ll get you a towel.”

      After a few moments of searching through the nearly torn-apart house, he found a clean towel and hustled back to the front porch. But she was gone.

      Part of him wanted to go after her. Tell her that he would never do something like that to her, especially after last night, and wipe the hurt look off her face. But maybe that was the problem. They’d both already stepped one foot into a rabbit hole that led to nothing but trouble. Maybe if they pretended like last night never happened it would be better for both of them. Then they could go back to their regularly scheduled program of ball-breaking and she could go after Rick if she wanted him so bad.

      The thought left a sour taste in his mouth.

      “Oh, c’mon Kitty,” he yelled out. “I told you it wasn’t on purpose. You’re being overdramatic.”

      Nothing.

      “You’re not getting paid to mope around, you know,” he yelled in the direction of her house, figuring she’d gone back. That would get her pissed off and talking back, since she was hardly getting paid at all.

      “Hey, jackass,” she called from below.

      Mike ran to the side of the deck and looked over the railing. Before he could even comprehend what was happening, it was too late. Kitty stood there, feet spread apart like she was at the shooting range, aiming the nozzle of a water hose right at his head.

      “Suck on this, Mikey,” she crowed.

      With a pull of the trigger, water blasted out of the hose in a solid jet, hitting Mike square in the face. He choked and garbled down a mouthful of water.

      “God damn it!”

      He dropped the towel and leapt over the railing, sprinting full speed at Kitty. She laughed maniacally, spraying him from head to toe the whole way. Once he reached her, he grabbed hold of the hose and wrestled her to the ground, drenching both of them even more in the process.

      By the time the water stopped flowing, he was straddling her in the grass, the cold water running off his nose in rivulets onto her makeup-smeared face. Her lips parted in a wide grin.

      “You think this is funny?” he demanded. He tried to sound pissed off, but wound up choking with laughter.

      “Maybe,” she offered, “just a bit.”

      She wriggled beneath him and suddenly, the laughter stopped. Their eyes locked for what felt like an eternity. There was nothing but the two of them, wrapped in each other, both sopping wet and breathing hard.

      He let out a growl and bent low, sliding his hands into her hair. But just before their lips touched, her eyes went wide with panic. She shoved him hard on the chest and into a muddy flowerbed next to her.

      “What the hell?”

      “Sorry, Mikey,” she stammered, rolling to her feet. “Gotta go. I left…something on the stove.”

      Then, just as she had the night before, she practically sprinted to get away from him. Mike watched her go, trying not to focus on the sexy twitch of those hips beneath the soaked, second-skin shorts.

      She could run if she wanted to, but he knew one thing for sure, that he hadn’t known before.

      She wanted him.

      She knew he wasn’t Rick this time, and she’d still wanted him for real. He could see it in her eyes. The way her pupils dilated when she looked at him. The hitch in her breath when their bodies had touched.

      And there was no question that he wanted her right back.

      He’d give her a little space. Let her think about him the way he’d been thinking about her, and then he’d make his move.

      Because little Kitty Pepper had put a stamp on him. And the only way he knew for sure to rid himself of it was to finish what they’d started.
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      Three days later, Kaitlin lay on the couch watching the blades of her ceiling fan go round. She hadn’t been back to Mike’s since their near-kiss on his front lawn. If this wasn’t an awkward situation before that, it definitely was now. The idea of kissing him again scared her more than anything.

      What if she liked it even more than last time? She’d be a goner over a guy whose sole purpose in life to this point seemed to be messing with her for laughs.

      Meanwhile, her supposed actual crush was clueless, overseas, donating his time and care to the less fortunate.

      Still, there was work to be done. Promises to be upheld. And she was starting to get cabin fever.

      Sick of feeling sorry for herself, she dragged herself up to stand.

      Hard work would probably do her some good. She’d call Mike and tell him that she had been sick but that she’d be there to work tomorrow morning.

      No way he’d believe that.

      Okay, so maybe she would just call and air it all out. Tell him that she wasn’t thinking straight since her little mishap. He’d understand that. They had to talk about it, they couldn’t just ignore that there was this sexual tension that caused the air around them to buzz with a sort of static charge just three days prior.

      She’d finally convinced herself to pick up the phone when a knock sounded at the door.

      “Kitty? You home?”

      Shit.

      It was Mike. And she was wearing her Daffy Duck t-shirt and a pair of plaid boxers.

      “Uh, just a minute,” she yelled at the door.

      Her body went into autopilot as she stormed through her bedroom like a tornado, yanking off her clothes as she went. She slipped on the sexiest bra she owned that was clean – a teal, lacey number. On top of that, she threw on a midnight blue, deep-v shirt that accented both her eyes and her cleavage. A matching thong and a pair of black leggings were next.

      No big. She would’ve done the same for any guest.

      “Take your time,” he called from her porch. “I’ve got plenty of beer and pizza out here to last me through the night.”

      The next ten seconds were spent deciding whether to wear her hair up or down. She finally gave up, threw it in a ponytail and slicked on some peach lip-gloss.

      She looked in the mirror. Not bad. From pajamas to perky in three minutes. Satisfied, she half-jogged to the door and swung it open.

      Mike stood there with a smile, a six-pack of beer in his left hand and a large pizza in his right. And boy did he look good. His thick, black hair gleamed in the fading sunlight. He wore a black t-shirt that barely contained his ink-covered, sun-kissed muscles and a smile that made her tummy ache.

      “Truce? I haven’t seen you leave the house in three days. So I thought I’d come feed my landscape designer before she starved to death,” he said.

      Kaitlin returned the smile. “I know, I’m so sorry. It’s just…I--”

      “No, I’m sorry,” he cut in, “I shouldn’t have put you in that position again after what happened the night before. And I swear I didn’t turn the sprinklers on you. Even if it was god damn funny.”

      She waited for the humiliation to come with his teasing words, but it never did. “Yeah, I guess it was pretty funny,” she said with a grudging smile. “Well, come on in.” She gestured to the living room.

      “Man, it feels like forever since I’ve been in this house,” he said as he stepped into the foyer.

      “It has. Not since I graduated and you and Rick took me out to the bars,” Kaitlin reminded him.

      She led him into the living room and motioned for him to set the pizza on the table.

      “I’ll get some plates.”

      When she returned, Mike had cracked open a couple of beers. He handed one to her and they each took a slice. For the first time since she’d gone over in her trench coat, she felt like she could breathe. She couldn’t say why she felt so relieved that she hadn’t driven a permanent wedge between them with her actions the other night, but damn it, she did.

      “I love Roberto’s pizza,” she murmured, before closing her teeth around a bite. The tangy tomato sauce and gooey cheese hit her tongue and she moaned with pleasure. “Sooo good. I haven’t had it since high school,” Kaitlin murmured between bites.

      “Yeah, I used to cut class so I could get lunch there every Friday,” he admitted with a grin.

      “I wish I’d cut class more. High school sucked,” she admitted, taking a sip of the icy beer he’d brought.

      “It wasn’t that bad.”

      “For you, maybe!” she said with a laugh. “I mean, you graduated my Junior year, but I still never stopped hearing rumors about your sexual conquests until the day that I graduated. Every guy I met in my grade or below me asked if I knew you when they found out I lived next door to the Blade brothers.”

      “I highly doubt that.”

      “It’s true,” Kaitlin said, matter-of-factly. “Every guy in your class wanted to be you, and every girl in school wanted you. I mean, you slept with half the girls in school. They couldn’t stop fawning at your feet.”

      Mike took a swig of his beer and shook his head. “Those rumors are greatly exaggerated. I really didn’t sleep with that many girls in high school.”

      “I bet.”

      “I may have gotten around some, but it wasn’t because I had some twisted desire to fuck my way through school. I just never found anyone I liked enough to stick with them.”

      Kaitlin wolfed down another slice of pizza. Until then, she hadn’t realized just how hungry she was. “I see,” she said, “commitment issues, huh?”

      Then it dawned on her. How could she be so stupid? Of course he had commitment issues. His drug addict mother dumped him and his brother off on his grandma’s doorstep when they were just ten years old. Loneliness and loss had to be an all-too-familiar feeling to him. Could she really blame him for not wanting to risk experiencing that feeling again? If that had happened to her, she’d probably feel the same way. She was trying to figure out how to backpedal, but he seemed unfazed.

      He polished off the rest of his beer and set the empty bottle on the table. “Yeah, I guess. You were pretty much the only girl I was even friends with all four years.”

      The fluttering in her stomach, the same dizzy feeling she had when they nearly kissed three days ago, started up again.

      “Why me?” she asked him.

      “I don’t know. You just weren’t like them. You were real. And I liked you as a person. I would never have tried to sleep with you – I didn’t want to ruin the weird but fun relationship we had.”

      He caught her gaze with his dark, mesmerizing eyes.

      “Plus, I guess I always figured you had a thing for my brother,” he said, cracking open another beer and handing it to her.

      She thought long and hard about that notion. Maybe she had started out with a plan to go there and seduce Rick, but that seemed like a million years ago now. Had part of her known all along? Because all she thought about since then was Mike. He haunted her dreams and her days were filled with thoughts of what might have been if he hadn’t stopped her.

      Kaitlin pulled another swig of the beer, wondering if she was already tipsy or if being around Mike was making her feel this way.

      “That might have been so,” she said. “But where was Rick when that guy was picking on me on the bus that time and you punched him in the stomach? And where was Rick and his coat when I was freezing that night we did the pub-crawl? The night you kissed me?”

      “I mean, really, you were the one kissing me that night. And you were drunk. We both were.”

      “Doesn’t mean I didn’t like it,” she shot back.

      Jesus, who was she right now? She must be buzzed if she’d said that out loud.

      “Is that so?” he asked, raising a single eyebrow.

      “Maybe.” Her tongue felt thick and fuzzy as her pulse stuttered.

      “If you liked it so much, then why did you run off the other night?” Mike asked, his voice all grit.

      “I’m not sure,” she said honestly. “I guess I was scared. And embarrassed.”

      But tonight, there wasn’t a shred of that embarrassment left. In fact, she felt bold. Wild. A little crazy.

      For Michael Blade.

      Heat radiated from her center outward until every nerve-ending stood on end.

      Sure, it would just be tonight. He was too much man to tame, and the last thing she wanted was to live the kind of life her mother had lived, always watching over her shoulder for the next woman out to steal her all-too-easy-to-steal man.

      But tonight?

      Tonight she knew exactly what she wanted, and he was sitting right next to her with the sexiest smirk she’d ever seen. And when he put his muscular, ink-covered arm around her to draw her in closer, she didn’t pull away.

      “I’m not embarrassed anymore, though,” she murmured.

      He lifted her up effortlessly and set her onto his lap, so that she was straddling him. He grabbed her by the ass and pulled her in tight to his rock hard body.

      “Then prove it.”
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      The smell nearly did him in, same as before. Sweet and light and sexy, just like Kitty. He breathed her in before he traced her mouth with the tip of his tongue.

      She shivered in his arms and his cock pulsed. She was so free, so open with her responses, it humbled him.

      Her arms snaked around his neck and she plastered her chest against him as she sealed her lips to his. The blood pounded in his ears as their tongues tangled in a dance as old as time.

      He clutched her hips, pinning her closer, letting her feel the weight of his want, and she groaned. Her soft hand slipping between their bodies and she closed it gently over his straining seam.

      “I…” Her cheeks turned a fiery red but she swallowed hard and tried again. “I want to taste you. Can I do that?”

      His heart beat like a jackhammer against his ribs and he nodded. “Fuck, yes. I’ve dreamt of that mouth on me every night since you came to the house and kissed me.”

      God help him, she didn't hesitate. Her sexy breasts bounced and jiggled beneath her blouse as she shimmied backward until she was standing. Then, she dropped to her knees.

      His chest went tight as she reached out a tentative hand to unbutton his fly. Her gasp when his cock sprang free was music to his ears. Before he could even fully appreciate the sight of her looking down at him, eyes wide, her mouth was on him.

      As shy and awkward as she could be at times, he’d been prepared for teasing. A lick of the tip. A slow slide of tongue before she suckled on the head for a bit. A tentative tasting until she got comfortable and found her confidence.

      There was none of that.

      One second she was staring down at him reverently, cupping him gently in one soft hand, and the next, she was eating his cock, swallowing him whole, taking his shaft so deep, he could feel the tender flesh at the back of her throat. Stars exploded behind his eyelids as he grunted and gripped the couch cushions.

      "Fuck."

      It was like being encased in molten lava, pleasure so sharp it bordered on pain. His cock expanded further with another rush of blood as pressure built in his balls like a coming storm.

      He'd had his dick sucked hundreds of times by dozens of women. He’d never had a woman come at it like this. Like she loved it. Needed it.

      All the while, she made little humming noises in the back of her throat, urging him on, like she couldn’t wait for him to spurt in her mouth. He tried to get a handle on his reaction, but she wrapped one arm around the backs of his thighs, drawing him even deeper.

      “Damn, Kitty, that’s so good to me,” he muttered, giving up and threading his fingers into her silky hair.

      She stared up, eyes glazed over with a need that nearly laid him low as she began to move faster, sucking harder with each pass. The lean column of her throat clutched at his swollen shaft in sensual grip and the last thread of his control snapped.

      He tightened his hand in her hair, using it as an anchor as she worked her lips around his straining, swollen cock over and over.

      What had started out as a test of her mettle had become a test of his self-discipline and he began to pump his hips in counterpoint to her motions, fucking her mouth in long strokes.

      His whole world became a pinprick, and his vision blurred. She never let up, reaching out to cup his balls in one hand as she worked.

      After countless hours of fantasies. Days of dreaming of this moment, he was five seconds from blowing into her mouth like a teenage boy before he’d even returned the favor.

      Not acceptable.

      He tore his gaze from the glossy red curls head bobbing between his legs and took a steadying breath. Finally, by some Herculean force of will, he halted her with a firm hand in her hair.

      As he drew back, she made a valiant effort to follow, fighting him every step of the way. His dick came free with a pop and bobbed up against his stomach as she licked her swollen lips.

      “I never…I want to taste it. I want you to come in my mouth,” she murmured, again trying to dip her face closer.

      Even though the words sent a bolt of heat running through him, he forced himself to shake his head.

      “Not this time. I want to be inside you.”

      He reached down and tugged her to her feet before circling his hands around her waist and hoisting her up to stand. He stood to join her, taking a second to peel off his own shirt before going to work on hers. He wanted to go slow. Admire each luscious inch of her, but the need to touch…to taste was clawing at him like a wild animal.

      He yanked her jeans and panties off and then pressed her down onto the couch before dropping to his knees, the same as she’d done for him. She gasped, soft hands clutching at his shoulders as he spread her thighs spread wide, revealing her glistening, pink slit.

      “Jesus,” Mike hissed, sucking a breath in through his nose and letting it out slowly through his mouth.

      Whatever he was going to do, he’d better do it fast because he was one well-placed touch from exploding. And before he did, he was dead set on making her come harder than she’d ever come in her life.

      Because, she might not have started out wanting Michael Blade, but he would make damned sure she never forgot him.

      [image: ]
* * *

      When she’d decided that she was going to do this with him, Kaitlin had promised herself she was going to do it right, which meant no holds barred. But this? This was scaring the hell out of her.

      Already, she could feel herself melting into him. Wanting to touch every part of him. Mad with the need to make him feel as wild inside as she did. It was electrifying and terrifying all at once, but she refused to back away from it.

      She’d worry about the ramifications tomorrow. Tonight was theirs’.

      His rough hands gripped her hips and that alone was enough to send her heart racing anew. She wasn’t a virgin. She’d slept with a few men. Good men. They’d been confident. Smart. Kind. Even competent in bed.

      None of them were like Mike.

      They’d been careful and gentle and sweet. And boring. So boring.

      But when Mike had told her to get on her knees, it was like a line that had been tethering her down her whole life snapped and she was finally free.

      She watched him now as he stared down between her quivering legs, seemingly as entranced as she was, and a thrill ran through her.

      Her euphoria morphed quickly to lust as his fingers ground into her hips, pulling her to the edge of the couch. He bent low, taking one tingling nipple into his mouth. The wet heat of his tongue laving at her as he sucked was almost more than she could take.

      Breathing in his masculine, woodsy scent, she reached up to stroke his neck, but his growl stopped her cold.

      “My turn now.” He nipped the tender swell of one breast with strong, white teeth and she gasped.

      He bent his head to her breast again and flicked one nipple with his tongue. She arched her back to press herself deeper into his mouth and then nearly screamed in frustration as he pulled back yet again.

      “Don’t rush me, Kitty,” he murmured, the gravel in his voice sending a gush of heat between her thighs.

      He leaned in again and took one nipple between his teeth. He batted it with his tongue and she groaned his name, twisting beneath him.

      “Please, Mike-.”

      “Shhh,” he whispered, and then pressed his hard, callused palm against her heated core.

      Her hips flexed to meet him as two thick fingers dipped into the wetness waiting there for him.

      “Nice,” he hissed, sliding his hands down over the sensitive skin of her inner thighs before tracing her seam and slipping lower. Their groans mingled as he thrust into her, filling her. She fluttered her hips helplessly against him, and he froze.

      “Please.”

      He slid his finger deep, grinding the heel of his palm against her throbbing clit.

      “I want you,” she whimpered, her vision going hazy as she tried to focus on his gorgeous face as he spoke.

      His jaw was so tense, it could’ve been carved from stone and it was only the fear that he would stop touching her that kept her from leaning forward to press her mouth against it. He drew back and added a second finger, thrusting deep and curling them. The sensation had her clawing at the couch in ecstasy.

      Close. So damned close.

      She shook and tried to grind harder onto his fingers. The orgasm was shimmering just out of reach and she needed it more than her next breath.

      He moved between her thighs and palmed his cock in one hand. He stared down at her and groaned and then gripped himself before stroking upward. As he pumped his engorged member in firm strokes, his fingers worked her, thrusting in and out in a steady, slow rhythm. She couldn’t tear her eyes away and moaned as bead of moisture wept from his cock.

      As her cries grew louder, and his breath came in short pants, he began to stroke himself harder, up and down.

      He stilled and released himself as his cock jerked and twitched.

      The he knelt back in front of her, flicking his tongue against the tight bundle of nerves between her legs. Sucking the hard little nub into his mouth, expertly working it with lips and tongue even as his skillful fingers rode her.

      One more breath, one more move, and she was going over the edge.

      “Mike,” she sobbed, all pretense forgotten as she arched her hips to take him deeper, her pussy clasping tight around his fingers.

      He pulled back, his warm breath washing over her as velvety liquid trickled down her thighs. He bit her there and she jerked again, in the agony of anticipation. A second later, he muttered a curse, stood like a shot and withdrew his fingers.

      “I can’t fucking take it. I need to be inside you.”

      He took his cock in his fist and pushed the broad head into her waiting heat. Her mind spun as a thousand sensations battled one another for supremacy, each more sublime than the last. The stretch and pull, the drag of his flesh against hers. It was so much…too much.

      “I’m going to come,” she murmured, a scream building low in her throat.

      “Yeah. That’s it, babe,” he growled as he clutched her hips, driving himself to the hilt in one smooth motion.

      She barely had a second to recover before he pulled out nearly all the way and then filled her all the way up with his distended cock once, twice.

      Her whole body stilled as she screamed, that sweet invasion sending her hurtling off the precipice, headlong. Mindlessly, she clawed at his ass, anchoring him closer as wave after wave crashed over her.

      He was seconds behind her, flexing hard, fingers closing over her hips in a punishing grip.

      “Fuck, Kitty, I-” he bit off a groan, pressing his forehead to hers and thrusting home one last time before bucking hard and convulsing over her.

      She didn’t know how long they stayed there in silence afterward, but it was long enough for her galloping heartbeat to level off to a trot and for her breathing to slow. A bone-deep satisfaction had started to seep in and it took everything she had not to lean forward and loop her arms around his waist.

      That would be clingy. This was a hook up. That was all.

      She struggled to find her voice, unsure of how to act or what to say. He pulled away and slowly zipped up his pants, his heavy-lidded gaze locking with hers.

      “You good?”

      She nodded, but it was a lie.

      She was wrecked. He’d turned her world upside down and she didn’t know if she could ever right it again. It was probably written all over her face. Smitten.

      She moved to stand on shaky legs, about to excuse herself to dress when he reached for her.

      “Where you going? Can you come lay here next to me on the couch for a while. I’m not ready to let you go yet.”

      Part of her wanted him to run. Tell him that she’d had an amazing time but had to get her beauty rest.

      But that was the old Kaitlin. Scared Kaitlin.

      She lowered herself back onto the couch and into his arms.

      New Kaitlin wanted more of this. More of Mike.

      And if he was willing to prolong the magic just a little while longer, she’d take him as long as he’d have her.
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      Morning light shined through the window and Mike blinked up at the ceiling he didn’t recognize and then winced.

      He and Kitty had eventually made it to the bedroom for round two and apparently he’d fallen asleep.

      A twinge of nerves ran through him as he realized this was the first time in years he hadn’t bailed on a woman shortly after sex.

      And that woman was Kitty Pepper. How crazy was that?

      He went to stretch and then winced, realizing his muscles were sore. Sure, some of that was from kitchen demo, but at least a part of it was from last night.

      What did you do to me Kitty?

      He rolled to his side, but was surprised to find the other half of the bed was cold and empty, only the faintest outline of where Kitty had slept in the wrinkles of the sheets.

      Wouldn’t that be a twist if she’d bailed on him? In her own home? If the thought didn’t unsettle him so much, he might have laughed at the irony. Now, though, it just made him realize it was probably better for him to head back next door ASAP, before he did something reckless.

      He rolled to his feet and yanked on his jeans and t-shirt right as the heavenly scent of coffee and bacon wafted into the room. His mouth salivated and his stomach lurched. He followed the smells to the kitchen to find Kitty standing in front of the stove, spatula in hand.

      She wore nothing but a threadbare white t-shirt and a pair of pink and white striped boy shorts. Her hips swayed back and forth as she flipped bacon while singing a Christmas song about sleighs that Mike didn’t recognize under her breath.

      “That seems like a pretty dangerous outfit to be wearing while you’re cooking with hot grease,” he murmured, surprised to find that his hands itched with the need to touch her again.

      Kitty spun around with a gasp, and then offered a tentative smile. “I guess I like to live dangerously.”

      Mike snorted. “Ha, aren’t you just the little daredevil? Big, bad Kitty. ”

      She raised her eyebrows and nodded. “And don’t you forget it, Mikey-poo.”

      “Mikey-poo?”

      “That’s right.”

      “Not going to happen.”

      “Now you know how I feel when you call me Kitty,” she shot back.

      He rolled his eyes. “Yeah, yeah. Touché.” The crispy strips of bacon were taunting him from the pan almost half as much as seeing Kitty in those shorts did, but it still surprised him when the words came out of his mouth.

      “So you making breakfast for two?”

      Kitty cocked a single red eyebrow his way, her cheeks flushing a pretty shade of pink. “I mean, if you’re hungry. Are you sure you want to stay?”

      “Yeah, why?”

      She pushed a bouquet of curls from her face, tucking them behind her ear. “I don’t know, I just figured that maybe you had to work or something. I don’t want to keep you, ya know.”

      Never mind that he’d been thinking exactly that not two minutes before, but once he’d laid eyes on her, leaving had been the last thing on his mind.

      “Are you saying you’d rather me go?”

      “No! No, not at all. I just--”

      “Then what’s going on?” he asked, leaning in to trail the top of his finger over her silky soft cheek.

      She turned away with a sigh and flopped the bacon out of the pan onto a paper towel to drain.

      “Look, I’ve never done…this before. I didn’t want to make you feel like you had to stay or get weird like I thought I was your girlfriend now or something, that’s all.”

      Even just the mention of the “g” word usually sent him hightailing it to his Harley, but for some reason, all he wanted to do was erase the worry from her pretty face.

      He took her by the hips and pulled her in close.

      “And what if I don’t want to leave?” Mike asked as he wrapped his massive arms around her waist.

      She looked up at him, her doe eyes wide and glassy. “Then I guess you can stay,” she whispered.

      He leaned in to kiss her raspberry lips, but just before they could touch he paused.

      “But I definitely get some bacon if I stay, right?”

      She burst into laughter and punched him in the chest.

      “I’m only joking. I want to spend the day with you, if you don’t have plans. The bacon is just a bonus,” he said with a wink.

      He pulled her in again and planted a kiss on her forehead. She wriggled away to reach for a carton of eggs, but he trapped her in place, spearing his hands into her hair and taking the kiss he’d wanted since he walked into the kitchen. She made a squeak low in her throat but then softened, opening her lips for his tongue.

      A bolt of need coursed through him that sent the blood rushing south and he let out a growl.

      “If you keep that up, we’re never going to eat.”

      “There’s coffee if you want some,” she offered, her voice husky with want.

      “Is it as hot as you?”

      “Probably not,” she said, and pulled him in for another kiss before shooing him away to set the table.

      For the next half hour they cooked breakfast and then ate in companionable silence as they sat in her breakfast nook and watched a rainstorm roll in over the horizon.

      When all the food was gone, they sipped their coffee, and talked. Conversation came easy with Kitty, especially when they weren’t intent on irritating the crap out of each other. They reminisced over their childhoods, joked about the night of mistaken identity and recalled fond memories of Honey, and he and Rick’s future plans for her house.

      “I’m sorry again for not coming over the past three days,” Kitty apologized.

      “Don’t worry about it,” Mike assured her. “It was a weird situation.”

      “Looks like I won’t be able to get much work done today, either,” she said.

      He stared out at the gray skies with a tilt of his head. “Yeah. I think I might take most of the day off, too. Ripping out all the innards of my childhood home and putting it up for sale…it feels weird. Depressing really, especially the week before Christmas. It just doesn’t seem right; like I’m destroying that last bit of her that I’d been hanging on to.”

      He hadn’t meant to say it out loud, but there it was, lying between them for the world to see. Big, tough Mike Blade, all mushy over some wood and nails.

      But Kitty didn’t look at him with pity, or judgment. She just cocked her head, seeming to ponder that thought carefully before responding.

      “So don’t, then.”

      Mike set down his mug and shook his head, nonplussed. “What do you mean?”

      “Don’t keep going with the remodel.”

      “Yeah, but the real estate agent told us we wouldn’t get anything near what it’s worth without updating it. There are just too many homes for sale around here and it’s too old fashioned to get buyers willing to pay what it’s worth.”

      “Then don’t sell it. You don’t have to sell it, Mike.” Her sharp blue gaze roved over his face as she drew her stockinged feet onto the chair and tucking her knees up to her chin. “Move back in. Rent out your apartment near your shop and live there.”

      He paused to think for a second, toying with the toast crumbs left on his plate. “Yeah, but Rick and I already discussed that we would sell it. Honey had all but insisted before she died that we shouldn’t hang on to it.”

      “Look,” she said, “Rick’s a frickin’ doctor now. He can wait for his half of the money or you can buy him out. It’s a great house. You’ll have a big home garage, where you can work on some of your clients’ bikes from home and any other projects you want. And, you’ll be right across the street when I come to visit my mom and decide to seduce the wrong twin again,” she said with a grin that didn’t quite reach her eyes.

      A weird sense of emptiness settled over him as he thought about the season coming to an end. Once Kitty’s mom came back from her trip abroad after the holidays, she’d be gone again, back to her own life more than three hours away.

      He shoved the thought aside ruthlessly. It hardly mattered. This was just for fun. To give them both what they hadn’t even realized they’d both wanted for ages. When it was time to end, hopefully, they’d be able to look back on it and smile.

      “You make some very valid points. I’ll think about it.”

      “Do, Mike. I think Honey didn’t want the house to be an anchor around your neck but some part of me feels pretty certain that she’d love the idea of one of you living there…maybe starting a family of your own one day and feeding a passel of kids on the big picnic table out by the pool.”

      The soft smile that played around her lips sent a bolt of panic through him and he stood and made his way to the window.

      A family? Kids around a picnic table? Maybe she did still have him confused with Rick. Strange that, right on the heels of that panic was a warm sensation filling his chest.

      The rain had started to fall heavier. He frowned at the sky and glanced over at Kitty, who was still watching him, biting her lip.

      “Sorry, I overstepped. I didn’t mean to pry. I just meant--”

      “I know what you meant,” he said. “It’s all good. I’ll definitely give it more thought. Either way, I need to do something about the walkway. It’s about to crumble to pieces. Maybe I could get your expertise on that matter once the rain stops?”

      He didn’t want to hurt her feelings by deflecting, but he had a lot to think about. And all of it was too important to do on a dime when he was still wrapped all up the memory of the best sex of his life.

      To her credit, she rolled with the change of subject like a champ. “It’s what I do, so absolutely,” she said with a nod. “We can even look online now to get some options together.”

      For the next few hours they sat, side by side, on her couch and looked over what seemed like a thousand designs of pavers and stone variations. It wasn’t the most exciting way to spend a rainy day, but for some reason, he found himself feeling just a little lighter inside whenever she laughed, or leaned in to point at something and brushed his arm with her breasts.

      The day flew by and, before he knew it, it was after lunch. He had to be heading out to the shop to check in, but his ass was firmly planted in the seat of her couch, with no desire to get out.

      “I was thinking,” he said after a long moment, “why don’t you come over tonight?”

      With a wry smile, she looked up at him. “Looking for some more action, playboy?”

      He chuckled. “I’m not saying I’d turn it down, but I was just thinking about what you said. You know, about moving into Honey’s house and renting out my apartment. I think you might be on to something. The living room is still intact, and I’d like to spend a little time there just enjoying the place. With you.”

      “So you do want some more of this!” She ran her hands down her sides, accentuating her hourglass shape, and began singing, “If you want my body, and you think I’m sexy…”

      He tossed his head back and let out a crack of laughter. “Fine, you busted me. So what do you say?”

      “I guess I can tuck you in tonight,” she offered. “Should I bring a bottle of wine?”

      “I’m more of a beer man, myself,” he replied, “but sure.”

      “All right, let me go shower while you go do whatever you have to do for work. Meet up there in two hours?” she asked, and then bent to give him a kiss on his dimpled cheek.

      He nodded and she wheeled around to jog down the hall. Only this time she was singing a song he definitely recognized.

      If you want mah body…

      Damn, he did. Bad. But what scared the hell out of him was how much he was starting to want so much more than that.
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      The rain didn’t let up all day, so when he opened the door to Honey’s house a couple hours later, Kitty was wet and shivering.

      “I told you to bring an umbrella,” Mike chided as he pulled her into the house.

      “Yeah, I forgot.”

      “The bathroom down the hall is still in one piece.”

      Kaitlin disappeared into the bathroom to dry out her hair and Mike went to his childhood room to change. After throwing on a fresh t-shirt and a pair of gym shorts – his usual bedtime attire – Kaitlin shuffled into the room in a tight pair of Victoria’s Secret leggings and a tank top.

      “Ah, so this is where all the magic happened. Michael Blade’s childhood room,” Kaitlin said.

      “You got it all wrong. Honey was like a bloodhound; she could sniff out any girl I thought about bringing over when we were in high school. Hell, until you came over the other night looking for Rick, I’d never so much as kissed a girl here.”

      The words wrapped around her like a blanket and she tried to shake it off. Neither of them had made any promises. This was just what it looked like from the start. A short-term fling while they were both in town. Nothing more. And letting herself get too used to him and his sweet talk was a first class ticket to Heart Break.

      She turned around observing the AC/DC and Iron Maiden posters on the wall. There were racy pictures of pin-up girls straddling Harley-Davidson bikes and Mardi Gras beads hanging from his bed posts. His mattress was wrapped in satin black sheets and a life-size cutout of some motocross racer stood in the corner watching over them. Exactly how she would’ve pictured a teenage Michael’s bedroom to have looked.

      “Who’s that?” she asked.

      “Him? Oh, that’s Travis Pastrana. He’s one of the greatest motocross racers to ever live.”

      “Right,” she said with a nod. “Of course. And will he be watching over us tonight?”

      “Very funny,” Mike let out a laugh. “Honey never changed our rooms after we moved out, besides dusting and vacuuming every once in awhile. I think part of her always secretly hoped maybe we’d come back.”

      “So why not stay in the master now? I mean, I know your childhood room has character, but it’s a little cramped.”

      “Oh, I sleep in the master while I’m here renovating. But not tonight.”

      “Why not?”

      “Are you kidding me? Sleep in Honey’s bed? With you?” he asked, brows raised. “The neighbor girl that she viewed as a surrogate granddaughter for years? She’d probably rise from the dead just to whoop me.”

      Kaitlin wrinkled her nose and nodded. She hadn’t really thought that far into it, but now that he said it, it was definitely off the table.

      “Yeah, I guess that would be weird. All right, so what’s for dinner? I cooked breakfast, after all.”

      Shit. He’d forgotten to pick something up on the way, and cooking was out of the question with the kitchen remodel in progress. The stove had already been ripped out and the only appliances that worked were a mini-fridge he brought over from his apartment and Honey’s ancient microwave.

      “Actually,” he said, “I think it’s the place down the street’s turn to cook. You like Chinese food, right? They deliver.”

      “I love Chinese.”

      Within an hour they were seated on his couch, watching eighties action flicks and stuffing their faces with eggrolls, fried rice, and orange chicken.

      They talked for hours and in the rare moments of silence, they nestled deep in each other’s arms in solace, taking in each other’s warmth. He wasn’t exactly the cuddle-on-the-couch type, but the hours flew by and it wasn’t until midnight that they decided to call it a night and go to bed.

      They’d only made it to the hallway, when the last of his restraint vanished. He tugged her arm, pulling her to a stop and then kissed her long and hard. He had a taste for her, a hunger that couldn’t be satiated. Trapped in the throes of this newly-discovered desire for Kitty, he quaked with the need to show her more…show her everything.

      She moaned as he nibbled at her ear. He kissed her down her neck to her collarbone, stopping every so often to return to her sweet lips. Her tousled red hair smelled of strawberries and cream, and she tasted every bit as good as she smelled. When her soft hands traveled down his chest, over his stomach, and lower, his adrenaline pumped into overdrive.

      “I want to do very, very, dirty things to you, Kitty,” he said in a coarse whisper.

      “Yeah?” she breathed. “Is that a threat or a promise?”

      He nipped at her porcelain neck.

      “Yes.”

      Kitty pulled her tank top off over her head and threw it onto the floor. Ever so slowly, Mike kissed, nipped, and licked her, from her neck to her perfect breasts, down to her navel. He pulled her leggings to the floor and then toyed with the edge of her panties, running his fingers slowly over her soft skin, tracing the v between her thighs. He could feel the wet heat already gathering there and groaned.

      And just when he gripped the sides of her panties, prepared to tug them down her long, slender legs, a loud buzzing distracted them both, pulling them out of the moment.

      “Is that a vibrator in your pocket just in case?” Kitty teased.

      Mike looked up, her words barely penetrating the sound of the blood rushing in his ears, coming back to eye level with Kitty. It took a second to comprehend what she was saying and then another to identify the sound.

      His cell phone.

      “No, it’s my phone,” he said.

      “Can you turn it off?” she asked, tracing a finger over his jaw before sliding her arms around his neck and gently pushing the top of his head back towards her stomach.

      The buzzing stopped.

      “Hell yes. That can wait. You cannot,” Mike said, leaning down to kiss her again.

      Just before he could get back down to where he left off, the phone started buzzing again. He shot his head up and let out a string of curse words.

      “Give me one second. It’s late and it might be an emergency.”

      His twin had called him once by satellite phone and had said contact would be minimal, but the thought that he might need something would distract him unless he checked.

      She nodded, but her expression was dubious at best, and the heat that had been radiating from her blue eyes cooled.

      “Yeah, sure. I understand.”

      He shoved a hand into his pocket and yanked out his phone to peer down at the text lighting the screen, hoping it wasn’t Rick so he could just turn the damned thing off and focus on Kitty.

      I need you. Call me ASAP

      “Everything all right?” Kitty asked, making an obvious attempt at not invading his privacy by keeping her gaze trained on a spot over his shoulder rather than peeking down at the phone.

      “I don’t know.” He jammed a hand through his hair and ran through his options. “It’s Ashley. You remember her from high school?”

      “Ashley Collins? Yeah.”

      And judging by the expression on her face, she also remembered that both he and Ashley had gotten suspended their senior year when they got caught having sex under the bleachers when they were supposed to be in gym class.

      This was bad. Real bad.

      He opened his mouth to try to explain when the phone buzzed again, three more times in quick succession.

      If you don’t come quickly, I don’t know what he’ll do. Please…

      “Look, why don’t you go ahead with whatever you need to do with Ashley and I’ll head home,” Kitty said with a tight smile that didn’t reach her eyes. “You can give me a call tomorrow or something.”

      She turned and made her way down the hall, dressing as she went. He watched her go, his thoughts swarming like a hive of restless bees.

      Shit.

      He wished he could explain but Ashley’s secret wasn’t his to tell. Her deadbeat boyfriend had been threatening her for months now and had finally gone off the deep end and slapped her the week before. If he was blackout drunk, there’s no telling what he could do. Hell, the only reason he was walking around as a free man now and not locked up behind bars was because Mike hadn’t been able to convince her to call the police on him. And he would continue to walk free, ready, willing and able to mete out the pain.

      Unless Mike went over to stop him.

      Ashley had been a friend long after their days behind the bleachers and he had to go help her.

      Still, he owed Kitty some sort of explanation. And, for some reason, the thought of walking back into the house later and not having her there made his guts churn.

      He rushed back into the living room and took Kitty’s shoulder just as she was bending low to don her sneakers.

      “Look, I know this seems bad but I swear, it’s not. Just, please, promise me you’ll stick around, okay? I’ll be quick. Back before you know it.”

      She gnawed on her bottom lip and nodded reluctantly.

      “Okay.”

      Relief washed over him, but it was quickly replaced by concern for his friend. He threw on his shoes and a jacket, grabbed his car keys and hightailed it out the door.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Three AM and Kitty was sprawled out on Mike’s childhood bed, watching the ceiling fan go around. Her head was spinning faster than the blades and had been for hours.

      She wanted to believe that it was nothing, but this was exactly what Mike was notorious for. It certainly wouldn’t have been the first time that he sweet-talked a girl’s panties off and then bounced.

      But then why had he insisted she stay?

      Because he wanted to have his cake and eat it too.

      Correction. He wants to have his ex and eat you too, her subconscious bleated.

      The thought made the acid in her stomach roil.

      He had looked concerned. But if it was something innocent, why hadn’t he explained what it was? And why wasn’t he back yet? It had been hours and he hadn’t even had the courtesy to call.

      She sighed, wishing she could work up a head of steam. Some anger at him that would give her the strength to get up and walk out. But if there was anyone to blame here, it was her. Her mother had warned her about guys like Mike. Guys like her father. Like leaves in the wind. Rolling whichever way the wind blew. He’d never made her any promises beyond a good time. Damn her for wishing it could be more than that.

      It was a whirlwind week and somehow he’d swept her off her feet. But she was the one who hadn’t kept those feet planted firmly on the ground. Shame on her for forgetting herself and for forgetting who Mike really was. The love ‘em and leave ‘em Blade who’d never settle down. Nothing like the safe, stable man she needed in her life.

      This was exactly the wakeup call she needed to bring her back down to earth. She collected her things and then scoured his desk until she found a pen and ripped a sheet of copy paper out of his printer. Then, armed with the still full bottle of wine that she’d brought over, she sat down at his coffee table.

      

      
        Mike-

        Thanks for the great time the past couple days, but I’ve got head back home. Don’t worry, I’ll find someone to finish the work on the yard, no charge.

        -Kaitlin

      

      

      She dropped the note on the table, tucked the wine under her arm, and headed for the door.

      It was fine. Everything was going to be just fine.

      She stepped out into the cool rain and jogged to her mom’s house, straight to her room. It took a few minutes of riffling through stacks of boxed up clothes, dresses, and memorabilia from high school, but she eventually found it folded up just beneath her graduation gown.

      Mike’s leather jacket.

      Looking at it, feeling it for the first time in years, a rush of emotion made her throat go achy. She’d long since had it dry cleaned, but for some reason, hadn’t been able to bring herself to give it back to him, no matter how mad he made her.

      Now the sight of it made her want to vomit again.

      Clearly, the lack of sleep the past few days was making her overly emotional. Hell, it wasn’t like she was in love with the guy.

      She ran back to Honey’s house, resisting the urge to sniff the jacket one more time. There was a tiny little kernel of hope in her heart—a foolish one—that believed he would be back waiting for her when she walked in.

      But he wasn’t.

      She laid his jacket on the coffee table and put the note on top, hoping it was enough to let him know she needed a clean break. He might be able to go back to the love/hate friendship they’d had before, but she was forever changed. Things would never be the same between them. Better not to drag it out.

      She’d get an hour of shut-eye and, before first light, she’d call Cheri and make sure her friend could come and water her mom’s plants. Then, she’d be free and clear of this town for a while.

      And someday soon, if she tried hard enough to forget him…his scent…his touch…it would be like Michael Blade had never even existed.
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      At a pub called O’Malley’s in the middle of town, Mike blocked out both the joyous strains of Christmas music blaring from the jukebox and the overall sense of merriment surrounding him.

      Instead, he was spending his Christmas Eve staring into the bottom of a lukewarm beer he’d been nursing for an hour. A position he’d been in far too often since the morning he’d come home from Ashley’s to find his jacket and Kaitlin’s note on his coffee table.

      Even now, four days later, the memory of it made the bile rise in his throat. At first, he’d convinced himself he was relieved. He’d been about to make a big mistake and start talking about commitment. Hell, she’d probably just saved him the trouble of an awkward talk when he realized he’d been wrong. He’d tried to bury himself in the reno at his grandmother’s again and forget about her, but his heart just wasn’t in it.

      So he’d turned to the bike shop, putting Honey’s house on hold until he could get his head on straight. He’d been useless there too, though. And, after screwing up the paint job on a custom Fat Boy Lo, his buddy and employee Reese had begged him to take a couple days off.

      Now he was here. Again. On his second pint of cheap beer, wondering why something that used to seem like fun now felt hollow.

      So yeah, maybe Kitty had been more than just a hookup. She was the girl next door. The girl he’d known since he was ten years old. But what really tore him apart more than anything was the fucking note.

      He knocked back the dregs of his beer and set his glass back on the bar with a clack.

      Eighteen years ago, before he and Rick moved into his grandmother’s house permanently, his mom had brought them over to Honey’s to visit. Not unusual. She’d drop them off for Honey to babysit them before going out on the town, or on a date with some guy, sometimes for days at a time. Hell, sometimes they’d have to stay there for weeks at a time if she got evicted from her apartment, or had a breakup with whatever guy was beating up on her at the time.

      She’d come back to get them, head hanging low, a couple new bruises on her arms, maybe a chipped tooth or a black eye. But she’d always come back for them.

      This time was different though.

      This time, she wasn’t coming back.

      The next morning they awoke to find Grandma Honey in the living room crying. She held a piece of paper in her hand that she crumpled up as soon as they walked in.

      She wouldn’t tell them what was wrong or what it said, but a week later while Grandma was out getting groceries, Mike snuck into her room. In her nightstand under a stack of junk mail, he found the wadded up note and read it.

      It was something he’d regretted seeing every day of his life.

      Please take care of little Rick and Michael. I’m no good for them.

      Strange how this whole thing with Kitty brought him full circle. He’d run out on her to help a friend so she wouldn’t stay in an abusive situation like the ones his mother always found herself in. And then walked back into the house to find a note.

      A fucking note.

      Right or wrong, it had torn open an ancient wound that had scabbed over but never truly healed. How could she walk away so easily? With no explanation. No chance to let him explain. Just empty words and a jacket that, for some reason, he had worn today, in spite of the heat.

      “Michael Blade?” a woman’s voice murmured from behind him.

      He whipped around in his stool, his pulse rocketing for a second until he saw who it was. He recognized the pretty blonde, but couldn’t put a name to the face.

      “Hey. Good to see you, ummm…”

      The girl laughed, “You don’t remember me? Tiffany. Tiffany Wallace.”

      Now he recognized her. They’d dated for a short time – actually, dated was a bit generous; they screwed for like a week – right after he graduated high school. She had just moved into town and they’d hooked up at a club in town. He thought she had moved away awhile ago.

      “Oh yeah,” he said, trying to muster a shred of enthusiasm. “How are you, Tiffany? Long time no see.”

      “I’m great! Just in town through the New Year. You look, like, really good Mikey. Like…really good,” she said, eyeing him up and down, her gaze lingering on his biceps.

      “Thanks, Tiff. You look great, too,” he said with as polite of a smile as he could manage given the fact that he wanted nothing more than for her to leave.

      She paused for a moment, twirling a long lock of golden hair.

      “Say, Mike,” her tone was laced with seduction, “I don’t have to meet up with the family until later tonight. You wanna maybe get out of here? Catch up a little.” She added a not so subtle wink that would’ve had the Mike of just a couple weeks ago cocked, locked and ready to fire.

      She was beautiful. No doubt about it. Her hourglass figure and soft blonde hair were the things dreams were made of. She had long, tan legs that made the distance from her red, six-inch heels to the bottom of her short, black dress seem like miles. Maybe getting out of here and “catching up” would help him take his mind off of Kitty.

      Kitty.

      He thought back to their last night together, and shook his head slowly.

      “I’m sorry, Tiffany. I’m not interested,” he finally said.

      “Not interested?” she asked with a harsh laugh that made her look a lot less pretty than she’d been a moment before. “Since when is Michael Blade not interested in sex?”

      “Since now, with you,” he replied, more annoyed with himself than her, for exactly the same reason. Since when wasn’t he interested in sex?

      Since Kitty. How had his redheaded neighbor burrowed so deeply under his thick skin so fast? And how the hell was he going to get her out?

      But Tiffany was unaware of his internal struggle and leaned in, one hand cocked on her hip.

      “Um, excuse me?” Tiffany’s cheeks turned beet red. “You’re a real asshole, Blade--”

      “Woah, woah!” a second, female voice chimed in, cutting her off before things got even uglier.

      Mike looked up to see Kitty’s high school friend, Cheri, standing there holding both hands up like a ref in a boxing ring.

      “No means no, okay, toots,” she muttered to Tiffany, and jabbed a finger toward the door. “Now hit the bricks.”

      Tiffany looked like she was about to argue, but the fierce expression in Cheri’s laser green eyes made her think twice.

      “Whatever,” she mumbled, and then tottered off on her too-high heels toward the exit.

      “What are you doing here, Cheri?” Mike asked, suddenly feeling like he’d aged ten years in the past few days. He’d never been very close with Cheri and seeing her now only reminded him of Kitty.

      “Last I checked, it was the only place with decent wings in town. Sit. I’ll buy you a beer,” she said with a gentle smile that seemed so out of character compared to her usual, brash self.

      He dropped back down in his stool at the bar. Cheri took the seat next to him and ordered two pints from the bartender.

      “I appreciate it,” Mike said, “but seriously, tell me why you’re here?”

      “Fine,” Cheri sighed. “I was doing some last minute holiday shopping, saw your bike in the parking lot and thought I’d stick my nose where it didn’t belong. Look, Mike. Kaitlin and I are best friends. She told me everything.”

      He would love to know what her version of “everything” was, but he wasn’t about to ask.

      “I don’t know what she told you, but she decided not to stick around so--”

      “She told me that part. That she left when you didn’t come back that night. She also told me you left to meet another woman without explanation. An ex, no less.”

      When she said it, brows raised like that, it did sound bad. He clenched his pint glass in one hand and shook his head.

      “Some shit went down and it wasn’t my place to tell her someone else’s business like that. I was going to tell her when I got back, once I cleared it with Ashley, but she was gone.”

      With nothing but a kiss-off note and his old leather jacket left behind, he reminded himself, clinging to the last remnants of anger because it hurt less than what was behind it.

      Cheri nodded, tapping out a staccato beat on the bar and nodding. “Yep, that’s pretty much how she told it, without the Ashley details of course. And to be honest, I thought she was right to leave. You don’t exactly have the reputation of being a stand up, one-woman guy.”

      He wanted to argue but knew he couldn’t. She was right. And still…

      “She could’ve waited. And she didn’t have to leave town, for god’s sake,” he muttered under his breath.

      “As I was saying, I thought she was right to leave. Until I ran into Ashley today at the grocery store. She told me what happened, Mike. She told me Chad was hitting her and you went in and beat his ass. Even convinced her to go down and file a police report.” Cheri leaned in and took his arm in one hand, her penetrating gaze seeming to look into his very soul. “Why didn’t you call Kaitlin? Why didn’t you at least try to go after her and tell her what happened?”

      Mike looked down at the fading, mottled bruises on his knuckles.

      “Because she walked away like it meant nothing to her. She promised she would wait until I got home and then she left. I figured it would be better for both of us to get on with my life. Try to make sure it would eventually mean nothing to me, too.”

      “Yeah?” she asked with a smirk. “How’s that working out for you so far?”

      He thought about lying but then shrugged. Fuck it. What difference did it make now?

      “She’s all I think about.”

      “I remember the story about your mom, too, Mike. And I get why trusting might be hard for you, but have you ever thought of it from Kaitlin’s perspective? Sure, her dad didn’t walk out on them until she was grown, but he might as well have. He had a mistress for years. A whole other family, in fact. And her mother was alone and sad and bitter her whole life. All Kait ever wanted was someone she could trust.”

      The words washed over him like a bucket of ice water, sending a chill through him. “And then the second she decided to try and trust me, I left in the middle of the night without explaining,” he finished for her.

      Why hadn’t he seen it before? It made so much sense. He’d been so caught up in his own tangled feelings and so afraid of letting his guard down, he hadn’t realized what Kaitlin was risking on her end.

      A tiny flame of hope flickered in his heart.

      “So what do I do? Would she even talk to me now?”

      “Here’s a tip. She’s actually going to her mom’s house tonight. She forgot some of her clothes there.”

      He threw a twenty on the table to pay his tab and launched himself to his feet.

      He’d dropped the ball once, but he wasn’t about to do it again.

      “Thanks Cheri. I mean it. I owe you huge.”

      She laughed and shook her head. “No you don’t. When I saw you in here drinking at one in the afternoon, all doom-and-gloom, I figured you were just as tore up as her. You telling off Bimbo Barbie was just the icing on the cake. You had a slam-dunk with that girl and you refused. Looks like bad boy Mike has changed after all.” She clipped him lightly on the shoulder. “Treat my friend right, and we’re even.”

      He grabbed his jacket and strode from the bar, a man on a mission. If there was a way to win Kitty back, he was going to find it, or die trying. He had one stop to make, and then it was back to old neighborhood.

      Back to Kitty, if she’d have him.
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      Kaitlin sat at her mother’s house, wishing with all her might that her mom would walk in right at that moment and give her a hug.

      She’d been sitting on the couch with a half-eaten, self-bought box of chocolates trying to convince herself it was time to leave. What was she staying for, anyway? She’d gotten the clothes she’d left behind, and had gone through her mother’s mail. Cheri had already agreed to keep stopping in every few days for the plants.

      There was literally nothing left keeping her there now. Except the thought of spending Christmas all alone.

      Except Mike.

      She plucked another chocolate from the box and jammed it into her mouth.

      Sure, maybe she’d fooled herself into believing she hadn’t wanted to see him again, but when she’d looked over to see the house locked up tight, no car or bike in the driveway, her heart had sank.

      She chewed the candy in her mouth, but it tasted like sawdust.

      Mike wasn't here now and he likely wasn't coming back.

      So much for Honey's house and sentiment. Apparently Michael Blade couldn't stick in anywhere.

      Kaitlin stood and grabbed her overnight bag full of forgotten clothes, peering around the house one last time. If she forgot anything else, she'd just have to live without it. She couldn’t come back until Honey’s house was sold for fear of seeing Mike roll up on his bike one day with another woman on the back.

      The thought made her gut lurched and she swallowed the lump in her throat.

      “Hasta la vista,” she muttered.

      Then, she made her way to the door and swung it open, letting out a screech as she walked face first into a massive, hard body.

      "Jesus!" she yelped, dropping the bag onto the tile floor and reaching for the nearest thing to break her fall. Turned out the nearest thing was Michael Blade’s strong arms, and her whole world spun.

      "Sorry, I didn't meant to scare you," he murmured, tightening his grip on her shoulders and steadying her until she could stand on her own two feet.

      Her heart was beating faster than a runaway freight train and her thoughts were moving just as fast.

      "It's okay, I just--" She swallowed hard, trying to think of what to say that wouldn't make her seem like a sad sack mooning over him. "I had to come and pick up a few things. I'm really sorry I couldn't finish the job at Honey's. I saw the progress and it looks like Luis is doing a great job," she said, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear as she took a giant step back.

      Real subtle. She was rambling like a lunatic and had all but jumped to get away from his touch.

      If she was going to play it cool, she was going to have to scale down her reactions to him. Already, her hands were shaking and the familiar scent of his skin was making her teary-eyed.

      Strange that they'd been together for such a short time as more than friends, but he felt like a part of her. She missed him.

      And now here he was. Just a touch away.

      "Luis is doing a great job. I've been staying at my apartment, but I came by yesterday and was really impressed. Thanks for setting it up."

      She cleared her throat and forced a smile, trying not to look into his beautiful eyes for fear of getting lost all over again.

      "Least I could do." But the forced smile was already breaking, and unless she wanted to humiliate herself by sobbing into his t-shirt, she needed to get away, pronto. "I was just on my way out, so unless there was something you needed?"

      He leveled her with his dark gaze and took a step forward. "Actually, there was something I needed. Can I come in for a minute?"

      Unable to find her voice to respond, she just nodded and waved him in.

      She could do this. She had to do this. He hadn't done anything wrong, after all. She'd misread the signals and fooled herself into thinking that she could change that leopard's spots. She couldn't fault him for being a leopard.

      "I wanted to tell you a little story, if you're willing to listen," he said, crossing the room and lowering himself onto a chair before gesturing her to join him.

      "Yeah, okay."

      Here it came. The pity-filled apology where he told her how much he liked her, and how it wasn't her, it was him. Maybe it would be exactly the thing to set this all right, though. Maybe it would make her mad enough to put him where he belonged.

      In the past.

      So she sat, and folded her trembling hands in her lap.

      His face was solemn, his eyes sincere as he began. "You know my mom left when we were ten."

      "Yes, of course. It wasn't a secret."

      "Did you know that that she never told us she was leaving? She told us we were going to Honey's for a visit, like always, and then she never came back. For the first week, we waited. I remember thinking I hoped she didn't come back this time, because life with Honey was so much more stable. So much better. But you know what? You don't realize how much a kid needs him mom until she's not there and how much it affects you when she doesn't come back."

      Kaitlin's heart gave a squeeze and it took everything she had not to lean forward and smooth the crease in his brow. They'd talked a little about this in the past, but it was definitely a subject he preferred not to discuss. No matter how hurt she was, she hated to see him so much pain.

      "It fucked me up, good. I think I lost it a little. Wondering what I'd done to make her go. Why me and Rick weren't enough to make her stay. What was more important or better than us that deserved her undivided attention?"

      He let out a bitter laugh and the gaze that had been locked on hers went out of focus as he got lost in memories only he could see.

      "I remember thinking it was just easier to not care. Not about anyone or anything. So I acted like a jerk. Threw up walls between myself and the rest of the world. Even Honey, who, god bless her heart, didn't deserve it. But that whole time, I was lost. See, I was protecting myself against hurt but those same walls were insulating me from every really loving anyone."

      He leaned forward in his seat, his eyes going clear now as he reached for her hand.

      "Like the way I used to tease you when we were kids, and even more after the night you kissed me on your graduation night. It was the only way I could keep you at arm's length, because if I let you get closer, I knew I was a goner."

      She heard the words, but couldn't quite comprehend them. So what was he telling her? That he'd finally let his guard down for her and she'd blown it by walking away when he’d begged her to wait? 

      Her stomach cramped and she shook her head. Had she lost him before she’d even known she had him? "I didn't know. I didn't realize."

      "That's why I'm telling you now. I was so angry when you left that night with nothing but that damned note. I was cursing myself up and down for letting you in only to get burned so badly. It took a talk with a friend to make me realize that you had fears and doubts yourself. You had trust issues too. And I had walked out of the house to meet Ashley without even considering how what I was doing would reinforce those. I'm so sorry for that. And I want to tell you what happened now."

      As she stared into his weary face, it hit her in a rush. She didn't care what had happened that night. Right or wrong, good or bad, she wanted to believe in him. 

      How had that happened? He was a player. A bad boy to the core. But he's never lied to you. Why would he start now?

      "I don't need to know." She gave his hand a squeeze and say back, suddenly feeling freer than she'd ever felt before. "It doesn't matter."

      His jaw clenched as he turned away, looking like she'd slapped him. "I understand. I just...I had to try." His throat worked as he pushed himself to his feet. "If you ever change your mind--"

      Her eyes widened and she shot to her feet and closed the distance between them.

      "Change my mind? You've got me all wrong, Mikey. I don't want to know because you’ve never hurt me before. If you say there’s nothing between you and Ashley, I believe you. And, if you want to be with me, I would do everything in my power to never let you down or hurt you again."

      She wondered if he could hear the wild beat of her heart because she was almost deaf with it. 

      "What do you say, Mike? Can we give this another try and see if we can learn to trust together?"

      He let out a growl and yanked her toward him. Tears sprang to her eyes, and this time, she let them fall freely. 

      "Hell, yes." He slanted his mouth over hers, kissing her with all the pent up need of the past days. They stayed glued together for another minute, before he reluctantly pulled away.

      "I'm glad you decided to forgive me," he murmured, with a half smile. "It will make this part whole lot less awkward. I, uh, got myself a little Christmas present.”

      He lifted up his shirt and there, emblazoned across his chest, was some fresh ink.

      She dipped her head closer first, to see the tattoo she’d seen the night they spent together. Just a simple word on his rib cage, beneath his heart.

      Honey.

      And now, above it, right over his heart, the face of a gorgeous calico feline, with sapphire-colored eyes.

      It took a second, but when it sunk in, the tears turned to sobbing peals of laughter and joy.

      "Oh my god! Big, tough, Michael Blade. With a kitty tattoo."

      A thousand watt grin lit up his face as he dragged her closer.

      “Damn straight. Because you’re a part of me, Kitty. And I’m not letting go.”

      

      
        The End
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        Monday’s Child

        

        Monday’s child is fair of face,

        Tuesday’s child is full of grace,

        Wednesday’s child is full of woe,

        Thursday’s child has far to go,

        Friday’s child is loving and giving,

        Saturday’s child works hard for a living,

        But the child who is born on the Sabbath day,

        Is bonny and blithe and good and gay.

        

        ~Traditional nursery rhyme
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      “Holy mother of sweet divine Jerusalem,” Patrick Collins muttered.

      Riley laughed at him. “Oh come on, Pop, it’ll be fun. Where’s your Christmas spirit?”

      Patrick shook his head. “Riley Collins Young, I cannot imagine what possessed you to come up with this harebrained scheme, but I’m fairly certain the spirit of the holidays had nothing to do with it.”

      “Actually, Pop, I have to disagree,” Tris added. He lifted a fifth of Jameson Irish Whiskey. “Spirits had everything to do with it.”

      Keira grinned. “We’re not opening that bottle until later. You guys start taking nips and we’ll never get the tree decorated.”

      Tris gave her a dirty look. “Whiskey might make that chore bearable.”

      “I said I wasn’t fooling with a tree this year,” Patrick argued. “Didn’t think it was worth the fuss since we’re celebrating Christmas day at Keira’s house.”

      “You need a tree, Pop. Otherwise you’ll turn into Scrooge.” Teagan kissed him lightly on the cheek.

      Patrick put his hands on his hips. “What on earth do your families think of this? You have kids. You should be with them on Christmas morning.”

      Killian raised his hands. “Hey, don’t look at me. Lily isn’t due for three more months. Justin’s looking after her.”

      Riley laughed. “My sweet little baby Sunday isn’t even a year old yet. She doesn’t have a clue what tomorrow is. Although Bubbles and I did manage to convince Aaron to play Santa this year. I figure the image of Aaron in a white beard riding his motorcycle down Keira’s driveway with a sack of presents on his back should ensure Sunday’s in therapy for years to come.”

      Keira kissed Patrick on the cheek. “Don’t worry, Pop. We’re just delaying the opening of the pressies a bit at my house. I warned my two that they were going to eat Christmas breakfast with their father and wait for me to get home before they start tearing into Santa’s deliveries. To make up for it, I let them open a present tonight before I left. Will and I got them the Wii they’ve been begging for. That should tide them over until I get home tomorrow.”

      Patrick stepped out of the way as Sean and Ewan huffed upstairs with a large white pine. Teagan grinned at her younger brothers. “Sky and my rugrat are staying with Natalie tonight. Ewan’s hoping it will spark a maternal instinct.”

      Ewan gave his sister an exasperated look. “I thought that was going to be our little secret?”

      “Seems like you’ve thought of everything.” Patrick watched Sean and Ewan carry the tree to its usual spot.

      “Just like the trees we had when we were kids,” Sean announced, holding it upright while waiting for Riley to put the tree stand in place.

      Patrick shook his head in amazement. He’d been feeling a bit lonely lately, but he thought he’d hidden it from his family. Obviously not. His kids were determined to give him a Christmas morning just like they’d celebrated in the good old days. They had every intention of spending Christmas Eve with him in the apartment where they’d grown up.

      He couldn’t think of a better gift. The dark cloud he’d been living under the past few months lifted. He cleared his throat, trying not to let them see the glaze of tears gathering in his eyes. He had the best damn kids in the whole world.

      For the next hour, the apartment was ablaze with light and noise and laughter as they decorated the tree, sharing the memories attached to each ornament—most handmade by them when they were younger.

      Tris stealthily snuck the bottle of Jameson to him as they worked. Patrick took a quick nip and handed it back. He happily played along as his sons tried to hide the fact they were drinking from their older sister—who knew perfectly well what they were doing. Patrick caught Keira rolling her eyes at him and he winked.

      Once the tree was set up, Sean hit the switch and turned on the colorful flickering lights. Teagan grabbed her guitar and led them in The Twelve Days of Christmas. Sean and Ewan cleverly managed to change the lyrics, loudly singing bawdy lines over the real ones. By the ending refrain, they’d all ditched the true words and were singing the most irreverent version of the song ever sung.

      Finally, they pulled out the gifts they’d purchased, placing them beneath the tree. Because the family was so large, they’d long ago adopted the tradition of drawing names so everyone didn’t go broke trying to buy gifts. Patrick noticed that didn’t seem to be the case this year.

      “That’s quite a lot of presents,” he remarked.

      Killian plopped down on the couch and lifted his feet, resting them on the coffee table. “Riley’s idea again. She said it sucked getting older because her pile of Christmas presents continued to get smaller every year.”

      “All I said,” Riley interjected, sitting next to Killian and lifting her feet next to his, “was I wanted to buy a gift for all my brothers and sisters this year and I wanted them to shower me with presents as well.”

      “And,” Tris added, grabbing the bottle of whiskey, “since it’s only the eight of us here in the morning, that’ll make it easier to watch everyone open their gifts. Fewer people around the tree and no little ones running all over the place, asking to go next.”

      Patrick claimed his recliner as the rest of his kids pulled up chairs or grabbed pillows and plopped down on the floor around the tree. “I still can’t believe you’re all spending the night here.”

      Keira grinned. “We’re here because it’s the holidays, Pop. You haven’t been yourself the last few months. We worry.”

      Patrick grasped his oldest daughter’s hand. “I’m a tired, old fool. I suppose I lost my way for a bit. Let the daily grind get me down. You crazy kids have reminded me what’s important in life with this gesture. It’s a lovely gift.”

      Keira squeezed his hand. “We love you. It’s been years since the eight of us were alone together in this apartment…all busy with kids and jobs. We thought it was time we took a night to reconnect. To remember where we came from.”

      “Oh,” Sean added, “and a word to the wise, Pop. Next year, when the girls ask you what you want for Christmas, say a flashy tie or an animal-print Snuggie or some bull like that. Don’t say, I only want you all to be happy and healthy. Leaves too much room for interpretation—especially from Riley.”

      Riley picked up a pillow and lobbed it at her younger brother’s head. “Way to ruin Keira’s sappy speech, smartass.”

      “Language, Riley,” Patrick said, the words a familiar joke more than a true rebuke.

      “Sorry, Pop.” Her face told him she wasn’t sorry at all.

      Tris lifted the whiskey, proposing a quick toast. “We’re here, Pop, because we’re family. To the Collins clan.” He took a swig from the bottle and passed it to Teagan, who followed suit with her own cheers.

      Patrick wasn’t sure what it said about his character that he was proud of the way all seven of his offspring could hold their whiskey.

      As the bottle moved from hand to hand, they each offered up words of thanks or wishes for the New Year. When it reached Patrick, he lifted the bottle and proposed a toast he hadn’t used since the last Christmas he’d celebrated with his wife, Sunday.

      “To Conall Brannagh.”

      Ewan took the bottle from his father. “Who?”

      “Conall Brannagh,” Patrick repeated. “If your mother had chosen him over me, none of us would be here tonight.”

      Sean leaned forward, a definite gleam of interest in his eyes. “So you had some competition for Mom, eh? I never knew that.”

      Keira grabbed a bag of pretzels. “I didn’t either. Was Mom in love with him?”

      Teagan looked at Patrick. “I always thought you were her first love.”

      Patrick smiled at his daughter. “I was her last love, Teagan. That’s a much better spot to claim. Besides, I don’t know if it’s fair to say she loved Conall, though he certainly turned the women’s heads. What’s the word you girls use for handsome men? Dreamy?”

      Riley laughed. “Um…yeah, not in this decade. I definitely don’t use the word dreamy to describe Aaron.”

      “Then what would you say?” Pat asked.

      “He’s hot. Totally doable.”

      Killian turned to look at his younger sister and shook his head. “Jesus. How are we related?”

      “Dreamy works for me, Pop,” Teagan said quickly.

      Patrick looked at his kids and silently marveled at how different they were. Somehow, miraculously, their unique qualities meshed perfectly, creating an amazing family.

      Ewan, always the steady one, hadn’t been distracted by the asides. “So Mom thought this Conall was dreamy?”

      “All the girls in Killarney thought Conall was handsome, but he only had eyes for Sunday. Not that I could blame him. Your mother was a beauty, with that long dark hair and those crystal-blue eyes. She caught every man’s attention.”

      “But you didn’t fall in love with her because of her looks, right?” Keira asked.

      “Och, Lord no. While Sunday’s face was pleasing, it was her heart, so kind and compassionate, that I found attractive. That’s what captured me by my hand and—pardon the expression—balls and kept me holding on to her for dear life.”

      “So what was the story with this Conall guy?” Tris asked.

      “Well now, that is a tale.” Patrick leaned back and closed his eyes, letting his mind drift to a different place, a different time.

      “I was working on my family’s sheep farm during the day while tending bar at Scully’s Pub every night. I was a young buck of twenty when Sunday, who was just nineteen, moved to Killarney to live with her aunt. Scully hired her to sing in the pub and from the first moment I laid eyes on her, I was lost…”
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* * *

      “Put the horse back in the stall there, laddie. You’ve work to do,” Scully chastised in his deep, gravelly voice. Patrick scowled at the all-knowing look from his boss.

      “Don’t know what you’re talking about,” Patrick mumbled.

      Scully chuckled. “You’ve been sporting a boner in those pants ever since our new singer took the stage. Never seen you so distracted in your work. This pub only makes money if the bartender is serving drinks. Tuck your cock away and start pouring.”

      Patrick flushed, forcing his gaze from the stage and going back to work. It was hard to argue with Scully when he was right. He’d seen the new girl in town a few times over the past couple of months. They’d just been passing glances, but he hadn’t been able to erase her lovely face from his mind. More than a few of his mates had made bawdy comments about her, all of them lusting after Old Lady MacKenna’s pretty niece.

      He managed to do his job the rest of the night, only sneaking four thousand and twelve glances at the beautiful woman on stage. Her voice enthralled him. She sang sweeter than Joni Mitchell and he was awed by her talent with the guitar. Her dark hair hung in long waves that cascaded over her delicate shoulders. More than once she captured his gaze, making him believe she was singing just to him.

      She’d won over the entire crowd by the time she wrapped up the evening with a rousing version of Whiskey in a Jar when Scully announced last call. As the regulars stumbled out, headed for home, she approached the bar.

      “I’m Sunday MacKenna.” She claimed a stool across from him.

      “Patrick Collins. How about a drink? You must be thirsty after all that singing.”

      “I’d love a red ale.”

      He poured the drink, grateful for his steady hands. He wasn’t sure why but his heart was suddenly racing, his palms sweaty. He’d never let a woman get under his skin like this—so fast, so completely. One evening listening to her pretty voice and he was ready to pledge himself to her forever. It was a foolish sentiment, and certainly a new one for him.

      “I’ve seen you around town,” she said. “My aunt says you work on your family’s farm.”

      He nodded. “I do.”

      “And then you tend bar here all night?” she asked.

      “Yep. That’s me. A regular workaholic.”

      She took a sip of her ale as Scully came behind the bar. “I’m heading home, Pat. You finish the cleaning and lock up behind you, eh?”

      “Sure.” Patrick was surprised by his boss’ early departure. Scully was always the last one out of the pub each night. He caught Scully’s quick wink—the wily man was playing matchmaker, giving him a chance to be alone with Sunday.

      Patrick smiled. He’d have to thank his boss tomorrow.

      Scully said his good nights to Sunday, complimenting her singing and promising to add more tables to accommodate all the new customers she was bound to bring in.

      Once they were alone, Sunday looked at him. Patrick had never been the recipient of such a thorough examination. He stared back, equally as enthralled. He felt as if he was a blind man seeing for the very first time. He wondered if she felt the same connection.

      “Why do you work so hard, Patrick Collins?”

      No one had ever asked him that before. It was simply expected that he do his chores on the family farm, while Scully proclaimed him a born barman and assumed he worked at the pub because he loved it.

      What no one in his family realized was—Patrick had a plan, a dream for his future that didn’t include sheep or even Ireland. He took one look into her bonny blue eyes and revealed what—until he’d met Sunday—had been his deepest desire. “I’m saving up enough money to leave Ireland. I want to move to America. Scully has an older brother who lives in Maryland who’s hoping to retire soon. He’s agreed to hire me as a bartender while letting me gradually buy the business. One day soon, I’m going to get out of Killarney. I’m going to be my own boss in a pub in America.”

      He hadn’t intended to share so much. Most young men he knew dreamed of moving away from this small Irish town, dreaming of a better life somewhere else. Very few of them ever managed to make it more than a mile away from their birth home. They continued to toil all day on the farms while drinking away their wages at the pubs each night. What if Sunday thought he was one of those wishy-washy dreamers?

      She smiled. “I think that sounds wonderful.”

      He studied her face, trying to decide if she was humoring him, but he saw no deceit. Quite the opposite. She appeared impressed.

      “You do?”

      She nodded. “I suppose everyone dreams of going somewhere else, doing something special with their lives. You’ve set your goal and you’re working hard to achieve it. That’s admirable.”

      Patrick had never received such a compliment. It touched and humbled him. “Thank you.” Her kindness encouraged him and he found all his private thoughts flowing out in a rush of words. He described his ideal pub, as well as pictures he’d seen of Baltimore and the Inner Harbor. At one point, Sunday closed her eyes as he spoke and he imagined she was letting him draw a picture of the place in her mind.

      Finally, he paused, realizing he’d kept her sitting at the bar for nearly an hour. He picked up a glass and hung it from the rack above his head. “I suppose you have some big dreams as well. I mean, a woman with your singing talent could go far.”

      She rested her chin on her hand. “I do love singing.”

      “You’re one of the best I’ve ever heard. You’ll be famous one day. Mark my words.”

      Sunday laughed softly. “Maybe. Maybe not. You and I share a dream, Patrick. I hope to go to America one day too.”

      “Well, of course you do. I’m not surprised to hear it,” he said. “Best place for a truly talented singer to catch a break.”

      Sunday took one last sip of her ale and glanced at her watch. “I suppose I should head home. My aunt wasn’t too keen on me taking this job since it would mean staying out so late.”

      “If you give me a minute, I’ll walk you. Not that Killarney is dangerous, but maybe it would set your aunt’s mind at ease.”

      “Wouldn’t that be out of your way?”

      He shrugged. “I like walking in the moonlight. Gives a man some quiet time with his thoughts.”

      “And you have a lot of those?”

      “A million,” he confessed, enjoying their lighthearted banter.

      “I think I’d like to hear a few.”

      “Well,” he said, lifting the end of the bar and walking toward her. “You’re in luck. Since I’m escorting you home tonight, you’ll be privy to all my silly dreams and schemes.” He pulled off his apron and placed it on the bar.

      She picked up her guitar case. Patrick took it from her then reached out his free hand.

      He struggled to contain his grin when Sunday placed her hand in his, allowing him to hold it during the entire trip to her aunt’s house.
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* * *

      “I escorted Sunday home from that pub every night for three months, holding her hand as we shared our thoughts and dreams with each other.”

      Teagan sighed. “What a romantic story.”

      “Romantic?” Sean said. “What the hell? Where was the part about the Conall Brannagh guy? You sure you didn’t leave something out, Pop? A lot of somethings?”

      Patrick chuckled. “Well now, I didn’t say that was the end of the story. I was just laying down some background for you, letting you see how your mother and I met.”

      Riley rolled her eyes. “We’ve all heard about you meeting her in the pub, taking one look at her and falling head over heels. You’ve told us that a thousand times before. Get to the good part. Did this Conall shithead try to break you two up? Did you get into a fistfight over Mom? I bet you kicked his ass, didn’t you?”

      “Oh Riley,” Patrick said. “You are so much like your mother. Sunday always loved a good story, lots of drama, action, maybe even a wee scene to make her cry.”

      Riley raised her hands as if he’d proven her point. “Well, if that’s true, then you need to step it up a notch. So far there’s been no drama, no action and I haven’t sniffled once.”

      Killian lightly tugged Riley’s hair. “Maybe if you’d stop yapping he could get to the good part. So you and Mom were dating when this Conall guy comes on to the scene?”

      Patrick shook his head. “Actually, I don’t know if you could call it dating. Apart from walking her home after work each night, we didn’t see each other or go out. I’d never even tried to steal a kiss from her.”

      “Really? After three months? Why not?” Tris asked.

      Patrick considered his son’s question. “I’m not sure. I was very smitten with Sunday, but I wasn’t sure of her feelings for me. Much as it pains me to say it, I was terribly inexperienced when it came to relationships and maybe even a bit of a coward. I was afraid to try to kiss her in case she rejected me.”

      “How could you think she wasn’t crazy about you?” Teagan asked. “I’ve seen pictures of you when you were younger, Pop. You definitely fit the dreamy category.”

      He nodded, grinning at her compliment. “Well, there’s dreamy and then there’s Conall Brannagh.”

      Ewan rubbed his hands together happily. “Something tells me we’re about to get to the good part of this story.”
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      “You’re in fine voice tonight, Sunday.”

      “Thanks, Pat. Could I have a glass of water? I have a tickle in my throat.”

      “Sure thing.” Patrick poured a glass of cool water and handed it to her across the bar. He’d been trying to work up the courage to ask her out for several weeks, but something had always prevented him from making the request. Tonight, he vowed he’d extend an invitation to the Christmas dance next weekend. “Listen, Sunday, I—”

      A loud ruckus near the door of the pub distracted them. They turned to see who had entered.

      “Conall,” Patrick muttered.

      “Conall?” Sunday asked. “Who is he?”

      Patrick wasn’t sure if it was his imagination or jealousy that suggested Sunday’s question was piqued by more than mere curiosity. She was definitely checking out the man who’d been Patrick’s nemesis throughout his younger years.

      When they were growing up, no matter what Patrick did, Conall found a way to best him—be it in grades, hurling, or by stealing the girls Patrick fancied. Conall’s family was the most prosperous in Killarney, owning and operating most of the town’s businesses.

      “Brannagh,” Patrick added begrudgingly.

      “Brannagh? As in Brannagh Grocery?”

      “And Brannagh Boutique, Brannagh Bakery, Brannagh—”

      Sunday laughed. “Okay. I get it. He’s the crown prince of Killarney.”

      Sadly, she’d summed up Conall in one sentence. “Yeah. That would be him.”

      “Where’s he been?”

      “He was attending university in Dublin, last I heard. Studying finance. He didn’t come home after graduation, so I assumed he’d taken a job in the city rather than return here to run the family’s businesses.”

      “You don’t like him?” she asked.

      He’d tried to hide the disgust in his voice, but obviously he’d failed. He purposely avoided any gossip surrounding Conall, not giving a shit what he was doing. The man had left town and that suited Patrick just fine.

      There wasn’t anything outwardly offensive about Conall. Watching him work his way through the pub was a bit like observing a greasy politician as he greeted his constituents—projecting a false friendliness in order to secure votes. Conall reminded Patrick of a shiny red apple that was perfect on the outside, while inside lurked a thick, ugly worm. Unfortunately, he was the only person in town who seemed to sense the man’s lack of character.

      “Patrick Collins,” Conall said jovially as he approached the bar. “Holding court at the pub. I should have known I’d find you here.”

      Conall’s words were clearly meant as an insult. A way to remind Patrick that while Conall had escaped the bonds of their small town, traveling all over the country, Patrick was stuck in the same damn place.

      Well, not for long, if I have my way.

      Patrick had worked his ass off for nearly four years, ever since leaving school at sixteen. He’d stashed away every penny he had earned. His nest egg had grown quite a bit and he anticipated being able to make his journey across the sea very soon. Lately, he’d been wondering if he could convince Sunday to make the leap with him. He knew she was anxious to leave this small-town life behind as well.

      “Brannagh,” he said. “It’s a small town with precious little to do for recreation. I view my job tending bar as an important one. I lend an ear to the downtrodden and provide a bit of joy and relaxation for the men seeking an escape from their everyday lives…and their wives.”

      Sunday laughed at Patrick’s joke, but Conall didn’t appear amused. “Sounds like dreary work to me.”

      “Not at all.”

      Conall shrugged. “Well, I suppose someone needs to sling the drinks.”

      Patrick’s jaw clenched. Taking a deep breath, he silently counted in his head until he was able to control his temper. “What brings you back to town?”

      “The holidays. I’m off to New York at the beginning of the year. I’ve accepted a job with a large American corporation. My father roomed with the president of the company back in the day. I won’t bore you with the details, but let’s just say they made an offer I couldn’t refuse. Thought I’d take this opportunity to visit the folks because I don’t know when I’ll manage a trip back to Ireland in the future.”

      Patrick swallowed hard against his growing anger. It was driven by sheer resentment and he felt like a small man for his bitterness. He’d worked his fingers to the bone for years for the chance that had fallen into Conall’s lap. Conall had never expressed an interest in America until Patrick did. They’d had to write an essay about what they wanted to be when they grew up during the first year of their junior cycle. Conall claimed he was going play fullback and win the All-Ireland Senior Hurling Championship.

      Patrick had written about his dream to move to America to open his own business. He ached to leave the hard life of farming and small-town existence behind. After they’d shared their essays in class, Conall’s new goal had been to live in America. And once again, he’d beaten Patrick to the golden ring.

      “Congratulations,” Patrick said, the word stinging as he spoke.

      “And who is this beautiful lady?” Conall turned to Sunday.

      Shit. Patrick recognized that gleam in the man’s eyes. He’d seen Patrick talking to her, noticed his interest. Conall’s competitive nature had been sparked.

      “I’m Sunday MacKenna,” she answered. A sudden roaring in Patrick’s head prevented him from hearing her tone. Had he mistaken the slight breathlessness in her voice?

      Conall took her hand, but rather than shaking it, he lifted it to his lips for a kiss.

      One day in town and Conall had already managed to kiss Sunday. A feat Patrick hadn’t accomplished in months.

      “I need to get back on stage.” Sunday smiled at Conall then gave Patrick an odd frown. He must have looked murderous. Conall always brought out the worst in him.

      Mercifully, new customers came in, quickly claiming Conall’s attention. Patrick slowly sludged through the evening, trying but failing to allow Sunday’s beautiful voice to calm him. At the end of the evening, Conall met Sunday as she exited the stage. Patrick tried to hear what they were saying, but he was too far away. Scully yammered in his ear, reading him the riot act for screwing up so many things tonight.

      Sunday laughed at something Conall said. Patrick gritted his teeth, the action sending more pressure to his already pounding head.

      “Are you listening to a word I’m saying, lad?”

      Patrick turned to face his boss. He’d completely blocked out Scully’s voice. “Sorry,” he muttered.

      “Och. You need to get your head out of your ass, and soon. Before some slick city boy steals your pretty gal right out from under your nose.”

      Patrick should have known his too-alert boss would know the problem. “She’s not my gal.”

      Scully threw his hands up in frustration. “She would be if you’d pull your thumb out! Lord knows she’s dropped enough hints about her interest in you.”

      “She has?” Patrick asked.

      Scully looked skyward. “Lord, grant me peace and give this idiot a brain.” He pierced Patrick with a steely glance. “I’ve had enough of this foolishness.”

      Scully stormed away as Sunday and Conall walked over to the bar. “Hey mate. I’ve offered to walk Sunday home. She told me you usually escort her, but I figured since her aunt’s place is on my way, I’d give you a break tonight.”

      Patrick looked at Sunday’s face, trying to determine if she was okay with Conall’s invitation. He thought for a moment she looked almost hopeful, but he couldn’t be sure.

      To hell with it. Patrick was her escort. He wasn’t giving that up simply because Conall Asshole Brannagh expected him to step aside.

      “Sunday,” Patrick started. “I—”

      “Hell’s bells!”

      Patrick turned around at Scully’s loud exclamation coming from the storeroom. He hesitated for a moment, afraid Sunday would leave with Conall before he could talk her out of it.

      “Sounds like he needs you, Pat,” she said.

      Patrick rushed to the storeroom and found Scully bent at an odd angle. His boss’ back wasn’t as strong as it used to be, but that didn’t stop him from trying to lift the heavy kegs of beer.

      “Damn, lad.” Scully winced. “Afraid I twisted it bad this time.”

      Patrick swallowed heavily before accepting the hand fate had dealt him tonight. “I’ll get you home, Scully. Don’t worry.”

      He offered his boss a supportive arm, leading Scully slowly toward a table and helping him into a chair. “Rest there for a minute while I get everything settled for the night.”

      Sunday and Conall joined them.

      “Scully? Are you okay?” Sunday placed a comforting hand on the older man’s shoulder.

      Scully nodded, but the action obviously caused him pain as he winced again. “Och. I’m fine, lass. Just a foolish old man who refuses to accept his limits. Pat will get me home and get me my pills. I’ll be right as rain in the mornin’, don’t you worry about that.”

      “He was trying to lift a keg,” Patrick explained.

      Sunday narrowed her eyes. “What on earth were you thinking, John Scully?” she exclaimed. “Why would you attempt something like that on your own?”

      Patrick restrained a grin at seeing Sunday’s annoyed face. She had a slow fuse, he’d noticed that right off, but when she blew, she blew hard. She’d eviscerated one of the regulars a couple of weeks ago after the man continued to make risqué remarks to her during her performance. Patrick had headed over to kick the asshole out when Sunday stopped playing and set the man down with a string of words that stung more than a kick to the balls. The drunk had staggered away and shown up the next day, offering the most sincere apology Patrick had ever heard. He’d known then and there she was a force to be reckoned with, and he’d lost even more of his heart to her.

      “Now, lass, you wouldn’t kick a dog when he’s down, would you?” Scully pleaded.

      A sly smile replaced Sunday’s scowl. “No. I wouldn’t. However, I feel fairly certain your wife would be interested in hearing exactly how you injured yourself.”

      Scully’s already pale face faded even more. Patrick fought back his laughter. He suspected the only reason his boss worked such long hours was so he didn’t have to go home to his overbearing wife. “Now there’s no need for that. It’s a mere twinge.”

      “Promise you won’t lift any more kegs on your own?” Sunday asked.

      Crafty woman. Patrick smiled at her clever manipulation.

      “If I give my word to stop, you won’t tell my wife?”

      “I won’t tell,” Sunday assured him.

      Scully sighed heavily. “Then you have my promise.”

      Conall stepped forward and wrapped his arm around Sunday’s shoulders, the touch too familiar for Patrick’s liking.

      “Do you need any help closing down for the night, Pat?” Sunday offered.

      Patrick shook his head. “No, I’m almost finished here. You sang really good tonight, Sunday.”

      Conall tightened his grip. “That she did. I fully intend to come in every night to hear that beautiful voice of yours. You know, Sunday, there’s an annual Christmas dance next weekend. Usually I don’t bother with such provincial traditions, but with you on my arm, it might actually be fun. What do you say?” Conall asked.

      Sunday looked at Patrick. “Well, I hadn’t really made plans to go. Are you going, Pat?”

      His mouth went dry. What did she expect him to say? He’d wanted to go with her, but his invitation was a bit too late now. One night back in town and Conall was making his life hell once more.

      Patrick shrugged, uncertain how to respond. “I was thinking about—”

      “We can go out for a fancy dinner beforehand.” Conall said, cutting him off. “Make a night of it. I’ll pick you up around six and we can take a drive in my Aston Martin.”

      “You have an Aston Martin?” Sunday asked.

      During their nightly treks, Patrick had discovered Sunday’s affinity for anything on four wheels. In fact, he’d been impressed by her knowledge of cars. She was also as big a fan of James Bond movies as Patrick was. Conall had just scored a double.

      Conall must have sensed his advantage. “Saw it in a Bond movie and knew that was the car for me. Come out with me Saturday and I’ll let you drive it.”

      Sunday didn’t answer. Instead she looked at Patrick. “I would like to go to the dance.”

      Patrick studied her face. Had she just accepted Conall’s invitation? If so, why was she looking at him? He cleared his throat. He wasn’t willing to continue losing face in front of Conall. He’d spent too many years of his life playing second fiddle to the man.

      He recalled Kathleen Murphy, the clerk at the local drugstore. She’d been dropping hints for weeks that she’d be more than willing to attending the dance with him. So far he’d skillfully dodged her, but now…

      “Then I suppose I’ll see you there,” Patrick said. “I was thinking I might ask Kathleen.”

      Scully groaned. Patrick suspected it wasn’t a moan of pain, but one of annoyance. Apparently he’d screwed up again.

      Sunday frowned. “Oh.” For a brief moment, Patrick thought she seemed disappointed. She hadn’t wanted him to ask her, had she? Compared to Conall, what did he have to offer a woman as beautiful and intelligent as Sunday MacKenna? Certainly not an Aston Martin.

      Looking at the two of them together, he realized he’d been a fool to think he had a chance. She was made for someone like Conall, someone handsome, wealthy, someone who wasn’t living on dreams, but living the dream.

      Even so…

      “Sunday, I—” Patrick started, trying to find a way out of the mess he’d made.

      Sunday didn’t give him the chance. Instead, she turned to Conall. “I’d love to go to the dance with you.”

      Patrick felt his heart crack, but he couldn’t think of a way to turn the tide to his favor. He wasn’t even sure he should make the attempt. Sunday was one of the most talented singers Patrick had ever heard. A man like Conall had connections. Conall could open doors for her career that Patrick couldn’t. Didn’t he owe it to her to step aside so she could pursue her dreams?

      “Come on, Sunday. I’ll get you home.” Conall took her hand and led her to the front door.

      Patrick watched his nemesis walk out of the pub with the woman who owned his heart—and prayed for the strength to truly let her go.
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* * *

      “Oh Pop. You didn’t?” Keira shook her head, obviously exasperated with the turn his story had taken.

      “Didn’t let her walk out with Conall?” Patrick shrugged. “I’m afraid I did.”

      Riley rolled her eyes. “Criminy. And here I’ve spent my whole life thinking you were the smartest man I’ve ever known.”

      Sean looked at his sister, confused. “What the hell did you expect him to do, Riley? It was obvious Mom had her head turned by this rich, good-looking guy.”

      Tris and Killian nodded in agreement.

      Riley threw her hands up. “Can you guys really be that stupid?”

      “I agree with Riley,” Teagan said. “Isn’t it obvious? She was testing Pop.”

      “Testing him?” Ewan asked. “By accepting a date with the rich dude? Kind of a dumb test.”

      Keira sighed. “Like father, like sons, apparently. Mom was obviously crazy about Pop, but he wasn’t making a move. So—”

      “So,” Riley interjected, “she forced his hand. And he failed the test.”

      Patrick nodded, never so proud of his beautiful, intelligent girls as he was at the moment. “I did at that.”

      “She was trying to make you jealous?” Tris asked.

      Patrick grinned. “Yes, she was. And it worked.”

      Tris shook his head. “I’ll never understand why women feel the need to play games all the time. If she wanted to go to the dance with you, why didn’t she just ask?”

      Keira narrowed her eyes. “How was she supposed to know Pop was interested? I mean, he’d walked her home every night for months and hadn’t even tried to kiss her. He’d never asked her out. Obviously she was feeling him out. Trying to figure out where she stood. And believe me, Pop telling her that he was inviting another woman to the dance was not the way.”

      “I’m afraid your sisters are right, but I’d dug my own grave, so to speak. I asked Kathleen to the dance the next morning and suffered your mother’s silent treatment every evening for the next five nights. Conall became a regular at the pub, sitting at the table closest to the stage. Your mother sat with him during her breaks instead of at the bar as she had before. Conall showered her with little gifts, making a point of presenting her with flowers, chocolates and jewelry in front of all the patrons of the pub. In a few short days, the town gossips were all abuzz about their whirlwind romance and everyone was wondering if Conall would invite her to travel to New York with him. Some of the more romantic ladies in town were hoping he would propose to her at the dance.”

      “Propose?” Teagan became alarmed. “She can’t marry him. Christ! Who gets married after only a week?”

      Killian laughed. “Don’t worry, Teagan. I think this story has a happy ending.”

      Teagan flushed. “Oh. Yeah.” She shook her head. “Got carried away there.”

      “Go on, Pop,” Sean encouraged him. “What happened next?”

      “And please tell me there’s an ass-kicking somewhere in this story,” Riley added.

      Patrick gave her a noncommittal wink. “I guess you’ll have to wait to find out. Pass that bottle back around, son.” He gestured to Tris. “All this story-telling is leaving me parched.” He chuckled as Tris, Teagan, Sean and Keira all took sips as the bottle made its way back to him. The fruit certainly didn’t fall far from his tree.

      “So the night before the dance, Conall didn’t show up at the pub…”
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* * *

      “Where’s your boyfriend?” Patrick asked Sunday when she approached the bar. She’d asked him for a glass of water—her first words to him in days. He’d been grateful to hear her voice. Then he’d blown it with his hostile question.

      “He had to attend a family dinner. He wanted me to go with him, but I didn’t feel right canceling at the last minute. I know Scully is enjoying the increased business with so many relatives and friends in town for the holidays. Why does it matter to you?”

      He pasted on an impassive face. “It doesn’t. Just surprised one of you could be in a room without the other. Started to suspect you’d become permanently attached at the hip.”

      Sunday narrowed her eyes. “If you have something to say about my relationship with Conall, Patrick Collins, then say it. Otherwise, I’ll thank you to keep your nose out of my business.”

      Patrick felt his temper snap. He’d been feeling like shit for days, trying to be the bigger man, stepping aside because he believed Conall could offer her a better life. That didn’t mean he was a robot. It didn’t mean he wanted her throwing her fancy presents and newfound happiness in his face every minute of the day. “I think the two of you are moving too fast.”

      Every night when he closed his eyes, he imagined Conall kissing Sunday, wrapping his arms around her. The vision drove Patrick to madness until he gave up hope of sleeping. He hadn’t managed more than a few hours of rest a night. He was tired as shit and cranky as hell.

      “I don’t know about that. I seem to recall you telling me on one of our late-night walks that you believed in love at first sight. Have you changed your mind?”

      He hadn’t. He’d loved her from the moment he’d laid eyes on her. However, her question sent a barb straight to his heart. “Are you saying you’re in love with Conall?”

      She didn’t reply. Instead she countered with a question of her own. “So how long have you been seeing Kathleen Murphy? I had no idea the two of you were an item.”

      Patrick considered her question and the heated tone behind it. “I don’t remember saying we were dating. Just said I was asking her to the dance.”

      “Why?”

      He tilted his head, confused. “Why what?”

      “Why are you taking her to the dance?”

      He licked his lips nervously, his mind racing to find a reason. He’d let his pride get the better of him, as it always did whenever Conall was around. “She’s a pretty enough little thing. We’ve known each other forever. Her family owns the farm next to mine. Why shouldn’t I ask her out?”

      Sunday fell silent and he thought he detected the slightest trace of hurt in her eyes. “You think she’s pretty?”

      He nodded slowly before the truth fell from his lips. “She doesn’t hold a candle to you.”

      Sunday smiled, though it didn’t quite reach her eyes. “Conall‘s father has some connections in New York. He knows some bigwigs in the music business.”

      Patrick swallowed heavily. “Is that right?”

      “Conall’s been dropping hints that he’d like me to go with him to New York. Do you think I should consider it? The two of you have been friends forever, right?”

      Calling them friends was a definite stretch. “I’ve known him since we were kids. So would you travel with him as a friend…or as more?”

      Sunday shrugged. “He’s let me know he’s interested in me romantically. I’m sure if I agreed to go it would be with the understanding that we’re a couple. What do you think of him?”

      Patrick looked at her and considered all his reasons for stepping aside. “He’s quite well off. You’ll never want for anything if you eventually marry him. A woman like you deserves pretty things, a nice home, the security a man like him can provide.”

      She nodded. “My own home would be nice.”

      He cleared his throat and forced himself to continue. “And he’s educated, got a college degree and everything. Chances are good he’ll go far with that new career of his.”

      “It does sound like a promising job.”

      “And it’s in New York,” he added. “You’ve dreamed of moving to America. Conall could take you there right away.”

      She toyed with the condensation on her water glass. “I’ve heard a lot about the city. I’d like to see it.”

      Patrick picked up a rag and absentmindedly wiped at a nonexistent stain on the counter. Now that he’d begun, he found all the excuses he’d thought of throughout the past week falling from his lips. “Of course, you’d be able to pursue your music.”

      She continued to look at her glass. Patrick wished she’d look at him, give him some glimpse of her thoughts. “Yes, there is my music to consider.”

      She was starting to sound like a parrot, repeating everything he said. It was frustrating. “He can give you a lot, Sunday. You deserve the world on a silver platter.” He wished he could offer her just that. Instead, he faced a lifetime of hard work, possibly struggling to make ends meet. How could he ask her to follow him into an uncertain future when Conall’s tomorrows looked so bright, so easy?

      Her gaze finally captured his. For several moments, she simply looked at him. “What do you think of him, Pat?”

      She was pushing him into a corner, forcing him to make a hard decision. Did he lie about his opinion of Conall’s character or tell her what he really thought of the man?

      He’d watched Conall with Sunday this past week. Patrick was hard-pressed to find fault with the man’s treatment of her. He’d been courteous and attentive, a gentleman in every sense of the word. Patrick had tried to fool himself into believing that Conall’s interest in Sunday was based merely on some stupid youthful competitiveness. After watching them all week, Patrick had to admit he no longer believed that was true. Conall genuinely wanted her.

      And why not?

      She was everything Patrick had ever dreamed of. It only stood to reason Conall would see the same things.

      Patrick held her gaze, and then spoke the hardest words he’d ever uttered in his life. “I think he’ll treat you good, Sunday.”

      She didn’t respond, her expression wooden.

      Then her temper snapped.

      “I didn’t ask how he would treat me, Patrick! I asked what you thought of him. So far, you’ve managed to give me a grocery list of everything in the world except the answer to that question. So I’ll let you off the hook. But let me leave you with my own list of things that I’d like you to consider. First of all, you apparently don’t know anything about my dreams. You’ve assumed that I want to go to America to pursue music. Have I ever said that to you?”

      She hadn’t said it. Not once.

      “I want to go to America and I want a home of my own. I want to continue playing my songs, not to earn money but for the sheer enjoyment of it. I want to marry a good man and have a big family. I want love and laughter and a husband who looks at me with love in his eyes, not because he thinks I’m beautiful or would make a nice trophy for his wall, but because he thinks I’m special—and I thought that man was you.”

      Her voice broke slightly and Patrick realized the depth of this stupidity. He’d made a terrible mistake. “Sunday, please—”

      She rose from the stool. “No, I’ve listened to everything you had to say, Pat. Walked home with you hand in hand for months as you shared your beautiful dreams with me. You let me see what was in your soul and I thought you saw what was in mine. Apparently I wasn’t speaking clearly enough or maybe you didn’t believe what I was saying. Either way, it doesn’t matter now.”

      A tear slid down her cheek. Patrick felt that drop like the slice of a knife against his skin.

      She walked away, gathering her guitar and leaving the bar before he could force himself to move.
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* * *

      “You let her walk out?” Tris asked incredulously.

      Patrick nodded. “I’m ashamed to say I did.” He glanced over and saw Teagan surreptitiously wiping her eyes.

      Apparently Ewan noticed as well. “You okay, sis?” He wrapped his arm around Teagan’s shoulders as she grinned in embarrassment.

      “I know I’m being a sap, but this is such a sad story.”

      “Ah lass. I was a foolish young man. Before your mother, I’d never been in love. It was hard for me to imagine being worthy of such an incredible woman. I made far too many mistakes.”

      “Oh Pop.” Kiera leaned forward, taking his hand in hers. “I love this story. Love hearing that you’re human, that you made mistakes along the way. Makes me feel a bit better about the stupid things I’ve done in my relationship with Will.”

      “God knows I’ve done my fair share of asinine things with Lauren and Chad.” Sean grabbed the bag of chips from the coffee table. He glanced at Riley, who smirked.

      “Don’t look at me,” Riley said. “I’ve never screwed up with Aaron.”

      Everyone laughed, Riley included. Then she conceded. “Fair enough. I’ve messed up plenty. But this story isn’t about me. It’s about Pop and Mom and Conall. I swear to God, Pop, if you don’t punch this guy in the face at some point, I’m returning your Christmas gift.”

      “Very well,” Patrick said, rubbing his hands together. “It’s time for the good part of the story.”
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      “Go ask her to dance, Patty.”

      Patrick looked at Kathleen, confused. “What?”

      “You haven’t taken your eyes off Sunday MacKenna all night. Go ask the lass for a dance.”

      He flushed, guilt suffusing him. He’d invited Kathleen to the dance then proceeded to sit by the wall, glowering at Conall. “I’m sorry, Kathleen. I’ve been a poor companion tonight.”

      Kathleen laughed easily and Patrick wondered why he’d never felt the same spark for her that he experienced whenever Sunday was around. Kathleen was pretty and kind. She had a good heart and she was quick to laugh. She was also devoted to Killarney and Ireland. Patrick knew she’d never be happy anywhere else.

      “I’ve been an ass.”

      “I wouldn’t say that. Actually, the word I was thinking of was fool. You’re clearly in love with the woman. It doesn’t take a genius to see she feels the same way for you. So tell me, then, why she’s here with Conall Brannagh?”

      “I handled things badly with her, Kathleen.”

      “You’ve a silver tongue in that head of yours, Patty. Something tells me you can make this right. Go talk to her.”

      Patrick appreciated Kathleen’s encouragement, but he didn’t share her optimism. As he watched her slow dance with Conall, desolation coursed through his body.

      Kathleen shook her head. “I never thought I’d see the day.”

      Patrick looked at her, curious at her proclamation. “What day?”

      “The day you gave up. Patrick Collins, there’s never been a day in your life you didn’t scrape and scratch and fight for what you believed in, what you wanted. You’ve worked yourself near to exhaustion to save money for your future. You studied harder than most of the lads in school because you knew you’d need that knowledge to succeed in business. Are you in love with Sunday MacKenna?”

      He nodded. “So much.”

      “Will you make her a good husband? Care for her?”

      He ran his hand through his hair. “I’d give her anything, everything. But Conall can give her more.”

      Kathleen rolled her eyes. “Och. Damn, you’ve got a thick skull. Did you ever consider that Sunday doesn’t want more? That you’re enough for her?”

      Sunday had said as much last night at the pub. It was that sentiment that had kept him awake, tossing and turning all night. She thought he was enough. It was a heady, wonderful feeling.

      “So what do I do now, Kath? Lead me to the answer.”

      Kathleen pointed toward the exit to the dance hall. Patrick’s stomach sunk when he watched Conall walk outside with Sunday. “You stop the girl and you tell her how you feel.”

      “What if it’s too late?”

      Kathleen shoved him firmly on the back. “You’ll never know unless you try. Even if she rejects you, you’ll be no worse off than you are now. Look at you. You’re a mess. Stay here and you have no chance. Follow her and I figure your odds are better than fifty-fifty.”

      Patrick grinned. Leave it to Kathleen to put her argument in terms he could understand. Betting was his vice.

      He wasn’t ready to concede yet. Patrick wasn’t going down without a fight. He kissed Kathleen on the cheek, murmured a quick word of thanks then rushed toward the exit. God willing, it wasn’t too late to make things right.
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* * *

      “Did you catch her?” Riley asked.

      Killian grinned. “What do you think?”

      Riley shook her head. “Crap. I’m getting as caught up in this story as Teagan.”

      “Kathleen was a nice lady,” Ewan said.

      “She’s a lovely lass. Actually, she’s family now. She married my cousin Aidan.”

      Kiera perked up “She’s that Kathleen?”

      Patrick nodded. “Yes, Kiera Kathleen Collins Wallace. You were named after her. If not for her encouragement that night, I’m not sure any of us would be here.”

      “So maybe it’s Kathleen we should be toasting instead of Conall.” Sean raised the nearly empty bottle of whiskey in silent tribute.

      “That’s a nice thought, son. Perhaps we should.”

      “So what happened when you left the dance, Pop” Tris asked. “Get to the good part.”

      “When I walked outside, I glanced around, thinking perhaps Conall and Sunday had gone home, but I was wrong…”
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* * *

      Patrick was relieved when he spotted Conall’s car still in parked in the crowded lot outside the dance hall. Glancing to the left, he saw Sunday and Conall standing together at the far corner of the large building. They were well away from the crowd just arriving at the dance as well as the couples who’d escaped the stuffy hall for a bit of fresh, cool air.

      Patrick pulled his jacket around him more tightly and pondered his next move. Sunday and Conall were deep in conversation. Should he interrupt them? Ask to speak to Sunday privately?

      When Conall reached into his pocket and pulled out what looked like plane tickets, Patrick knew it was now or never. His legs began moving before his brain told them too.

      He pulled up short when the sound of Sunday’s voice drifted to him. He thought he’d heard her say the word no. He paused and strained to hear.

      “Conall, I’m truly flattered by your invitation, but you must know I can’t accept it.”

      Patrick took a step closer to the building, letting the shadows and a large hedge hide him. Sunday was rejecting Conall?

      Conall didn’t appear concerned by the refusal. “I know it’s sudden, but if you take a few minutes to consider, I’m sure you’ll come to your senses. There’s nothing I won’t be able to give you—the chance to see America, to meet powerful people in the music industry. Maybe somewhere down the road we could consider marriage, a home and kids. We’ve only had a week together, Sunday. I want more time with you to see where this could lead.”

      Patrick peered around the hedge, trying to see her face. While he couldn’t make out her facial expressions, her body language told him she was tense. Her shoulders were stiff, her posture rigid.

      “That sounds wonderful, but it’s not what I want.”

      Conall sighed. “Sunday, you weren’t made for a life in Killarney. You’re beautiful and charming…you’d thrive in America. I can take you to all the places you’ve never seen, set you up in style in the best hotels.”

      “What about my singing job at the pub?”

      “Just quit, of course. I have money. I can take care of you.”

      Sunday shook her head. “I like working.”

      Conall scoffed. “You can’t seriously tell me you like singing night after night in a dingy pub for a bunch of dirty farmers.”

      Conall said farmers like he’d just swallowed something nasty. Patrick’s temper rose.

      “I have no problem with the pub or the patrons there. And I don’t mind working, Conall, if it would help my husband and family.”

      “But that’s just it, Sunday. If you come with me, you won’t have to get your hands dirty. I’ll rent you a big, fancy apartment and even hire a maid for you. I’ll be working with a very prestigious firm and I’ll need a pretty lady on my arm. We’ll throw the biggest parties for the cream of New York society. You’ll be the premiere hostess and other women will look to you as the one to emulate.”

      Conall made it sound like the only thing Sunday had going for her was a pretty face and good manners. Patrick took a step closer, ready to call a halt to Conall’s insulting proposal, but Sunday’s response stopped him again.

      “I don’t want to give parties, Conall. I sincerely hope to God I have more to offer than rubbing elbows with rich snobs and looking down my nose at people who work hard to make a living. People who don’t judge another person’s character based solely on how much money they have in the bank.”

      Her tone was hostile. Even Patrick could hear the venom in each word. Her anger wasn’t lost on Conall either.

      “Christ. You sound just like Patrick Collins.”

      Sunday lifted her chin defensively. “I take that as a compliment. Patrick is an honorable, honest, hard-working man.”

      Conall’s eyes narrowed. “Are you in love with him?”

      Patrick held his breath and leaned closer. Would she admit it? Were her feelings toward him that strong?

      Sunday didn’t reply, but something in her face must’ve given her feelings away because Conall’s scowl grew.

      “You are! You’re in love with Patrick Collins. Jesus! I credited you with more intelligence than to fall for that ne’er-do-well. He’s a barkeep and a farmer with a bunch of big dreams that will never come true. Why would you tie yourself to a miserable existence with someone like that?”

      Patrick clenched his fists.

      Apparently he wasn’t the only one whose anger had been tweaked.

      Sunday exploded. “Patrick Collins is the finest man I’ve ever met! He’s compassionate and kind. How can you stand here and smugly criticize a man who’s had to work for everything he’s ever earned? You’ve had the world handed to you on a silver platter. There’s nothing special about that, Conall.”

      Conall leaned closer. “Is that what you think? Look what that hard work has earned him. Nothing but calluses and holes in his boots. You deserve more than that, Sunday.”

      “You aren’t fit to lick those boots!” Sunday planted her hands on her hips and turned slightly, allowing the streetlight to capture her face. Patrick marveled at the intimidating look he saw there. She was a powerhouse. He loved her.

      Patrick had heard enough. Hell would freeze over before he let Conall continue to criticize Sunday.

      “It’s clear you aren’t going to listen to reason. Maybe you need another type of persuasion. I bet your farm boy’s never even kissed you.” Conall grabbed Sunday and took her lips roughly.

      Patrick sprang out of his hiding spot as Sunday shoved against Conall’s shoulders.

      “Stop!” she cried.

      Conall wouldn’t be deterred. His hand grasped Sunday’s breast, squeezing.

      Patrick captured Conall’s wrist and twisted, hard, forcing the man to release Sunday. He shoved Conall farther away.

      It was clear from the shocked look on his enemy’s face, Conall hadn’t expected to be interrupted. “Oh look,” he sneered. “It’s the barkeep. Just in time, too. I’m parched. Go fetch me an ale.”

      Patrick reacted without thought. He punched Conall in the face, following with a solid blow to the gut. Conall dropped like a sack of potatoes.

      “How dare you lay a hand on her!” Patrick shouted. “Didn’t you hear her say ‘stop’? What’s wrong, rich boy? Hasn’t anyone ever said no to you before?”

      Sunday’s hand landed on his arm. Patrick stiffened. “Pat. It’s okay. I’m fine.”

      Patrick wasn’t soothed. “No, Sunday. It’s not.”

      Conall staggered to his feet and Patrick thought the man was going take a few swings of his own. Patrick had broken up more than his fair share of barroom brawls. He had no doubt he could handle one spoiled college boy.

      He gestured for Conall to step closer. “Come on, Conall. I’ve been waiting a lifetime for this.”

      Conall paused, his gaze traveling from Patrick to Sunday and back again. “Fuck it,” he said at last. “She’s not worth it.”

      Patrick’s world went red. “You stupid bastard. You’ve spent your entire life placing value on the wrong things. Sunday is priceless. You’re going to realize that one day and you know what?”

      “What?” Conall spat belligerently, rubbing his jaw.

      “It’ll be too late.”

      Conall studied Patrick’s face for a long time. Then he shrugged. “It was too late before it started. Take her, Pat. You two deserve each other.” Conall staggered away, his last words meant to be an insult.

      Patrick didn’t take them as one. He turned to face her. “I’m sorry, Sunday.”

      She frowned then rolled her eyes. “Sorry? For what part, Pat? The part where you pulled that asshole off me? Or maybe when you said I was priceless? Is that what you’re sorry about?”

      He shook his head. “No.”

      “Did you mean it?”

      “Christ, lass. Do you really have to ask? You’re a treasure beyond measure, but Conall was right. What can I give you that will show you how much you mean to me?”

      “Your heart. Give me your heart, Pat. It’ll be more than enough.”

      He leaned forward and pressed his brow against hers, shutting his eyes tightly. “You have that. You’ll always have that. I love you, Sunday.”

      Sunday reached up and placed her hands on Patrick’s face. She waited until he opened his eyes to look at her. “And I love you.”
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* * *

      “Yes!” Riley stood up and high-fived Sean across the coffee table.

      Patrick chuckled at his youngest daughter’s exuberant response. “I assume this means you approve of the happy ending?”

      “Hell yeah. You punched that coward twice! That was totally cool, Pop.” Riley resumed her seat on the couch.

      “So whatever happened to Conall Brannagh?” Ewan asked.

      “Ah, well, that’s a story in itself. He took the fancy job in New York, but he couldn’t cut it as a high-powered business executive. He was fired before the end of the first year and returned to Killarney, where he managed to run his family’s businesses into bankruptcy in less than a decade. Now he’s the barkeep at Scully’s.”

      Teagan’s eyes widened. “Really?”

      Patrick’s grin grew. “No. Not really. Last I heard, he and his third trophy wife were living in Manhattan.”

      Teagan rolled her eyes. “Nice, Pop. You got me.”

      They all laughed. The conversation continued into the wee hours until, eventually, everyone began to make their way to bed.

      Sean was the last to rise.

      “It was a good story, Pop.”

      Patrick nodded. “I think so too.”

      “I wish there’d been a happier ending. Mom should have been here tonight.”

      Patrick swallowed heavily against the lump in his throat. Cancer had claimed Sunday well before her time. For too many years he’d wished the same thing. Eventually, he’d learned to be grateful for the time they’d had together. “She was here, Sean. She’s always been here. She’s inside you and your brothers and sisters. She’s in at least fifty percent of those Christmas ornaments, in dozens of the pictures, and she’s in quite a bit of the furniture around here. We had a heck of a fight the day I dragged that ugly old recliner in here. I think of her every time I sit down. She created this home for all of us.”

      “It’s not the same thing. You know what I mean, Pop.”

      “You didn’t listen to the story. Your mother achieved every one of her goals—she got her home, her family, her life in America. She told me the night before she passed away she was a woman dying without a single regret. She said she’d lived a full life with love and laughter and she couldn’t ask for more. I suppose that’s the best any of us can wish for, son.”

      Sean put his hands in the pockets of his jeans then gave him a crooked grin. “You’re right. I hope I can say the same thing when I die.”

      “I hope we all can.”
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      Patrick listened to the hushed voices coming from the bedrooms. The girls were giggling in their room. Tris and Killian’s deep tones drifted down the stairs. Ewan and Sean were teasing each other, and for a moment, he thought he’d have to break up what sounded like a wrestling match.

      He closed his eyes and recalled the last part of the story. The one he hadn’t told his children.
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* * *

      Patrick wondered if he’d ever lived a more perfect moment as he and Sunday held hands, walking through the quiet streets of town toward her home. The neighbors who weren’t still celebrating the holidays at the dance were snuggled in warm beds in dark houses. It felt as if they were the only two people on the planet.

      They walked in silence as Patrick tried to wrap his head around what had just taken place. Sunday had turned Conall down for him. She’d told him she loved him.

      Sunday paused when they reached the door of her aunt’s home. “My aunt isn’t home.”

      Patrick was surprised by Sunday’s quiet admission. “She’s not?”

      Sunday shook her head almost shyly. “She’s spending the night at her brother’s house. She’s doing Christmas morning with my Uncle Ryan and his family. I’m going to join them for dinner tomorrow.”

      “Oh.”

      Sunday glanced over her shoulder at the empty house and bit her lip. “Do you want to come in?”

      Suddenly her reticence made sense. His heart raced. “I’d like to. Very much.”

      She smiled, opening the door. Patrick crossed the threshold, feeling almost dizzy as he considered what he hoped would happen tonight.

      Once they entered, he briefly glanced around her aunt’s parlor. Though he’d walked Sunday to the door nearly a hundred times the past few months, he’d never been inside.

      Sunday didn’t move and her anxiety was almost a tangible being in the darkened house. He stroked her face, savoring the soft skin of her cheek, hoping his touch would calm her. “You’re so beautiful,” he whispered.

      Sunday released a long breath. “I’ve never…” She didn’t finish her thought.

      He kissed her brow and wrapped her in his embrace. “Neither have I.”

      She put her arms around his waist, holding him tightly.

      “Sunday. I can leave if you aren’t ready for—”

      She pressed her lips to his before he could finish speaking and opened them. Patrick accepted her invitation, dipping his tongue into her sweet mouth. She tasted like soda and cookies. He closed his eyes and took more, deepening the kiss.

      Sunday’s fingers tangled in his hair, pulling him closer, her hungry kisses rivaling his. For several minutes, he let himself disappear into her soft sighs and rough touches.

      When they separated, Sunday’s gaze met his.

      “I love you,” he said again. The words had been written on his heart since the first night he saw her. It felt so good, so right to be able to speak them aloud.

      “I love you too.”

      He ran his fingers through her long black hair. “Where’s your bedroom?”

      Even in the dim lighting, he saw the flush on her face. If she gave the slightest sign of hesitation, he’d leave.

      She didn’t. Sunday took his hand in hers and led him down the hallway to the last bedroom. She walked to the nightstand and turned on a small lamp. It cast a soft light that illuminated the room enough for him to look around.

      She hadn’t lived in Killarney long, so Patrick was surprised by how much the small room reflected her. Her battered guitar case was tucked in the corner. The bookshelf was overflowing with paperbacks and notebooks. On the wall, she’d surrounded herself with photographs of family and friends. Sunday valued the people in her life more than anything else. Patrick had lost sight of that fact, lost in his own insecurities. He wouldn’t make the same mistake again.

      He looked at her bed, rubbing his palms against his pants. He ached with need…and nervousness.

      “You’ve really never done this?” Sunday asked.

      He shook his head. “I’ve never been in love before you, Sunday. You’ve changed my world.”

      She lifted his hand, pressing her lips against his knuckles. “You’ve become my world.”

      After that, their words gave way to motion. Patrick kissed her gently before unbuttoning her blouse. Sunday stood still as he slowly worked each button free. The blouse fell open and Patrick slipped his hands beneath the silky material at her shoulders to push it off.

      His breath caught as he looked at her pale breasts covered by a lacy bra. He cupped them, enjoying Sunday’s soft murmur of appreciation when he squeezed the sensitive flesh.

      Her hands landed on his forearms, not to push him away but to steady herself. She swayed and her eyes closed as if she were mesmerized by his touch. He placed a kiss on her bare shoulder after lifting her bra strap and pulling it down. His lips traveled along her shoulder to her neck, from her neck to her ear.

      Sunday’s rapid breathing, the rise and fall of her chest, the pulse at her neck told him she was enjoying his journey as much as he was.

      He repeated the motion on the other side then reached behind her to unclasp the bra. Sunday froze as he peeled the lace away. Neither of them moved as Patrick looked at his lovely lady. The image of her standing topless before him was something he’d never forget. He was hers. He belonged to her, and he made a silent promise that as long as he was living, he’d never love another woman the way he loved Sunday.

      Bending his head, he took one of her tight nipples in his mouth.

      “Ahh!” Sunday cried in shock and pleasure. “God, Pat. That feels amazing.”

      He sucked harder. Her hands flew to his head, pulling his hair almost painfully.

      He played with her breasts until Sunday called out for mercy. Lifting his head, he wasn’t surprised to find her face and body flushed. It was hot in the room…so damn hot.

      He unbuttoned his shirt, not taking the time or care he’d used while helping her shed hers. The fabric tore in his haste to remove it. Sunday gave him a soft smile, but she didn’t attempt to slow him down. Once his shirt lay on the floor by her blouse, Sunday was there, her hands stroking his chest, toying with the light smattering of hair.

      Patrick swallowed heavily and prayed for the strength to finish this night with some shred of dignity when Sunday’s lips landed on his nipple. She lightly bit the tight nub until Patrick felt certain he would explode. He wanted her too badly for this to last long.

      He cupped her face in his palms. “Sunday.” He fought to find the words, but his face must have said it all. Sunday took a step away from him and, as he held his breath, she pushed her skirt and panties over her hips.

      A wave of lightheadedness caused him to sway slightly. She was simply stunning.

      “Go lay down on the bed, love.”

      She moved slowly away from him as Patrick counted to twenty in his head. He was in serious danger of losing control.

      Sunday lay in the middle of the mattress then shyly beckoned him to come closer. He took the five steps necessary to reach her side then sat on the edge of the bed, his gaze devouring every tantalizing inch of her body. He caressed her, letting his fingers explore her breasts, her stomach, her thighs.

      Silently, he urged her to open her legs. They parted. Patrick took a deep breath. His hand trembled slightly when he reached between them.

      Sunday gasped when he ran his finger along her wet nether lips. He leaned forward and kissed her. “We can stop at any point, Sunday.”

      She shook her head. “Don’t you dare.”

      He chuckled before pressing his lips against hers once more. He found her clit with his fingers, enjoying her intense reaction as he applied pressure.

      She turned her head away from his kiss. “Oh my God. Oh my God!”

      Her passion sparked his. He became bolder, more confident as he continued his explorations. Sunday’s hands flew to his shoulders, squeezing the muscles there tightly when he slowly pushed a finger inside her.

      She was tight and hot and—mercifully—so wet. He knew she was as tense as he was, but she wasn’t letting that emotion overpower her needs, her desires. Gently, he worked his finger in and out of her passage as her hips rocked to meet him, encouraging him to go deeper, thrust harder.

      Patrick added a second finger and pressed her clit with his thumb. Sunday exploded. Her inner muscles clenched against him as she came. Her hands clamped on his arms so hard, he knew she’d leave bruises.

      He stilled his movements, kissing her softly as her orgasm ran its course. He whispered sweet nothings until her wits returned.

      “Okay?” he asked.

      She laughed quietly. “Are you kidding? Do that again.”

      He grinned. “Mind if I join you this time?”

      She shook her head. “Hurry up.”

      “Damn. Didn’t expect you to be such a demanding, greedy lover.”

      She tilted her head. “Is that going to be a problem?”

      “Hell no.” Patrick stood. He reached for the button on his pants and Sunday propped herself up on one elbow, her expression equal parts curiosity and apprehension.

      “Moment of truth,” he muttered.

      Sunday’s smile grew. “I showed you mine. It’s only fair I get to see yours.”

      Suddenly a lifetime of sleeping with Sunday passed before his eyes and the rightness of the moment solidified. He’d expected their first time to be awkward, uncomfortable. Instead, it was the perfect blend of wonder and laughter.

      He pushed his pants down, kicking off his shoes at the same time. His erection was standing at full-mast and he prayed he could keep it that way long enough to get inside her. Sunday licked her lips as she looked at him and Patrick knew his concern was genuine. He’d never make it at this rate.

      He was about to join her on the bed when he remembered something. He bent over to retrieve his wallet from his pants.

      Sunday watched him questioningly.

      “Um, Sunday. I hope you won’t take this the wrong way.”

      She frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “I bought condoms a couple of weeks ago.”

      Sunday sat up. “For me or for Kathleen?”

      “Don’t be silly, lass. Of course I bought them for you.”

      “Bit sure of yourself, weren’t you?”

      He shrugged, pulling a condom out of his wallet and donning it. “I’m not sure it was cockiness so much as hope.”

      She giggled and lay back down. “Come here and show me some of that cockiness.”

      “I can see the regulars in the pub haven’t been a good influence on you.” He climbed onto the bed and crawled over Sunday’s body. The humor dispersed at their close proximity. Patrick listened to Sunday’s breathing quicken, felt his own heart rate accelerate.

      He kissed her softly as he placed the head of his member at her opening. Sunday wrapped her legs around his. Patrick was blown away by her complete faith in him. She trusted him to protect her, to keep her safe.

      He’d never let her down. He watched her face carefully, giving her one last chance to change her mind, to call a halt.

      Sunday captured his gaze. “Don’t stop, Pat.”

      “Should I do this quickly?”

      She nodded.

      He retreated a fraction of an inch then returned with a hard press. He broke through the thin restraint, taking her virginity as surely as he gave his own.

      Sunday gasped and held him tightly, her grip around his shoulders nearly impenetrable. Patrick froze, buried completely inside her. He forced air into his lungs and fought the urge to come. It took every ounce of strength in his body, but somehow he managed to beat back the need to erupt.

      Neither of them moved for several long moments.

      Sunday broke the silence first. “Are you okay?”

      “I can’t move.”

      She cupped his face and looked at him. “Are you hurt?”

      “If I move the slightest bit, I’m going to come, love. I think this is going to be the shortest sex in history.”

      Sunday laughed, the motion jarring him enough that he groaned and gritted his teeth.

      “Dammit. Don’t laugh. You’re killing me.”

      Sunday sobered up, but barely. She was still grinning when she spoke. “Come, Pat. We have plenty of time to perfect this. We have forever.”

      He didn’t need to hear more. His body was in agony, demanding release. He pulled out a few inches then slid back in. He managed four good thrusts before he exploded. He wasn’t certain, but he thought his eyes rolled back in his head and he was worried he’d overflowed the condom. He’d never felt anything so intense, so fucking incredible.

      Patrick held himself on his elbows above her precious body as a stream of words flew from him—a mixture of sweet words of love and dirty promises of how he was going to make this up to her.

      Sunday simply stroked his back until his climax subsided and sanity returned.

      “Tonight is the best night of my life,” she said when he pulled out of her body, rolled to the side and enfolded her in his embrace.

      “Mine too. I didn’t realize that would be…” Patrick had never had a problem stating how he felt, but with Sunday, he never seemed able to find a powerful enough sentiment.

      “I didn’t either.”

      “You didn’t even come that last time. God, you must think I’m an ass.”

      Sunday gave him an exasperated look.

      “Give me ten minutes and I swear I’ll do better,” he added quickly.

      “Nothing could be better. I’m so happy you were my first, Pat. And you were wonderful. Better than I could have imagined.”

      He kissed her softly on the cheek. “Let me go clean up.” He quickly dashed to the bathroom to dispose of the condom. He cleaned himself up before grabbing a washcloth and wetting it. He returned to the bedroom and crawled back into bed.

      He silently bid Sunday to open her legs and carefully washed her. She blushed with his ministrations, but lay quietly until he finished.

      “There’s something I’ve always wondered, but I’ve never remembered to ask. How did you get your name? Were you born on a Sunday?”

      She laughed. “No, though I’m sure everyone thinks so. I was actually born on a Thursday.”

      Patrick grinned. “I’m guessing there’s a story here.”

      Sunday nodded. “I’m Irish. Of course there is. My mother was in labor for nearly a week before I was born.”

      Patrick made a pained expression “A week? Ouch.”

      “Yep. A long, rainy, dreary week. According to my da, it rained cats and dogs for seven whole days as my mother lay in bed suffering from labor pains. When I finally made my much overdue appearance, my da swears the clouds broke and the sun shone through. While he was remarking about the change in the weather, my mother was proclaiming she needed a day of rest. Da said they looked at each other and said Sunday at the exact same time. My father loved to spin yarns, so whether or not any of that is true, I can’t say. Even so, it’s a nice story.”

      Patrick kissed her on the cheek. “God knows you brought sunshine and peace to my life the day you walked into that bar.”

      Sunday blinked and Patrick thought he saw the sheen of tears in her eyes. “You are a romantic man, Patrick Collins.”

      He laughed. “Don’t tell anyone. We barmen have a reputation to uphold.”

      “Ah, yes,” she said. “The strong, silent type, right?”

      “Exactly.”

      He kissed her. It was a soft melding of lips at first, but gradually, it became harder, hungrier. Soon, both of them were pulling away, sucking in huge gasps of air.

      “Maybe I was a little conservative on that ten-minute estimate.” He’d already made a full recovery.

      “How many condoms did you buy?” she asked.

      He fought back the urge to flush. “Six.” And they were all in his wallet. Maybe cocky and hopeful weren’t such a bad mix after all.

      He’d been in too big a hurry the first time, too preoccupied with holding off to truly enjoy the moment. He was going to make up for that now. Sunday trembled slightly when Patrick gently pushed her legs apart, eased his way down the bed and settled between her knees. With one finger, he touched her clit, enjoying her soft sigh.

      “I love when you touch me.”

      He continued to play with her until she was wet and writhing on the bed in need.

      “Please, Pat!”

      “Not yet. I want to do something.” He leaned forward and sucked her clit into his mouth.

      Sunday jerked roughly, but Patrick was prepared. With his hands on her hips, he held her in place as he administered a very different kind of kiss. He savored the tangy taste of her juices, inhaled her sweet scent.

      “Are you sore?” he asked before delving deeper into his explorations.

      She shook her head. He narrowed his eyes until she relented. “Maybe a little bit. Not enough that I want to stop.”

      “Even so,” he ran his tongue along her slit, “we’ll go slowly.” He pressed his tongue inside her, loving her cries, her pleas for more. Using his finger on her clit, he tried to discover her hot spots, her pleasure points. He wanted to know how to drive her out of her mind with need.

      Sunday screamed when she came and Patrick briefly worried that the neighbors might come to investigate. He dismissed the concern. He was going to marry Sunday McKenna, make her his wife. Hell, he’d drag her before a minister tomorrow if she’d agree.

      “Pat?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Get the condom.”

      Shit. He wondered if the minister was still awake now. Patrick didn’t need to be told twice. He quickly donned a condom.

      This time when he pushed into her body, he felt in control, ready to take on the world. They rocked together in time, neither of them in a rush to see the end. Sunday stroked his back, his ass cheeks, as Patrick kissed her, nuzzled his nose against her neck.

      Patrick moved slowly, careful to make sure that this time, he didn’t come alone. When he felt Sunday reaching the precipice, he rubbed her clit. She jolted beneath him.

      “Harder,” she pleaded.

      Patrick paused a mere second before responding, taking her the way he’d only ever dreamed of possessing a woman. His motions sped up as he drove deeper. Sunday quivered and gasped—then she came.

      He couldn’t resist the tight clench of her body. He didn’t fight it. Instead, he gave himself up to the bliss, the rapture.

      It was several moments later before he realized he was lying on his back and Sunday wasn’t in the bed.

      “Sunday?” he called.

      “I’ll be back in two seconds. I just need to get something.”

      He went to the bathroom to clean up then returned to the bed. He closed his eyes for a moment, listening to Sunday move around the house. He wondered what she was doing.

      “Pat?” she whispered.

      He opened his eyes and wondered if he’d drifted off.

      “Are you awake?”

      He nodded and pushed himself up, sitting with his back against the headboard. “What’s that?”

      Sunday produced two shot glasses. “Jameson,” she announced as she handed him one, keeping the other for herself. “I felt the need to make a special toast.”

      Patrick grinned. “Sounds like a fine idea.”

      Sunday lifted her glass. “To you and me and forever.”

      She tapped her glass to his, but Patrick grasped her wrist before she could drink. “I have a wee toast of my own, lass. To Conall Brannagh.”

      Sunday laughed, but she raised her glass. Together, they drank.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Patrick watched the lights on the tree flicker. Every Christmas Eve of their marriage, he and Sunday had sat together in this room, watching the tree, listening to the excited whispers of their children—who pretended to be asleep—and sharing a drink of whiskey. Their toasts had never changed.

      Patrick picked up the almost empty bottle of Jameson and poured out the last small shot. He lifted it.

      “To you, Sunday. Merry Christmas, love.”
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      If Eric Spade had to listen to "Simply Havin' a Wonderful Christmas Time" for one more second, he was going to call an emergency staff meeting.

      Though, in truth, he probably should have gotten one together anyway.

      The firm had only seven days before the biggest deal in the history of Marley & Marley Real Estate, and still all anyone could talk about was what they'd gotten their kids for Christmas, or which company sold the best eggnog.

      It was enough to drive any man insane, let alone Eric, who thought he would have been spending a major breakthrough like this with his—now former—business partner. But no, nobody cared about the extra strain on him since Jake Marley had left the company, or the new direction Eric had been working tirelessly to promote since becoming CEO.

      The moment after the Thanksgiving pie had cooled, all anyone could talk about was the freaking holidays.

      Even for today, Christmas Eve, the non-stop holiday talk was beyond excessive.

      How did they not realize that all this fuss was for one single day of the year? Did they truly think it was worth all the pomp and circumstance of this chatter and prep and cookie swapping? Couldn't they just move on and focus on what was important instead of this sham holiday to pacify the masses?

      Eric sighed, flicked a random piece of paper on his desk, and then groaned as "Simply Havin' a Wonderful Christmas Time" morphed into "Little Saint Nick”.

      He glanced toward the frosted glass door and glared at the silhouette of his secretary as she bounced along to the beat and fiddled with something he could only assume was the volume on her radio dial. Gritting his teeth, he held down the buzzer on the corner of his desk. "Bobbi, will you turn that off?"

      "If we have to be here on Christmas Eve, don't you think we should at least get something out of it?"

      "You get a paycheck out of it," he said. "Unless you'd rather not have one of those."

      When Bobbi didn't answer, he released the little red speaker button, and sat back in his chair, just in time to see her move nearer. With the click of his doorknob, she shuffled inside, and then snapped the door closed behind her again.

      "Mr. Spade, I think we need to talk." She didn’t quite meet his eyes when she spoke, and it was all he could do not to sigh and shoo her back out the door. Still, it was Christmas. Apparently that meant something to everyone here, if not to him.

      He settled for saying, "I don't know what about."

      "It's just...We're not going to be able to get this done." She chanced a glance at him, but apparently thought better of it and set her sights on the floor again as a lock of her dull brown hair fell over her shoulder.

      He squared his jaw, waiting. A long moment of silence stretched between them, and when it was clear she wouldn't be talking again any time soon, he prompted, "What isn't going to work?"

      "It's just...it's Christmas Eve. Nobody wants to be here." She let out a little sorry-sounding chuckle.

      "I want to be here," he corrected.

      She glanced around his office, and he followed her gaze. In truth, there wasn't much for her to focus on. There wasn't even a chair in front of his desk for her to sit in. There were no pictures on the wall, no diplomas. Only a single picture frame sat on his desk, just in front of his phone. He glanced at it for a fraction of a second, just long enough to remember why he was in the shit to begin with.

      He and his best friend, smiling and laughing, only weeks before Mr. Marley Sr. had retired and promoted them to running the business.

      So much for that dream.

      "Be that as it may"—Bobbi’s timid voice brought him back to the present—"you're the boss. We're not all so—"

      "Dedicated?" He nearly guffawed.

      "That's not the word I would have chosen." She pushed the errant lock of hair behind her ear, and then ran her hands down her oversized sweatshirt. "We only have seven days to put together this deal with Future Real Estate. Between Christmas and New Year's Eve..." She tilted her lips to the side. "Don't you think Angelica Reed would understand if you postponed the deal until after the holidays? I'm sure her office doesn't want to—"

      "Work?" he asked. Simple enough. That was the bottom of it, wasn’t it? These people weren’t used to anything being asked of them. They weren’t used to being held accountable.

      She raised her hands in front of herself, defensive. "Please, just hear me out."

      "No, you hear me out. I've allowed you to play music and celebrate inside this office. I've even turned a blind eye on the fact that you seem to have forgotten how to dress for the work day." He eyed her yoga pants as she pulled at the sleeve of her sweatshirt. "Don't you think I've been lenient enough with you?"

      "Please, Mr. Spade—"

      "No. Go home. In fact, tell everyone to go home. If passing around spiked drinks and talking to relatives you never liked in the first place is more interesting to you all than the biggest break in the history of this company, you can all have it. I'll stay here and keep us afloat. As usual."

      He didn't know what he'd expected her to do at the conclusion of his speech. Maybe click her heels together and run for the door to free the rest of her work-weary townspeople.

      What she did, though, was she simply stood in front of him, probably wondering if he'd been serious, and continued staring around the blank landscape that was his office.

      "Well?" he asked. "What are you waiting for? You wanted to go home? Go."

      "You're going to stay here for Christmas?"

      "What does it matter to you?" He didn't know why, but a pang shot through him at the words. It was almost like she pitied him.

      But then, that was the problem, too. These people, his employees, they didn’t understand the big picture. They were like Jake—no ambition, no drive. Totally content with convention and sticking to the status quo.

      Bobbi shuffled her feet, but apparently she was braver than he’d given her credit for. "It's just, don't you normally—?"

      "I have to make sure this deal happens, no matter what I usually do on the holidays. This is the chance of a lifetime and this's the last time I'm discussing it."

      "Right." Bobbi nodded and made her way for the door, but when she placed her hand on the knob, she turned toward him again. "Do you want your messages before I go?"

      "If it's not too much to ask."

      She nodded, and then she was gone again.

      After the office had petered out and the Christmas music had finally been silenced for good, he managed to work his way through the tiny stack of messages Bobbi had taken. For the most part, they were from Angelica Reed. Questions, confirmations, and the like, all having to do with their meeting the following week.

      If things went according to plan, Marley & Marley Real Estate would finally have a chunk of the New York Skyline and Angelica’s company, Future Real Estate, would glom on to his company’s tract of Connecticut Shoreline. Everyone got what they wanted. All it took was the tiniest bit of sacrifice.

      Which, apparently, was impossible for anyone but he and Angelica to understand.

      When he got to the bottom of the pile, yet another odd pang shot through him. Despite himself, he glanced at the photo in the corner of his desk. It'd been taken almost ten years before at a Christmas party after he'd joined the Marley’s Real Estate firm. He was in the center, grinning, with his arms around the people on either side of him.

      To his right was Jake Marley, his former partner. He wouldn't think about that, though, or the bitter taste that rose in the back of this throat. He'd focus on the person to his left. The one who'd left the message. Jake's gorgeous sister, Caroline.

      He glanced down at the note in his hands again. He should have expected this, really. Should have planned accordingly. But every time he'd thought about it...

      He'd what?

      He didn't know. He just...couldn't.

      Still, it wouldn't do not to call her back, so he picked up the receiver and dialed the number he'd known for almost as long as he could remember.

      As the phone rang, he tried to muster up words to explain himself, all the while picturing what Caroline might look like on the other end. She was undoubtedly as beautiful as ever. She’d be helping her mom in the kitchen, so she’d probably have burned part of her shirt or gotten pie filling in her hair.

      Caroline was always good for things like that. Things that made everyone around her smile.

      But none of that mattered because Caroline’s wasn't the voice on the end of the line.

      In truth, it was far, far worse.

      "Hello?" Jake's deep rumble sounded.

      Eric paused, trying to find the words, but chose only a weak, "Hey."

      "Eric." The surprise in his voice was obvious, but light. If Eric didn't know better, he might have even called it hopeful.

      "Yup, it's me.” Eric cleared his throat. “Merry Christmas."

      "Merry Christmas."

      The only sound was the buzz on the line between them. Then, mercifully, Jake spoke again. "Why didn't you try my cell?"

      "Actually, I hadn’t intended to call you. I didn’t think you’d be at your mom and dad’s house. I was returning a call. Caroline rang my office. I lost her cell number."

      “Right, makes sense. Knowing Caroline, she's probably gotten a new one since then anyway." Jake let out a strained laugh, and Eric cringed. He knew that laugh. It was the one he'd always used with clients they hated dealing with.

      Of course, back when he’d heard it nearly every day, he and Jake had always followed it up with a little trash talk after the client had left.

      "Right, yeah." Eric nodded to himself. "So, is Caroline around?"

      "Yeah, she's upstairs, but, hey, we should talk."

      Eric speared a hand through his hair. "Jake, I don't know."

      "Maybe tomorrow? After dinner or something?"

      Eric sucked in a breath. Here it was. The truth. "I'm not going to be able to make it tomorrow."

      For a second, he thought the line cut out. The silence was so sharp and so deep, that he opened his mouth to repeat himself, but was saved the trouble when Jake thundered through the speaker.

      "Are you fucking kidding me?"

      Eric pinched the bridge of his nose and closed his eyes. Yep, he definitely should have planned for this. "It couldn't be helped. I'll explain—"

      "Couldn't be helped? Don't give me that shit. Suddenly after I leave the company, you have to miss Christmas for the first time in twenty years? You think I don’t know what's going on?"

      "You don't know what's going on," Eric rumbled. This was typical Jake, exactly as it was when they’d worked together. He’d been the boss’ son, so if he didn’t want to do something, it didn’t have to get done.

      Well, Eric had never had that luxury. He couldn’t just blow off this deal—Christmas or not.

      To make matters worse, Jake stormed on, "Oh, come on. If you're going to be mad at me for leaving, be mad, but don't do this to my mom and dad. Don't do this to Caroline. You’re part of the family. They want to see you."

      Eric knew that. He knew it better than Jake. And Jake could never know how it hurt him to go so long without seeing them all. But now that Jake had left the company, how could they all sit together and be the same again?

      As if it wasn’t hard enough being in the same room with Caroline…

      Jake couldn’t understand; that was the root of this. Maybe, though, Eric could at least get him to listen. He pressed on. "If you'd listen, I'd tell you—"

      "I couldn't fucking do it, okay? I couldn’t live my life in that tiny little box of an office, shuffling papers and busting my ass every hour of the day. My dad did it, but I couldn’t, and one day you're going to realize you can't do it, either. You can't live your life on take out in your office and half-assed dates between meetings. I don't know what it'll take to get you to see it. Maybe three ghosts will have to show you the error of your ways or something."

      "Don't be dramatic. Look, I'm not getting into this. The past is behind us. I only called to talk to Caroline, so could you please just go get her for me?"

      "Whatever."

      Silence reigned again and Eric raked a hand over his face. Well, that had not gone better than expected. Still, why should he give a shit about what Jake had to say? He'd made his intentions known when he left Eric high and fucking dry three months ago.

      He didn't fucking care.

      "Hello?" The lilting feminine voice he knew so well filled the speaker and he breathed a sigh of relief.

      "Hey. You called?" he asked.

      "Oh, yeah. I was just wondering what time you'll be here tomorrow. Mom is letting me cook this year and I didn't want to dry out the turkey."

      "Oh." The blood drained from his face. It shouldn’t have, though. If anyone would understand what was going on, it was Caroline. Sure, maybe she'd be disappointed, but she'd understand. She had to.

      Yet, even as he thought about it, the image of her standing there, the receiver pressed to her heart-shaped face, made his heart plummet into his stomach. He knew how the bow of her mouth would wilt, how she'd shake her blond head and shrug like it was no big deal, all while twirling a piece of her blunt bangs between her fingers.

      That was what she always did when she was devastated.

      That didn’t mean he had a choice, though. Maybe if they’d run the company the way Jake had wanted and kept things the same, he’d have been able to make it back…

      But that wasn’t the case. The company was moving up in the world, and so was he. He had to skip Christmas, and he had to tell her as much. It would be worse of him, weak of him, not to. So he swallowed his pride and said, "I'm not going to be able to make it this year. There's a big merger next week and I have to work through the holiday. But the good news is your dad's company will have its name on a skyscraper."

      "Oh, he'll be excited to hear that." Her voice wasn't as convincing as her words, so he tried again.

      "You know, when they open the first building, we should carve his name in the stone. It'll be a real legacy. That's even better than being home for Christmas."

      "Yeah. He'd like that."

      All he could see was the twirling of her hair, the way her fingers tugged at the golden strands.

      "You okay?" he asked.

      "Oh yeah, just thinking about dinner. I'll have to send you some."

      "That would be awesome. I'm sure you're gonna do great."

      "Yeah. We'll see. Dad keeps joking about upping the house insurance in case I set the place on fire." She let out her own tiny, fake laugh, and this time he joined her.

      How was it that his chat with Caroline was a million times calmer than his talk with Jake, but hurt a billion times more?

      "You're going to be great, Caroline. Trust me."

      "Thanks. Um, I think I'd better start prepping. I still have a lot of gifts to wrap." He could still hear the edge in her voice, but there was nothing left for him to do. The damage was done.

      "Right. Okay." He nodded.

      A pause on the line. "So... Merry Christmas."

      "Merry Christmas."

      "And Eric?" Her voice was tentative.

      "Yeah?"

      "I'll…Well, we’ll all miss you."

      "Yeah, I'll miss you, too. All of you, I mean."

      Eric hung up the receiver, shuffled the papers in front of him, and then leaned back in his chair again.

      He had no reason to feel guilty. Hell, it wasn't as if he'd cancelled Christmas all together. He hadn't even said anything to Jake about the company’s bind being partially his fault. And besides, since when was it such a crime to be ambitious?

      If anything, they should have been happy. Grateful, even. It wasn't like he was working his tail to the bone for Spade Real Estate. This was their father's company, not his.

      It was their name that would light the cityscape. Eric wouldn’t have had it any other way, not for all the love and compassion they’d given him while he’d grown up down the block from them—first when his father left, and then when his mother had gotten sick…

      Mr. and Mrs. Marley deserved everything, including their names on the biggest real estate company on the face of the Earth. Eric owed them that.

      Jake had to understand. And if he couldn't, then surely Caroline would be the voice of reason.

      She always had been. Even when they were kids, she'd been the one to determine who'd shoot who first with the water gun or who'd call dibs on which cheerleader when. Caroline was always there to mediate and help.

      Which might be why, even an hour after their call and a hundred answered emails later, he couldn't shake the feeling her voice had left behind.

      It wasn't so much disappointment as...what? Regret?

      So similar to that night all those years ago...

      He shook his head, and picked up the notes from Angelica Reed.

      After making the city's strongest pot of coffee, he set to work again, taking the time to carefully answer each of Angelica's questions, and then hunkering down to look at the comps in all her company's holdings.

      It seemed like they went on forever, and by the time he'd gotten through both lunch and dinner, he had yet another fat stack of emails to get through. Snow came down outside his window, but he barely glanced at it.

      He just sat there, perched in his seat, focused on his task.

      If the Marleys couldn't appreciate this, screw them. And screw everyone in the office, too.

      He could do it all on his own, and when he reached his goal, they'd all realize what a mistake they'd made for doubting him or questioning him or complaining along the way.

      Just wait and see.

      

      It was hard to tell when he'd fallen asleep. The last thing he remembered was jotting down the risk assessment for a deluxe apartment complex on the Upper East Side and then...

      Then there was a buzzing, close to his ear. Like an agitated bee after he's wandered too close to the nest. Like...

      He swatted at the sound and knocked his cell phone off his desk. With the slightest shift, he realized there was something hard and textured against his cheek.

      "Shit," he mumbled, "keyboard."

      He sat back, rubbing his face and blinking while the world around him came into focus. It was...strange, though.

      Normally, he could sit bolt upright, ready to get back into his tasks. But now he felt...different somehow. Like he'd been drugged. Even his blank, white walls seemed fuzzy. Like something out of a dream.

      He placed his hands on his desk to steady himself, then stretched his neck and—

      "What the hell," he said, leaping to his feet.

      In the corner of the room, Jake leaned against the wall, his arms crossed over his broad chest.

      "How long have you been here? Why were you just watching me sleep? And..." He blinked. His friend looked different, but not unfamiliar. Younger, maybe.

      His blond hair was gelled forward and to the side, longer than usual. Almost the way he used to wear it in college. His clothes, too, weren’t quite right. He was wearing the letterman jacket he'd boasted about all through college. Jake never wore that anymore. In fact, Eric could have sworn Jake had given the thing away a year or two ago.

      "What's with the jacket?" Eric finished.

      Finally, the room was in focus, and Jake arched an eyebrow. "Which question did you want me to answer first?"

      "Why are you here?" Eric asked.

      "Well, technically, I'm not. I mean, I am, but I'm not. Not really."

      "Is this some kind of riddle? I'm not getting it." Eric ran his fingers through his dark bristly hair.

      "No, but when I tell you what's going on, you won't believe me."

      "Try me."

      "Okay." Jake held out his hand in front of him, as if asking Eric to remain calm. "I'm the ghost of Christmas past."

      "Bullshit," Eric scoffed. "Now, do you have something important to tell me, or did you just come here to try and drag me back to Connecticut with you?"

      Jake crossed his arms again. "What did I tell you?"

      "Come on, get to the point, I don't have all night."

      "This is the point. Tonight, you'll be visited by three spirits. Well, not spirits. More like shadows of your subconscious. I'm the first."

      Eric let out one long sigh through his nose. "Well, fun as that sounds, I'm going to pass. Tell Caroline I said hi when you get back, okay?"

      "You still don't believe me?"

      Eric reached for the coffee in front of him and took a big gulp. "No."

      It wasn't like Jake to pull shit like this, he had to admit. But if Caroline was upset enough about it...

      What was he thinking? Of course this was Jake. Wasn't he the one who'd made the whole Christmas Carol crack to begin with?

      He glanced over the rim of his cup to find Jake still in the corner, surveying him. "Come on, man. Just leave. I'll talk to you later, okay?"

      Instead of answering, Jake stalked toward the door and turned the handle, but when he opened it, Eric didn't see the familiar tinsel tree on Bobbi's desk. Or, rather, he couldn't see it.

      There was only light. Pure, white, and blinding. He lifted his arm to shield his eyes, and then felt a tug on his other bicep.

      Then, Jake’s voice boomed through the all-consuming brightness. "Believe me yet?"
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      At first, he didn't feel anything. But then?

      It was as if everything hit him all at once.

      The chill of the wind was on his back and flakes of snow melted against his hair. Faintly, the strains of a piano drifted from the house in front of them. Less faintly, the noise of laughter and singing filled the air.

      He blinked. He knew this house. All buttercup yellow and covered with so many Christmas lights that even the neighboring houses were illuminated by the glow. A full evergreen wreath hung in the center of the red door, and on the white wrap-around porch a curvy brunette in a brown tweed coat was trying to pry a child from her waist.

      "I told you," she was saying, "Mrs. Marley has a boy your age. It's going to be fun."

      Eric crunched through the snow, then sprinted up the rickety steps to get a better look at the woman. She was young. Younger than he could remember seeing her.

      In his mind, she always had lines creasing her forehead and her mouth. Her hair shorn from the chemo.

      But now? She was beautiful, with thick waves of dark hair framing her face, highlighting the blue eyes he'd inherited.

      "Mom," he whispered, nearly reaching out to touch her. It had been ten years since she’d died, and not a day went by when he didn’t think of her, or the way she smiled with all her teeth, even when her illness was at its worst.

      He turned to find Ghost-Jake standing beside him. "But..."

      "She can't see you. But I think you know that," he said.

      Eric could only nod. He didn't care about the logistics or the rules. His mother was standing in front of him, healthy and alive.

      He followed her and the smaller version of himself into the house, barely bothering to glance at his surroundings. The people were younger, sure, but there was no doubt in his mind that the setting would be as it always was.

      At the piano, Mr. Marley would be sipping brandy and trying to convince his wife to sing more carols. He'd tell her how he loved to hear her sing and, when he'd had enough brandy, he'd sit her on his lap and tell the story of how he'd fallen for her as soon as he'd seen her on the stage in college.

      That had always been Caroline's favorite part of the night. She always used to grab Eric's hand and drag him to the edge of the baby grand, listening intently as her father recounted the story the exact same way he always did.

      Tonight, though, Mr. Marley wasn't nearly there yet. The party had only just begun, and when Eric’s mother strode into the living room, still wrestling Eric from around her waist, Mrs. Marley ran from the piano and hustled toward them, her arms already outstretched.

      "Mona, you came." She grinned and his mother nodded as she was crushed in the other woman's embrace.

      "I've brought someone with me, too." His mother nodded toward his smaller self and for the first time he really took stock of how young he was.

      His dark hair was combed forward, the way his mother had liked it, and she'd dressed him in a blue sweater and khakis. He must have been nine or so, then. Twenty years.

      Had it really been that long since the first time he'd met Jake and Caroline?

      "I remember this. It was..." He trailed off. There was no need to say it out loud, but Jake finished for him anyway.

      "The first Christmas after your dad left, yeah. My mom told me to be extra nice to you."

      "Sounds like your mom." Eric smiled, but it faded as he watched his younger self shrink away and sit on the stairs. The adults called to him and told him the other kids were in the basement, but he didn't move. He only sat there, staring at Mr. Marley as he pounded away on the ivories.

      The adults had been whispering about his father, that much he remembered. They were asking his mother how she was doing. How Eric was.

      Even now, he couldn't hear his mother's answers.

      “Can’t we get closer to them? I want to hear what happened,” he asked Ghost-Jake.

      The other man only shook his head. “Only what needs to be shown and when.”

      Eric opened his mouth to try another line of attack, but then the whole room shifted to focus on a blond girl of about five. She was decked out in gaudy costume jewelry and she wore a black velvet dress with fur around the collar and sleeves. In her arms, she held a doll and around her neck, despite all her jewelry, she wore a plastic stethoscope. Atop her head was perched a puffy white chef's hat.

      Caroline as she had been the first time he’d ever seen her.

      "Mommy, Jake is being mean to me." She tugged on Mrs. Marley's sleeve.

      "Tell him I said to stop," her mother said calmly, and then she glanced toward the stairs and smiled. "Hey, have you met your new friend, Eric, yet?"

      Caroline shook her head.

      "Why don't you get him to join you?"

      Caroline walked toward the stairs and stared at him, her head tilted to the side. "What are you doing?"

      "Nothing," he mumbled.

      "You wanna play house?"

      "No." He studied the banister pointedly.

      "Okay." Caroline scrunched her lips together. "My doll is sick."

      "No, she's not."

      "She is, though. She has a broken heart." Caroline nodded.

      "So fix it."

      "I'm trying. I keep giving her soup and checking, but I don't think it's getting better. I wanted my brother to kiss her and make her better, but he won't. Will you?" She thrust the doll toward him.

      He eyed it for a long moment, then her, and finally took the doll in his hand and pecked her on the cheek.

      He handed the doll back. "Any better?"

      Caroline placed her stethoscope on the doll's heart. "Much." She nodded. "Will you come help me with the others?"

      He paused again, glancing toward all the women still crowding his mom, but then nodded and followed her down the stairs into the basement.

      "I thought I met you first," Eric whispered, and then glanced at Jake.

      "Nah, that was later in the night. Caroline was always better at breaking the ice than me." Jake smiled.

      And then, like a movie montage, the world transformed around them. The place stayed the same for the most part – furniture moved, new things appeared, old things vanished, but the party and the lights and the music all went on. Like years passing all at once, he saw himself grow closer with Jake. Watched the Christmas when they'd both gotten Nerf guns and declared Caroline a mutual enemy. Saw himself get taller and happier, Jake grow more handsome, Caroline become thinner and gawkier.

      Then, all at once, it slowed and he was standing in front of a fifteen-year-old version of himself. He was stalking into the kitchen and Caroline followed him. Inside, Jake was standing beside the white linoleum counters, gently lifting the lid from the slow cooker full of spiked eggnog.

      "That's not for you." Caroline bustled in behind them and pushed past Eric to get to her brother.

      She was eleven now, with coke bottle glasses and a too-large unicorn sweater. Her blond hair was twisted into a braid and when she spun on her brother it hit Eric in the face.

      "Come on, Car. Don't be like that." Jake lifted up the ladle, and then tilted some into a snifter. He held the glass out to Eric.

      "Eric, you know better than this. Don't be an idiot," Caroline protested.

      "What's the matter with it?" he asked.

      "You're under age. What would your mom say?"

      "She wouldn't care."

      "Right." Caroline lifted an eyebrow, and Eric took the glass and sipped. His face contorted and for a moment it looked like he might be able to hold it together, but then he coughed and Caroline laughed.

      She rolled her eyes. "Very cool."

      Eric grimaced as his younger self spoke. "Hey, just because you're a huge dork doesn't mean we all have to be. Have you even kissed a boy yet?"

      Her cheeks flamed and even now Eric felt a swell of guilt.

      "God, I was such a dick." He shook his head.

      "It's okay. She probably doesn't remember," Ghost-Jake said. "You know what she does remember, though?"

      The years swam around them again, and he watched as he, Jake, and Caroline moved through puberty. She was still gawky, following them around like a lost puppy. He'd forgotten how she used to do that. Hell, half the time she was practically tripping over her own feet just to be involved in whatever he and Jake were doing.

      He smiled at them all, but then the Christmas music stopped, the lights dimmed, and they were in the living room again. The glow of the outdoor lights was gone and only the tree in the corner of the room lit the place.

      This was a Christmas he knew too well. One he didn’t need to live again. Chills washed over him and he swallowed hard before glancing at Jake.

      Why did he have to show him this? To remind him of the first Christmas after his mother's body had finally given in to cancer?

      "I don't—" he said to Jake, but he only shook his head, so Eric focused on the scene before him and prayed for it to be over—and soon.

      He was sitting on the couch in front of the fireplace, staring at the tree and swirling a glass of whiskey. Now, he looked more like himself. The youth in his face had smoothed into maturity, and even at nineteen the lines of adulthood were beginning to crease him.

      "I thought you might want some blankets." A light voice sounded from the doorway into the kitchen, and both he and his younger self turned to find Caroline standing there, a quilt covering her torso.

      She was as thin as ever, but now she showed the signs of early womanhood. Awkward, but not all together unattractive.

      "I'm not going to stay," he said. “The dorms said I could come back early. Because of…the circumstances.”

      "Don’t be ridiculous. You should stay. Mom and Dad would want you to." She walked toward him and after setting the quilt at his feet, she plopped down beside him on the couch, her lips scrunching up for a moment before she took another stab at speech.

      All the while, he hadn't looked at her. He'd only stared at the tree, swirling his whiskey over and over again.

      "What does that stuff taste like?" she asked, and then pointed to the glass.

      He blinked, as if he'd only just noticed she was there. "Want to try it?"

      He held it out and she took it. After one sip, her nose crinkled and then she shook her head and groaned. "Ugh, you tricked me."

      He shrugged. "You wanted to know."

      "Yes, well, next time you can just tell me it tastes like hot poison. I promise I'll believe you."

      A ghost of a smile crossed his face, but then the hard lines of sadness set in again.

      "I really, um, like the sweater you got me." She gripped her sleeves and he noticed that she was wearing it already, the pale pink cashmere a perfect match for her peachy complexion.

      "I'm glad." He nodded, and then the painful silence fell over them again.

      With another scrunch of her lips, Caroline pushed off the sofa, reached under the tree, and then returned with a rectangular golden gift in her hand. "I forgot to give you yours earlier. Well, I didn't so much forget as I wanted to give it to you when we could talk about it."

      She foisted it toward him without looking him in the eye, and he tore it open with one quick motion. On his lap lay a leather-bound photo album with the word "family" emblazoned on the cover. He flipped through the pages, studying photo after photo of himself with the Marleys. Summer barbeques where Mr. Marley had taught him how to use a grill. Fall football practices with Jake. Hanging out on the front porch with Mrs. Marley and Caroline. And then, at the end, a picture of him and his mother, standing around the piano at the annual Christmas party.

      His mouth tightened, and Caroline spoke again. "I know it's been a hard year, but I just thought...well, maybe it's stupid, but I just thought it might help to have a reminder that even if your parents can't be with you, you still have a family who..." She glanced at him for a moment, her cheeks turning as pink as her sweater, and then finished, "who loves you."

      He swallowed hard. "Thank you."

      She nodded. "Anytime. Now stay. Don't be stupid."

      He smiled up at her and then unfolded the quilt at his feet.

      "You're a good kid, you know that?" he asked.

      She blinked, and the tiny smile on her lips fell. "Yeah. Thanks."

      She walked toward the kitchen again, but when she reached the doorway, she turned and added, "Merry Christmas, Eric."

      The room reeled around him again and he reached out to Jake.

      "Wait, wait. Didn't I say anything else? I must have—"

      But it was too late. They were gone, and instead of returning to the Marleys' house, they were somewhere else entirely, and again he knew all too well what was about to happen.

      They were in the office as it had been before Mr. Marley’s retirement. Christmas songs thrummed from a radio in the corner of the conference room, red and green streamers hung from the tacky florescent light fixtures, and all around people were chatting about this and that while swigging from red cups.

      "The company Christmas party. But..." He glanced at Jake, his heart rate already doubling its speed. "I didn't want you to—"

      "Shhh." Jake shook his head. "We're about to get to the good part."

      He pointed toward the far end of the conference room where Eric spotted himself as he had looked two years before. He wore a suit not quite so nice as the one he wore now, but it was passable.

      On either side of him stood Jake and his father. The three of them were laughing about something, but Eric didn't get to them in time to hear what they'd been discussing.

      “She’s got a countdown going, you know. She can’t wait until I’m home for good—she crosses off every day, one by one, until you boys take my place.” Mr. Marley belly laughed, then patted Eric on the shoulder.

      "Where is Mom?" Jake glanced around the party. "She's never late."

      Mr. Marley shook his head. "She went to pick up your sister, but her train was delayed. Snow."

      "How is Caroline liking school?" Eric asked.

      "Well enough. I think. Certainly better than her freshman year."

      "That's good to hear. I was starting to worry. She called me almost every other day," Eric said.

      Jake raised his eyebrows, and then took a swig of his drink.

      "Well, would you speak of the devil?" Mr. Marley nodded toward the door and his wife shuffled through, spots of snow highlighting the streaks of grey in her light blond hair.

      Then Eric's breath caught.

      Even now, two years later, he was shocked by the transformation.

      Behind Mrs. Marley was a girl—no, not a girl, a woman—so beautiful that he could hardly look anywhere else. He felt like one of those cartoon characters with his jaw on the floor and his eyes bulging out of his head. Like he’d been magnetized to the spot where she stood and he was powerless to do anything but gape and yearn to get closer.

      He likely felt the same then as he did now—guilty, but nevertheless compelled. Because his best friend’s little sister—the girl he’d grown up with—had grown into the most gorgeous person on the planet.

      The familiar sprigs of holly were fixed in her hair, but even that looked different. She'd added blunt bangs and her hair looked glossier, fuller. When she shook the snow from her strands, she looked like she was posing for a picture.

      But when she took off her coat? That was when he was a real goner.

      Beneath her plain black pea coat was a slinky red number he'd never seen before and Jesus...

      Her breasts were full, her waist lean, and if he could just get a look at her backside—

      He remembered every thought distinctly, painfully. They were still the thoughts he had when he was around her. Except now he had more lustful memories to add to the mix.

      All because of this night.

      After the initial pleasantries, he’d made a point of getting as far away from her as humanly possible. For a while he'd danced around her, biding his time by talking to Mr. and Mrs. Marley, Jake, and any of his other fellow employees. Anyone to distract himself from Caroline’s all-too-alluring presence.

      All the while, though, he’d catch himself staring at her at random moments. Sometimes she’d catch him, too, and when she stepped toward him, he darted away again. Watching himself, Eric felt the pain, the panic all over again and, silly as it was, he caught himself wondering if Ghost-Jake knew what was going on.

      If he’d been caught red handed.

      It was the deepest, darkest secret of his life, and here he was, inching closer and closer to the climax. The party started to peter out, her parents went home, and Jake slipped away with one of the assistants. Eric was ready to breathe a sigh of relief when Caroline suddenly cornered him, and his heart—then and now—nearly burst from his chest.

      "Are you avoiding me?" she asked.

      He stared at her hair for a moment, trying to evade her penetrating blue gaze, but then said, "No, what, are you crazy?"

      "Maybe, but all I know is that it's been hours and you've barely said hello."

      "Well, hello." He glanced at her cup, then instantly regretted it when he caught a glimpse down her dress.

      The bra beneath the fabric was just as red as her dress, though it was considerably lacier. And, if he saw it right, it was also see-through. He remembered the way his groin had twitched at the sight of it, and he shuffled backward a few steps, and then pointed to the cup.

      "What do you have there?"

      "Pinot. Admittedly, it's not very good, but…" She shrugged.

      "Since when did you drink? Are you even allowed?"

      She laughed. "I'll be 21 in two months. You know that."

      "Doesn't mean you're 21 now."

      "Like you waited until the stroke of midnight." She cocked an eyebrow and he relented, raising his hands in front of him.

      "All right, all right. Just don't let your brother know I let you get away with it."

      She rolled her eyes. "When will you stop acting like I'm twelve?"

      He swallowed hard, and his thoughts were practically written across his face:

      Believe me, I wish you still looked twelve.

      Still, he said, "I'm your brother's best friend. I'm supposed to look out for you."

      She took another step toward him. "No, that's his job. Your only job is to be my friend."

      "Right. Well, as my friend, keep it from your brother, would you?"

      "Whatever you say," she said. She scrunched her mouth to the side again.

      How had he never noticed the way she did that? Or how cute it made her look?

      She glanced around the room. "Looks like the party's dead. We ran out of booze and my cup is almost empty. You have any in your office?"

      "Only champagne for big deals."

      "Christmas is a big deal," she sing-songed.

      "You want to drink company champagne?"

      "No, I want to drink champagne. It's just a coincidence that it belongs to the company." She wiggled the cup between her fingers. "Come on. To your health."

      "Fine, fine." He led her into his office, which was just beside her father's.

      "Swanky. A little impersonal, though, don't you think?" She glanced around at his bare walls. There wasn't anything but the phone and computer on his desk.

      "Keeps me focused." He pulled the bottle from his bottom drawer along with two flutes. "Now, we can drink company champagne, but I draw the line at drinking it from red cups. You may still be in college, but I'm not."

      "Actually, I'm graduating early. I'll only be going for another year."

      "Why?"

      "It's not really my style. I'd rather be working and home. Around the family. You know, with Jake.” There was a pause, and then she added, “And you."

      His younger self poured the champagne, but his reality stared back at Jake. He couldn’t bear the suspense any longer. "Did you know about this?"

      Jake didn't answer.

      His younger self handed a glass to Caroline, and she clicked it against his own. "To another Christmas together."

      "Cheers," he countered, and then swallowed the flute’s contents in one gulp.

      In the dim light of his office, she looked even better than before. The sweet pink flush on her cheeks brought out the blue of her eyes, and when she sat on the corner of his desk, he caught a glimpse of her creamy white inner thigh.

      "Can I talk to you?" she asked.

      "Say no," he told his past self, though he knew it wouldn't change a damn thing.

      "Of course," he said. Like the idiot he was.

      She sipped her drink, and then set it on the desk beside her. "What's your type?"

      "You have guy trouble?"

      "Maybe. But I asked about you."

      "Um, okay. Well, I like girls who are funny. And smart. Pretty, too."

      She considered him for a moment, took another sip. "All right, so suppose you met someone who you thought was hilarious, beautiful, and interesting, but you didn't think they'd go for you. What would you do?"

      "I'd try anyway."

      "Even if you thought it might ruin something? Or change something?"

      He knew what she was getting at. He couldn’t deny it now, any more than he’d been able to that night. He tried to convince himself he didn’t know why he’d said it. At one time, he was even dumb enough to try to think he didn’t know who she meant. When it stared at him blow for blow, though, there was no denying it. He’d goaded her because he wanted it—wanted her—just as much—maybe even more—than she wanted him.

      So, when the answer slipped from his lips, he closed his eyes and awaited the inevitable. "Wouldn't it still be better to not have to wonder if something could happen?"

      She stared at him, and then rolled to her feet. "I guess."

      The pink on her cheeks became a full-blown red and then she bounded toward him, grabbed both sides of his face, and pulled him into a kiss.

      He remembered knowing that he should push her away, that he should have pounced on the opportunity to clarify, to set things right. But he wouldn’t. More than that, he couldn’t. As soon as his lips met hers, it was as if something that had been buried deep, deep inside him had unearthed itself, and he could never un-see it again.

      Slowly, his arms wound around her, crushing her to his chest, pulling her into the kiss even more. He cupped her neck, mussing the holly in her hair, but he was far too lost in her to care. She was too sweet, too warm, too right.

      He rolled his tongue over her bottom lip, and then pushed her back against the desk, grinding himself against her pliable, soft skin. Watching, he could remember every little sensation. The thrill that had gone through him when she jumped onto that desk and opened her legs just wide enough for him to stand between them, take her in his arms, and kiss her until they both forgot how wrong it was.

      How, in a single moment of recklessness, he could lose everything—his best friend, his job, his family—all for this one moment of dark surrender.

      "Pull it together," his present self choked out, but it was no use. He was nipping at her earlobe, savoring every tiny, shaking breath she took. He was on the verge of sliding his hands lower, cupping her breasts, pulling aside those tiny, tempting panties.

      “Stop,” he was nearly begging himself, but the damage was done. When he finally pushed Caroline away, they were both panting, their eyes hooded by heavy lids.

      "Eric,” she breathed, “I've always wanted—"

      "We can't. What about Jake?" He was speaking quickly, and even now he knew why. He had to get it out before the tide pulled him under again. Before he forgot how to say it—or why.

      Caroline’s brow knitted together. "What about him? He's a grown man."

      "Your father—"

      "Will be thrilled." She reached out to touch him, but he stepped away from her reach. Her rosy cheeks paled, and then she slowly pulled her knees together and hopped from the desk as he went on.

      "It's a bad idea. A mistake. I shouldn't have—"

      "Eric, please. Don't you...don't you want to be with me?" Her voice was so small, so timid.

      Now, seeing it over again, he wanted to cup her cheek, to kiss that tremor of pain away. He saw the urge in his old self, too. But he knew now just as he’d known then that he couldn’t. She was his apple in the Garden of Eden. If he plucked her from the branch, his whole life would crumble around him.

      No matter how tempting she was.

      "Of course I want to be with you,” his younger self said. “You're beautiful and smart and..."

      "Funny?" she finished, but there was a note of defeat in her voice that hadn’t been there before.

      "You can't do this to me. You know this isn't right."

      "But I asked you—"

      "Tricked me, more like.” His voice was like a slap, sharp and stinging. “Now we have to stop. I can’t. I mean, we can’t—If it didn’t work, I’d lose everything. Jake and your parents, they’d hate me. We have to forget this ever happened. It never happened, okay?"

      "No," she whispered, and then louder, "it happened. This was real and it's not enough. I've waited for you for so long. I don't want to wait anymore."

      He didn’t either. He didn’t want to walk away, and even now he felt the sting of saying no to her. But what choice did he have? He only had one second chance at a family. If he lost that…

      "Then don't wait.” His voice was icy. “Put it out of your head because it's never going to happen."

      He waited for her reply, but instead everything spun and he was once again flooded in light.
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      He was panting as if he'd just run a race, and yet when he tried to move, it was like he'd been lying in his chair all night. His limbs were tight and stiff, his neck ached, and still his heart was racing.

      What the hell had just happened?

      Jake knew about that night with Caroline? He knew—

      But no, Jake didn't know anything. That person had been a ghost or a figment or something.

      What was he saying? It hadn’t been any of that. It had been a dream. Everything.

      Eric glanced at the photo on his desk, taken only minutes before he and Caroline had left the office that night. They all had looked so happy. So normal.

      He shook his head. He couldn't let something as stupid as a dream get the better of him. Hell, for all he knew someone in the office had left the radio on and some Christmas story worked its way into his thoughts.

      That was much more likely than ghosts or shadows or whatever Jake had called himself.

      He gripped the edge of his desk and eased his way to standing. Maybe he'd just check the cubicles for that radio or TV or whatever. Not that he was concerned, but he certainly wasn't about to fall back into that loony trap if he happened to doze off a second time.

      He trudged toward the door, turned the knob, and then-—

      Bright light flooded the room again, and he shielded his eyes with one arm while slamming the door with the other.

      "What the—?" He leaned against the back of the entry, panting again.

      He was going crazy. Absolutely bonkers.

      "You're okay, I promise." A willowy feminine voice sounded from across the room, and then she was there. Sitting at his desk, holly pinned in her hair.

      Caroline.

      She crossed one leg over the other, and then placed her folded hands in her lap.

      "I—" Eric spluttered, then stopped. "You..."

      "I’m the ghost of Christmas present." She nodded.

      He might have given it up as some elaborate prank, but after everything Jake had showed him...

      No, there was no pretending anymore. This was real. He had to give in.

      "Why you?" he asked.

      She shrugged, and a lock of her golden hair fell over one shoulder. Unlike Jake, she looked exactly like herself. She was slender, all the awkwardness of her youth gone, replaced instead by the curves he was still dying to explore.

      She glanced up at him through thick, dark lashes. "Only you really know. I only know the present. Sort of a raw deal considering Jake got the whole past to pick from."

      "Story of your life." Eric smiled.

      "Tell me about it." She grinned back at him. "So, are you ready?"

      He considered for a moment, remembering everything he'd already seen. The night with the photo album, their near-tryst...

      "Almost. I think I need to talk to you first."

      "Not me," she corrected. "You need to talk to Caroline. But there will be time for that. We have to get going. So, are you ready?"

      "Yes." He nodded, because he was ready. Or, at least, he was as ready as he could ever be. After re-living some of the most painful memories of his life, the present couldn’t possibly be worse than the past.

      At least, he hoped not.

      Luckily, he didn’t have too much time to think on it, because as soon as he gave the word, the room was bathed in light again.

      This time, she didn't grab his arm. In fact, neither of them moved. In a fraction of a second, they were in his dimly lit, empty office and in the next they were standing outside of it, watching Bobbi as she shuffled through papers outside his door.

      "Why is she here? Isn't it Christmas?" he asked.

      To look at her, he'd hardly have guessed it. The tinsel tree on the corner of her desk was gone, and her constant stream of Christmas music was nowhere to be heard. There was only the hum of the copier and the occasional click of her keyboard.

      She hadn't even worn sweats to work. Her hair was pulled into a tight bun and she donned a bland, grey dress.

      “She came in to work. She had nowhere else to go," Caroline said.

      "Nowhere...but she didn't mention that."

      "Well, no. Who would tell Scrooge McBoss their personal problems in a place like this? She moved to the city with her boyfriend, but he dumped her. Her family always vacations in Europe over the holidays, but she couldn't make it in time."

      "So she's all alone for Christmas?" A twinge of sympathy coiled in his stomach, though he couldn't say why. After all, he was alone for Christmas, too, wasn't he? Hadn't he said—?

      "Almost all alone," Caroline corrected him, and as if on cue, he watched himself stalk from his office and stare down at Bobbi.

      "Have you heard from Angelica?" he asked, but the expression on his face was one he didn't think he was capable of making. When had he ever looked so severe? So stern? His brows were pulled over his blue eyes so tightly that he even made himself uncomfortable.

      Bobbi nodded. "She called twice this morning."

      "And?"

      God, what was wrong with him? He was practically barking at the poor girl, and for what? Some stupid phone call to a woman who had ice water running through her veins.

      "No complications so far, but she's having trouble assembling the board of trustees."

      He scoffed.

      Scoffed.

      "Is this really what I'm like?" he asked Caroline, but she only shrugged.

      "I don't know. I haven't seen you in a while."

      "Well, I've seen enough. Just...show me something else. Show me what you're doing. What Jake's doing."

      The world blended and blurred around them, and then they were in the Marleys' tiny dining room off the kitchen. Outside, snow was coming down in blankets, and Caroline was standing at the picture window, staring at the scene while holding dinner dishes in each hand.

      "You okay?" She and Eric turned as one to find Jake standing in the kitchen doorway.

      "Yeah, yeah. I'm fine." She nodded, though her voice was distant, and she didn't quite meet his gaze.

      Apparently, Jake noticed as much because he walked toward her and took the plates from her hands.

      Setting them down on the table, he asked, "What's up?"

      "I was just wondering if maybe Eric might still come. You know, maybe he'll finish up early and change his mind. I think I might set a place for him. Just in case."

      "Caroline, you've got to let this go."

      "I don't know what you're talking about. I was just thinking that he might come by, that's all."

      "He's not coming. And even if he did..." Jake glanced at his sister, but didn't add whatever else he'd meant to say.

      "What? What is it?"

      "Even if he did come here, I'm not sure it would be good for you. You need some time away from him."

      She let out a humorless laugh. "What do you mean? I haven't seen him in months—"

      "That's not it. I just think it might be a good idea for you to try and, you know, move on. It's been years. If he hasn't noticed you by now—"

      "I don't know what you're talking about," Caroline said, but even as she spoke a flush was flooding her cheeks.

      Eric blinked, confused. Even if Jake did know about the incident at the Christmas party, that had been two years ago. Caroline wouldn't have held onto it since then. She would have said something. Or acted differently. Maybe he’d been around her less since then, but he’d celebrated her graduation with her and seen her at family gatherings.

      If it were an issue, it would have been bound to come up.

      Right?

      "Eric isn't the same anymore. You know that. Once he and I started running that god forsaken company…" Jake shook his head. “You know, I never even wanted to run the company. I just wanted a 9-5 job, a home life, a stable family. But Eric, he’s got fire in his veins for it. He doesn’t care about anything else. It’s like he’s got something to prove.”

      "Maybe he does. Anyway, that’s none of my business or my concern so why don't you just let me set the table, okay?" Caroline pushed past him, but he steadied her with one hand and she stilled.

      "You have to listen to me. I just want what's best for you. I love Eric, too, but we need to face the facts. If you keep pining for him like this, then you'll have lost a lot of time hoping for a guy who just doesn't exist anymore."

      Caroline frowned, but didn't add anything.

      "Eric doesn't want a relationship or a family. The business is what makes him happy, and we have to respect that. But I know that's not the life that you want, and it's certainly not the life I want for you. You're my little sister. I just don't want to see you get hurt."

      "It's not exactly like you're swimming in women either." She turned to him again, her eyes narrowed, but he only shrugged.

      "I'm trying. And I left the job when I realized what was happening to me."

      "I just...I know he can be better. I always think about that night after my high school graduation when he brought me chocolates and then we sat on the pier and skipped stones while we split the box."

      Jake offered a ghost of a smile. "I know. I miss him, too."

      Caroline nodded, swallowing hard. "You really don't think he could, I don't know, change? You did. Maybe he'll realize..."

      "At this point, it'd take a miracle." Jake sank into one of the dining room seats, and then said, "Have you talked to Fred Fitzsimmons recently? He just broke up with someone and he's a really nice guy. I think he teaches science at the high school now."

      "I'll think about it," Caroline said.

      "Okay, well, just...do that." Jake nodded, and then with the scrape of his chair against the floorboards, he trudged from the room.

      "I didn't know," Eric murmured, still staring at Caroline, who was now sitting at the table and studying the plates in front of her.

      The Caroline beside him spoke. "You did, though, didn't you?"

      "No, how could I—" He choked on the words, thinking back to all the times he'd seen her in the last couple years. It was true, his visits had gotten fewer and farther between, but then, that was for a reason, wasn't it?

      Ever since that night, he'd been racked with guilt every time he so much as looked at her. And when he finally did look at her...well, all he could think of was the way her full mouth had felt against his. The way her skin had heated beneath his touch.

      The feel of her thighs as she'd circled his waist.

      The look on her face had been much the same, too. Side glances. Longing. Desire.

      He'd wanted to wish it away, but there it was, staring right at him.

      "I was trying to protect my friendship with Jake," he said.

      "That's what you've said, yes." Her voice was colorless.

      "You don't think so?" He glanced at the Caroline beside him and realized they were back in his office again. “I had to protect myself. If we didn’t work out, I would be alone in the world. I would be…”

      An orphan.

      "All I know is what's here and now," she said. "Only you know what's real and what's not."

      "Right." He nodded, and then glanced at his bottom desk drawer. There was a new bottle of champagne inside; along with the same two flutes they'd used that night.

      "Well, will you stay and have a drink with me?" It was futile, he knew that much, but he had to ask.

      She stared past him, at the blankets of pure white snow drifting onto the city streets, and though she didn’t answer him, he knew that she wouldn’t.

      "I really fucked this whole thing up." He sighed, then grabbed the bottle from the drawer and plunked it down in front of him on the desk.

      "You know the nice thing about the present?" she said at last. "There's always the future to make it right."

      And then, just like that, she was gone. She vanished into thin air just like Jake’s ghost before her. This time, though, he wasn't left with a sense of profound confusion or wonder. He felt...empty. Wrong. Maybe even a little regretful.

      He glanced at the phone in front of him, and then fingered the receiver.

      He could change this now. Call Caroline before the grim reaper of the future came to him. Then again, it was already two in the morning, and who knew how long he had before the next ghost came calling for him?

      He twisted the cap off of the champagne, poured himself a glass, and then took a long, deep swig.
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      There was no falling asleep this time.

      Even if he’d wanted to, he couldn’t bring himself to close his eyes. He could only sit there, waiting for the reaper, sipping his champagne and counting the ticks on the clock until he would arrive.

      He’d seen the way this went down in movies. The faceless, unspeaking mass, all cloaked in black, ready to show him how much better off the world would be without him.

      He should have been concerned or frightened. Instead, he was overcome by one all-consuming thought:

      I. Am. An. Idiot.

      How could he not have seen the way Caroline felt? The way she looked at him? It was all so obvious now, and for years he'd only thought of her as Jake's kid sister.

      Okay, maybe not in the last couple of years, but before that?

      And the kiss? He thought she'd forgotten all about it. After all, she was a gorgeous girl. Men all over campus had probably lined up for her. Why the hell would he think she'd been waiting around for him?

      Except all the times she'd told him as much.

      On those few instances he'd gotten around to returning her calls, she always said she wasn't with anyone. What was it she said exactly, though?

      She was waiting for the right person. That was it.

      She never asked about his love life, but when he offered the information to her, it was always met with silence or polite, if short, responses.

      She never liked any of his girlfriends. And he...

      Well, he'd always compared them to her, hadn't he?

      Not consciously, of course, but there was always something about them, a quality that he was always looking for but could never find.

      He glanced at the phone again. Caroline might still be up. She hardly ever slept the night before Christmas; even as an adult, it excited her too much. If he called...

      Then what? She was still Jake's sister, still a Marley. His only family in the world.

      What was it Jake had said? That Eric didn’t want a family?

      The irony was so thick, it nearly choked him.

      After all, what was going to happen if he kept on like this? If he never tried? Would Caroline move on? Would he?

      "The future is a strange thing, isn't it?"

      The voice was harsh and female. So cold that it sent a chill down his spine.

      He glanced up, then blinked several times before he could completely process who was standing in front of him.

      Her jet-black hair was yanked into a painful-looking bun, every errant strand pinned and gelled into place. She rested her sharp chin in one taloned hand, apparently risking the wrinkle in her perfectly pressed black dress suit.

      Angelica Reed was standing at the very edge of his desk, looming over him like the angel of death herself.

      "You're the ghost of Christmas future?" His brows pulled together and her thin line of a mouth tilted into something that should have been a smile, but looked a whole lot more like a glower.

      "I suppose that's one name for it."

      "But why...?" His throat was suddenly dry, and he couldn’t go on.

      "It should all become clear in time, I think. Now let's get going." She reached across the desk to touch him, and the now-familiar light blinded him again. Instead of the quick and painless journey of the last few times, however, this time his stomach swooped and his head swam while the world turned around him.

      Even when they stilled, he felt jetlagged and beleaguered. Like he’d been fighting a war he didn’t remember signing up for.

      He blinked, expecting to see his office, only to find himself somewhere else entirely. This place was sleeker, airier, and more open.

      A dazzling penthouse apartment with one wide, glass wall looking out on the entire cityscape. There was no art on the walls. In fact, the walls hadn't even been painted. It was all white and black and steel. The sort of place a superhero might hang out while they were laying low.

      He walked over to the window and took a deep breath as he caught sight of one huge modern construction. In enormous red letters, the place was labeled "Marley & Marley Real Estate”.

      "I did it," he whispered. "I can't believe it. It happened."

      He spun on his heel to face Angelica, to thank her for the merger, but she wasn't looking back at him. Instead, she was standing in the doorway, staring at the dining room table he hadn't so much as glanced at.

      Following her gaze, he started. He was staring at himself and...her, too.

      Angelica was sitting across from him, both of them consumed by the papers in front of them on the glass tabletop.

      He walked toward himself, surveying the streaks of grey in his hair, and then his heart fell into his stomach. There was a simple gold band on his finger. He glanced at future Angelica to find that a huge rock was gleaming on her ring finger as well.

      "Are we...?" he breathed.

      "Married. Yes," she answered, still leaning against the doorframe. She may as well have been filing her nails for how excited she sounded.

      "But I don't—I mean, I'm not—" He shook his head, and then took in the severe cut of her high cheekbones. "Don't get me wrong. You're a great businessperson, but I'm not attracted to you. Not that way."

      "You're not hurting my feelings, honey," she said. “Ours is a marriage of efficiency.”

      He crossed the room to join her at the door. "How could this happen?"

      "After the merger, we saw a lot of each other. You know how these things happen. We attended the same events, and it certainly wasn’t like either of us had enough time to go out and meet someone new. It was easy, really."

      He stared at his future self, the lines on his forehead. He took another step forward, trying to get a better look.

      There were no laugh lines. None.

      "It wasn't a big wedding or anything. A simple courthouse sort of thing."

      "The Marleys let us get away with that?" He raised his eyebrows, and then glanced at her over his shoulder.

      "They weren't there to complain."

      "I see." He took a deep breath, and then, like a bolt, he remembered it was Christmas.

      Or, at least, it was supposed to be. He glanced around the room again, but there was no sign of a holiday. There were hardly even any signs of life.

      He opened his mouth to say something else, to ask if they had traditions or something, when the older version of himself spoke up.

      "I'm thinking of ordering Chinese. You want anything?" He barely looked at his wife as he spoke.

      "Hmmm?" She glanced up, then shook her head and flipped her paper over. "Oh, carbs. No."

      "Suit yourself." He pulled a cell phone from his pocket and began to dial.

      "That's it? This is Christmas? That’s Christmas dinner?" he asked. "It can't be."

      Angelica walked toward him at last, her arms opened in a gesture of surrender. "That's it. It's not so bad, though. You've got the company."

      "Right." He glanced out at the Marley & Marley Real Estate building, but even with all its floors, it still felt very small all of a sudden. "Where's Jake? Where's..." He nearly choked on her name. "Where's Caroline? Are they okay?"

      "They're fine...but you don't want to see that." For the first time, her icy voice quieted.

      "I do, though. I do."

      "Eric—"

      "Show me. I need to know."

      The nauseating swirl of the world began, and he was again surprised to find that he was not in the Marleys' house. There was no piano music and no talking.

      There was, however, the sound of an organ playing "Silent Night”.

      They were in the lobby of a church. In the middle of the room, a Christmas tree gleamed, and in the corner, a slender bride was fixing her hair in the mirror above the holy water.

      No, he realized. Not fixing her hair.

      Fixing the holly pinned to her lacy white veil.

      "You ready?" Jake appeared from around the Christmas tree and held out his hand to her.

      Eric knew who it was, but that didn't mean he was ready to see her. Not like this.

      When she turned around, his heart froze inside his chest.

      She was the most beautiful bride he'd ever seen. A bright pink blush lit her cheeks and her bow of a mouth was spread in a wide, nervous smile.

      "As ready as I'll ever be. It's just..." She glanced back at the mirror, and then shifted the necklace on the chain around her throat.

      It was a tiny blue diamond on a simple gold chain. The one he'd given to her when she’d graduated college.

      "Nothing." She shook her head.

      "She's thinking of me. It's her wedding day and she's still thinking of me." He turned to look at a still thoroughly unimpressed Angelica. "She wouldn't go through with it. Not while I'm—"

      "Married?" Angelica crooked an eyebrow. "You also haven't spoken to her in five years."

      "What? I would never do that."

      "People get busy. You got caught up in your work. She moved on."

      "She couldn't." He shook his head, but then the doors to the cathedral opened and Caroline and Jake were marching together toward the altar, headed straight for a man who looked a hell of a lot like red-haired, freckled Freddie Fitzsimmons.

      "Him? She'd marry him?" He reached out to grab Caroline's shoulder, to stop her, but it slid right through her. Like walking through a cloud.

      "What's done is done. Move on," Angelica said.

      "But it's not done. There's still time. We still have time. I can change this. I can change this."

      "Why aren't you just happy for her? You weren't in love with her, and now she has the chance for happiness."

      "But it's not the right chance. It should have been with me. She should be with me."

      As soon as the words were out of his mouth, he knew they were the truth.

      In fact, it suddenly felt like the universe had been screaming it at him for his entire life. Every important memory, every single major event of his life had had one thing in common: Caroline had been a part of it.

      Jake was his best friend, that was true, but how many Christmas memories had starred he and Jake? Hell, his Christmas memories hadn't even begun until Caroline became a part of his life.

      It was true that he was blind, but he could change all that now. He could silence all those objections and excuses that were really only a cover to protect him from having to try. From having to lose someone he loved.

      If Caroline had proven anything over the years, it was that she had staying power.

      "Take me back. I need to end this. Or start it. Or do something. All I know is that it needs to change."

      

      The next thing he knew, he was sitting behind his desk, panting like he'd just run a five-mile race. Glancing up, he realized two things: it was six in the morning and he had a train to catch.

      When he’d gotten halfway to the station, the images of everything he'd seen the night before were still swirling in his head—none more so than that of Caroline in the plain white satin dress, staring lovingly down the aisle.

      How could he have been so stupid for so long?

      Hell, why should he have to wait until he got to Honeybrook to tell her how he felt? To try to set things right?

      The gleam of a red light caught his attention and he slowed to a stop, and then pulled his cell phone from his pocket. He'd left the damn thing on all night and it was nearly dead, but he slid it on anyway and dialed her number.

      No answer.

      Well, of course not. Nobody but impatient seven year olds and bedraggled parents were out of bed at this time on Christmas morning. He listened patiently while the recording instructed him to leave his name and number, but there was just something so cold about dropping his devotions there for her to find.

      Instead, he said simply, "Hey, Caroline, I was just calling to let you know I changed my mind. Set a place for me tonight." He paused, feeling like there had to be something, anything else for him to add.

      "I—" He closed his mouth, licked his bottom lip, and then started again. "I can't wait to listen to your dad tell us how he met your mom. Don't forget to put the holly in your hair."

      He clicked off, feeling the now-familiar mix of excitement and stupidity settle in while he replayed his evening in his mind yet again. There was just so much to think about. So much to make up for and—

      "Shit." He pulled off onto a side street.

      He was doing it again. Being selfish.

      There were more people in his life than just he and Jake and Caroline. The path to making things right didn't start at Caroline's door, even if it did end there.

      He pulled up the contact info in his phone, and then set off for Brooklyn.

      The place was beyond out of his way, and between the droves of people caroling and making merry on the city streets on their way to church, he nearly gave up on his plan and headed straight for the train station.

      But then he remembered the Christmas he would have had. Bobbi, all somber and drained of her Christmas spirit. Alone.

      He'd been so mean to her yesterday, and if he was being honest with himself, he knew the man he'd been yesterday would be no different whether or not he'd known about Bobbi's boyfriend leaving her.

      It hurt to admit, but it was the truth.

      Not anymore, though.

      He stopped in front of a tiny, forgotten-looking building. It was slight compared to the ones around it, thinner and shorter, but it made up for its scant appearance by having twice as many Christmas lights as any place on the block.

      Like the Marleys' house.

      After trudging through the already-browning city snow, he made his way up the meager concrete stairs and knocked on the little circle in the middle of the wreath.

      Luckily, it was Bobbi who answered the door. When she saw him, her eyes widened, and her jaw slacked before she glanced down at her Powerpuff Girls pajamas.

      "I was not expecting you," she said. Then, stammering, she added, "I mean, I'm not unhappy to see you or anything, but—"

      "It's okay." He held up a hand. "I know it's sort of a shock."

      "C-can I help you with anything?"

      "Well, if I could step inside?" He glanced up at the snow still fluttering from the sky. "It's pretty nippy out here."

      "Right, of course. Let me just..." She moved aside and gestured for him to step through.

      He wiped his feet and entered, glancing around her little yellow foyer. It was a pretty home. Quaint, but cozy. He could only see a sliver of the living room through the cracked door but the first thing that caught his eye was a picture of Bobbi and a man hung over the mantle.

      "Did you want to talk about the merger?" she asked.

      At the mention, he nearly shivered, thinking back to his cold Christmas-that-might-have-been. "Not right now. Actually, I came because I heard about your boyfriend."

      "Oh, well..." She blinked, and then glanced down at her pajamas again. "I'm flattered, but you are my boss and—"

      He held up his hand. "No, no, no. Not like that. I only heard that you couldn't make it home this Christmas. I feel partially to blame for that, and I'd like to make it up to you."

      He reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out an envelope. Inside, he'd placed a check big enough for her whole family to go anywhere they liked, and when she opened it, she glanced at it, then him, and back again.

      "I can't accept this. I don't—"

      "You can and you will. You've done a great job. It would be horrible for me not to acknowledge that. Still, I don't think you have enough time to get to Europe by the end of the day, so I was wondering if you might want to celebrate Christmas with my family today."

      "I thought you were working today?"

      "It's Christmas," he said. "Nobody should work on Christmas."

      "But the merger—"

      "Let me worry about that. Now, are you coming or not?" He raised an eyebrow, and she ran her hands over the front of her pajamas.

      "Um, uh, yeah. Sure. I'll just change."

      "Great. I'm parked right in front. I'll see you in a minute."

      He stepped back out into the street, and as he went for his car, he dialed his phone again. This time, the person on the other end answered and immediately sailed into a diatribe.

      "I was wondering when you'd be up. Listen, I was thinking we should do lunch today to go over the finer points. I'm reading your e-mails and half of them don't make any sense. Frankly, I'm starting to think you were hitting the eggnog last night." Angelica Reed's crystalline voice rattled on.

      "Actually, I won't be in the office today," he said. "That's what I was calling about."

      "That's a mistake." She said it like she was reciting the state capital. A matter of fact.

      "I'm sorry you feel that way—"

      "I don't feel that way. I know. These are time-sensitive issues that—"

      "Will still be there tomorrow. Though, frankly, I don't intend to return to the office until the New Year. My employees have been working hard and they deserve a rest."

      "Let them rest when they're dead. Or when their office is on the top of the biggest skyscraper in New York. This deal will not be waiting for you when the New Year starts."

      "There will be others. And if not, this company has a long, successful history."

      "Of stagnating."

      "Of standing strong. You know, you and your staff could probably use a break, too. Why don't you consider enjoying your holiday?"

      "Just because you've gone insane doesn't mean you have to convert me, too."

      "All right, well, you think it over. And Merry Christmas to you."

      "Wait—that's it? Merry Christmas and the biggest deal in your professional life is over? You're just going to walk away?" For the first time, there was a hint of baffled humanity in her voice.

      Eric smiled. "For now? Yes."

      "I don't understand you."

      "I hope you will one day."

      Bobbi stepped onto her stoop and swung the door closed behind her. "Ready." She grinned.

      "Me too," he said, and then clicked off his phone.
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      It was hard to say which part of his trip felt longer – the train from the city into Connecticut, or the car ride from the station into the little burrow he used to call home.

      The whole way, he'd tried to distract himself by asking about Bobbi. What did her family normally do for Christmas? What were her favorite traditions?

      Try as he might, though, all his stalling wasn't able to clear Caroline and the rest of the Marleys from his mind.

      When they'd waited outside the station for the car to pick them up, he'd even tried to call her again to ensure she'd gotten his message, but it was no use. After only two rings, his phone bleeped and died, and he looked down at it with mounting despair.

      Now, with the car pulling onto the main road of tiny shops before the neighborhood where the Marleys lived, his heart was beginning to thrum even louder in his chest. Blood pounded in his ears and he clenched his fists, trying again – and failing – to come up with what he'd say when he saw them all.

      "So, have you sent any Christmas gifts yet?" Bobbi's voice broke through his thoughts, and he blinked until he finally registered what she'd said.

      And then his heart had a whole new reason to pound.

      Gifts.

      He'd been so caught up in his failings and the things he needed to do that he hadn't remembered to pick up the presents from his house before he left. He'd meant to send them weeks ago, but he simply never got to it, and now that the time had come…?

      "Shit. Could you pull over, please?" he asked the driver, and the man nodded before pulling in front of the tiny mom-and-pop drug store he and the Marleys used to visit for penny candy when they'd been kids.

      "I guess this is my best option." He sighed. "I'll be right back."

      He rushed from the car and into the store, skimming the rows of magazines and potato chips. There was a rack of As-Seen-On-TV products, but nothing looked even remotely good enough.

      He could tell them all what had happened, but how could he show up empty-handed on Christmas? He couldn't, especially not this Christmas.

      So he rushed down the holiday aisle, pushing himself to pick and choose his gifts with as much thought as time would allow. Once he was through the checkout and the bag was in his hand, though, he didn't feel too terrible about his choices.

      Which meant there was really only one thing left to do.

      

      He took it all back. The train ride, the car ride – none of it compared to the length of that five-minute stretch before they finally pulled up at the Marleys' house. For a moment, he only stared. It was mid-afternoon and already the lights outside the house were shining, putting all the neighbors to shame as usual.

      "It's beautiful," Bobbi said from behind him, and he nodded, knowing she expected him to move.

      He let out a deep breath, reached into his coat pocket, and pulled an extra hundred dollars from his billfold. Handing it to the driver, he wished the man a Merry Christmas and then, with one final burst of courage, he stepped onto the sidewalk.

      Bobbi followed close behind him. "So, this is where Mr. Marley lives?"

      "Only Mr. Marley Sr. Jake is here for the holidays, though." He nodded. "You missed him since he left?"

      "Yes and no. I don't miss the secretaries all arguing over who deserved to be with him."

      Eric smiled, even though he was only half-listening. He was too focused on what would happen when he knocked on that door. And then, in no time and eternity, he was standing exactly where his mother had stood all those years ago.

      He knocked once, twice, and then set in for the long, hard task of waiting. He glanced at Bobbi, scrambling to find a topic to fill the time, and then the door swung open and Caroline was in front of him at last.

      She was wearing her mother's apron and a smear of flour covered one cheek. Her golden hair was twisted in a messy knot on top of her head, the holly not yet fixed against her curls.

      She glanced from him to Bobbi and back again; then her eyes widened and she seemed to remember she ought to have been smiling. "Eric," she stammered. "I thought you couldn't make it."

      "I left a message—"

      "Come in, come in. Your guest must be cold. We have coffee. I'll get Jake." The words practically tumbled over each other as she spoke, and within the span of a minute she was scurrying from the living room, leaving them in her wake.

      "Actually, I—" he tried, but it was too late. Jake was advancing on them, his normally playful expression torn between happiness and confusion.

      "Eric." The word was icy, but then his gaze fell on Bobbi and he eased the slightest bit. "And Bobbi. What a surprise. I'm happy to see you again."

      She nodded. "Me too."

      "Here, let me take your coat." He held out his hand for her and she obliged, slipping quickly from her tweed cocoon. "My sister has hot coffee ready in the kitchen if you'd like a cup." Jake smiled.

      "That'd be great." She skirted past them and when she was safely out of sight, Jake took another step toward him.

      "What's going on? If you're here to talk about this merger, I told you—"

      Eric shook his head. "No. It's Christmas."

      Jake frowned. He wasn’t about to let Eric off that easy.

      Eric spread his hands out in front of him. "Look, there is no merger."

      "W-what do you mean? You've been—"

      "I've been driving myself crazy over it. And everyone else around me, too. I'm done with that now."

      Jake’s frown deepened. "So why are you here?"

      "I told you. It's Christmas. I want to celebrate it with my family."

      Jake opened his mouth, and then closed it again.

      "Also, I wanted to apologize," Eric finished, and the rush of relief washed over him with so much intensity that he could hardly believe it himself. "I...I pushed you too hard. We should have been friends first and partners second. I forgot that. I understand if you never want to work with me again, but if you do ever want to come back, you should know you'll always have a place, and it will always be on your terms."

      "Well," Jake furrowed his eyebrows. "I'm not sure what to say."

      "Start by forgiving me?"

      "Of course I forgive you. That was never a question." Jake crinkled his nose. "I just don't understand. What changed?"

      He shrugged. "I finally listened. That's all."

      At that, Jake finally grinned. "I'm glad. Now come on, Mom and Dad will be thrilled to see you."

      Jake grabbed him by the bicep, but Eric shook his head. "Actually, I was hoping to talk to Caroline. Do you think you could entertain Bobbi for a little while?"

      "Oh, yeah, Bobbi. Is that—I mean, is she—?" Jake raised his eyebrows.

      "She's not with me. Or anyone, actually. She’s fresh off a break up and word around here is that you could use some love yourself. What do you think?"

      "I think that sister of mine has a big mouth." Jake laughed. "But I'll entertain her if it helps you."

      "Thanks, man. Really."

      They walked into the kitchen side-by-side and Jake made some excuse to have Bobbi rejoin him in the living room. What the excuse was, Eric couldn't be entirely sure. He was too busy losing his mind to pay attention to the details.

      He'd finally be alone with Caroline.

      And he still had no idea what to say.

      When Bobbi and Jake had gone, Eric and Caroline stood across from each other for a long moment, the tiny circular table serving as a buffer between them. Caroline ran her hand over the smear of flour on her cheek, but the mark only got worse instead of better.

      For some strange reason, that made a smile pull at his lips.

      She cleared her throat. "I'm so sorry. If I'd known we were going to have company, I would have tidied up or, you know, looked better." She wiped her hands over the front of her apron.

      "It's okay. You always look great."

      Her cheeks flamed in spite of the flour. "Well, I don't want your girlfriend to get the wrong impression of me."

      "She's not my girlfriend."

      "She's not?"

      "No. She was alone for Christmas and I thought she might like a family to be near. Besides, I thought she might be a good match for Jake."

      "Good idea. I've been bothering him about getting a girlfriend." She nodded, and then turned toward the sink and twisted on the faucet. While she ran her hands under the stream, he circled around the table and splashed his own hand under the spray.

      Then, with his dry hand, he took her chin and tilted her face toward him. Carefully, he wiped the flour from her cheek. All the while, she stared up at him, her eyes still as big as saucers, and the moment he touched her, her pupils dilated and her breath shallowed.

      Already, he wasn't sure whose heart he heard beating – his or hers.

      Absently, he twisted off the water, and said, "I need to talk to you."

      She nodded. "Okay."

      "I was thinking about the Christmas party. That night when you and I—"

      "I never told anyone if that's what you're worried about. It'll be our secret." Her cheeks burned, and she started to pull away from him, but he took another step toward her. It was incredible, after all these years of resisting to finally be so close.

      To feel her breath against his skin when she spoke.

      "No, it’s not about that. It’s just that I wanted to tell you I was wrong." He stared into the sheer blueness of her eyes. If she took even one step closer, he'd be able to feel her breasts move as she breathed.

      "What do you mean?" Her words were a whisper.

      "I was wrong to keep that night a secret. To...keep you away."

      "But I thought—"

      "It was stupid to ignore how beautiful you are. And smart. And funny.” He paused, watching the memory register in her face. Then, he went on, “Ever since that night, I haven't been able to be in the same room with you without thinking about how good, how right, it felt to have you in my arms."

      "But you said Jake—"

      "Is a grown man. You were right. And it was never really about him, anyway. The bottom line is that living without you isn't good enough for me anymore. It's not right. Caroline, it took me so long to realize it, but I'm in love with you and I hope you can forgive me for everything I've done."

      "There's nothing to forgive," she whispered, but then she took a step back. "I just need a minute here." She dropped into one of the seats at the tiny round table, her hand clasped to her chest.

      "Are you okay?" he asked.

      She nodded. "I'm fine. I just...It feels like I've spent my whole life waiting for you to say that, but I never thought you really would. I never thought you loved me the way I..."

      "The way you what?" He stepped toward her again, grabbing her by both arms and pulling her up against him.

      "The way I love you," she finished, and once he heard the words, he couldn't stop himself.

      He cupped her chin again and drew her to him, catching her lips in what felt like the most long-awaited kiss of his life. At once it was soft and sweet, but also deeply passionate. Like all the years they'd been waiting were tied up in a single moment.

      He couldn't say how long they stood there, their tongues roving over one another, pushing and pulling, wanting and needing, but all too soon he heard a pronounced cough behind him.

      They halted their kiss, but he'd be damned if he'd let her go just yet. Instead, he held her close and glanced toward the doorframe where Jake stood, grinning, with Bobbi at his side.

      "Someone is going to have to tell Mom and Dad," he said, and then he turned on his heel and walked away.

      

      As it turned out, breaking the news to Mr. and Mrs. Marley was the least daunting part of his day. They both took him in their arms in turn, kissed his cheek, and joked about how they knew it would only be a matter of time until they'd truly become a family by love and law.

      Caroline cut in, complaining that they'd scare him away, but for the life of him he couldn't think of a time when he'd been more relaxed, happy, or whole. Jake, too, seemed more than a little pleased with the situation, and as the night went on, Eric only felt more and more foolish for putting off his decision.

      Over dinner, they drank and laughed, no one more than Jake and Bobbi, who seemed to make short work of catching up. When it came time to exchange gifts, Eric looked down at the little bag in his lap with renewed hope.

      For Jake, he handed over a small, leather-bound planner.

      "For whatever you plan to do now," Eric explained and Jake grinned back at him.

      For Mrs. Marley, a CD of Christmas songs to learn for the next year's party.

      For Mr. Marley, a headset with a microphone.

      "What's this for?" he said when he’d pulled it from its makeshift, plastic bag wrapping.

      "I thought it would be nice for you to record the story of how you and Mrs. Marley fell in love. That way, we'll have it for every Christmas to come."

      Mrs. Marley grinned, her eyes slightly misty as she stared down at the package in her husband’s lap. "How thoughtful."

      "Looks like the only one left is Caroline." Jake waggled his eyebrows at his sister and she rolled her eyes.

      For a moment, Eric did nothing. He only sat there; staring at the holly now perched in her curls, the light pink glow on the apples of her cheeks. He could have looked at her forever.

      "I'm not sure if you'll like it," Eric said at last.

      She smiled. "No way to know until we find out."

      He handed her the bag, and then she pulled out a headset identical to her father's. She glanced up at him, her eyebrows furrowed.

      "You don't have to use it just yet, but I thought it might be nice to record the way we fell in love, too. To continue the tradition."

      In that moment, it felt as though his heart had forgotten how to beat. And then, all at once, it thrummed on harder and faster than ever before.

      A silent tear slid down Caroline's cheek, and then she bounded toward him, landing in his lap so hard that she nearly knocked the breath out of him.

      But when she kissed him? That was when the world well and truly stopped. He closed his eyes, forgetting about the people and the place. Because in that moment, there was only him and Caroline – and the promise of all their Christmases to come.
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      Erich Harlan idled the Ford F-250 at the curb, aware San Antonio Airport Security was eyeing him. Where the hell was Aubrey? She’d always been stubborn, sure, but to keep him waiting when he knew her plane from Houston had landed half an hour ago was something she’d never done. Maybe he should park and go in to look for her. Maybe she’d missed her flight.

      He’d balked when his boss, Adam Cavanaugh, tasked him to collect Aubrey from the airport. He hadn’t been alone with her—a conscious decision on both sides—since she left the Hill Country ranch at eighteen. In her brief visits home since, she had been eager to get back to the city, which made him wonder why she was coming out two weeks ahead of Christmas.

      And how he was going to keep his distance from the boss’s daughter, his first love.

      In his rearview mirror, he saw the security cops confer, then start toward his truck. Just then, Aubrey Cavanaugh pushed through the glass door, wearing shades and a leather jacket, looking like ten miles of bad road.

      She tossed her bag into the bed of the truck, yanked open the door and heaved herself in. Even across the cab, the alcohol fumes burned his eyes. Well, he guessed he knew what had delayed her.

      “My folks still on their California RV trip?” she asked, her words carefully enunciated, not slurred.

      “They turned around when they heard you were coming home, but they won’t be back for a few days. They were all the way up by Eureka.” He let his voice trail off, hoping she’d pick up on it and tell him why she was home so long. The drinking led him to his own conclusions—a break-up, maybe? His brain immediately formed an image of another man making her cry, making her hurt, and a swell of protectiveness rose in him. Funny thing was, Aubrey had never been one who needed to be protected. But something in her had changed, made her vulnerable, and that tugged at him.

      She buckled herself in, then slumped against the door. “Aren’t you the foreman now? How did you get roped into coming to get me?”

      “I needed to pick up some supplies.” He gestured to the truck bed, loaded with feed and a few spools of barbed wire, a task that had taken too long when his mind had been wrapped up with thoughts of her.

      “Great. Now I’m just another sack of feed.” She turned to look out the windshield, arms wrapped tightly around herself.

      “I’d say more like the barbed wire,” he countered, and she whipped her head around to look at him, her expression unreadable behind the shades.

      “How’s Houston? How’s the cop life?” he asked as he pulled out of the airport and onto the frontage road.

      He never expected she’d become a cop—she’d been pretty spoiled growing up as an only child, a daughter of a prominent rancher—but he’d thought on her previous visits that it had suited her. She’d always had a sharp mind, and now she was a detective on the Houston PD. He forgot which division. Vice, he thought.

      The furrow between her brow deepened. “Just peachy.”

      She was usually a lot more chatty, but to be honest, he’d never seen her drunk. Drunk on him, maybe, drunk on lust, back when she’d lived at the ranch and he’d been a diversion, the cowboy who’d popped her cherry and so much more. Maybe she was thinking about that, which was ridiculous because it had been a dozen years since she moved to the big city, and on the rare occasions she’d come home to visit, she’d pretended that nothing had been between them.

      Still, he couldn’t look at her without seeing her naked, though damn, now she was too thin.

      “Did you get anything to eat? Want to stop somewhere?”

      “I thought maybe we could stop at Barney’s on the way.”

      He frowned. Barney’s bar might have chips, but not food. He’d seen his favorite chain restaurant on the way into town. “Why don’t we stop there?” He pointed to a billboard advertising it.

      She shrugged, and he signaled to exit the highway.

      Once they were seated in a booth near the bar, beneath a flat-screen TV playing a sports channel, she ordered a margarita first thing, didn’t speak much until she got it, then drained it and ordered another one. This one she drank slower, but she didn’t seem interested in conversation, just traced the patterns in the tiles on the table.

      Erich was no conversational wizard himself, but he didn’t care to eat with a sulky companion. “Going to help out with the Cascade Christmas Festival this year? I know your mom was hoping you would.”

      Aubrey made a face. “I’m not feeling much like socializing.”

      He chuckled. “Then you came at the wrong time of year.” The town of Cascade loved nothing better than a party, and took every advantage to do so. Christmas was their very favorite time to celebrate.

      She said nothing.

      “What’s going on, Aubrey? Why’d you come home for Christmas two full weeks early?”

      She took a long drink and finally met his gaze—just as the waitress arrived with their food. She picked at her meal—no wonder she was so thin—but he couldn’t help devouring his. She didn’t answer his question, which meant she had a reason, but wasn’t going to share, and he didn’t bring it up again.

      “Want me to box that up for you?” the waitress asked Aubrey, who shook her head and opened her mouth to order another drink.

      “Can we get a couple coffees to go?” Erich interjected.

      The waitress nodded and headed off.

      Moments later they were in the truck, Aubrey as far away from him as possible.

      “You didn’t answer my question,” he reminded her once they were on the road to the ranch. But when he looked over, she was asleep.
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* * *

      Aubrey walked into her parents’ empty mission style house in a fog. Fog was good—it blurred everything: pain, fear, helplessness, guilt. And it buffered her against the jostle of emotions at being home. She hadn’t had a bad childhood, but as the only child, there’d been expectations she didn’t want to live up to. Being back here brought back that smothering feeling along with other, happier memories. The fog kept the edges blurred.

      Just as well her parents were gone—Aubrey wasn’t up to facing them just yet, having to rehash everything, because they’d want to know. They should know, since she’d come running home with her tail between her legs seeking—well, she didn’t know what she was seeking, actually. Peace wasn’t something she often felt in Cascade, despite the quiet, the open land, the distance from neighbors. Distance?

      Safety?

      Right now she’d settle for oblivion. She went into the sun room where the dry bar was, snagged a couple of bottles from the cabinet and headed up to her old room. With any luck, she’d pass out, and when she woke up, she’d have some defenses back in place.

      Sad she felt she needed them when she came home, but her parents hadn’t been in favor of her decision to become a cop, had been even less supportive when she moved to Houston. She didn’t know what they wanted—okay, she did. They wanted her to live out here in the middle of nowhere, be a rancher’s wife. Well, she’d already been a rancher’s daughter and discovered small town life wasn’t for her. Her mother had adjusted, falling in love with Adam when she was a successful lawyer in San Antonio, and was now a pillar of Cascade society, but that wasn’t the life for Aubrey. She liked having restaurants within ten minutes instead of half an hour away or more. She liked the bustle, the noise.

      And she’d loved her job until a few days ago.

      She battled back the images that assaulted her, the smell of blood and trash and death. As she walked into the bedroom that hadn’t changed since she left home twelve years ago, still decorated in what her mother called “shabby chic” and she called “nothing like her,” she wondered if she would ever love her job again.
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* * *

      Knowing Aubrey was home and not seeing her was odd. Sure, she’d been home on break in the past, but those had mostly been whirlwind trips. Usually she was out and about, hanging with her parents, but so far she’d been rattling around in that old house all by herself. The few times Erich did see her wander out on the patio, she had a tumbler in her hand. He needed to get her out of there, though he wasn’t sure just what being together would change. He knew what he’d want to change, but Aubrey had always gone her own way.

      Finally he had a break in mending fences on Thursday morning. He saddled two horses, his roan and Mrs. Cavanaugh’s bay mare, the daughter of the mare Aubrey used to ride, and headed for the house. He looped the reins over the post in front, the post Mrs. Cavanaugh wanted removed but Mr. Cavanaugh insisted on keeping, since they were a working ranch. Erich strode to the door and banged the wrought-iron knocker against the oak door. Silence on the other side, so he banged again. And again.

      Finally the door swung open and Aubrey glared at him. He realized it was the first time he’d seen her eyes since she’d arrived. What he saw there made him take a step back, almost wish he hadn’t taken the initiative to come for her. They were shadowed, reddened and haunted.

      “You need some fresh air,” he said. “Let’s go for a ride.” He gestured at the waiting horses.

      “The last thing I need is to go for a ride,” she muttered, hunkering in the shadow of the house, her hand on the door.

      Quickly he moved forward, blocking her intent. Her eyes widened as she looked up at him. Too late he realized he might have frightened her, but no, Aubrey wasn’t afraid of anything.

      “You need to quit feeling sorry for yourself and come for a ride. I’ll give you a couple of minutes to change.” She was wearing city shoes, not good for horseback riding. “And dress warm.”

      He’d never had to talk her into going for a ride before. She’d always been eager—because the rides had meant getting away from the house, finding privacy and getting naked. He shifted as his body reacted to the memory of laying her down on a blanket, filling her, letting her flip him onto his back and ride him.

      She folded her arms stubbornly beneath her breasts. “That’s not who I am anymore.”

      “I’m not taking you out to get laid,” he growled.

      He couldn’t decipher the look on her face, but it kind of looked like he’d punched her in the stomach. He blew out a sigh. “Aubrey, just get changed. You need to get out of the house.” And away from the liquor he could smell on her breath. Damn, it was early for that. The pain she was trying to mask had to be pretty bad. Not a man, he was pretty sure. The Aubrey he knew wouldn’t let herself get that worked up over a man.

      Finally she turned and headed toward her room. He followed, not sure if she was trying to ditch him. She stopped and faced him with her hand on the bedroom door.

      “I’m going to change, all right?”

      “You have five minutes before I come in there.”

      Her nostrils flared and she slammed the door in his face. But less than five minutes later, she was standing in front of him in a sweater that hugged her curves, cowboy boots that went up to her knees, and a look on her face that told him he didn’t know what he was asking for, a look he’d seen many times before. He swallowed and took a step back, his blood running hot.

      “You might want a jacket, too,” he managed, and turned around to lead the way out of the house, away from the bed behind her.

      A few moments later they were out of sight of the house, loping over the field, stirring up dust behind them, taking the same route they’d taken time and again, always ending under the big oak on the hill, always ending with multiple orgasms. What was he doing, bringing her the same way? Tempting fate, was what.

      “The place hasn’t changed much,” she said when they slowed to walk the horses up the path.

      He looked over the winter-deadened grass, the scrub brush still a deep green against the gold of the thirsty grass, the occasional bunches of cactus. This was the land he worked, never an easy job, sometimes disappointing, but he always loved it. Always wanted to be a cowboy. “We had some trouble during the drought, had some fires, had to sell off quite a few head at a loss. But your dad always had good business sense and we pulled through. Could use some rain right about now.” He took a deep breath. “So what’s going on, Aubrey?”

      She stiffened in the saddle, toyed with the reins. “Don’t know what you mean.”

      “You’ve been home a few days, don’t leave the house, don’t do much besides drink. Something’s going on. You break up with someone or something? Because I can go kick his ass.” He already knew that wasn’t the issue—she would never give another person that much power over her life, her happiness.

      She offered a wan smile. “No, nothing like that.”

      Relief warmed his chest. “Well, what then?” He’d lost patience with her evasions. “It’s not like you to be here so long before Christmas, for one thing, for you to be cooped up in the house. You always say you come here to get outside. So what’s different?”

      She heaved a breath, sagged a little. “I guess you don’t get Houston news out here?”

      “You know we get San Antonio news.” What was she talking about?

      “Let’s wait until we get to our spot.”

      Curiosity piqued, he nudged his horse forward and she fell in behind him.

      Once they reached the hill where they used to rendezvous, he dismounted and tethered his horse. She did the same, her movements stiff and out-of-practice. He kicked a couple of rocks and branches out of the way, tugged a blanket out of his pack and spread it on the ground. Again his groin tightened, remembering happier times. He sat, but she stood at the edge of the blanket, arms wrapped tight around herself.

      “You didn’t happen to bring any wine to go with that blanket?” she asked, the corner of her mouth lifted.

      Still he had an idea that she was mostly serious. “Nope.”

      She walked toward the tree and leaned her shoulder against it. “Remember when we used to steal wine coolers and bring them up here?”

      He did. For years he’d associated the taste of her with the taste of those fruity drinks. But he refused to be distracted. He kept his posture relaxed, though he didn’t feel relaxed, with her standing over him, tense.

      “What happened in Houston, Aubrey?”

      She picked up a blade of dried grass and twirled it between her fingers. “I had this case. Drug bust. Only the bad guys knew they were coming and recruited some kids to haul out some of their supplies, including guns, while we were approaching. One of the kids thought he was a bad-ass and raised his gun at my partner. I shouted a warning, but he didn’t lower his weapon. I could see his hand shaking, right, his finger on the trigger.” Her hands clenched into white-knuckled fists, her eyes grew unfocused. “I couldn’t risk my partner, so I shot the kid in the leg, but he was so skinny. The bullet shattered his leg and severed his femoral artery. He bled out before the ambulance got there. He was fourteen.”

      “Jesus, Aubrey.” What could he say to that? Horror clogged his throat, horror that a kid would be in a situation like that, horror at the decision Aubrey’d had to make, that she had to live with.

      No wonder she was drinking.

      He reached over to take her hand but she shifted out of reach, locked inside herself.

      “It was the first time I’d fired my gun in the line of duty, and I killed a kid.” She threw the blade of grass away and shoved herself away from the tree. “It was justified—I was cleared of any charges, but he died in my arms. I see that every time I close my eyes. I replay the scene every time I try to go to sleep.” She stood over him and nudged his pack with the toe of her boot. “Sure you don’t have something to drink in there?”

      He dragged it closer and pulled out a bottle of water and handed it to her, deliberately misunderstanding. She gave him a rueful look, but took the bottle anyway. She folded her legs to sit beside him, closer than she’d been before, and drank. So maybe not locked inside herself. Maybe looking for a way out.

      “So you’re here because?” Had she been suspended because of her drinking?

      “The captain wanted me to get my head together, and away from the media, who as you can imagine had a field day with a cop shooting a teenager. I had vacation time, but not a lot of vacation cash, so I came home.” She stared out over the distance. “I could be on a cruise ship somewhere getting sloshed.”

      “And falling overboard.”

      She dragged a hand through her hair. “Or jumping.”

      “Aubrey.” Her tone made his gut tighten. Surely her thoughts hadn’t really headed in that direction. “Are you talking to anyone?”

      “Sure, the department makes sure I talk to a therapist. Since I’m out here we’re doing it through a video chat.”

      Was that enough? “What about someone you know, are friends with? Your fellow officers?”

      “Sure, but people I’m particularly close to don’t know what it’s like.”

      He sure as hell didn’t, could hardly imagine the helplessness, the uncertainty. But Deke...Deke would get it. “I may know someone.”

      She turned sharp eyes to him. “You? How?”

      “I have a friend who was in Afghanistan. I’ll see if he’s willing to talk to you, if you want.”

      “Does he have whiskey?” she teased, though an edge sharpened her voice.

      He didn’t answer, refused to, just watched as she sat back, her hands braced behind her, and closed her eyes, lifting her face to the breeze. She almost looked peaceful, and he imagined that was rough for her, after what she’d just told him. Damn it, this protectiveness he felt for her was going to kick him in the balls, but he couldn’t help himself. He reached out and stroked her hair, just as soft as he remembered. He thought she’d pull away, but instead she turned her face into his hand and rested her cheek against his palm.

      Against his better judgement, he leaned over and brushed his lips against hers, just to see if she tasted like he remembered.

      She opened her mouth on a moan and turned into his arms, digging her fingers into the back of his scalp like she was drowning and wanted him to save her. Jesus, he wanted to save her, especially when he tasted the whiskey-flavored desperation on her lips.

      He should have pulled away. He sure as hell shouldn’t have let her climb on his lap, press her body against his as her mouth devoured his. She reached between them to unbutton his shirt, dragged her fingers over his bare skin. Everything in him wanted to tumble her back on the blanket, wanted to kiss his way down her body.

      Instead, he captured her hands and eased back, breaking the kiss.

      “Please,” she whispered, and broke his heart with the haunted look in her eyes.

      “Not when you’re hurting.”

      “I won’t be, not if you make love with me.”

      He took a breath, considered. “When you’re sober.”

      She gave a harsh laugh and pushed herself off his lap. “That was never a problem before.”

      “We were involved before.”

      She made a sound he couldn’t decipher. “We were involved with getting each other naked.”

      Had it been like that for her? He had been in love with her, with her sass and her dreams and her daring. He’d missed her like hell when she left, and it had been more than sex. He’d missed the rides and the conversation and the laughter.

      He didn’t want to make love with her until he could hear her laugh again.

      She was pissed now, though, as she rose to her feet in a fluid movement and turned toward the horses. “I need to get back. Dad has a bottle of Scotch calling my name.”
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      Aubrey squinted against the bright light and the pounding. She dragged herself to the window and looked down at the driveway. The Ford F-250 that had picked her up from the airport was there beside her parents’ vehicles. She was sure Erich was the one banging on the door, but he was out of sight. She dragged the balcony doors open and stepped out to the rail.

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

      Her own shout made her wince. He stepped back to look up at her, and damn him, he grinned.

      “You look like shit.”

      “That’s because I was sleeping.”

      “Passed out, more like.”

      She flipped him off.

      “Get down here, Aubrey. I told you I’d take you to meet a friend. He’s waiting for us.”

      “I’m not going anywhere today.”

      “What, you’re going to sit inside and drink all day?” He looked at his watch. “Half the day, since it’s almost two?”

      That gave her a jolt. Was it? She never slept so late unless she’d worked a long shift. She turned to look at the bedside clock. Despair sank in her stomach—her empty stomach. This was not who she was, but she couldn’t pull herself free. She didn’t want to be inside her own skin, so she sought oblivion.

      When she turned back to Erich, he’d disappeared, though his truck was still in the drive. God, was that his voice she heard downstairs? Jen, the housekeeper who had kept her distance since Aubrey had been home, must have let him in. She flew into action when she heard his footsteps on the stairs, bolting for the door to lock it, but she was too late. He swung it open, dipping his shoulder as he strode forward, lifting her like a sack of potatoes without breaking stride. She shrieked in protest as her head flopped and her stomach roiled, but before she could catch her breath, they were in her bathroom. He reached behind the frosted blocks to twist on the shower, and hefted her to her feet, pushing her under the icy spray. Shocked and gasping for breath as the needles of water stole her breath, she tried to scream again, spitting mad, striking out at him. He pinned her against the wall with his hand to her chest, in the center of the HPD t-shirt she wore.

      “Today I waited until two. Tomorrow, it’s nine. If that doesn’t work, the next day it’s six.”

      “Don’t you have a job to do?” she snarled, ruining the effect when her teeth chattered.

      “Yep.” He reached past her and turned the hot water on.

      The shivering stopped, and she almost moaned with relief. He stepped back.

      “Finish up here, then we’re going over to Deke’s. Brush your teeth while you’re at it.”

      When he stepped out of the bathroom, she stripped off her wet shirt and panties, turned the cold water down and stood under the steaming water until it started to cool. She didn’t want to go talk to someone she didn’t know about this. She’d done that enough. But God knew she couldn’t talk to the people she did know about this.

      None of them could understand the pain, the terror, the terrible guilt.

      When she stepped out of the bathroom, Erich and Jen the housekeeper were in her room. Jen had a tray with dirty glasses, a half-empty bottle of American Honey and several small bottles, and Erich was reaching under her mattress. Her drawers were open, her luggage, her closet, and Erich straightened, holding two more tiny bottles.

      Rage rose in her chest and she crossed to him, reaching for the bottles. He held them easily out of her reach.

      “You want it that bad, you’re going to have to work for it. I’m not going to make it easy for you.”

      “You have no idea what it’s like to be in my head right now!” she snapped, a wave of despair crashing over her at the thought of losing the one chance at relief she’d found. “No idea. I cannot...cannot deal.”

      He placed the bottles on Jen’s tray and gripped Aubrey’s arms, forcing her to look at him, into those blue eyes that had haunted her for months after she left the ranch. She’d left him—why did he care what happened to her? The question formed as a snarl, but softened to true curiosity as she read the truth of it in his eyes. He did care, but why?

      “You can deal. You had no choice, Aubrey. The kid would have killed your partner or you. You tried not to kill him.”

      Jen gasped. Erich flicked his gaze to her and she left with a clink of bottles and glassware.

      “You’re a cop, Aubrey. You trained with a gun, you knew it was a possibility.”

      “But a kid. Everything inside me is black, Erich. So dark, I can’t find myself.”

      He cursed and drew her close, into his arms, and she let herself, for just a moment, burrow into him, his heat, his strength.

      “I don’t know how to help you, but I’m going to try. Let’s get you dressed, get you a hamburger and head to Deke’s.”
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* * *

      Aubrey devoured the hamburger and approximately a pitcher of tea at the diner in town, while Erich watched, eating his own burger much slower. She resisted the urge to flip him off, but he had remembered that her favorite cure for a hangover was a juicy hamburger.

      “Tell me about Deke. How do you know him?”

      He shrugged. “He moved to town after his tour was up. I met him at Barney’s, we started talking.”

      “How long have you been friends? I mean, you’re pretty good friends, right? You didn’t just go up to this guy you see once in awhile and say, ‘So I have this old friend that shot somebody,’ did you?”

      He chuckled. “We’ve been friends for a few years.”

      She traced the condensation from her tea on the table. “Do you talk to him about his time over there?”

      “Some.”

      “I mean, he’s not one of those guys who doesn’t talk about it, is he? So we’ll be sitting there in awkward silence?”

      “Aubrey, he knows why I’m bringing you over.”

      “Will you be there?”

      “Do you want me there?”

      She honestly wasn’t sure. He knew the story, most of it, anyway, but telling him again, with an audience, made her feel vulnerable somehow. But so did sitting alone with a stranger.

      “I don’t know. Let’s play it by ear.”

      She wished she’d taken longer to eat, because waiting for him to finish was excruciating. And as the alcohol cleared from her brain, the dark clouds started rolling in, carrying with them flashes from that night. She didn’t realize her hands were fisted on the table in front of her until Erich tossed down his napkin, his meal unfinished.

      “Okay, let’s go.”

      Deke Worthey lived on the edge of town in a cracker box house with a wooden ramp leading from the driveway to the front door. Erich parked behind Deke’s truck and led the way up the ramp. They waited a few minutes after knocking, and the door swung open. Aubrey didn’t know why she was surprised to see Deke in a wheelchair. She just hadn’t expected to have to look down.

      He was a good-looking guy with sandy-brown hair and a ready smile, and he thrust a hand toward her.

      “You must be Aubrey. Come on in.” He rolled the chair back and they stepped into an open, cheery little house, with windows all along the back. “I thought we could talk on the deck outside.” He looked past her to Erich. “You sticking around?”

      Erich looked at Aubrey. The clouds were coming full-force now and she didn’t know if she could even talk to Deke, much less with Erich around. But he was her ride.

      “Give me a call when you’re ready to head back,” he said, making the choice for her and backing toward the door. “Thanks, man,” he said to Deke, and left.

      Left her alone with Deke, who pivoted his chair to lead the way to the deck.

      “Want something to drink?” he asked as he slid open the back door.

      “Have any whiskey?” she asked, only half joking.

      He angled his head to look up at her. “I’ll get us some sweet tea.”

      Apparently he’d been warned about her. “Do you need help?”

      “Nah, I got it. Have a seat.” He motioned to the metal patio set and rolled back inside.

      Aubrey sat on a padded chair and pressed her palms to the cold mesh table top. She didn’t know if she could do this without a drink. The clouds were obliterating everything. She fought them back, harder without the haze of alcohol. She let out a deep breath and forced herself to appreciate the view—and it was a really good view. Though the house was one-story, it was built on a hill, so the deck extended over the slope, looking out over rolling hills with cedar trees and scrub brush, another house tucked here and there. A pretty little corner of the world.

      She jolted when he rolled out onto the deck, tea in a pitcher on a tray, two plastic glasses stacked upside down.

      “Do you live here alone?” she asked.

      “For now,” he said with a wink, sliding the tray onto the table. “Help yourself.”

      Just to have something to do, she reached for a glass and the pitcher. “How long have you been back?”

      “Three years. Nervous?” He motioned to the criss-crossing lines on her palms from being pressed against the table.

      “I’m kind of getting used to talking to people I don’t know about it,” she lied. She had talked to people about it, but she sure as hell wasn’t used to it.

      “Yeah, well, how many of them have been in your shoes?”

      None of them, which was kind of the point. “Have you?”

      “Killed someone, yes. Killed someone I wish I hadn’t? Also yes. Want to hear?”

      Did she? But it would break the ice, maybe buy her time to figure out what she would say, so she nodded.

      “Just to be clear, Afghanistan is hell. It’s a scary-as-fuck place, pardon my language, and you never never let your guard down, especially when you’re getting ready to go home. I think that happens to a lot of guys. They’re a month out from coming home, they start thinking about that instead of where they are and bad shit happens, pardon my language.”

      “You don’t have to worry about that. I’m a cop,” she reminded him with a small smile.

      “Right.” He leaned his forearms on the table and started talking with his hands. “So anyway, we’re on patrol and this car just pulls in front of our Hummer and stops. Never a good sign, right. I’m two weeks away from heading home and thinking I’m fucked. We start backing up, and another car comes in behind us and stops, blocking us in. Definitely fucked. We can sit there and get blown to hell, or we can fight. So we’re getting our gear, heart rates going like I-don’t-know-what, and one of my guys notices a kid in the car behind us. Not a teenager, but a fucking kid. Seven, eight years old, little boy in there with his dad or whoever. And his eyes are huge. He’s terrified. Then we look in the car in front of us. Another kid. These assholes are counting on us not wanting to kill a kid, and dying for it.”

      The tea stopped halfway down her throat, and she had to force herself to swallow past the lump in her chest. But it was clear what choice Deke and his team made. “And since you’re here to tell the story, I’m going to reason out what happened.”

      He shook his head and took a sip of the tea she’d poured him, holding her gaze. “The will to survive is strong. But yeah, we drove away, all of us.”

      She turned her attention back to the pattern on the metal table, wishing she couldn’t envision so clearly what he’d witnessed. “How did you—how did you deal with that? Knowing the kid was just a pawn?”

      He curved both hands—scarred, she saw now—around his glass and stared into it. “It was hard. I’m not going to lie. You don’t unsee something like that. And the powers-that-be were not happy with us, but what did they want us to do? We would have died, or been mutilated or taken hostage. I mean, I know that sounds harsh. But yeah, yeah, some nights I still see it when I close my eyes, the bodies, the blood.”

      “For me, it’s the smell first.” She rolled her shoulders. “It was an alley, a dark alley, one light at the end. I smell the garbage as my partner and I approached, and later the blood mixed with that smell. I never knew blood had such a strong smell. And gunpowder. I went to the range once after it happened and the smell of gunpowder brought it all back. I couldn’t stay.”

      “Erich said it was self-defense.”

      His voice was low and soothing, but she couldn’t meet his gaze. She shivered against a sudden cool breeze. “To save my partner.”

      “That’s self-defense.”

      “I didn’t shoot to kill—I thought I would wing him, scare him, stop him. I never thought I’d kill him.” She closed her eyes and took a deep breath when the memory assaulted—and she did mean assaulted—her. The helplessness as she and her partner took cover from gunfire from the accomplices, who got in a car and raced off, leaving the kid behind. The feel of blood pumping between her fingers as she tried to hold it in. The way the kid cried for his mother, his mother who would never see him alive again. Her chest squeezed and she popped her eyes open to look into his sympathetic ones. “You sure you don’t have whiskey?”

      “I do, but...” His voice trailed off.

      “Erich told you not to give me any.”

      “He didn’t, but I think you need to start to deal with the memory without the alcohol. I mean, are you planning to go back to work?”

      She willed herself not to flinch. She’d worked too hard to get to detective to walk away now, but she couldn’t envision herself back on the streets. That she couldn’t picture it tore at her. “Sure. I’m a cop. I’m good at my job.”

      “You can’t drink and be on duty. You’re going to have to face this without alcohol.”

      “It’s only been a couple of weeks.”

      “And every hour you make it without a drink will make you stronger.”

      Her shoulders tensed defensively. “It’s the only thing that drowns out him screaming for his mother,” she murmured. “The sound of her screams at the hospital when they told her he was dead. He was just a dumb kid doing something he thought was cool, something he’d seen on TV a billion times. I replay it again and again, every step I could have done differently, including, Jesus, letting him get away.”

      “And he would have pulled a gun on another cop, or a gangbanger, or someone else who would have shot him.”

      She lowered her head to the table. “But it wouldn’t have been me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          3

        

      

    
    
      She was wrung out by the time Erich arrived to pick her up. She thanked Deke for his time and followed Erich to the car. She was so exhausted she didn’t even want a drink anymore.

      “So I have to ask,” she said as Erich drove back to the ranch. “He said the shooting happened two weeks before he came home. So was there another incident afterwards? Is that why he’s in the wheelchair?”

      He shot her an amused grin. “Deke? No, he came home in one piece. Then he thought he’d try his hand at the rodeo, bull-riding of all things. A few months back he was thrown and kicked in the hip. Did some serious damage, but he’ll be up and walking again in a few months.”

      She shuddered out a laugh. “Some detective I am, assuming the cause.” They rode in silence for a bit, then she had another question. “So what happens now? Does he call you and tell you all about our conversation?”

      “Aubrey, I didn’t do this for me. I did it for you, to give you someone to talk to who’s been there. What you told him is between you and him. If you feel like talking to me, you can, but I haven’t been in your shoes. He has. Did it help?”

      She took another deep breath and felt the darkness part, just a little.

      Then he turned the corner to the house and she spotted the RV in the driveway. Her parents were home. An odd mixture of joy and trepidation filled her. She’d have to tell the story again, and she wasn’t sure she was ready to do that, still too raw after talking to Deke.

      She glanced at the clock on the dash. If her parents held true to schedule, they’d be having pre-dinner drinks in the back room. What Deke said resonated with her, about every hour without a drink making her stronger. She wanted to be stronger, especially if she wanted to go back to work. She’d sacrificed too much to get to where she was in the department. This would not set her back. She would learn to deal.

      He pulled in front of the house to drop her off. “Tomorrow I’ll be by around ten and we’ll go for a ride.”

      She reached for the handle. “You don’t have to babysit me. I know you have work to do.”

      “I didn’t say we wouldn’t work. Dress warm. A cold front is supposed to come in tomorrow.”

      As suspected, her parents were in the back room, sitting in their matching chairs and looking out the row of windows at the sunset. Laura Cavanaugh held a glass of red wine, and Adam a tumbler of whiskey. Aubrey realized that other than to filch alcohol, she hadn’t spent time in this room since she’d returned, and it had much the same view as Deke’s deck, though it was enclosed and warmer.

      Her parents jumped up when she stepped through the door. Her mother wrapped her in her arms, first, then her father. The scent of his drink carried to her, called to her, but when he released her, instead of walking to the dry bar, she crossed the room and sat on an ottoman near her mother’s chair.

      “I’m sorry you felt you needed to cut your trip short,” she said, because the guilt from shooting Jorge Lopez wasn’t alone in her brain.

      Laura covered her hands with one of hers, and for the first time, she saw her mother was beginning to age. She’d be sixty soon, though a fit and healthy woman. Still, it was unsettling to think of her mother as frail. She’d always been so vibrant, so strong-willed. Aubrey thought fondly that her father had wondered where she’d gotten her stubbornness from.

      “Of course we want to be here for you. We’re sorry we couldn’t get here sooner.”

      “I wanted to fly back and send someone else to get the RV, but your mother just couldn’t stomach the idea of someone else living in it, even for a few days,” her father said, sitting slowly in his chair. “I have to say, even though I’ve been sitting all day, this feels good. No place like home.” He turned sharp brown eyes to her. “How are you holding up?”

      She considered lying, just to put their minds at ease. And the idea that they might judge her made her stomach pitch. “I’m feeling weak, at the moment.” So weak, and wanting a drink to give her strength. But Deke was right. She fisted her hands instead. “I feel like I should have been prepared for this, but I wasn’t. I’m not. I don’t understand why I can’t just deal.”

      “Because you’re made to care about people,” her mother said. “It’s the way you were raised.”

      But she’d shut it down when she became a cop. She’d had to, or she couldn’t do her job the right way. That it was coming back now made her feel like a failure. She’d done the right thing, she’d saved her partner, she’d tried not to kill the kid.

      She couldn’t talk about it any more today.

      “How’s the festival planning coming?” she asked.

      Her mother set her wine glass down carefully on the side table. “Well. This was my first year not to be in charge, which is why we were able to take the trip. But that didn’t stop Hailey Barnes from calling me every day with a list of questions.” She sighed and sat back in her chair. “I told her since we were coming back early I’d give her a hand with all those hundred little things that pop up the closer we get to the festival. That is, if it’s okay with you.”

      Aubrey sat back too, straightening her shoulders. “Of course it is. And if you want, I can probably help.”

      Her mother opened her mouth, looking as stunned at hearing those words as Aubrey was for saying them, and for a moment, Aubrey thought she’d say no.

      “I would love that.”

      Again, it seemed like she wanted to say more, but she closed her mouth and took a sip of wine.

      “Would you like me to call Jen to bring you something to drink? Iced tea or a soda?” her father asked.

      Aubrey wondered if Jen had told them about cleaning up her room with Erich. Her stomach gave a little lurch when she realized they’d emptied her room and she’d have nothing to help her sleep tonight. She hadn’t thought anyone would come into her room, so she hadn’t made too much of an effort to hide her liquor and now it was gone.

      No, that was good. She had to learn how to do this.

      “I’ll get it myself. What’s for dinner?”
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* * *

      After dinner, she trudged upstairs. She’d underestimated how exhausting pretending to be normal, pretending to be fine, could be. And she hadn’t told anyone, any of them, the whole truth. She hadn’t told them that one of the reasons her boss had sent her away was because the boy, Jorge Lopez, was the little brother of Manuel Lopez, the gang leader. She hadn’t told them Manuel had made her a target. She didn’t know how they’d react to that.

      Without alcohol, her only chance of getting sleep was the television. She didn’t watch much television in Houston except when she couldn’t sleep. She closed the door to her room and flipped it on now.

      Jen must have returned and straightened the room, because there was no sign of the struggle and search that had gone on earlier. Aubrey crossed to the dresser and pulled out a clean t-shirt, washed up in her bathroom, then snuggled into bed. She flipped through the channels until she found what looked to be a mindless show with a small town setting with the requisite adorable leads. She stayed with it long enough to understand there was some sort of love triangle and a female rivalry before she drifted off.

      Erich appeared, standing on the hill beneath the oak tree, that sexy smile splitting his face, his arms open wide, and she couldn’t get to him fast enough. Her legs hurt from running up the hill, her lungs ached, but all she wanted was to be held against his chest.

      But she heard shouting to her right and as she pivoted, her hair blocked her vision for just a second, and all she could see through it was a muzzle flash. The sound of gunfire echoed off the hills and she whirled back to see Erich go down, blood blossoming on his shirt.

      She woke with a wheeze, sitting straight up in bed. The sound of gunfire still rang in her ears. A moment passed before she realized the sounds came from the television—her sweet little drama had ended and a cop show was on. A cop show with the cops pinned down, just as she’d been that night, firing at the bad guys.

      She fumbled for the remote and flicked the television off, her heart still racing. She squeezed her eyes shut and saw Erich fall again. She shoved back the covers and walked to the window, hugging herself against the cool air. She grabbed the quilt from the bed, opened the balcony doors and sat outside, wrapped in the quilt, though it didn’t do much to warm her against the chilly north wind. But she’d be damned if she could sleep.
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* * *

      The sound of a truck on gravel woke her and she peeled her eyes open to look over the balcony at Erich’s truck. She’d finally fallen asleep as the sun came up, so her head was foggy and her fingers were stiff from clutching the blanket to her. He glanced up as he got out of his truck, and did a double take when he saw her there.

      “What the hell are you doing?” he demanded.

      “We need to work on your greetings,” she muttered, unfolding herself from the chair. “I was sleeping.”

      “Well, wake up. We have work to do. Your mom’s sending me to town to get some heaters for the festival.”

      A heater sounded really good right now. She curled her frozen toes against the concrete of the balcony. But what time was it, and how long had she been asleep? Not long. “What time is it?”

      “Eight thirty or so.”

      Geez, she’d been asleep a little more than an hour. “I don’t feel like it.”

      “I didn’t ask. Come on, we have work to do.”

      She could stand here and argue with him, or she could just go. The truck would be warm, and the drive was long enough that she could get a nap in. For some reason that sounded really nice, napping in the car while he drove.

      “I’ll be right down.”

      Instead of hitting her luggage, she went to her closet and pulled out an old warm flannel shirt and jeans. She washed her face, brushed her teeth and braided her hair before heading downstairs.

      “I hope you have breakfast and coffee for the road,” she said as she closed the door behind her.

      He looked her up and down and grinned, his gaze lingering on her breasts that strained a bit against the flannel. “Wear that shirt a lot in Houston, do you?”

      She scowled at him. “I haven’t worn it in years.”

      “Still looks good on you.”

      She strode past him to the passenger side of the truck, hoping she’d masked how pleased his words made her. “Turn on the heater. I’m cold.”
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* * *

      The trip into town was nice. The scent of the truck—a blend of horse and coffee and Erich—brought back happy memories, and when her eyes drifted shut, the first image that popped into her head wasn’t Jorge Lopez.

      Her eyes popped open when the rumble of the truck engine stopped. They were in the parking lot of the hardware store in the city and Erich was glowering at her, one arm draped over the steering wheel.

      “You’re not very good company.”

      “Sorry.” She stretched. “Not much sleep last night.”

      “I bet not, on the balcony.” Then his tone softened. “Nightmares?”

      She’d forgotten, actually, what had driven her out on the balcony, her dream about him, shot and bleeding. “Yep.”

      “Sorry.”

      She shrugged and popped open the door. “Let’s get my mom her heaters.”

      Honestly, she didn’t know why he’d brought her. Between him and the hardware store employee, they loaded the dozen tower heaters in the bed of the truck and strapped them down. All she did was stand around shivering and “supervise.”

      Okay, she did know why he brought her—to keep her mind occupied on something other than getting the next drink, and to be fair, it was working.

      Erich slammed the tailgate, said good-bye to the young man who’d helped him, and motioned for Aubrey to get in the truck. She did, gratefully, and waited for him to turn on the heater. He reached for the controls just as a shot rang out.

      She dove across the truck and dragged him down, beneath the dash, shielding him with her body. She coursed her hand over his chest, his back, holding her breath as she waited to encounter blood.

      “What the hell, Aubrey?”

      She looked up to see him watching her, brow furrowed. “The shot—”

      “A car backfired is all. Are you okay?” From his place on the floor, he lifted his hand to touch her cheek.

      God, she hated seeing that pity in his eyes, that worry. She pulled away, mortified, and sat as close to the door as she could as he lifted himself from the floor of the truck and slid behind the wheel.

      “Aubrey. Are you okay?”

      “Fine,” she said shortly. “But I need a drink.”

      She thought he’d deny her, but instead he pulled into the parking lot of the same restaurant he’d taken her the first day she’d been back, and took her inside.

      Her hands stopped shaking halfway through the margarita.

      “Is there something you’re not telling me?” he asked, hands folded around his own beer. “Something else you’re scared of?”

      “I haven’t heard a gunshot since that night, haven’t fired my weapon. I overreacted.”

      He nodded slowly, waiting, knowing there was more.

      She took a deep breath. Time to tell him. “And...part of the reason I came to the ranch was because my captain wanted me out of Houston. Jorge Lopez, the kid I killed, wasn’t just a random gangbanger. He was the little brother of the head of the gang. There’s a rumor around Houston that Manuel Lopez, his brother, might be out for revenge.”

      He slapped his hand on the table, drawing the attention of other diners, and glared at her. “Jesus, Aubrey, you don’t think I should have known that?”

      She shook her head and lifted weary eyes to him. “Why?”

      “Why?” He leaned forward, his eyes narrowing. “Because I care about what happens to you. I don’t want you to be in danger, for God’s sake.”

      “I’m a cop, Erich.”

      “Right, but out here...” His voice trailed off.

      “Out here, what?”

      “Out here, shit, I don’t know. I want to help you. Why don’t we go shooting when we get back to the ranch? I could probably use some practice, and maybe you wouldn’t be so jumpy.”

      She hated to admit it, but it was a good idea. “Only if I can sleep on the ride back.”
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* * *

      Erich glanced over at Aubrey, curled up on the seat, heater blasting on her as she slept beneath his coat. She’d only had one margarita, which he counted as success, and she’d fallen asleep pretty easily after telling him about Manuel Lopez and his gang.

      Scary shit, what she did back in Houston. He wanted to ask her if she liked her job, but the answer he’d get now would probably be skewed.

      The way she’d reacted when that car backfired, though—she had good instincts. He wished she could see that, but maybe she wasn’t ready.

      She said she wanted to go back to Houston, go back to being a detective, but would she go while Manuel Lopez was still at large? If the guy was a leader of a gang, that could take years. He didn’t imagine Aubrey would want to hang around here for long. That idea, of her leaving again, of him not being around to keep an eye on her, saddened him. But she hadn’t wanted to stay when she didn’t have a life outside of the ranch. Why would she want to stay now?

      He pulled in front of his modest house on the other side of the hill from the barn, the little house the former foreman had had built for his family of six. Beside him, Aubrey roused and blinked.

      “Why are we at Mr. Carson’s place?”

      “My place now. Mr. and Mrs. Carson retired to the city a couple of years ago. He still comes to visit, says she’s having a grand old time, shopping and being sociable, but I get the feeling he’s kind of miserable.”

      “He was always kind of miserable,” she reminded him, her voice husky from sleep. “Why are we here?”

      “Pick up my rifle and some ammo and targets. Still want to go shooting?”

      She craned her neck to look at the temperature reading on the dash. “Sure.”

      He opened his door and hesitated. “Want to come in?”

      “Sure.”

      Mentally, he tried to remember the state he’d left the place in. He was usually pretty neat, especially since he was technically renting the place, but he’d spent a lot of time with Aubrey lately, so there were probably dishes in the sink and laundry piled on the washer.

      He led the way into the house. She stepped inside, slowly, cautiously, like he was leading her into a trap.

      “There’s no one here,” he said.

      “I just never really imagined what your house would be like,” she said, looking at the empty walls, the leather couch and the flat screen. Interesting how similar his place was to her apartment, nothing to personalize it. “Not much to imagine, I guess.”

      He laughed. “I haven’t lived here too long.”

      “A couple years, at least, right?”

      “Yeah, but—”

      “Not enough time to find pictures for the walls?”

      “I don’t know what I want.”

      “Is that why you’re not married yet?”

      “Pretty much.” He walked into his bedroom.

      She followed, then stopped, her eyes riveted to the painting over the bed, the painting of the oak tree on the hill, the hill where they used to make love. “Interesting painting.”

      He opened his closet, revealing a tall gun safe, but she could see the tips of his ears were red.

      “Yeah, a local artist painted that. I got it for a good price at one of those arts and crafts shows.”He hefted his rifle and grabbed his range bag. “Always liked that hill.”

      She remembered, but didn’t chance asking why. She wasn’t sure she was ready to hear the answer.

      He turned to face her, color still riding his cheeks. “What about you? Any marriage prospects?”

      She snorted. “Not even close. Crazy schedule isn’t conducive to romance.” She sat on the edge of the bed, and ran her hand over the bedspread. “There was a guy a couple of years back. He thought dating a cop was sexy, until he had to deal with the missed dates and me rolling out of bed at all hours.”

      He didn’t know why the image of her in another man’s bed kicked him in the gut. He remembered what she looked like after being well-loved, her hair a tangle, her body flushed and beautiful.

      The way she’d look if he kissed her now, laid her back on his bed. How many times had he imagined her in his bed?

      “What about you?” she asked, pushing to her feet when he took a step closer. “Anyone special in the last few years?”

      “Same kind of thing. Women find the cowboy thing sexy, but no one wants to stay out here in the middle of nowhere. God knew you couldn’t get out of here fast enough.” He eased back. Now wasn’t the time. She was only here for a little while, and there was no reason to expect her to stay.

      “So, no one, then.”

      What did she want to know? “I’ve had a couple of long-term relationships.”

      “How long?”

      Damn, she was persistent. That must be a trait that made her a good cop. “Longer than we were together.”

      “How long ago?”

      He lifted his eyebrows. “What exactly do you want to know?”

      His directness flustered her, and she lowered her gaze. “I was just wondering if some girl was going to come out of the woodwork and be all pissed you were spending time with your ex.”

      His ex. He didn’t think of her as his ex, really, especially not lately. He thought of her more as...a possibility. “No. No exes hanging around.”

      She nodded but he wasn’t sure what that meant. He was sure if they spent much more time in his bedroom that they wouldn’t be going shooting. He got the idea that was where her line of questioning lead. But while his body may be ready, he wasn’t sure she was ready, not for anything more than release. And he’d grown past that need. He didn’t do casual sex anymore. He wanted a relationship.

      The more he thought about it, the harder a relationship with Aubrey would be—she was the boss’s daughter, she had a life and career in Houston. She was wounded. But he wanted her. He needed to figure out how he could have her, for the rest of his life.

      Using every ounce of self-control, he walked past her to the living room, toting his rifle and range bag. She didn’t follow him right away, and he could have sworn he heard her sigh before she did.
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* * *

      Erich brought the .22 rifle to his shoulder and fired four shots in a row. Aubrey curled her tongue inside her mouth. The man looked damn hot holding a gun, even with ear and eye protection, which was a foolish thing to think.

      She’d barely turned the conversation in time back in his bedroom. When he’d narrowed his eyes at her, she knew she’d gotten too intimate and back-pedaled. But something about being in his room made her think about other women in his life and want to stake a claim.

      Which was ridiculous because she’d had a claim and walked away. And now she was in no position to claim anyone. But damn, it would be nice to be held in those arms, let him help her forget, just for a little while, why she was here.

      He lowered the rifle and offered it. “Want to fire it? It’s a fun gun to shoot.”

      She took the rifle. The gun she’d used that night was back in Houston, at the station under lock and key, though she’d been cleared of wrongdoing. Her back-up weapon, a small 9mm, sat on the tailgate of Erich’s truck, next to a box of ammo he’d set aside for her. She hadn’t quite worked up the nerve to fire it. He picked it up, weighed it, but she didn’t invite him to shoot, not yet. Instead, she stepped forward and brought the rifle to her shoulder, aiming at the target pinned to a hay bale.

      She fired in rapid succession, shredding the paper target. He chuckled when she lowered the weapon.

      “Get some of that aggression out?” he asked, reaching for the gun.

      She rolled her shoulders, which didn’t hurt since the gun didn’t have a kick. “I didn’t realize I had any.”

      That brought a full laugh from him, and he reached for the rifle. “You going to shoot yours?”

      She looked at it a long moment. “I don’t think so. Not this time.”

      He frowned, but then tucked the rifle away. “Too cold out here anyway.”

      She hadn’t even noticed, she’d been so anxious about shooting her own gun, hearing the report that, while not identical to her service weapon, was the same caliber and feel. That she hadn’t worked up the courage to pick it up disappointed her. She wrapped her fingers around the grip, traced her finger over the trigger guard, and tucked it into her holster with a sigh.
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* * *

      The next morning, she didn’t need Erich to wake her up. The festival was that evening, and her mother would be up early, attending to last-minute details to help Hailey Barnes, this year’s chairwoman. Aubrey was determined to lend a hand.

      Laura looked up from her coffee in surprise when Aubrey stepped into the kitchen. Her mother, of course, was already dressed, stylishly in wool pants, a sweater and boots. Aubrey felt frumpy in her sweats and robe, her hair in a ponytail. She should have thought this through, she should have been showered and dressed, but she wanted to catch her mom before she left.

      “I thought I could come help you with the festival today, be your runner, or whatever you need.”

      Her mother set the cup down slowly. “Are you sure you’re up for that? It’s a lot of people, and you haven’t been around people lately.”

      People weren’t the problem. Their questions were. She knew there would be some. She had spent part of the night figuring out what she’d say. She’d decided to keep it simple, that she was here on vacation, a little R&R after a tough case.

      “I’m okay.”

      Her mother looked at her closely. “Are you drinking?”

      She drew up straight. Of course her mother had known, though she hadn’t said anything to this point. “Not—no. I had one drink yesterday, but nothing else.”

      “Good. That’s good.” Her gaze flicked over Aubrey’s attire. “Do you want to eat before we go?”

      “No, I’ll just go shower. I’ll be ready in a moment.”

      “Dress warm!” her mother called after her when she turned away.
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* * *

      Perhaps she’d dressed too warm for all the running around her mother had planned as they set up tables in the Cascade town square for the party. Poinsettias and lighting and candles and tablecloths on each table—that was the easy part. Doing everything to her mother’s specifications was another. She had kept her mother as a buffer between her and Hailey, who’d been a classmate what seemed like a million years ago. But each chore kept her mind off Houston, and she began to remember how much she liked Christmas. Someone had thought to pipe Christmas carols through the speakers, and she found herself humming along to the familiar tunes. She pushed aside thoughts of a family who would be miserable this Christmas and went to do another task for her mother.

      She wished she’d worn layers she could peel off, because while the wind was still cold, the sweater trapped the heat of running around against her body. She wiped her hair back from her face and reached for a cold bottle of water. Of course, in these temperatures, everything was cold, even the coffee and cocoa in the big servers set up in front of the church. She looked across the town square and saw Erich setting up the heaters around the perimeter. He caught her gaze and surprise registered on his face before he waved and got back to work.

      Right. Her mother wouldn’t let him slack, either. Aubrey hadn’t asked if he’d be here tonight. Suddenly, she didn’t know what to wear tonight. She couldn’t remember the last time she worried about what to wear except for comfort. But suddenly she wanted to look pretty, wanted to see Erich’s eyes light up like they used to when he saw her.

      She hadn’t packed any party clothes, and she was too tall to borrow something from her mother. She was going to have to find a minute to go shopping, and hope that she could find something in one of the small shops.

      “Wow, you haven’t slowed down once,” a voice said behind her.

      Aubrey hoped she hid her grimace as she turned to face Hailey. She’d seen the petite blonde running about, but had managed to keep her distance. She accepted the other woman’s hug, but took an extra step back when it was over.

      “I’m surprised to see you here. I thought you were too busy being a big cop in Houston.”

      “We just wrapped up a big case, so I thought I’d come out for Christmas, since it’s been awhile.” Aubrey hoped those words didn’t sound as rehearsed as they felt. If she could remember what it was Hailey did, she could turn conversation away from herself. Instead she said, “What are you up to these days?”

      “Oh, you know, nothing as exciting as you. Jeff and I have three little ones now, and they keep me hopping, between being a room mother and dance class and baseball practice. Thank God I’m not working, because I sure don’t know how I’d juggle it all. What about you? Married?”

      Since she’d already looked at Aubrey’s hand, she was fishing. “Not married, no kids.”

      “No hot handsome hunk of a cop on the sidelines?”

      Aubrey knew cops were popular fantasy objects with women, but she didn’t see it, not with the long hours and the crappy diet and, well, the things they saw that made them surly and distrustful of human nature. Sure, there were the occasional hunks, and she’d bedded enough to know she wouldn’t make that mistake again.

      “No one on the sidelines.”

      Hailey frowned, her expression sincere. “That must be really lonely.”

      That the other woman was right hit a little harder than Aubrey expected. She was lonely. She had very little time for girlfriends, none for men. Since she had no one in Houston was part of the reason she’d come home. And she was so used to being alone, she’d locked herself away from everyone.

      “Do you like it, being a cop?”

      Aubrey opened her mouth to say yes, she did, then stopped herself. She didn’t have the same feeling as she’d had a month ago, a clear picture of why she did what she did. She was growing cynical, becoming the kind of cop she’d always promised herself she wouldn’t. She’d wanted to hang onto the belief that she was doing good, but she was less and less certain of the fact.

      “It’s a job,” she said.

      If she didn't love being a cop anymore, what would she do? She'd wanted to be a cop since she got her degree from UT in criminal justice, was one of the youngest female detectives on the force. All her plans revolved around being a cop. But as much as she hated to admit it, Hailey had raised questions in her, questions she hadn't let herself ask. How would she find love? How would she have a family? Though she had no desire to be a room mother, she would love to sit at her son's or daughter's baseball game, would love to sit at a dance recital. Crazy, because she hadn't thought about that before. But if she was going to have a family, she was not going to be a workaholic.

      Then she did something she never thought she'd do. She asked Hailey for advice.
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* * *

      If not for the possibility of seeing Aubrey at tonight's festival, Erich would have ditched the thing and stayed home with a six-pack and the Spurs game. Between his regular duties and Mrs. Cavanaugh's errands, he was beat to hell. But he had a pretty good idea Aubrey would be there. Being around all those people might be hard for her, and he wanted to be there for her.

      Yeah, sure, right. He wanted to be there to keep all the other cowboys away.

      So he put a thermal shirt beneath his new western shirt and headed to town.

      He had to park on a side street a few blocks away from the center of town, since the streets were already lined with trucks and SUVs. Others who hadn’t had duties to perform before they got here arrived earlier. He scanned the crowd, many of them at the buffet, several gathered around the heaters he’d hooked up earlier. The band was setting up on the stage in front of the bank, but Christmas carols piped through the speakers.

      He hated that the first place he looked for Aubrey was near the bar, but he didn’t see her there. He scanned until he saw her dark head above the crowd and he edged toward her. As if people knew, the crowd parted. What he saw stopped his breath in his throat.

      She wore a form-fitting knit dress in a gray, red and black southwestern print. The jeans she usually wore didn’t do justice to that ass, and when she turned...Jesus. He was aware she was watching him but he couldn’t tear his gaze away from her breasts. They’d been nice when she was a teenager, but now...

      She met him in the aisle between the rows of tables, caught his forearms and rose on her toes to kiss his cheek.

      “My father is watching you check me out, so be aware.”

      “Right,” he choked out, forcing his gaze to her face and finding her wearing make-up. Lipstick, even. Suddenly he wanted to smear the color off with his mouth, wanted to see her lips open on a sigh, a pant, a moan. “You look great.”

      She flicked her gaze to his shirt, and back to his eyes. “So do you.”

      Again, he hated that he paid attention to her breath, but he didn’t smell alcohol, only coffee. “Did you save me something to eat?”

      She laughed and stepped back. “I haven’t even eaten yet. I promised I’d help with the kids waiting for Santa.”

      Not willing to let her out of his sight—since she was the reason he’d come—he fell into step behind her when she turned. “I’ll give you a hand.”

      She didn’t exactly have a natural way with kids. As she lined up the excited kids, she was adorably awkward. One of the little kids toddled forward and lost her balance, and Aubrey swooped down to catch her before she hit the pavement. The expression on Aubrey’s face when she found herself with an armload of toddler in a fluffy dress was priceless. He couldn’t tell who was more astonished, Aubrey or the kid. But Aubrey gathered herself and put the kid down, straightening her skirt.

      But the door had opened and she was suddenly swarmed by children who encircled her, some with their arms around her, some with their arms lifted, hoping for a ride. She looked over their heads at him, her arms spread helplessly. He stepped forward and cleared a path, herding the little ones back into line.

      “How did you get so good with kids?” she asked when Santa finally arrived, drawing the kids’ attention.

      “Sonia has two boys. They like to come visit and ride the horses.” He put his hand on the small of her back to guide her toward the buffet table.

      “Are you going to go to her place for Christmas?”

      He shook his head. “She’s going to her husband’s family in California.”

      “So you’re on your own.”

      “Not the first time. You’ve missed Christmas before.”

      “Because I was on a case, or sleeping after one.”

      “So see, not that big a deal. The year goes on.”

      But she’d sobered and averted her gaze. Something was going on in her head.

      She looked around, rising on her toes to search for Hailey. “Well, let’s get in line before Hailey sees us and finds something else for me to do. I’d forgotten how detail oriented she is.”

      The tables in the square were occupied, especially the ones closest to the heaters. Aubrey and Erich couldn’t find two chairs together, so they sat on the curb at the edge of the party. He winced when his butt touched the cold concrete, but she didn’t seem to notice the chill, just started digging into her barbecue dinner.

      Her skirt rode up a bit, revealing tights above her boots, and he wanted to reach over and smooth his hand over the silky fabric, the warm skin underneath.

      “I don’t remember it ever being this cold for the winter festival,” she said between mouthfuls. “I remember one time I wore a sleeveless dress.”

      “I remember that,” he said. “It was red.”

      “Maroon,” she corrected. “I was dating Henry Colson at the time and he was an Aggie.” She lifted suddenly curious eyes to him. “You remember what I wore? We hadn’t—we hadn’t been involved at that point.”

      “No, you were seventeen.” He stroked his knuckles down her face. “I shouldn’t have been looking, but I couldn’t keep my eyes off of you. You were underage and the boss’s daughter, and the prettiest girl I’d ever seen.”

      Her lips fell open and her pupils darkened. “No one has called me pretty in a long time.”

      He brushed his fingertips over her bottom lip. “Because you’re not anymore. You’re stunning.”

      She drew back and laughed dismissively. “Jesus, Erich, You’d think you want to get laid or something.”

      He looked at her long enough to make her blush, then let his hand fall away. “You’re going to dance with me, aren’t you?”

      “You want to dance with me in front of my father?”

      He grimaced, his balls shriveling just a bit at the idea of touching her in front of his boss. He didn’t quite trust his hands to behave once they got on her. But he wasn’t going to pass up the opportunity to get her in his arms on the dance floor.

      “There you are.”

      Aubrey snapped her knees together. Erich caught her plate before it spilled onto her dress, then they both looked up at her mother, who wore a long cream colored skirt, velvet blouse and cream cowboy hat, the quintessential rancher matron. Someone he could never see Aubrey being, which made his gut clench a little. She’d be walking away soon. Again. Erich rose and held a hand down to Aubrey.

      “What do you need?” Aubrey’s tone was brisk as she brushed off her dress.

      “Mrs. Olsen wanted to see you. She’s not going to be here long, it’s too cold for her. But she didn’t get by earlier.”

      Aubrey murmured an “excuse me” as she brushed by Erich, maybe a little closer than she needed to, leaving him holding her plate.

      He watched her mother lead her through the crowd, the two of them visiting with Mrs. Olsen, and then moving to another table, and another. Aubrey was holding up pretty damn well, especially since he knew this wasn’t—had never been—her thing. But she had been trained by her mother to be social. She could be a rancher’s wife, if that’s what she wanted.

      But not a regular foreman’s lady. Why did he let himself think that there could be a future? He was happy with his job, with his place in Cascade, but she wouldn’t be. When they were young, it hadn’t mattered. He’d known she wasn’t sticking around. So why couldn’t he remind himself of that now?

      The band began to play, and he scanned the crowd, looking for someone who might distract him from his thoughts of Aubrey. He saw a couple of old girlfriends, a couple of women he knew vaguely, a couple of strangers, but none held the appeal of having Aubrey in his arms.

      Against his better judgement, he crossed the crowd and held out a hand to her, right in front of her father. The look she gave him was part relief, part question, and she put her hand in his. He tucked her hand against the small of his back as he led the way through the crowd to the area in front of the stage, cleared for a dance floor. While he wanted to plaster her body against his, he didn’t, instead holding her just far enough away to make himself crazy.

      Her body was warm underneath the knit dress, and the heat of her skin released her scent, the fruity shampoo and something else, something earthy that was all Aubrey and sexy as hell. His senses worked overtime as he moved with her around the dance floor. He couldn’t remember dancing with her before, just riding and making love in the grass, talking for hours.

      For the life of him, he couldn’t think of anything to say now, not while he had his hands on her, feeling the strong line of her back, the bend of her waist as they fell into a rhythm easily. His mind drifted to another rhythm they might find as easily, and he flexed his fingers, just enough to bring her a little closer. Something hard brushed his leg when he turned her, and his gaze bounced to hers.

      “Are you carrying?” The idea sent a pulse of heat straight to his groin and he couldn’t say why.

      “I’m a cop.”

      He raised his eyebrows as a wicked image popped into his head. “Have handcuffs too?”

      She drew in a sharp breath, and her eyes darkened in the twinkling lights strung around the square. “Something change in the past few years?”

      “The thought never occurred to me until this moment.”

      She curved her hand around the back of his neck and twirled her fingers in his hair. He turned her so his back was to her father and he let his hands slide down, just a little, before sliding up again. Her nostrils flared and she eased closer, as he eased back, tilting his head warningly. Jesus, he was destroying himself here, seducing the boss’s daughter in front of the whole town.

      The song changed to a slower tempo. His heart thudded as she moved closer. “How much longer do you need to stick around?”

      Her eyes widened. “You want to skip out now?”

      “Your mom will be looking for you.”

      She sighed as his thumbs circled on her back. “You’re probably right.”

      He leaned in, just a little. “I’ll wait,” he said, his breath stirring her hair.
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* * *

      Aubrey’s brains were scrambled. She felt as foggy as if she’d had a half dozen drinks, though she hadn’t had anything more than the hot cocoa the local high school was selling, and she knew it hadn’t been spiked, since the teens worked under the watchful eye of Mrs. Drogin, who still scared the bejesus out of Aubrey. She couldn’t form thoughts enough to hold a conversation. Her brain kept drifting to the way Erich’s hands felt on her body. He’d done nothing untoward, but her skin tingled, her pulse throbbed, her hormones dancing in anticipation.

      Dancing—she had hoped they would do more of that. She felt his gaze on her as she danced with others, with Bobby from Crazy Eights Ranch, with Daryl, one of the deputies, with James, whose family owned the biggest antique store in town. None of them stirred even the slightest feeling that Erich watching her did.

      Between dances, she did her mother’s bidding—dealing with the caterers, driving the priest home, something that should have cooled her off. But when she stepped out of the car and saw Erich through the crowd, everything female in her went on alert.

      She found her mother having a glass of wine with her friends from the club.

      “I’m going to head out,” she said, barely able to form the words. “Can I use your car?”

      Her mother looked up in surprise, then rose a bit unsteadily to hug her. “Thank you for all you did today. I’m proud of you.”

      Aubrey was unprepared for how those words made her feel, and she hugged her mother a bit longer than the older woman expected, then pulled away and walked toward her mother’s car, dangling the keys, hoping Erich saw.

      A few moments later, she pulled in front of his house and waited, her hands shaky on the wheel, her mouth dry. She almost wanted a drink. Almost. But she knew Erich wouldn’t make a move if she did. And she really really needed him to make a move.

      She was beginning to wonder if he’d gotten her signal when lights flashed on the road behind her and Erich’s truck pulled up behind her.

      Her nerve almost abandoned her as she fumbled with the door handle, but lust overcame it. She got the door open just as he appeared beside her and held out his hand to her.

      Without a word, she took it and let him lead her into his house.

      His hands were shaking too, as he turned her against the wall, framed her face and kissed her. There was nothing sweet in his kiss—it was hot and hard and melted her bones. Just when she thought she couldn’t get any hotter, he slid his hands down her body to cup her ass, bringing her against him, letting her feel his arousal like he couldn’t on the dance floor.

      “This dress has been making me crazy all night,” he said against her mouth, and inched up the dress a little, bunching the fabric in his hands.

      Who knew the backs of her thighs were so sensitive, as the hem of her skirt brushed against them? She slid her hands between them and toyed with the opening of his shirt, feeling the thickness of the thermal beneath, and she laughed.

      “This would be a good night for strip poker, as many layers as we’re wearing.”

      “Or a bad one,” he said with a chuckle, and leaned forward to kiss her again.

      Despite his earlier kiss, he didn’t seem too eager to get her out of her clothes. Instead he traced patterns on her thighs through her tights, reached up to cup her breast through the knit of her dress, rubbing his thumb slowly back and forth over her nipple until she moaned.

      “Take off your gun,” he said, his lips against her jaw. “I don’t want it accidentally going off.”

      She pushed him back a step and lifted her leg, placing her booted foot on a nearby chair so she could unfasten her thigh holster. She watched his face as she did so, his nostrils flared, and thought his eyes would roll back in his head. She straightened, tucking the leather straps around the weapon as she placed it on the entryway table.

      “I’m thinking the gun might not be the thing accidentally going off,” she teased, then shrieked as he lunged forward, lifting her over his shoulder and carrying her into the bedroom.

      She landed on the bed under the oak tree painting with a bounce, on her back, looking up at him. He levered himself over her, coasting his hand down her hip and up under her dress, over the slick fabric of her tights to find the waistband. Together they worked to peel them, along with her panties, down her legs, and he sat back on his heels, looking at her just long enough to make her fidget.

      Then he helped her out of her dress. The stretchy fabric caught beneath her for a moment, but she wriggled out of it and lay beneath him in only a lacy bra. She caught her breath when he leaned over her and kissed her, long and deep, his tongue teasing her lips before sliding past them, echoing the movement of his hips between her legs, the fabric of his jeans rough against her tender skin.

      She tugged at the opening of his shirt, then had to tug again when only the top few snaps came open. She struggled to push the fabric off his arms, over the undershirt. Finally, he rose up and stripped off both shirts together, tangling them, and tossed them aside. She giggled when the snaps clinked against the window.

      He let her unfasten his belt on her own, then groaned when she sat up and cupped his erection through his jeans. When she got those off of him, she leaned forward to touch her lips to the tip of him.

      He pushed her back on the bed and reached into the nightstand drawer. “Maybe another time. Right now I need to be inside you.”

      Then he was, so deep, so hot, so familiar, and she arched into him, into the caress of his hand down her body, before he anchored them on her hips, holding them steady as he moved. They found their rhythm, just this side of desperate, rolling and bucking, kissing and touching, holding onto each other as they crested the peak.
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      Aubrey opened her eyes in the shadowed room, and listened for a moment to Erich’s steady breathing. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d fallen asleep in a man’s bed—never with Erich, though she’d had to sneak into her room more than once after being with him.

      As much as she hated leaving the warmth of his bed, she was going to have to.

      “Where you going?” he murmured when she sat up.

      “I need to get home.”

      He sat up an wrapped his arm around her bare waist, kissing her shoulder. Damn, he felt good, strong and hard behind her, his skin warm.

      “Not yet. Stay.”

      She wanted to. “I need to get back. I haven’t climbed back into my bedroom in a long time.”

      He blew out a breath and released her, dropping back to the bed. “I can see it would be hard to explain.”

      “I’m not worried for me.” She swung her feet over the edge of the bed and wished the temperature was warm enough that she could skip the tights. Instead, she grabbed them, turned them inside out and stuck her foot inside one leg. She felt the fabric snag and tear but didn’t care, smoothed it up the rest of the way. She rose, feeling decidedly unsexy with the Lycra up to her navel. When she glanced over her shoulder, she saw him watching her anyway, hands tucked behind his head, elbows akimbo. She wiggled her ass at him and he sat up in a fluid movement, hooking his arm around her waist and yanking her onto the bed with him. The next thing she knew, she was on her back and his fingers were playing between her legs. She wanted to laugh at the image of him touching her through her tights, like something they’d done as teenagers, but his fingers were too clever and she couldn’t catch her breath. He looked down at her as he drove her up, his expression smug, and any other time she would have knocked that look off his face, but—

      She went tight as a bowstring as she reached the peak, then went boneless against him, vaguely aware of his own arousal.

      “Erich,” she whispered, her breath stirring the hair of his chest.

      He eased back, letting her out of bed. “Think about me today.”
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* * *

      She finished dressing in the living room. Her hands were still shaking as she strapped on her thigh holster. She picked up her keys from the entryway table and opened the door.

      Snow had fallen overnight, blanketing Erich’s yard, her car and his truck. The light reflecting off the snow gave the night an eerie glow. She bounced the keys in her hand, considering climbing back into bed with Erich. She’d lived in Houston too long and didn’t remember how to drive in the snow—not that it was all that common in the Hill Country.

      And she’d left her coat in the car.

      No sense standing here letting all the cold into the house. The car was only a few feet away. Sucking in a deep breath, she wrapped her arms around herself and ran for the car.

      She almost didn’t recognize the shot that rang out for what it was. Why would she, here in the Hill Country, away from all the dangers she’d experienced back in the city? But when reality registered, she dove for cover behind her car and heard a bullet smash into the window. She huddled, the snow wetting her dress and tights, chilling her, and yanked her gun free of its holster.

      Where was the shooter? Was it a hunter gone nuts, or was someone targeting her?

      When she saw the slashed tires on her car, her stomach dropped and she knew the truth. Targeting her. She looked over at Erich’s truck and saw it was listing, too, its tires slashed as well.

      Erich’s front door yanked open and he appeared in the doorway, bare-chested and holding a rifle, making an easy target. Gunfire erupted behind her and Erich ducked back into the house as wood splintered from the door and door jamb. She couldn’t wait to see if he was all right. She had to pinpoint the shooter, southwest of the house. Taking a deep breath, she flipped the safety off and rose on her knees, firing three shots over the trunk of the car in the direction of the shots. She didn’t have ammo to waste. She hoped they didn’t either.

      Her action stopped the firing long enough for Erich to barrel out the door and drop to the ground beside her, wearing only jeans, his long feet coated with snow and ice.

      “Are you crazy?” she hissed. “You should have stayed in the house and called the cops.”

      He tossed his cellphone in her lap. “I wasn’t going to hide and leave you out here alone.”

      “I’m trained for this.” She picked up the phone in her left hand and dialed the operator, knowing there was no 9-1-1 service out here.

      “You’ve trained for being shot at in the snow with only nine rounds?”

      She ignored him. “I suppose it’s too much to hope that it’s an old girlfriend.”

      “Why would you hope that?”

      “Because the alternative is that someone followed me from Houston.” She lifted the phone to her ear and asked the operator to connect her to the sheriff’s department. Aware of the location of the office, she knew it would take at least half an hour for anyone to get out here. She didn’t know if she could hold them off that long, not with six more rounds and a frozen ass. The barn was on the other side of the hill, along with the bunkhouse. The shots would bring the cowboys running, which terrified Aubrey. She couldn’t allow them to get hurt on account of her. She’d have Erich call the bunkhouse as soon as she was done, and have him tell the men to hang back. Then the two of them needed to figure out how to get back to the safety and warmth of the house.

      The sheriff came on the line and she apprised him of the situation. She hung up and handed the phone back to Erich.

      “Call the bunkhouse and make sure they stay put.”

      She held her breath as he waited for someone to answer. Could they be too late? Were the men already on their way?

      She let out a breath when someone answered and he passed on her instructions. He disconnected mid-question, and tucked the phone in his pocket. She looked from his bare feet to the front door, which still hung open. Already she was stiff from being in the cold, and knew she couldn’t sprint the distance.

      “Scoot over,” she told him, and unlocked her car door.

      “We’re not going to be any safer in there,” he said, pointing to the shattered window.

      “I may have to mess up your yard,” she said, and climbed into the vehicle, inviting another round of gunfire. She lost another window and heard bullets hit the passenger side of the car. One shooter or two, she couldn’t tell. She thought one, but didn’t want to make a mistake, not when Erich’s safety depended on her.

      Keeping her head down, she started the car and winced at the blast of cold air from the vents. She resisted the urge to rev the engine and instead eased it into neutral.

      “Stay with me,” she said as she turned the wheel so the car was between them and the shooter, backing the car toward the house. Bullets followed them, and she winced as one cratered the windshield. She felt more vulnerable as the larger piece of glass became the only shield between her and the shooter.

      Erich ran at a crouch, carrying his rifle, but he wouldn’t go into the open door before she parked the car and shut it off, then rolled out of the car and ducked in the house. Once inside, she held her breath as he followed, grabbing the door knob and pulling it shut behind them. When he would lean on the door to catch his breath, she grabbed him by the waistband and yanked him forward, just as bullets impacted the door.

      “Jesus, Erich!” She fell back on her ass, against one of his chairs, and hoped the bullets wouldn’t shred his house. “Go get the ammo.”

      He stilled. “Do you think whoever it is is going to come up to the house?”

      “I don’t want to take a chance.”

      “Christ.” His expression was icy for a moment before he scrambled for the other room.

      “Keep down!” she ordered as she worked up the nerve to check outside. Because she worried about the strength of the wall, she moved to a corner of the window near the couch.

      Nothing. She couldn’t see anything, even with the light reflecting off the snow, creating a weird glow. Even with the silence of the snowy night, she couldn’t hear anything, any sound of approach.

      Damn, she wished she knew this house better, wished she knew Erich’s routine. Did he lock the back door as a rule? Where was the back door? How many windows? She felt completely blind here.

      Erich skidded across the floor toward her, range bag in front of him, a shirt and boots clutched in his hand.

      “What’s the plan?”

      She wished she knew. She quizzed him on the back door—locked—the locations of the windows—too many. “Call my father.”

      His fingers froze on the buttons of his shirt.

      “He’ll get here faster than the sheriff.”

      “And might get in the line of fire.”

      She caught her breath. She’d thought of that, of course, had thought about the consequences if her father found her at Erich’s in the middle of the night. But they needed help. “Have him stop a distance away. Maybe just seeing a vehicle coming up the road will, I don’t know. Distract them. Scare them off.”

      “You think it’s more than one?”

      She shook her head in frustration. “I just can’t tell.”

      He finished buttoning his shirt before he dialed, but before he hit the call button, sirens sounded in the distance, and closer, an engine roared to life. Aubrey rolled toward the door and rose on her knees, gun at the ready, as taillights disappeared over the hill.
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* * *

      Aubrey sat wrapped in an itchy blanket in the sheriff’s office, because she hadn’t realized how cold and wet her dress and tights were until they were halfway to the office. The deputy she’d danced with, Daryl, brought her coffee, and she wrapped her hands around the cup gratefully.

      Erich sat across from her, toeing the heels of his boots alternately. She passed him her coffee, because his jeans were soaked, too.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Didn’t put on socks,” he muttered.

      She looked around the sheriff’s office with a cop’s eye. The building was brick and cinder block, painted a dingy white. Several framed paintings of bluebonnets hung around the room, next to public notices typed on curling paper and plastered to the walls with layers of tape. The phones were quiet this late at night, and Daryl looked bleary-eyed, as if he’d been home asleep when the sheriff called him in. He probably had been. She couldn’t imagine there was much call for someone to be at the office all night. Working in that kind of environment was beyond her comprehension.

      Sheriff Doherty returned then with her parents behind him. Her mother rushed forward.

      “You were shot at? At Erich’s house? In the middle of the night?”

      “Mom.” Aubrey tried for a soothing tone, and forced herself to meet her father’s flinty gaze.

      “What the hell is going on?” her father demanded.

      Sheriff Doherty brought over chairs for the Cavanaughs before taking a seat at the desk beside Erich. Aubrey noticed Erich’s shoulders were tight, but he met her father’s gaze head-on.

      “I was leaving Erich’s,” Aubrey said, her voice still a little wavery from shock. “I was fired at a few times, and when I went for cover, I saw both his and my tires had been slashed.”

      “What on earth?” her mother asked. “Who would be shooting at you?”

      She drew in a deep breath and held it for a moment, hoping it would steady her. “When I was in Houston, I killed the younger brother of a powerful gang leader,” she said, giving the sheriff this new information. “I suspect the gang leader might have tracked me down for revenge.”

      “Here?” her father asked. “How would he know where you are?”

      “Why would you think that?” the sheriff asked.

      “Because I can’t think of any other motive for someone wanting to slash my tires, pin me down and make sure I didn’t get away. Part of the reason I came to Cascade was to give my team time to take Manuel Lopez out of commission and keep me out of danger of retaliation.”

      “Erich has plenty of ex-girlfriends,” her father pointed out. “Or current ones, as far as I know. Maybe one of them took issue with you following him home.”

      She thought about setting her father straight, but instead continued on. “I saw the vehicle leave when they heard the sirens. It was a Mercedes or a BMW—was hard to tell at that distance in the dark.”

      “There are certainly a few of those cars around,” Sheriff Doherty said thoughtfully. Cascade had its share of successful ranchers and businesspeople. “Enough that I can see what your father is saying, sorry to say. It just seems a leap to me that someone, even someone looking for revenge, would go out of their way to find you out here, wait for you outside of Erich’s in the cold instead of waiting until you got back to Houston.”

      Having her suspicion dismissed out of hand put her back up. She’d thought it was far-fetched, but whoever had been outside Erich’s house had seemed pretty damned determined to kill her. She wasn’t a rookie—she’d been doing this awhile, and to have her suspicions waved off irritated her.

      “We’ll investigate the scene when it gets light.” Sheriff Doherty rose, dismissing them. “In the meantime, why don’t you get into some warm clothes and get some sleep?”

      Aubrey stood, too, her legs stiff, her whole body aching. God, she could use a drink. “You’ll be on the lookout for a suspicious car in the area?”

      “I’ll put out the alert right now.”

      “I’d be obliged for a ride, Mr. Cavanaugh,” Erich said quietly. “I’ll need a couple of hours to get my truck squared away,

      Her father nodded shortly and the two of them followed her parents out like recalcitrant children. Aubrey’s stomach tightened. Erich hadn’t wanted her father to know about their relationship because of his job, and now the cat was out of the bag. Funny that they’d been better able to keep a secret when they were teenagers.

      Of course, no one had been shooting at them then.

      They rode in silence to Erich’s. Her father pulled up beside Erich’s truck and let him out.

      “I’ll send Vince over to give you a hand, and then he can see to getting Laura’s car fixed and home,” her father said.

      Erich nodded. “I appreciate that.” With a lingering look at Aubrey, he closed the back door of the truck.

      They hadn’t said two words to each other since the sheriff arrived. She had no idea what he was thinking, but she wouldn’t blame him if he was pissed at her for bringing this trouble to his door.
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* * *

      She was in the process of changing clothes when her mother knocked softly on the bedroom door, then opened it without waiting for an invitation.

      “Maybe a shower would warm you up,” her mother said, lifting the sad, damp dress from the end of the bed and folding it over her arm.

      “I just want to get some sleep,” Aubrey said, stepping into her sweats. “Is Dad pissed about Erich?”

      “Not at Erich, but at the situation.” She sat on the edge of the bed. “Are you in any position to be getting into a relationship?”

      “We’re not in a relationship,” Aubrey replied automatically.

      Her mother stiffened. “I’d like to think I raised you better than that.”

      Aubrey sighed and sat beside her. “I’ve always had a thing for Erich, but I’m not staying around, so it’s not a relationship.” Though she never felt as comfortable with another man as she did with Erich, never felt like she could be herself the way she was with him.

      But no, she was going back to the HPD after Christmas. Back to her old life. Her lonely apartment. Her empty bed.

      “Dad shouldn’t be upset with Erich. It was my choice, and I’m an adult.”

      “He’s not happy, but he’ll get past it. It’s a thing with men, you know, knowing a man is putting hands on his little girl. Now, if he knew the two of you had been involved when you were younger, then he might be upset.”

      Aubrey pivoted to look into her mom’s knowing eyes.

      “Just because I didn’t say anything didn’t mean I didn’t know why you were suddenly so eager to go horseback riding every day. And you weren’t that quiet climbing back up into your room.”

      “Why didn’t you say anything?”

      Her mother’s eyes fell to the comforter. “I thought maybe if you wouldn’t stay for us, you might stay for him.”

      “Mom.” She covered her mother’s hand on the comforter. “You know I had to go. Wanted to go.”

      Her mother’s gaze snapped back to hers. “And live this life where you’re shot at? In danger?”

      “I promise, that happens less than fifty percent of the time.” She tried to lighten the mood, but the look of horror on her mother’s face told her she’d failed. No one had ever accused her of having a sense of humor. “No, really, less than five. Maybe three. Or one. Mostly it’s sitting behind a desk, doing paperwork. Walking around looking for clues.” Something she should be doing now, instead of going to bed.

      “Talking to people who are dangerous. I know, I watch those shows. I can’t wrap my mind around my daughter doing that job, being that tough.”

      “I don’t feel particularly tough these days.”

      Her mother squeezed her hand. “That’s because you understand the consequences of your actions. You still have empathy, which is something I worried you’d lose.”

      She didn’t want to admit that she felt herself losing it, occasionally wanted to lose it, so she wouldn’t suffer a breakdown as she had after killing Jorge. Her colleagues expected it. She would be a better cop because of it. But she resisted.

      “So you won’t stay for Erich this time, either?”

      She tried to hide the surprise that her mother still wanted her to stay. “No, Mom. I need to go back.”
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* * *

      Erich stiffened as Adam Cavanaugh walked into the garage where Erich was inspecting the bullet holes in his truck. He hadn’t bought the truck new, but damn it, it was new to him, and the nicest truck he’d ever owned. Now, once Mr. Cavanaugh fired him for sleeping with his daughter, he wouldn’t be able to afford to even get the bullet holes repaired.

      He turned to give the older man his full attention, waiting for the man to tear him a new one. Adam Cavanaugh was not known for subtleties. But the man did appreciate strength.

      “If you’ve come for an apology, sir, I don’t have one.”

      Adam lifted his eyebrows at Erich’s forthrightness. “You think I’m here to demand to know your intentions toward my daughter?”

      “If I was her father, I know I would.”

      The older man inclined his head. “I’d be naive to think she’d been a virgin all these years. Her mother, however, has the notion in her head that if Aubrey falls in love with you, she’ll stick around.”

      Erich had a similar notion, though he was realistic enough to know it was a pipe dream. “I think we both know Aubrey better than that. She won’t give up the life she worked so hard for, for a man.”

      “I raised her not to give any power to anyone else. I guess I can’t complain when she doesn’t do what I expect.”

      Erich’s shoulders relaxed incrementally. He’d allowed fear of her father’s reaction stop him once before. Not this time, not when he came so close to losing her in the most final sense of the word. “I have no intention of staying away from her, sir.”

      Adam’s eyes flicked to his, bright with surprise. Then he rolled his shoulders. “It’s been rough, seeing her hurting this way, not being able to do anything, say anything. I want more than anything to see that pain gone from her eyes. If you’re the man to do it, well, I’m not going to stand in your way.” The older man didn’t say another word, but turned and walked out, leaving Erich speechless.

      He’d just been given the man’s blessing. Now what was he going to do about it?
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* * *

      Aubrey couldn’t sleep, not when she knew the investigation was going on only a few miles down the road. Besides, every time she closed her eyes she heard the shots, felt the impact of the bullets against her car, saw Erich running toward her, shirtless and shoeless, carrying that rifle.

      Damn, in retrospect, that had been hot. Foolish, but really hot.

      She shoved back the covers, shed her sweats and pulled on jeans, socks and boots. She dressed in layers and slipped her holster onto her belt. She’d have to borrow someone’s car to get to the site.

      But when she went downstairs, the house was quiet. No one was home. She looked out into the horseshoe driveway—no cars. Fine. She could walk, she supposed. It wasn’t far to Erich’s place, but she might need to go into town afterwards. She’d go down to the stable and borrow someone’s.

      Wrapping up in her coat—she didn’t remember Cascade having such a long cold spell before—she marched through the crunchy thin layer of snow down to the stable.

      She realized, as she stepped inside, that she didn’t know many of the cowboys anymore. She’d been away too long. She didn’t know if they’d know her.

      A group of them were talking when she walked in, and they broke apart, gazes down. Okay, they may not know her, but they knew who she was.

      “Hi, guys. I need to borrow someone’s truck.”

      “Miss Cavanaugh,” one of the older cowboys stepped forward. “Where are you looking to go?”

      She thought she might remember him, Mac or Mark or something. As she recalled, he and Erich weren’t particular friends. “I need to get over to Erich’s.”

      His gaze flicked to the gun on her hip. “You could call him to come get you, but I doubt he’s there. He was heading to another ranch for a pick-up of your dad’s new mare.”

      She’d considered calling him, but she’d already caused him enough trouble. She doubted he wanted to hear from her. “He isn’t. But I need to get over there anyway.” She didn’t know what they knew about what happened last night and she didn’t feel like filling them in.

      “You don’t intend to shoot him or anything, do you?”

      “No, of course not.” But she’d be damned if she walked around unarmed when she didn’t know where the shooter was. Or who.

      Mac/Mark beat his hat against his thigh a couple of times. “I can give you a ride, I suppose, if you can find your way back.”

      Not exactly what she wanted, but beggars couldn’t be choosers. “That would be fine.”

      She tamped down nerves as they approached Erich’s house. Mac/Mark was silent, which was fine with her. When they crested the rise, though, he blew out a whistle through his teeth. Damn, the sheriff’s department was here already. And her mother’s car was gone, towed to town, most likely, for new tires and new windshields and patches for the bullet holes. She winced as she thought of the damage to her mother’s luxury car. It wouldn’t be cheap, or fast. She wondered if Erich took care of that, or if her father had. She opened the door before Mac/Mark came to a complete stop.

      “This what you were looking for?”

      “Yep,” she said grimly. “Thanks for the ride.” She slid down and slammed the door.

      Aware of her surroundings, aware, Mac/Mark hadn’t taken off yet, Aubrey tugged on her gloves as she approached the hill above Erich’s house, where Sheriff Doherty and a female deputy were poking around.

      “Did you find where he was shooting from?” she asked, approaching the sheriff.

      “We’re thinking this is the best angle, but it snowed again after he left and we can’t find where he was positioned. Maybe it would be better if we waited until the snow melts. Should be gone by tomorrow. Not sure what we can tell if we find it now anyway.”

      “We can tell what kind of gun he was using, and that might narrow down our suspects.” Though she knew in her gut who it was. “Have you turned up any strangers in town? Anyone driving an older luxury car?”

      “I made calls to motels in nearby towns. We have a couple of possibilities, and I’ve sent Daryl out to follow up.”

      She ground her back teeth. That was a stronger lead than this. If she had a vehicle at her disposal, she’d check it out herself.

      “Why don’t I help you look out here and you can send your deputy to help follow up at the motels?” She motioned to the young woman.

      The young woman looked up, relieved. “I don’t mind sitting on my ass in the warm car.”

      The sheriff looked doubtful, and Aubrey wasn’t sure if it was because he resented her interference or because he didn’t know if the young woman—who was pregnant, Aubrey could see now—was capable.

      “Be in radio contact,” he said to the young woman.

      “Yes, sir,” she said in a long-suffering tone that had Aubrey raising her eyebrows.

      “My daughter Lori,” the sheriff said tiredly when the young woman climbed into the second car. “Expecting my first grandson.”

      “That must be challenging. I can’t imagine working with my father.”

      “She always wanted to follow in my footsteps. Made me happy until she actually strapped on a gun and pinned on a badge. Now I’m petrified every day.”

      “Does she like the job?”

      “She does, and she was excited about coming out here today. As you can imagine, it’s usually pretty quiet out here. She’s good at what she does, but once she found out she was pregnant, her priorities shifted. She’s not sure she wants to stay active when the baby’s born. Her husband makes a good living, so she could stay at home with the baby if she wanted to, and I’m thinking she might want to, for a few years.” The sheriff coughed into his glove. “Don’t know why I spilled my life story like that.”

      She didn’t, either, but it made her like the man a little more. She patted his arm. “We worry about the ones we love. Now, let’s see what we can find out.”
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* * *

      Erich pulled up in front of his house as yet more snow began to fall, and saw the two figures bobbing around on the hillside. He heard a shout and saw the slender figure bend, motioning to the other.

      Aubrey.

      He charged up the hill toward her. “What the hell?”

      She rose in a fluid movement, holding out a hand to stop him. “Hang on there. We finally found our crime scene.”

      He’d seen enough detective shows to know to stop. “How long have you been out here?”

      “Long enough to need some coffee. Can you go make us some?”

      He started to argue, but despite her wind-reddened face and dripping nose, she looked damned confident standing there, gun on her hip, feet apart, snow in her hair and on her lashes.

      Hot.

      He suddenly had lots of ways to warm her up. He turned away and headed down to the house.

      He returned minutes later with a thermos of coffee, two cups and a heavy shearling jacket and knit hat. He held the garments to her wordlessly. She looked at him a moment before dragging the hat over her hair, covering her ears, and shrugging into the coat. Once his hands were free, he poured coffee into the cups she and the sheriff held.

      “Find anything?” he asked.

      She held up the long cartridge in her gloved fingers. A chill went through him that had nothing to do with the temperature. Whoever had been shooting at them meant business. He swore and took a step forward.

      “Winchester .270?” he asked.

      “Looks like,” she replied.

      “Anyone around here could have a rifle like that,” the sheriff pointed out.

      “But who has motive to sit up here in the cold and shoot at us? They didn’t know when I was going to leave, if I was going to spend the night.” Her face flushed at the words. “So they followed us back from the dance and camped out here.”

      “Were they actually outside or in a car?” Erich asked.

      “I think they were sitting in a car at first, which is lucky for me, but by the time I got to my car, they were out and in sniper mode.”

      “These guys you suspect, the gang members, do they have people trained to shoot like that? Like snipers?” Erich asked.

      “As far as I know, no, but I don’t think theses guys were necessarily trained. I mean, if they were, we might be dead.” She held his gaze for a long moment. “They were using the rifle and the stance, but probably only because they’d seen it in a movie or video game. They didn’t really know what they were doing, lucky for us.”

      “I will say this eliminates the possibility of one of Erich’s old girlfriends. These guns have a hell of a recoil,” Sheriff Doherty said, plucking the shell from her fingers and putting it in an evidence bag. “We’ll get this fingerprinted.”

      “Sheriff.” Lori’s voice crackled over the radio on his hip.

      He looked at Aubrey while he unhooked it to answer.

      “What’d you find?” he asked his daughter.

      “Two male suspects driving a car like Aubrey described were staying at a motel in Sisterdale,” she reported. “They checked in yesterday but never came back. But I do have a license plate number.”

      “Put out a BOLO and head back to the station. Pick up lunch on the way. We’re heading in, too.”

      “Did you find something?”

      “We did.” He signed off the radio and turned to Aubrey. “We’ll keep you informed. Nothing much to do now but wait for a hit on the fingerprint and the BOLO. Keep your eyes peeled, though, in case they want to finish what they started.”

      Aubrey rolled her shoulders and looked like she wanted to say something. Instead she nodded, and in a few minutes, the sheriff was gone.

      “Come inside and warm up.” Erich motioned with the cup the sheriff had handed him toward the house. “How did you get here, anyway?”

      “Mac or Mark brought me. I don’t remember his name. He drives a green pick-up.”

      “Mason,” he said with a chuckle, reaching a hand to steady her when she slid in the snow.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Pretty sure. Hates my guts. Thought he should have been foreman instead. I’m surprised he didn’t tell you.”

      “He didn’t say much. He was curious why I wanted to come out here, though. I guess word hasn’t gotten around about the shooting?”

      “It’s getting around. A few people asked me about it today, and of course I had to explain when I took the truck in. Your mom’s car is in pretty bad shape. Looks like they got the gas tank.”

      She winced. “I hope the insurance will pay for that. If not, I may have to dig into my savings.”

      “Not really wanting to talk about your mom right now,” he murmured.

      He swung open the door and pulled her inside. Her mouth was icy when he covered her lips with his. She stiffened a minute, like she hadn’t seen the intent in his eyes, then parted her lips.

      The heat of her mouth was a shock after the chill of her skin, and he dived in, threading his fingers in her snow-dampened hair, cupping the back of her head, angling her so her cold nose was against his cheek. He chuckled and captured her hands, pulling them around his waist, under his coat. She curled her fingers in his shirt a moment, then tugged.

      He yanked back with a shout when her cold hands slid under his shirt and over his back. This time she laughed, and stretched up to kiss him, yanking him toward her, her fingers resting above his waistband.

      “Best way to warm up,” he said against her mouth, “Body heat.”
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      Erich shouldn’t be lounging in bed in the middle of the day, when there was a new mare to monitor. He especially shouldn’t be lounging with the boss’s daughter. But damn, she was beautiful and sexy and, well, naked, her throat red from his stubble, her lips swollen from his kisses. He curved his palm over her cheek and bent to kiss her again.

      “Warmed up?”

      In response, she dragged her cold toes along the inside of his calf. Taking his cue, he dove beneath the covers, captured her feet and pressed them to his chest before lifting one to kiss the arch.

      “You have the cutest toes,” he said, stroking his fingertips up and down the top of her foot. “Little baby toenails.”

      She curled them, embarrassed by his inspection. “That’s why I never go for a pedicure. They’re pathetic excuses for toenails.”

      “Sure, that’s why you never go.” He kissed the tops of her toes and slid his hand up her calf, meeting her gaze as he did so.

      “Again?” she asked in mock exasperation.

      “You’re not warm enough yet.” But instead of sliding up her body, he grabbed her hips and dragged her deeper beneath the covers with him.

      The phone rang on the bedside table, her ringtone, and it didn’t take her long to switch gears. She shoved back the blankets and reached for the phone, sitting up in one fluid movement.

      “This is Cavanaugh,” she said, her tone businesslike.

      Damn, that shouldn’t have sounded so sexy, but it sent another surge of lust through him. Naked in his bed, talking like a cop. Whoever was on the other end of the phone better be prepared to wait, because he wasn’t letting her out of this bed any time soon.

      “Make sure she stays out of sight, because if they catch sight of a cop car, they won’t be coming back.”

      She pressed her lips together as the person on the other end of the line spoke.

      “Maybe I should go over there.”

      She listened again, and Erich felt himself holding his breath.

      “All right. Keep me posted. And let me know if there’s anything you want me to do.” She disconnected and placed the phone back on the nightstand. “They found the hotel where two men with a car matching the description of the shooter’s car are staying. They got surveillance footage and verified that it’s Manuel Lopez and one of his cohorts. The sheriff has Lori watching the motel, since they haven’t checked out yet, but I’m not all that convinced she has the chops for surveillance.”

      “You want to go over there?”

      She blew out a breath. “No. I don’t think they’ll be going back there. They’re going to come back here.”

      That sent a chill down his spine. “Then we’ll be ready for them. You don’t go anyplace by yourself.”

      He thought she’d argue, remind him she was a cop, but she only nodded.

      “Now.” He captured her hips and dragged her beneath him. “Use the cop voice again.”

      Her forehead furrowed, then she lifted her eyebrows. “Really.”

      “Hell, yeah, that was hot. Seeing you in cop mode—” He shook his head and grinned. “Damn.”

      She flipped him onto his back and rose over him. “Maybe I should show you some of the self-defense moves I know.”

      Naked self-defense. He nearly swallowed his tongue as he looked up at her, her hair tumbling forward, brushing his skin.

      She reached for a condom from the bedside table and he gritted his teeth as he searched for control. God, she was gorgeous, her dark hair falling around her slim shoulders, her breasts playing peek-a-boo through the ends of the strands.

      “Don’t play with me, Aubrey.”

      “You think I’m playing?” she demanded in the cop voice. “You think this is a game?”

      His eyes rolled back when she closed her hand around his erection, stroked, squeezed lightly. He reached to take the condom from her but she held it high.

      “My pace,” she said.

      “Then it’s going to be a short ride.”

      She smiled, tore open the packet, and rolled the condom on him. His stomach tensed when her hand rested for a moment on his groin, but then she tightened her knees on her hips and rose over him. When she lowered herself on him, both of them groaned. He watched as she gathered herself, bringing herself back from the edge of pleasure. Fascinating, seeing her pull the control around her. She lifted her chin and began to move.

      “Is this what you want?”

      How she managed to keep the cop voice with him deep inside her, he didn’t know, but he gripped her hips and rolled into her, rolled with her. She pushed her hair back over her shoulders, opening herself to him, and suddenly looking wasn’t enough. He curled his arms around her back and sat up, bringing her mouth down to his. It took them a moment to find a rhythm in the new position, but when they did, the heat ratcheted up, though he’d thought that wasn’t possible.

      Her breath came in staccato little bursts, and she couldn’t fake the cop voice anymore. He slipped one hand between her and watched her face tense, then soften in pleasure.

      Then he couldn’t hold back any more. He tumbled her backwards and pounded into her, following his own pleasure. He stared down at her a long moment afterwards, waiting for her eyes to drift open again, before he pulled out of her.

      “What was that?” she asked, her voice rough.

      He wished he knew. “Apparently I have a thing about authority.”

      She snorted and turned onto her side toward him, not exactly cuddling, but pressed against him. “I’ll bring my handcuffs next time.”

      Next time. That was a good sign.
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* * *

      He drove her back to her parents’ house after dark. She frowned when she noticed the lights were off but both cars were in the driveway. Erich glanced at her when she started to open the door before he stopped the truck.

      “What is it?”

      “Nothing.” She didn’t want to worry him, didn’t want to put him in danger, but all her cop senses were tingling. “Maybe they’re in the back of the house.” Maybe they’d lost track of time and forgot to put on the front light. Maybe they were out of the habit since they’d been on their trip, and she hadn’t lived here in so long. Nonetheless, she unfastened the strap on her holster.

      “Jesus,” he said under his breath, killing the headlights and reaching behind the seat for the rifle he always kept there.

      “No, you go and get the sheriff,” she said, knowing even as she said it what his response would be.

      “I’ll call, but you’re not going into that house alone.”

      Her stomach squeezed as she imagined what she might find. She shook the image out of her head. She couldn’t get emotional, had to be tough, focused. Because if her parents were in there, she was going to get them out, safe and sound.

      She waited long enough for Erich to make the phone call, then unholstered her gun and held it in front of her. “You do as I say, got it? I’m trained, you’re not. I won’t have you getting hurt.”

      It was her cop voice but she was pretty sure he wasn’t getting turned on this time. He nodded, and followed her out of the truck, closing the door quietly.

      Grateful for the snow to quiet their footsteps, she led the way up the pebbled sidewalk,. She tested the front door and found it unlocked. Since it was dark, she felt around, and found a divot in the wood that meant forced entry. She signaled to Erich to go in low, and she pushed the door open.

      She braced herself for the scent of blood, but thank God, didn’t smell it. So she listened, tried to hear where they could be in the house. In the back, like she suspected? She toed off her boots and bent to muffle the heels as she set them on the wooden floor.

      She crept through the house, her back to the wall, gun at the ready. She couldn’t risk distraction, so trusted that Erich would be smart and follow her lead.

      At the door to the closed-in porch, she stopped. The twinkling of the lights on the Christmas tree in the corner were at odds with the sight she came upon. Her mother was on the edge of the ottoman, hands folded between her knees, shoulders tight. Her father sat with his back to her, at an angle in his chair, defensive. As she edged closer, she saw Manuel facing the hall, an automatic pistol in both hands. Ice ran through her veins. Her parents in danger, because of her.

      She couldn’t freeze. Couldn’t afford to. But she hadn’t fired her gun since that night. She wished to hell she’d taken Erich up on his offer to shoot it the other day. Now her palms sweated on the grip, her finger trembled as she slid off the safety. Then Erich stepped into her line of sight, and Manuel moved, lunging for her mother, clearly determined to use her as a shield.

      Aubrey let training take over, and she fired through the glass door, sending Manuel reeling, her mother ducking. She was vaguely aware of her father launching himself from his chair to cover her mother as Aubrey pushed through the shattered door, clearing the room to see if Manuel’s partner was hiding in the shadows before turning her focus on the man on the floor, writhing in pain from the gunshot wound to his shoulder. She kicked his gun so it skittered across the stone floor away from him.

      “Cover him,” she said to Erich as she bent to pat him down. She discovered a knife and another gun in his boot before she rolled him onto his stomach and cuffed his hands behind his back. He howled in pain, cursing at her in Spanish.

      “You think you can fuck with my family and walk away?” Aubrey countered, flipping him back over.

      “Aubrey!” her mother gasped.

      Aubrey ignored her mother’s outrage at her language. “Where’s your friend?”

      The smile Manuel gave her was chilling and she bounded to her feet. “Watch him, watch them,” she ordered Erich. “Be alert.”

      The rest of the house was dark and quiet, but the gunshot would have alerted Manuel’s partner to her presence. Where would he be? Upstairs, going through their belongings? Outside waiting in the car? She hadn’t seen a car when she pulled up. What had been the plan?

      The butt of the rifle came out of nowhere. She brought up her arms to block it, but it glanced across her cheek, cracked against her wrist. Pain radiated up her arm, but she couldn’t give into it. She raised her gun toward the shadow of a man, but before she could fire, the deafening report of a rifle echoed through the foyer, and the shadow dropped.

      She pivoted to see Erich lower his gun, nostrils flaring.

      “I told you to stay with Lopez,” she snapped, holding her arm against her stomach as if that would stop the throbbing.

      “Your dad has it,” he said easily, crossing the foyer to flick on the light. The man on the floor moaned, and Erich breathed out a sigh of relief.

      Aubrey forced herself to join him, though each step jarred her wrist. The man was shot in the side, a through-and-through, and was bleeding all over her mother’s tile floor.

      “Call for a couple of ambulances, too,” she ordered Erich, too loud because her ears were ringing, and bent to staunch the flow of blood from the man’s side. Her own pain made her want to pass out, but she couldn’t let these men die, this man in particular. She didn’t want Erich to endure what she had. “Bring me towels in the meantime.”

      The smell of blood was overwhelming, so incongruous with the Christmasy scents of her mother’s house. She bit back bile and the wish for a drink.

      Her mother was the one who brought her towels and helped keep pressure on the wound while her father and Erich tended to Lopez. Finally, finally, sirens sounded in the distance. Aubrey wanted to let herself relax, but she had to keep it together and brief the sheriff. He listened quietly while Daryl the deputy guided Lopez to the patrol car and the paramedics tended the partner. Even though he never once looked at her arm, he nodded toward it as he turned to leave.

      “You need to get that looked at. Erich, get her to the emergency clinic before she passes out. I’ll take care of these two.”
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* * *

      She didn’t say anything as Erich drove her to the clinic on the outskirts of Cascade, her parents in the back seat behind them. No one spoke. He wondered where her mind was right now. He’d asked her a couple of times if she was okay, but she’d only snarled at him, so he wasn’t asking anymore.

      He sat in the waiting room of the limestone building alone, staring at the muted television mounted on the wall, playing one of those twenty-four hour news programs. Before she’d gone back, she insisted her parents be examined for any injuries or signs of stress. Her parents were released before she was, both healthy but tired, and her father asked if Erich could drive them home. He didn’t want to leave Aubrey, even though she’d held him at a distance when he tried to keep her company in the exam room.

      The trip to the ranch and back seemed interminable, though the Cavanaughs seemed grateful for his effort. Mrs. Cavanaugh looked ready to drop, and Erich wondered if the doctors had given her a sedative.

      He wondered if they’d give Aubrey one, and if she’d take it. He hoped she was sensible. She had to be in some pain.

      Dawn was breaking when he pulled into the clinic parking lot. He’d expected to find Aubrey waiting for him, but when he asked the nurse at the reception desk, she told him Aubrey had been released but had gone back into the hospital.

      His skin chilled. Only one place she could be.

      “Is the sheriff still here?”

      “Up on the third floor. One of the guys they brought in is in surgery.”

      His guy, likely, based on the bullet wound. He nodded and pushed away, heading toward the elevator.

      Just as he suspected, Aubrey sat in a low-backed padded chair in the darkened surgical waiting room, her head against the wall, her arm in a bright purple cast resting against her stomach, her eyes closed. He saw the sheriff down the hall, studying something on the wall. The older man nodded a greeting, but stayed where he was.

      Erich crossed the room to sit in the chair beside her and stretched his legs out in front of him.

      “You should go home and get some sleep. Sheriff Doherty will take me home,” she said without opening her eyes, or turning her head in his direction.

      “Nope.” He folded his hands over his stomach because he wanted nothing more that to reach for her, and knew she wouldn’t allow it, not right now.

      “You should have listened to me,” she said, her voice tight. “If you had listened to me, and stayed with Lopez, we wouldn’t be going through this right now.”

      He didn’t want to fight her. He was tired, she was tired and stressed, so he’d just let her go. “You needed help.”

      “I could have taken care of myself.”

      “But I was there, and you didn’t have to.”

      She opened her eyes then and sat forward in her chair. “And if this guy dies in there, you’ll have to live with that for the rest of your life? Do you want that?”

      He couldn’t help himself anymore. He curved his hand around the back of her head and looked into her eyes. “If it means that you’re safe, you’re damned straight. I’m glad I didn’t kill him, but if it meant protecting you, I’d shoot him through the heart.”

      Tears sheened her eyes and she closed them again, breaking his hold to sit back. “Trust me. It’s not worth it.”

      “You are,” he insisted. He took her good hand in his and was glad when she didn’t pull away.

      She was sleeping against his shoulder when the surgeon emerged from the operating room to give them the thumbs up. Only then would Aubrey let him take her to his place, where he tucked her in and went to work.

      But when he returned that night, all he found was a note.

      Erich,

      I’ve gone back to Houston with the prisoners. Don’t worry

      about me. Everything is going to be okay.

      I need to be home for Christmas.

      Aubrey.

      No “love,” no “dear,” no explanation of where she thought home would be. He crumpled the note and tossed it against the window.
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      Aubrey’s stomach tightened with each mile closer to Houston as she rode in the prisoner transport. She didn’t technically have to come to process Lopez and his partner, whose name was Mark Quintanilla. But this had been her case and she wanted to wrap it up.

      Then...

      Then, what? She felt no joy going back to Houston, to the job she’d worked so hard to advance in, the job she’d sacrificed so much for. Her tangled thoughts drifted again and again to the ranch, in particular Erich’s house, Erich’s bed, Erich.

      She would never change her life, her ambitions for a man the way her mother had. But suddenly those ambitions weren’t as important as love, as family, as having a life, a real life. Her mother had thrived in that life. Aubrey discovered she did, too.

      She’d spoken to Sheriff Doherty as they prepped the prisoners for transfer. His daughter would be taking her leave of absence soon, as her pregnancy advanced, and he’d have an opening in his department. He didn’t outright offer it to her, or even suggest it, but she was pretty sure that was the reason he’d brought up the topic.

      The idea was taking hold pretty solidly. She’d never thought she could picture herself settling down in Cascade, but after the Christmas festival and spending time with the sheriff, with her parents, with Erich...

      She knew it wouldn’t always be like that, that Christmas made people sentimental, made everything seem like a fantasy. But as they crossed into the Houston city limits with the two gang members in the car, stress squeezed her temples.

      And then walking into the precinct half an hour later, her stomach tightening at the stale odors of fast food and sweat and cynicism. God, she’d let that attitude take over her life the past few years. Was the damage permanent?

      Her fellow officers greeted her warily. Of course they would. The last time they’d seen her, she’d been in sorry shape. And then she’d been sent off like a weakling. She returned now in a position of strength, having wrapped up the case, returning with two prisoners.

      She realized, as she looked around at the other cops, though admittedly not her shift, but she had no real friends in the department. She’d seen the TV shows, of course, but in this department the competition was stiff, and she was a woman. This might be the twenty-first century, but some places remained a good ol’ boys club.

      She was pretty sure she didn’t want to fight it anymore.

      That was her mindset when she returned to her apartment, her quiet, Spartan little apartment that had absolutely nothing of her. Even her bedroom at the ranch had more personality. She’d put off hanging pictures—the few she had—thinking she’d get around to it. But she’d lived here eight months and never did much more here than change clothes.

      It was time for something new. And maybe that something new was the life she’d walked away from twelve years ago.
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* * *

      Christmas Eve, and no sign of Aubrey. Erich filed into the big limestone church with the high ceilings and elaborate altar for the midnight service. The scent of cedar mingled with candle wax and incense had always soothed him before. This year, it gagged him. There were three denominations in Cascade, so the tradition for people to attend midnight services at their respective churches, then everyone went to the VFW for a big community breakfast before heading home.

      Erich wished his cooking shift was this year so he would have something to do with his hands instead of twisting himself up over whether Aubrey was coming back. He hadn’t heard from her, and he didn’t think her parents, who sat in the pew in front of him, had, either. She’d been gone three days. He didn’t know, maybe it took longer than that to wrap up a case, but it was Christmas, and damn, they had a lot to celebrate. He would never in his life forget the sight of her shooting Lopez, never forget the sound of her arm breaking when Quintanilla cracked his rifle butt against her.

      And she’d thought he could stay still and let her face the danger alone.

      He rubbed his eyes until he saw stars, as if he could erase that memory.

      “Hey,” Deke greeted, a little shaky on his crutches in the aisle with milling people. “Got room for one more here?”

      Erich did, but had fantasized it would be Aubrey coming up to sit with him, not a broken rodeo man. Still, he scooted over and made space for his friend.

      The service started, voices lifting around him in Christmas carols. He’d envisioned this night so differently, with Aubrey beside him, her hand in his. He might even have the courage to sing in front of her.

      The minister took the podium after the song, and motioned for everyone to sit as he began the service, asking everyone to bow their heads.

      At the back of the church, the big door creaked open. A tingling of awareness went through him, and he turned to see Aubrey coming up the aisle. His pulse kicked up and he wanted to make room for her, but the row was packed.

      She looked so damned tired, and hurting, her casted arm tucked tightly against her belly. She gave him a small wave and a half-smile—not the greeting he’d hoped for—and slipped into the pew next to Sheriff Doherty and his family, slightly behind him to the left. Deke nudged him and he grunted back. Erich knew he should be paying attention to the service, but he couldn’t stop watching Aubrey with the sheriff. She leaned over and spoke to him, low, then watched his face. The older man frowned, then his face relaxed and he nodded, then patted her on her good arm. Police business? But why couldn’t she wait until after the service to talk to him?

      He turned back to the minister, only glancing over his shoulder occasionally, but anxious for the service to end.

      When it did end, the crowd swarmed for the door, eager to get to the community breakfast. Erich stayed where he was because Deke waited for the crowd to thin before he risked walking out on his crutches. Erick watched Aubrey move through the crowd like a fish swimming upstream. His hopes sank when she passed him to greet her parents. She held onto her mother’s arms and said something, and Erich wished he could read lips. Aubrey’s face had softened, brightened, and she looked more like the young girl he’d fallen for. Her mother gave a cry and pulled Aubrey close, then her father wrapped both women in his arms and guided them out of the church.

      Erich’s stomach dipped as he watched her go. So he wasn’t as important to her as he thought. He was ready to skip the breakfast and head home.

      Then she turned her head and winked at him over her father’s shoulder.

      He followed at a distance as they walked into the VFW hall, past the wide Christmas tree decorated by the kids of the town, with paper chains and glittery ornaments. Instead of lining up for breakfast, she sat with her family at one of the long plastic tables set up in the hall and decorated with poinsettias and garland. Erich didn’t follow. As much as he wanted to know what was going on, he knew she needed to be the one to make the move. He wasn’t going to push himself into her life.

      He and Deke stood in line behind Glory Aberdeen, who was a couple of years behind him in school, and single. She wasn’t above a little flirting, and he smiled to be polite, though his attention was on Aubrey.

      “Shame to be alone on Christmas morning,” Glory was saying, and he snapped his attention back to her when she put her hand on his arm.

      Deke cleared his throat, and Erich turned with his full plate to see Aubrey standing in front of him, arms folded, brows lifted in amusement.

      “Where’ve you been?” he asked, a little irritated that she’d caught him unaware.

      “Takes a long time to pack with one hand.”

      He stiffened. “Going back to Houston?”

      She smiled at him, a serenity in her eyes that he’d never seen, not when she was a teenager, not these past few weeks. She put her hand on his arm. “Coming home.”

      If she’d stood in front of the room and done a tap dance, he wouldn’t have been more surprised. “Back to Cascade?”

      “The sheriff is going to need a new deputy when his daughter goes on maternity leave.”

      “And that’s something that you’d like?” he asked, battling back the hope that she might come back, might come to stay.

      “I asked for the position, which comes complete with handcuffs, I made sure. I’ll turn in my resignation to the HPD tomorrow, on one condition.”

      “One condition?” He edged closer, bending his head, no longer battling the hope when he saw the smile curve her lips.

      “That you’ll be around, see what comes up?”

      He shoved the plate at Deke and curved his hands over Aubrey’s hips, drawing her close. “What comes up?”

      She rose on her toes so her breath gusted against his lips. “You know, if I’ll be able to keep my cop voice in practice out here.”

      He wanted to kiss her, wanted to seal the deal, but he had one more question. “You think you’ll be happy going from rancher’s daughter to foreman’s woman?”

      She drew back a bit, eyebrows lifted. “I won’t be the foreman’s woman. I’ll be your woman.”

      Then she kissed him, arms tight around his neck, the best Christmas present he’d ever gotten.
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      SEAN

      “You don’t have to fuss over me,” I said, “seriously!”

      Liberty grunted and blew her curls from her forehead. “I’m not fussing,” she insisted, “I’m helping.” She adjusted the star on top of the tree again, until it was just right.

      “John wouldn’t want you up on that ladder. Not in your condition.” I helped her as she carefully climbed down, and then put her hand over her pregnant belly.

      “So don’t tell him,” she snapped. “Geez! All you guys do is get me in trouble these days!”

      I laughed. “You don’t need any help getting in trouble. You’ve been in trouble with John since the day you met him.”

      “Ha-ha,” Liberty said. She eased her way onto my new couch. She was nine months pregnant, but she hadn’t let the baby slow her down at all.

      Much to the chagrin of John Carter Quinn—Liberty’s husband and my boss.

      “So…are you okay? Really?” she asked, watching my face. “The holidays can be a tough time…”

      “I told you—I’m fine. I’m happy to be here.” Still, I balled my hands into fists as I regarded the tree. This was going to be my first Christmas alone since things fell apart with Megan. Liberty was all over me, making sure I was settled in my new house and not moping.

      I wasn’t moping. I was too busy balling my fists.

      She kept rubbing her belly. “We’re happy to have you here. It’s really becoming a compound now, huh?”

      “One big happy family.” I looked out at the grounds, which held the big house where John, Liberty and John’s dad, Ian, lived. Across the field was the house that Meredith and Matthew had moved into, and on the other side in the distance were the barracks, where our team lived while we trained in between assignments.

      “Will you come to dinner?” she asked. I reached over and helped her up.

      “Aren’t you getting tired of company?”

      “Never,” she said, and grinned at me. She tossed her curls over her shoulder and waddled toward the door. “I have to get going. I’m meeting Ian to go over some last minute stuff in the nursery.”

      “I’ll see you tonight. Can I bring anything? Dessert?”

      “Just your handsome self.” She flashed that grin once more and was gone. I watched her walk slowly across the grounds, laughing to myself. Liberty was younger than me, but she was like a mom already. She was always fussing over me and the other guys, making sure that we had what we needed and felt the comforts from home even when we were on a job.

      Since Megan and I were done, I’d decided to take up residence with my crew. I’d grown up right down the street. Warwick, Rhode Island, was home—always had been. I looked at the Christmas tree again. It was good to be home, it really was. But somehow, I just had to get used to being alone again.
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* * *

      CHARLOTTE

      “What do you mean, we’re out of cranberries?” It was a question, but it came out like a holler.

      Riley put her hands on her hips, dusting her apron with flour. “I mean, we’re out of cranberries.” She narrowed her eyes at me. “What the hell else could I mean?”

      Grr. My sister sure had a way of getting under my skin. “Can you go get some, please?” I asked, making my voice fake-sugary sweet instead of yelling.

      She tilted her head and gave me a tight smile. “Sure.” Her tone was fake-nice and matched mine perfectly.

      We were probably going to kill each other by Christmas.

      I worked on the next batch of scones while she ran out to Luca’s Market, down in the center of town. Hopefully they had cranberries. If not, we were going to have to head to the big grocery store in the next town over. We’d get pushed back on our holiday-pie-making schedule. I loved the holidays because we were busy, but this was our first year and I wanted to knock it out of the park with our customers. I wanted the bakery to become part of their annual holiday tradition. I wanted everything to be perfect.

      I looked at the clock. After work ended in a few hours, I was going to take my dog out for a run to blow off some steam. Then I’d have a well-earned glass of wine by my fire and my Charlie-Brown-esque Christmas tree.

      Alone, I reminded myself. Well, yeah, but what else was new?

      The door jingled and I headed to the front of the bakery. It was just me and Riley, so when she was gone, I dealt with the customers and the baking. I watched the good-looking man come in and unzip his black puffer coat, and then I stopped dead. Oh to the h-e-l-l no.

      It was Sean. Sean Maines.

      I dropped down behind the counter so he couldn’t see me.

      “Hey…are you okay back there?” He peered over the counter while I berated myself for not wearing any makeup to work.

      “Um, I’m fine,” I said, wincing. “I just dropped something.” My dignity. I just dropped my dignity down here, don’t you worry about little old me.

      “Do you want some help?” He sounded nicer than he should, seeing as I’d broken his heart and all.

      Ten years ago, when you were just a kid, I reminded myself. Sheesh. Get over it.

      But it seemed like only yesterday that I’d said goodbye to him, now that he was standing in my bakery, all tall and handsome. I rose slowly, my heart thudding in my chest. I forced myself to smile at him politely. “Can I help you?”

      Realization dawned in his big brown eyes. “Charlotte?”

      “Sean?” I tried to sound surprised, but we could both tell I wasn’t.

      “I didn’t know you worked here.” The freckles across his nose were just as adorable as I remembered, but his face was more handsome now, like he’d grown into his looks. I tried not to stare.

      “I do…actually, my sister and I own the place.” I heard the note of pride in my voice. “That’s why it’s called Charley’s—it’s a combination of Charlotte and Riley. We opened in October.”

      “That’s awesome!” He sounded genuinely happy for me. “I haven’t been in here yet. I remember your cookies. I’m sure business is booming.”

      Sean had always loved my cookies. “Aw…thanks. We’re doing well.” The bakery had been successful so far, and my sister and I were thrilled.

      He cocked his head to the side, his gaze trailing over me with curiosity. “I’m kind of surprised you moved back—but I heard about your Dad…I’m really sorry. And I’m sorry I didn’t make it to the service. I was working out of town.”

      “It’s okay, but thank you.” I was oddly touched at the apology. “But Riley and I moved back because we figured Mom shouldn’t be all alone.”

      “That’s nice. She doing okay?”

      I nodded. “She’s fine. She just drives us crazy—not that that’s anything different.”

      “I get it!” Sean said. “My parents drive me nuts, too. It’s like I’m still fifteen, and they think they can still ground me.”

      He smiled and my heart fisted. Oh, for the love of God. You’re not in high school anymore. “You back in town to visit them?”

      “No—I live here. My work’s based here. I see my parents all the time.”

      He kept smiling at me, and I swallowed hard. In spite of my better judgment, my gaze flicked to his left hand. He wasn’t wearing a wedding band, but I’d heard he’d gotten married a while back. Just another reason to curse social media—you couldn’t get away from any news anymore, not even about people you wanted to leave squarely in your past.

      So you could imagine that maybe they were still pining for you.

      “You live here with your…family?” I asked. Wanting to be nosy but not wanting to be obvious, I settled for awkward.

      “No…” His voice trailed off and I noticed he had dark circles under his eyes. “I just built a house. I live there alone. I just got divorced, actually.”

      “Oh. Sorry.”

      He shook his head. “It’s okay. What about you? I haven’t been back to a reunion and I don’t do Twitter, so tell me what’s new.”

      I shrugged. “Same old, same old. Riley and I both decided to move back this summer. I’d been out in California for a while, but…that didn’t work out. I figured that with my Dad and all, it was time to come back home.”

      “Well, it’s nice to see you.” His eyes met mine and I felt that old familiar pull. Ten years later, I still felt my knees buckle a little.

      Jesus Charlotte, get a grip! “It’s nice to see you, too. Can I help you with something?” For some reason, that felt a little too flirty coming out of my mouth. “A baked good, I mean? Some coffee?”

      “I need a dessert for a dinner I’m going to tonight.” Sean’s gaze roamed the cakes and pies and my stomach, stupidly, fell a little. Recently divorced and going to a dinner. It sounded as if Sean was already in demand. “Do you have any of those cookies like you used to make?” he asked, hopefully.

      “Of course.” I smiled in spite of myself. The fact that he remembered my chocolate chip cookies, sprinkled with coconut, warmed my insides. “How many do you need?”

      “Um…” Sean appeared to count silently on his fingers. “There’s six of us, plus Matthew’s kids, but Liberty’s pregnant, so she’s eating for, like, five–”

      “Oh, I know Liberty!” I said, thinking of the beautiful pregnant woman who’d become one of my regular customers. “You should get her a vanilla cupcake with cream-cheese frosting—those are her favorite.”

      Sean laughed. “Sold. I’ll take six of those. She’s seriously eating like crazy. And then enough cookies for the rest of us.”

      “Got it.” I started to box everything up. “So, how do you know Liberty? She seems really nice.”

      “She’s great—she’s married to my boss. I’ve worked for him for years. I just built my house on their property, down by the beach.”

      I taped the box shut. “What type of work is that—construction?” Sean looked pretty big, as if he either worked manual labor or lived at the gym. Or both.

      He shrugged a little. “Something like that. We definitely work with our hands.” He took out his wallet and handed over his card. “I’m excited about these cookies. I don’t know if I can wait for dinner. I seriously missed them.”

      “Aw. You’re sweet.” The words tumbled out of my mouth before I could stop them. I wanted to be friendly, but not too friendly. I didn’t want him to think I was playing some sort of game.

      Sean’s gaze held mine as I handed him the card back. “It’s nice to see you, Charlotte. I’m really happy for you about this place.”

      “Thanks. That means a lot.” I nodded at him and handed him the box. “Tell Liberty I said hi!”

      “Will do.” He gave me another knee-wobble-inducing smile before he went back out into the cold.

      And I was left staring at the steam covering the inside of my windows, alone with just my memories and regrets from a long time ago.
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      SEAN

      “Charlotte from the bakery says hi,” I said, putting down a cupcake in front of Liberty.

      “Oh,” she said, “my favorite!” She eagerly grabbed a fork and scraped a large amount of frosting onto the tines. “I love Charlotte. That bakery’s the best thing that’s ever happened to me.”

      “Hey,” John said, looking wounded, “I thought that was me!”

      Liberty patted her husband’s hand. “That is you, babe. But Charley’s Bakery is the best food-related thing that’s ever happened to me.” She put her hand over her belly. “The baby seriously loves this frosting.”

      “I’d never been there before. When did they open?” I asked, making sure my voice was neutral.

      “October—you guys were out on assignment then. Charlotte and her sister own the place. They’re awesome. I’ve ordered about a dozen pies from them for Christmas. And cookies.”

      “They have the best cookies,” I agreed, and took a bite of one. Heaven. “These haven’t changed at all.” And neither has Charlotte. She was still seriously hot.

      Liberty arched an eyebrow at me and I cursed myself. “I thought you said you’d never been to the bakery before?” If it was something personal—especially if it was something personal that you wanted to keep to yourself—Liberty wanted to know about it.

      I swallowed a bite of cookie, inwardly groaning. “That’s right. But I knew Charlotte back in high school—she grew up here, too. I’ve had her cookies before.”

      Matthew leaned forward. “Have you, now?”

      I ignored his juvenile taunt while Liberty’s eyebrow stayed up. “Were you two friends?” she asked.

      I shrugged. “Sort of.”

      Now the rest of them were staring at me, too. John, Ian, Matthew, his wife Meredith and their two little kids. Our one big happy family loved to gossip and this was the first time in months I’d mentioned something that involved an actual female.

      “Sort of…how?” Matthew asked. He leaned over the table and swiped my cookie away with his big meat paw of a hand.

      “Hey!” I grabbed another one and carefully guarded it against my chest. “It was no big deal. We just used to hang out.”

      “Vertically or horizontally?” Matthew asked, a wicked gleam in his eye.

      “Matthew!” Liberty and Meredith said in unison. But they quickly turned back to me.

      “So?” Liberty asked. “Which one was it—vertical or horizontal?”

      I shrugged. “A little of both.”

      Matthew whooped. “I knew it!”

      “Enough,” I warned.

      Matthew stuffed the cookie into his mouth and a look of ecstasy crossed his face. “Oh my God, this is good. You might have to get friendly with her again. We need these on a regular basis.”

      “Or, you could just go to the bakery and buy some,” I said. “Crazy idea.”

      Matthew cocked an eyebrow. “I don’t want to say too much in front of the kids”—he put his hands over his daughter’s ears and Meredith did the same with their son—”but it might do you good to spend some horizontal time with your old friend. Seriously, dude. You’ve been kind of a buzzkill lately.”

      Matthew was my best friend, but he was sort of an asshole sometimes. “Thanks for the advice, dude.” I stood and pushed my chair back. “I gotta go. Thanks for dinner, Liberty.”

      “Thanks for the cupcake.”

      “Don’t be mad at me,” Matthew called, “or I’ll have to punch you!”

      I laughed in spite of myself as I headed back to my house. A thin layer of snow dusted the grounds. My boots crunched over the frozen grass as I walked, examining the contrast of bright green and white beneath my feet. Growing up in New England, I loved all the seasons, especially winter. I loved the feel of the cold air biting my face, then having a warm fire greet me inside.

      And Christmas. I’d always loved Christmas.

      I opened the door and was happy to be greeted by the smell of pine. I plugged the tree lights in and then went around turned on electric candle lights in all the windows. I started a fire in the fireplace, and then grabbed a beer. I stood and looked at my nice new house with all the pretty lights on. It was great. I loved it.

      Too bad I had no one to share it with.

      It’s not like I missed Megan. She’d sort of made that impossible when I caught her in bed with one of her co-workers, a guy I’d known for years. Blech. In an effort to erase that image from my mind, I had another large swallow of beer. Then I thought about seeing Charlotte earlier today. She’d literally been the last person I’d expected to find behind that counter. She’d moved away years ago, when she’d gone off to college and never come back. I’d heard about her from time to time—that she was traveling in South America, that she was waiting tables in Wyoming, that she’d moved to Northern California. She was always the adventurous type. I never pictured her moving back home.

      But I guess she was an adult now, too. Her dad had died and she felt like she needed to be here for her mom.

      Being an adult sucked pretty hard. If I’d had the balls to talk to her some more, we probably could have commiserated about that. But balls aside, it was good to see her today—even though it’d been awkward. I missed that brown hair of hers, the dimples in her cheeks when she smiled. Charlotte was beautiful, and she was funny, but I needed to keep my distance. I had royally fucked it up with her back in the day.

      She was a senior and I’d graduated the year before. I’d been working for my dad commercial fishing. Charlotte was about to graduate and head to college, and I couldn’t stand it. So I asked her to stay. Begged her, if I remembered correctly. Cried like a baby when she’d said no. And then she’d gone off to her fancy liberal-arts college and left little old me behind, without so much as a postcard or a backward glance.

      So, while it was great to see Charlotte and know that she was doing well, it was also a kick in the balls. I needed to stay away from her so my ego didn’t take even more of a beating.

      I took another swig of beer and regarded the Christmas lights. I usually loved Christmas, but this year it was New Year’s I was looking forward to.

      I was so over this year.

      [image: ]
* * *

      CHARLOTTE

      “Why didn’t you tell me Sean Maines still lived here?” I asked my mother accusatorily.

      She blew on her hot chocolate as Bing Crosby’s “White Christmas” played in the background. “I thought you knew.”

      “How would I know that?”

      “Um,” my mother said, furrowing her brow, “Twitter? Snapchat? Whatever you kids use these days instead of the phone?”

      “How do you know what Snapchat is?” I asked, baffled.

      She shrugged. “I read the news. I don’t live under a rock—unlike you apparently do, dear. Yes, Sean Maines lives here. He has for years. Works for that private security group run by the billionaire.”

      “What? What private security group? What billionaire?” I was starting to worry that Mom had put Sambuca in her hot chocolate.

      She sighed and patted the couch next to her until Gypsy, my dog, got the hint and jumped up beside her. “The Quinns—they live over at that big estate by the water. His name’s John, I think. Married some girl half his age. He has a bunch of ex-military guys living over there and they do some sort of security work. Bodyguards, or something. Or so the gossip mill says.”

      “And Sean does…that?” I’d thought he was some sort of construction worker, or was still fishing with his dad.

      “Yes. He ended up going to some technical institute for computer science and graduated. He’s worked with them forever. Done quite well for himself, as I understand it.”

      “Why didn’t you ever tell me that?” I asked. I always figured Sean never went to school…

      “You never asked. And it’s not like you were nice to him when you broke his heart and left town.”  My mother shrugged. “Why are you asking, anyway? Did you see him?”

      I nodded. “He came into the bakery. He seemed good…except he said he just got divorced.”

      My mother tsked. “Well that’s a shame. Sean always was a nice boy—not that you ever let that impress you.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” I motioned for Gypsy to come sit by me, but he didn’t budge as my mother scratched behind his ears. Traitor.

      “It means, he was the nicest boy you ever went out with. And you broke his heart and never thought twice about it, because you were so fancy that you had to run off to Smith and major in Women’s Studies. And you’ve only been out with jerks and losers ever since.”

      “Mom!”

      She looked at me innocently. “Well, it’s true, honey. Who’s going to tell you if I don’t?”

      “Me! I’ll tell her!” My sister bounded into the room and dropped onto the couch next to me. She looked comfortable and stylish, her hair in a braid, wearing a colorful plaid button-down shirt. She grinned at me over her mug. “You’ve only been out with jerks and losers ever since Sean. And a dude with a man-bun, who was also a jerk and a loser.”

      “You don’t have much room to talk,” I mumbled.

      “I only went out with one loser. And I married him, and then promptly divorced him. You’ve been out with plenty and you’ve never even been engaged. So I still think I’m doing better than you.”

      “Some logic,” I said under my breath.

      “Maybe you should go out with Sean,” my mother said to my sister, “he just got divorced.”

      “Really?” Riley asked brightly.

      I gave her a filthy look and she laughed. “Just kidding. He was yours first. I’m really not into the whole ‘all in the family’ thing,” she joked.

      That made me feel better. Not that I cared—not really, anyway.

      “I’m just teasing, honey,” my mother said to me, her voice gentle. “I just wish both of my girls could meet nice men and settle down.”

      “And give you grandchildren,” Riley and I said in unison.

      “And give me grandchildren,” my mother agreed. “That’s all I want for Christmas one of these years—a grandchild to spoil! Is that too much to ask?”

      “Probably,” I said.

      “Prospects are pretty grim,” my sister agreed.

      My mother shook her head and regarded the soft lights of her Christmas tree, which she’d insisted on putting up the day after Thanksgiving. “You two better get working on it. I’m not getting any younger.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Have you heard from Chris again?” Riley asked me the next morning as we were warming up the ovens.

      “No. Thank God.”

      She shot me a worried look. “If you do, you should probably call the police.”

      “I don’t think I need to do that,” I said. I felt a pit in my stomach, the same thing I always felt when I thought about my ex-boyfriend. Chris had seemed perfectly nice when we’d started dating, but he’d gotten obsessive during the year we’d been together. If I went out after work with my friends, he would follow me. He checked the messages on my phone without my permission. He accused me of cheating, which was ridiculous.

      When I told him I wanted to take a break, Chris had gotten violent. He’d pinned me up against a wall, yelling and screaming and threatening. I’d been so scared I almost called the police. But he’d backed off, crying and saying he was sorry.

      Still, I’d gone back to my downtown apartment, packed up my clothes and called my landlord to break my lease. I quit my job and flew back to Rhode Island the next day. I’d been planning on moving home after my father died anyway; this was just the extra push I needed. I was so not messing around with an obsessive boyfriend. One of my best friends had been in an abusive relationship and I’d seen her go through hell. Maybe I’d been over-cautious running halfway across the country, but it didn’t matter.

      I’d rather be over-cautious and safely away from Mr. Douchepants, thank you very much.

      Obsessive Chris, aka Mr. Douchepants, had been calling me ever since. He’d been begging and pleading for me to come back. He hadn’t threatened me again but still, I just wanted him to leave me alone. He didn’t deserve another opportunity.

      “I don’t think I should call the police just because he’s having a hard time with the break up,” I explained to my sister.

      She shook her head. “I don’t like what he did to you. It creeps me out.”

      “I know—but he can’t do that to me from the other side of the country. I got away from him before anything really bad happened. I’m lucky I had my family to come home to.” I swallowed over a lump in my throat. I knew a lot of other people didn’t have the resources or support to get away from a bad relationship.

      “Just keep me posted,” Riley said. “I know you don’t like to talk about it.”

      “I just don’t want Mom to know what happened,” I said. “She’d get really upset.”

      Riley nodded. “So…speaking of things we’re keeping from Mom, how’d it really go with Sean yesterday?”

      “Fine.” I shrugged. “He looked good. Actually, he looked great.”

      “Was he the same? Still sweet?” Riley asked. She’d always liked Sean when I dated him in high school.

      “The same, still sweet, but…he was bigger. Manly.” Studly. “He looked like he’d been lifting some serious weight.”

      She arched an eyebrow. “Are you saying that he looked even better than he did before?”

      I kept my eyes on the dough I was kneading. “I guess.”

      Riley turned off her mixer and turned to me. “Spit it out.”

      “There’s nothing to spit out—”

      “If Sean Maines, of the hunky big shoulders and the piercing blue eyes, looks better than he did when he was nineteen, there is absolutely something to spit out,” Riley interrupted me.

      I sighed. “He looked great. He seemed pretty good…maybe a little sad that he just got a divorce. It didn’t seem like he wanted to talk about it.”

      “Maybe you should have coffee with him.” She grinned at me. “Help him out of his funk.”

      I started to throw the dough around. “That’s a dumb idea.”

      “And why is that?” Riley asked.

      “What do I say? ‘Sorry about your divorce, and by the way, sorry I broke up with you and never talked to you again? Even though you were my first all sorts of things?’” I snorted. “Yeah, that sounds like fun.”

      “Saying sorry isn’t the worst thing you can do in life,” she said.

      “If it just reminds Sean of what an asshole I was, it might be.”

      “Chicken,” Riley said.

      “Am not.”

      “Are so,” Riley said, and turned her mixer back on.

      Grr. I let myself be annoyed, but I wasn’t taking the bait. I couldn’t afford to. I’d learned the hard way that there wasn’t a nicer guy out there than Sean, but what I’d done to him could never be taken back.

      Youth really was wasted on the young. I’d had the perfect boyfriend, but I’d been too big for my britches to see that. …so fancy that you had to run off to Smith and major in Women’s Studies. And you’ve only been out with jerks and losers ever since. My mother’s words echoed in my head as I thought briefly of Chris and winced.

      Jerks and losers, indeed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          3

        

      

    
    
      SEAN

      It was snowing, and that was making it hard to see as I rounded mile four on my loop. Normally I liked to get my run out of the way first thing in the morning, but we’d had a briefing earlier and I didn’t have time.

      I headed down Main Street, heading back toward the compound, when I saw a woman out running with her dog. “Hey!” I called. It was Charlotte, with a beanie pulled over her head and her cheeks flushed.

      “Hey!” she said, jogging over toward me and stopping. She caught her breath while her dog sniffed me. “This is Gypsy. Gypsy, this is Sean.”

      I scratched the hound behind his ears and he grunted in satisfaction. “He’s a creampuff,” I said.

      Charlotte laughed. “I know. He never barks. He’s not exactly a guard dog.”

      “I didn’t know you were a runner,” I said. “Last I remembered, the only time you ever ran was to the mall when there was a sale.”

      “Ha-ha,” Charlotte said, but then she shrugged. “Well, that’s actually true. But I grew up, I guess. Running makes me feel better—it helps me blow off steam. Plus, Gypsy likes it.” Her phone buzzed then and she removed her fleece mitten to grab it. “I gotta check this, in case it’s Riley.”

      But her face scrunched up when she checked the number and she didn’t answer the call. She shoved the phone back into the pocket of her vest.

      “Telemarketer?” I asked.

      Her face was pinched. “Something like that.”

      I hadn’t seen Charlotte in years, but I could still read her expressions. Right now they were showing strong signs of landing somewhere between pissed off and afraid. “Is there something wrong?”

      She shook her head. “Nothing I can’t handle.”

      I knew she was holding something back, but I let it go for now. “So… Do you want to have dinner with me tonight?” The words were out of my mouth before I could think them through. It just seemed like a natural thing to ask. And it would have been, if she hadn’t been my ex-girlfriend, who’d broken my heart and stomped on it so many years ago.

      Charlotte opened her mouth and then closed it. “Dinner?” she asked finally. It sounded like a foreign concept coming out of her mouth, like she’d never considered eating dinner before.

      I groaned inwardly. She so did not sound excited. “Yeah, dinner. Because it’s almost dinner time…and I was going to grab some takeout from La Familia Posto…and we could catch up,” I finished lamely. Oh, for the love of God. My capacity for suaveness around Charlotte had not evolved at all.

      “Oh, uh… Okay.” She sounded as if we’d made an appointment to extract several of her teeth.

      “If tonight’s not good, no problem. I just thought—”

      “No, I’d love to. Really.” She looked down at her running tights. “I’m just kind of sweaty.”

      I nodded, snapping out of it and into action like the good mercenary I was. “Go home and take a quick shower—I’ll pick up the food. Do you and Gypsy want to meet me in an hour at my house? It’s over on the Quinn property.”

      “Okay.”

      “Do you still not eat meat?” I asked.

      She shook her head. “The pesto’s my favorite thing on the menu…”

      I smiled. “Got it. See you in a bit.” Remembering I had no car, I texted Matthew. Pick me up on Main in 15. Then I called and ordered dinner and ran over to Luca’s to pick up some red wine. I noticed, as I scanned the wine rack, that I was relatively calm. I wasn’t sweating and I wasn’t shaking.

      Maybe I was more suave then I thought.

      Matthew was idling his jeep by the time I got outside. He stuck his head out. “What am I, the hired help?”

      I shrugged and handed him the wine. “If you say so.” I headed down the road toward the restaurant.

      “Where are you going?” Matthew called.

      “To get dinner. One second.”

      “You better be getting something for me!” he yelled.

      I wasn’t going to, and he wasn’t going to let me live this all down, but I needed a ride and Matthew was always there when I needed him. I paid for the takeout, grabbed the bag and headed back down the sidewalk.

      “La Familia? You shouldn’t have.” Matthew beamed at me as he the threw the jeep into drive. He started his windshield wipers to clear the thin dusting of snow.

      “I didn’t—I mean I did, but it’s not for you.” I clutched the paper bag to my chest, worried he would try to pry it from me.

      “Then who the hell is it for? Your other best friend, who isn’t giving you a ride home?”

      I didn’t want to tell him, but he’d find out anyway. “It’s for Charlotte. From the bakery.”

      “Horizontal Charlotte from high school?” Matthew did a fist pump as he maneuvered through the falling flakes. “Woo hoo!”

      “Shut up,” I moaned. “She’s vertical Charlotte now. And we’re just catching up.”

      Matthew nodded as he pulled up the drive to the estate’s gate, which was metal with a big star emblazoned on the middle. “As your friend, I feel it’s my duty to tell you something.” He punched in the code and the gate swung open.

      I rolled my eyes, bracing for it. “What’s that?”

      “You’ve been seriously grim since things went south with Megan. I know what she did sucked, but you’ve had some time now. You need to lighten up and have some fun. Clean the slate, dude. Get horizontal with someone new.”

      I groaned as he pulled up outside of my house. “You’re so romantic, Matthew.”

      “Hey.” He looked at me as I climbed out of the car. “There’s always time for romance. But you need to start somewhere. Seriously.”

      I grabbed the wine. “Thanks for the ride. I’d say thank you for the advice, but…”

      “But you’re too proud. I get it.” Matthew grinned at me. “Have fun tonight, even if it’s vertical—it won’t kill you, I promise. And save me some cookies!” He peeled off down the drive, snow and gravel flying underneath his over-sized tires.

      I laughed to myself as I went into the quiet house. Matthew drove me nuts, but he also cracked me up. I set the food down, opened up the wine to breathe and turned on all the Christmas lights. I started a fire, then took a quick shower, brushed my teeth and used mouthwash…because…because…

      I looked at myself in the bathroom mirror. I knew full well why I was using mouthwash, but I needed to remind myself of a few things. Charlotte was going to be a friend, I hoped, but that was it. It’d been months since my divorce was finalized, but I was still raw. And Charlotte broke your heart, dude, back in the day. As a kid, that break-up had crushed me—I had to be careful about letting my feelings for her resurface. So use mouthwash if you must, but stay sane, my friend. I said that to myself in the “Dos Equis”-commercial-guy voice; I needed to keep a sense of humor.

      Because bitches be crazy. At least, the ones I seemed to fall for.

      The doorbell rang two minutes later and Charlotte and a wet-pawed Gypsy came in. She grabbed the hound gently by the collar. “I gotta wipe your paws, buddy! Sean has nice clean floors!”

      I got paper towels and sat on the floor with Gypsy, drying his paws. He laid down obediently and let me clean him. He had beautiful reddish-brown fur. “What kind of dog are you, anyway?”

      “He’s a Viszla,” Charlotte answered for him. “A type of bird dog. He’s very fancy.”

      “Yes he is.” I scratched him behind his ears and stood up. “How old is the handsome guy?”

      She smiled at me, her dimples showing, and my stomach flipped. Stupid stomach. “He’s six. He’s my longest relationship.”

      I patted Gypsy on the head. “He seems easy to get along with.” I took Charlotte’s coat and noticed that she’d put on a snug black sweater and some makeup. Damn. She’d only gotten prettier in ten years, which didn’t seem fair.

      “He’s easy to live with. He just wants food, water, to go for a run and put his head in my lap at the end of the day. If only every relationship was that easy,” Charlotte joked. She looked around the house. “This is beautiful, Sean. Wow. Is everything brand new?”

      I nodded. “Yep. I just finished it this summer. It’s nice to have something…all my own.”

      “I totally get it. Riley wanted me to move in with her and Mom, but I couldn’t hack it. I had to have my own place.”

      I held up my hands. “I remember how independent you are.”

      She shrugged. “You don’t have to say it like it’s a bad thing.”

      “I’m not.” I smiled and motioned for her to follow me into the kitchen. “Let’s have some wine and get all of the awkwardness over with.”

      Charlotte laughed. “I figured we were going to have to do that.”

      “I know. It’s been a long time. We have a lot of awkwardness to cover.”

      She smiled. “In some ways it doesn’t seem like that long, though. Right? Although I’m sure there’s still a ton of awkwardness to cover.”

      “I know.” It had felt, since I’d seen her, like we’d picked right back up where we’d left off.  “I think it’s like that with friends from growing up. It’s like it’s been ten minutes, not ten years.” I watched her as I poured the wine, her long brown hair spilling over one shoulder, and felt a pull deep in my belly. Ugh. Down boy.

      “So…how’ve you been?” I asked.

      “Good. Sort of good. Sometimes, I’ve been good.” Her face flushed.

      I handed her a glass of wine and she relaxed, a little. “Um, can you go first? With answering the whole ‘how’ve-you-been’ thing?”

      I had a sip of Pinot, enjoying how the warmth slipped through me, enjoying that I was feeling something besides being uncomfortably attracted to Charlotte. “Sure. So I told you, I just got divorced…” Might as well get it out of the way.

      “What happened?”

      I had an unceremoniously large gulp of wine before I answered. “My wife cheated on me. With a dude I knew.” I shrugged, leaving out the part where I’d found them together in our old house, in my old bedroom. Ugh. I didn’t want to be pitied, but I also wanted to be honest. Divorce had never been part of my plan, but I just couldn’t stay with Megan after what she’d done.

      Charlotte’s mouth dropped open. “Well she’s crazy. To do that to a good guy like you.”

      “She is sort of crazy.” It’d taken me too long to figure it out, but it was true. Megan wasn’t ever going to be happy. Well…maybe she’d be happy with her new boyfriend. But I’d heard they’d already broken up and gotten back together twice. Like I said, bitches be crazy.

      Charlotte had a gulp of wine that rivaled mine. “Go ahead,” she said, “you can ask me anything.”

      “Why’s Gypsy your longest relationship? I’d like a relationship rundown, please.”

      “Since you last saw me?” She looked a little panicked.

      “Since I last saw you,” I said.

      “Oh, jeez…There was Freddie from college. He was a trust-fund baby, but he was also a hippie who wore the same pants every day. Like, every day. And patchouli. Lots and lots of patchouli.” She wrinkled her nose. “I thought he was nice, but he ended up being sort of a jerk. He was rude to my Dad because he was a Republican it was just…bad. Nobody ended up liking him. Not even me.”

      Charlotte had another sip of wine. “Then there was Ian, who was a lying cheater who couldn’t keep his hands off other women…”

      “Gypsy’s looking better and better,” I said.

      She nodded and scratched his head. “And then there was Troy, but that didn’t last long, and then the last one was Chris. Chris was really a douche.”

      “How’s that?”

      She shook her head, looking troubled. “He was just obsessive-creepy. I broke up with him in California, but it’s like he can’t get the message, even though I’m on a different coast.”

      “He’s still calling you?”

      She nodded. “He called me earlier. And he texted me just before I came here.”

      “What did he say?”

      She had some more wine before she answered. “That he wanted to come see me for Christmas.”

      I had no right to be jealous, but I was. “And?”

      “And I told him absolutely not,” she said, her eyes crinkling as she shook her head. “Why the hell would I want to see him? I moved across the country just to get away from him!”

      “I thought you moved back because you didn’t want your mom to be alone.”

      “That’s right.” She jutted her chin out a little, which reminded me of when we used to fight and she’d be so stubborn. “But I also wanted to get away from Chris, aka Mr. Douchepants.” She laughed. “Sorry. That’s just what I’ve been calling him lately.”

      “I like it,” I said. “But I don’t like anything else about it. Did he…do anything to you? Hurt you?” My blood started to simmer in my veins as I pictured various scenarios. Charlotte hadn’t been mine in years, but the idea of some other guy treating her bad made me want to crack his face open. Even though I didn’t know what his face looked like.

      She shook her head, but she also wrapped her arms protectively over her chest. “No. But he just started to get weird towards the end—he was jealous, he was acting paranoid. And when I told him I wanted to take a break, he flipped out.”

      “And he’s still calling you, and saying he wants to see you,” I said.

      “Yeah. That pretty much sums it up.”

      I felt the muscle in my jaw pop. “I don’t like that.”

      She shrugged. “There’s nothing to like about it.”

      “I’m not going to let him do anything to you,” I said. The words were out of my mouth before I could think them through.

      “So not your problem, Sean.”

      But what if I wanted it to be my problem?

      “I’ll kick his ass,” I said. “Just saying.” And in that moment, I decided that’s what I was going to give myself for Christmas: I’d let myself open a can of whup-ass on Charlotte’s douche-y ex-boyfriend if the opportunity presented itself.

      Then 2016 could really go out with a bang.
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      CHARLOTTE

      “That’s really sweet, but I can take care of myself.” But as I watched Sean’s biceps popping underneath his thermal shirt, I had to admit that I was a little thrilled that he wanted to fight Chris for me.

      Because that was just so hot.

      Shut it, I mentally warned myself. The last thing I needed to do was drag Sean into my problems. He owed me nothing—worse than that, he owed me less than nothing, because I’d seriously been an asshole to him when we were younger. I was done with being someone who took and took and gave nothing in return.

      And the poor guy’s wife had cheated on him. Huh. Maybe I should go find her and beat her up, just to even things out...

      I willed myself to stop thinking such things. I really needed to get my Christmas spirit in order. Stop referring to people as douche-related items. Stop thinking about getting into a catfight for revenge purposes.

      Even if the intended recipients TOTALLY deserved it…

      Sean was setting out our food and he turned on a Christmas music station. “It’s really good to see you,” I said, sitting down across from him. “I’m sorry I just went off about…things. It’s just—”

      “—Really easy to talk to you,” Sean finished my sentence. “I feel the same way. I shouldn’t be threatening to beat up your ex, but it just seems so”—

      “—Like a thing you would do,” I finished for him, and smiled. “You always were a good guy. You always looked out for me. Sorry I was such a…jerk. Before. When I left.” I hadn’t intended on talking about before, but the words just tumbled out of my mouth. My stomach felt hot as I watched his face, waiting for a reaction.

      Sean’s eyes sparkled at me from across the table. “We were kids. And if I never told you before, I forgive you.”

      I just realized that until right then, I’d never said I was sorry. “Thank you. And we’re doing this way backwards, and ten years later, but I am sorry. I wasn’t ready to be in a serious relationship. I was petrified.”

      “I know.” Sean nodded and I wished vaguely that I could reach out and touch him the way I used to, run my hands across his slight-scruff. “I should never have pushed you like I did. I knew you weren’t ready. I was being selfish.”

      I shook my head. “You weren’t being selfish—you were just more mature than I was. I don’ think I finished adolescence until…” I pushed the food around on my plate. “Until six months ago when my Dad died. And since I opened my own business. So it’s taken me another whole decade since I last saw you to grow up.” I gave him a rueful smile.

      “Well, welcome to being an adult. It can suck sometimes, but at least you can stay up late and you can’t actually get grounded.” He paused for a beat. “Do you like running the bakery?” I could tell he was trying to steer the conversation back toward safer territory, and I appreciated the hell out of it.

      “I love it. It’s really hard running a small business, because you’re responsible for everything—ordering supplies, paying vendors, the taxes, the baking, the customer relationships—but I wouldn’t want it any other way. Because it’s my baby, and I wouldn’t trust anybody else to care about it the way that Riley and I do.”

      Sean beamed at me. “That’s awesome. I hope it’s a huge success.”

      “I just want to be able to do it for the rest of my life. I can’t imagine liking anything else better.” I smiled back at him, the wine and his support making me feel warm. “What about you? Who is this billionaire I hear you’re working for?”

      “It’s Liberty’s husband, John. He runs a private security company.” Sean jerked his thumb toward the window. “That’s their house over there. I’ve worked with John’s company for years.”

      “Wow. That’s some house, if you can even call it that.” I looked at the stately mansion further down the property and closer to the coast. “So you guys live together? Isn’t that unusual?”

      “Maybe. But I lived here before, over in the barracks with the rest of the guys, and it just seemed way nicer to have my own place. My best friend did the same thing. He built a house on the property so he can be with his wife and kids when we’re not out on assignment, but he’s here if we need to pull a team together quickly.”

      “So what is it you do, exactly?” Sean’s job sounded way more exciting than making pies, even though I seriously loved making pies.

      “We do private security work. Sometimes for the government, sometimes for regular people. We find people who are missing, we protect people, we…just sort of do things. Things that law enforcement might not be able to do.”

      “Is it dangerous?” I asked. I wasn’t sure why, but my heart was pounding in my chest.

      He shrugged. “Sometimes. But we’re all professionals. We have each other’s backs.”

      “Do you like it? I guess I always thought you’d end up fishing with your Dad…” Sean’s dad ran a commercial fishing business. He went out on the water even in the dead of winter, braving stormy seas and freezing winds. Sean had worked for him all through high school, and he’d been fishing when I’d left for school.

      “I love my job.” Sean’s eyes sparkled. “Fishing is great, but it wasn’t for me. I ended up going to WPI. I got a degree in computer science. I use it when we have to investigate people remotely.”

      “That sounds amazing.” Sean had always been smart. Still, I couldn’t believe that they boy I’d left ten years ago had turned into this amazing man. I hadn’t given him enough credit.

      I’d never given him enough credit.

      “So…” Sean’s eyes were still sparkling. “Why don’t you give me Mr. Douchepant’s info, and we’ll do a little digging? Make sure he hasn’t crossed any state lines?”

      “You can do that?”

      “Yeah.” Sean didn’t hesitate.

      I cocked my head at him. “You’d do that for me?”

      “Of course. And if he comes within ten feet of you, I’ll personally break his face. Now come on—let’s go sit on my couch, listen to Christmas music, fire up the laptop, and keep you safe.” He grinned at me and my stomach did a loop-de-loop.

      Being safe had never sounded so…sexy.

      [image: ]
* * *

      SEAN

      “So…” Charlotte was peering over my shoulder as I hacked into her ex-boyfriend’s accounts. “I feel like this is inappropriate. And illegal.”

      “It’s definitely illegal. As for inappropriate, I dunno.” I absentmindedly petted Gypsy behind the ears. Charlotte had been devastated that he’d jumped right onto my couch, but I was happy to have him here. Because I liked him, and because it meant that Charlotte was here. And even though I’d warned myself that I shouldn’t let my guard down around her, apparently my guard had taken the night off. Being back with her was just like old times, except it was better, because we were both mature adults.

      Who knew being a mature adult could be so sexy?

      Chris, her ex, did not appear to be a mature adult. He’d racked up several thousand dollars’ worth of credit card debt over the last few months, mostly due to purchases at GameStop. “He’s a gamer?” I asked her. “Not that there’s anything wrong with that…”

      “Yeah. And it’s fine, but not when you’re maxing out your credit cards to do it.”

      “I don’t see any plane tickets or car rentals, so that’s good,” I said. “I’ll keep an eye on him, if that’s okay with you. Let me know if he gets in touch again.”

      She smiled at me. “I guess it’s pretty nice to have a big, burly, helpful ex-boyfriend who works in security.”

      “Who’re you calling big and burly?” I asked, but I felt myself flushing from the compliment.

      “I think you know.” She stifled a yawn and looked at her watch. “Ugh, sorry I’m yawning. I have to go—we open at five a.m.”

      “I can drive you,” I offered.

      “I have my car. But thank you—for everything.” She patted my thigh and, as though I were still a crushed-out teenager, my skin felt hot where she’d touched me.

      “Okay.” We stood up and walked out, and that was where things got awkward again. Do I kiss her on the cheek? Do I hug her? I wanted to do both, but—

      “Thank you for inviting me over,” Charlotte said, pulling me in for a quick hug. “It was great to see you. It makes my heart happy that you’re doing so well.”

      “Thanks.” My face pressed against her hair, and just for a precious second, I could smell her, soap and shampoo and vanilla, maybe from all the baking.

      She pulled back and I walked her to her car, through the snow that was still lightly falling. “I forgot,” she said, handing me a white box from her passenger seat. “Cookies. And a cupcake for Liberty.”

      “She’ll appreciate it.” I patted Gypsy one last time as he hopped onto his blanket in the trunk of the station wagon. “Well…bye.”

      “Bye.” She smiled at me one last time, and then headed back down the drive.

      And I just stood there, getting covered in snow, as I watched the lights from her car disappear into the darkness.

      I don’t always fall hard for women, but when I do, I prefer them to be Charlotte.

      Ugh. I would laugh, but it was true. It was true, and it had only ever gotten me in trouble.
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      CHARLOTTE

      “So?” Riley asked.

      “So what?” I made sure I sounded nonchalant.

      “So how was your date, Charlotte?” my sister asked, throwing her hands up in exasperation.

      “It wasn’t a date.” I made sure to keep my back to her while I made the pie crusts, lest she see the blush I could feel creeping up my neck. “We just had dinner together.”

      “Was there wine?” she asked suspiciously.

      “Yes—we had Italian food, for Christ’s sake! Of course we had wine!”

      “Did you sit next to him on the couch and look at the Christmas tree?” she asked.

      “Maybe,” I admitted.

      “That’s totally a date.” Riley sounded triumphant.

      “Stop.” I wiped my bangs out of my face and could feel the flour I’d gotten on my forehead. “Sean’s only been divorced for a few months. I don’t think he’s really ready to date. And then there’s me.”

      “What about you?”

      “I don’t know.” I shrugged, feeling miserable. I’d had fun with Sean last night. Truth be told, I hadn’t wanted to leave. Not that I’d wanted to get physical with him, but it was just so nice to talk to him. Before we’d dated in high school, we’d been friends. He’d been my best friend, actually. And then I’d gone and ruined the whole thing.

      “Talk to me,” Riley said, her voice a warning, “or I’m telling Mom.”

      “Bite your tongue,” I said, my voice a warning. “Here’s the thing. I had…fun with him. I can’t remember the last time I had fun.”

      “Um…never?” Riley offered.

      “Ha-ha.” I shot her a dirty look. “He’s still a great guy. And he looks great. And he’s normal.” Who’d have guessed that normal was the new sexy?

      “And sexy,” Riley added.

      “Yes. He’s hot.” I groaned. There was no denying Sean’s handsome face or all those bulging muscles.

      “But you said the most important two things—he’s nice and he’s normal. Sexy is the frosting, girl.” I could hear the smile in her voice. “Sounds like we have a winner, ladies and gentlemen! Finally!”

      “No. We don’t.” I turned and looked at her. “You can’t say things like that. It’s never going to happen with me and Sean.”

      “And why the heck not?” Riley asked. She put her hands on her hips, looking as if she were ready for a fight, which knowing my sister, was exactly what she was gearing up for.

      “Because I already ruined it. A long time ago.”

      “You need to give yourself a break.” Her face softened. “You were just a kid. You didn’t know any better.” She went back to making frosting, pouring powdered sugar into the mixer.

      “But he did.” I shook my head. “Sean knew better, and I threw it away.”

      “What if he’s let all that go?” she asked. “What if he’s ready to move on?”

      “I hope he’s ready.” I nodded.

      “Then that settles it,” my sister said, sounding pleased with herself.

      “No—he definitely needs to move on—but not with me, Ri. I can’t trust myself. I mess up everything. Like you and Mom said, ever since Sean, I’ve only dated jerks and losers. I need to get my head on straight, and I don’t ever want to hurt him again. I’m just getting my life back on track. So’s Sean. I need to let him go.” I looked out the window and noticed it was snowing again, heavier this time.

      “Maybe it’s just the past you need to let go of,” Riley said.

      “Maybe.” My voice sounded despondent to my own ears. I wanted to let go of everything I’d done wrong, especially with Sean, but I also needed to learn from my mistakes. As a result, I wasn’t done with my past yet. I was just lucky that Sean had forgiven me. At some point, maybe I could learn to forgive myself.

      But not just yet.

      [image: ]
* * *

      SEAN

      “I just want to stop in here,” I told Matthew.

      He looked at the sign for Charley’s and raised his eyebrow. “I thought you said she already had a stalker.”

      I groaned. “I’m not stalking her. I just want to see if she needs a ride home.”

      “Fine. But going forward, you should probably dial it back a little.”

      I glared at him, thoroughly irritated. “I thought you wanted me to move forward. Clean the slate.”

      “Right. But that was last night. And it sounds like it went well,” Matthew said.

      “It did.”

      “So today, you gotta play it cool. You have to make her work for it, a little.” Matthew looked smug.

      “You’ve been married since you were practically a baby,” I said. “What the hell do you know about playing it cool?”

      “I’ve been reading Men’s Health,” he said, “they have all sorts of advice.”

      “Well, I don’t need their advice—or yours.” I groaned. “I’m just being a gentleman. You can’t help me with that.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” he called, as I headed down the sidewalk.

      “It means you chew with your mouth open and you bought Meredith grill utensils for her birthday.”

      “She loved them!”

      “She said she loved them. See the difference?”

      “No, I do not!” Matthew barked.

      I just shook my head and headed into the bakery. Riley was boxing up pastries and Charlotte was mopping the floor. “Hey,” I said. “Just wanted to stop in to see if you needed a ride home in the snow.” I felt my ears burning, thinking about what Matthew had said. I hoped I wasn’t being too desperate showing up here less than twenty-four hours after our dinner.

      “Hi!” Charlotte pushed a lock of hair behind her ear. “I have my car, so…” Her eyes brightened. “Actually, I was going to go for a run after work. Did you go yet?”

      “No,” I lied. I’d run seven miles that morning, but I suddenly felt like I needed more mileage.

      “Want to meet in the park in a half hour?”

      “I’d love to. By the way, hi Riley. Nice to see you.”

      Charlotte’s older sister grinned at me. “It’s nice to see you too, Sean. You’re looking good!”

      “Riley!” Charlotte hissed.

      Riley giggled as I held up my hands. “Don’t object on my account,” I said. “You’re looking good too, Riley. See you in a few, Char.”

      She nodded at me and I noticed that she was blushing. Which for some reason made me want to do a fist pump as I headed back outside to the jeep through the falling snow.

      “So?” Matthew asked, throwing the car into drive.

      “So…we’re going for a run.”

      Matthew had run with me earlier. His body started shaking with silent laughter. “You just couldn’t say no, huh?”

      I started to laugh, too. “Busted. Let’s hope she only wants to do three miles. Otherwise, I’m dead.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Five miles later, I could barely lift my thighs as we headed up the hill that led back to the park.

      “Am I going too fast?” Charlotte asked, in between puffs of breath. “I kind of thought you were going to kick my ass, but you’re dragging.”

      “I’m. Fine.” The words came out in between pants.

      She raised an eyebrow at me but didn’t say anything else. Thank goodness for Gypsy, who was currently pulling me up the hill as I held onto his leash for dear life.

      “Oh thank God,” I said as we reached the park. I promptly threw myself down in the snow.

      “Are you okay?” She peered down at me, her nose crinkling as she inspected me. “I thought you ran a lot.”

      “I do. I just don’t usually run twelve miles.”

      “We only ran five!”

      “Right, but I also ran seven with Matthew this morning,” I admitted.

      She chuckled. “So you just wanted to run with me, huh?”

      “Yeah, I did.”

      “Want to do it again tomorrow?” she asked.

      “I’d love to,” I said, and I meant it.

      And for once, maybe because I was too exhausted, I didn’t let myself think about why that was such a bad idea.

      Matthew was waiting for me when I got back to the house, sitting on my front steps with two beers.

      “Is one of those for me?” I asked, hopefully.

      “No—they’re for my other best friend,” Matthew joked.

      Still sore, I winced as I sat down beside him and took the IPA. “What’s up? You hiding from your wife and kids, or from John?”

      He took a swig of beer. “I wanted to talk to you. About life.”

      I rolled my eyes and drank some beer. “I’m listening. Even though I wish I wasn’t.”

      Matthew wagged a finger at me. “You’ve been through a lot. Megan was a total jerk and we all know that. But in the end, it was good that she showed her true colors. I never liked her, but that’s not an easy thing to tell a friend.”

      “You never liked her because she never liked you,” I reminded him.

      “She didn’t like me because I didn’t like her first…it was just like Buster. Did I ever tell you about my dog? Buster?”

      I shook my head and drank more beer. I had no idea where he was going with this.

      “Buster was my dog growing up and he liked everybody. You came into my house and said hi to him, he would roll over onto his back so you could scratch his belly. The dog didn’t have a mean bone in his body. Except when my dad’s business partner came over. Rick.”

      “Okay…” I drank more beer, hoping this was going to make sense at some point.

      “The only time Rick came over Buster went berserk, barking and growling at him. The dog pulled a nutty, going after Rick’s pant leg. Rick tried to kick him. He never came over the house again.” Matthew took a swig of beer. “Come to find out, Rick swindled my dad out of some money. He was a bad dude, and none of us knew it except for Buster. Buster saw it the whole time.”

      I scrubbed my hand across my face. Matthew was the best person to have with you in a fight, because he was built like a meat locker and was loyal to a fault, but sometimes when he talked I didn’t know what the hell he meant. “Is there a point to this?” I asked.

      “Yes. The point it, I’m like your Buster. I knew Megan was bad. You should let me meet Charlotte, so I can—”

      “Sniff her?” I interrupted.

      Matthew shrugged, appearing undeterred. “If she smells good, I’ll sniff her. But what I meant was, let me meet her so I can see if she’s cool or not. You don’t need any more drama this year. You need nice. You need fun. You need to get laid.”

      “Is the lecture over now?” I asked.

      Matthew nodded, pulling himself up and grabbing his beer. “For now. But you remember what I said: I’m your Buster. I promise to tell you the truth from here on out.”

      “Great,” I said, as I watched his jog down the lane to his house. I took another swig of beer. Matthew was family, and family was awesome, but family could get all up in your business like no other. “Just great.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          6

        

      

    
    
      CHARLOTTE

      Sean and I met every day after work that week and went for a run. And then he asked me to go to his company Christmas party.

      “You mean, like a date?” I asked. I blurted out the question before I could take it back.

      “Um.” It looked like Sean was biting his cheek. Hard. “No. Not like a date.”

      My stomach plummeted. “Oh.” I had absolutely zero idea what to say.

      “Ugh.” Sean blew out a deep breath. “I don’t know why I said that—well, yeah I do—it’s because I was backpedaling. But it’s not what I meant. What I meant was, yes, like a date.” He paused for a beat, his face reddening. “If you could stand it.”

      I punched him lightly on the shoulder. “Of course I could stand it. I don’t know why I asked you that—well, yeah I do. I wanted to know.” I felt a blush of my own start to creep up.

      “Is that a yes?” Sean sounded skeptical.

      “It was a hell yes,” I said, trying to make up for my initial lack of enthusiasm.

      Sean smiled and shrugged. “Okay, then. I’ll pick you up tomorrow at seven.”

      Flash forward to today, where Riley and I had closed up shop promptly at five, after we’d sent over the three dozen Christmas cookies that Liberty had ordered for the party. Then we’d proceeded to tear through the limited number of dresses in my closet.

      “Too big,” she said of the first one.

      “Too shiny,” she said, wrinkling her nose at the next one.

      “Just right,” she cooed over the third. “You look beautiful and it shows off your body. Sean’s gonna have a heart attack when he sees you.”

      “Stop!” I wailed. I tried on my heels with it and looked in the mirror. I sucked in a breath. “It’s a little tight…”

      “That’s why God made Spanx,” Riley said.

      I arched an eyebrow at her. “There is no way that God made Spanx. Maybe the devil did…” I wrestled the restricting undergarment up, pulled the dress back down and looked at myself in the mirror again. “Better. If only I could breathe.”

      “You look gorgeous,” Riley said, “and you don’t need the Spanx.”

      “They make me feel better. I mean, they don’t actually make me feel better—”

      “I get it,” she laughed. “Either way, you look beautiful.”

      I gave her a hug. “Thank you for helping. You know I’m a nervous wreck.”

      “I think it’s good for you,” she said, hugging me back. “But have fun. It’s a Christmas party. At a mansion. With Sean, of the big muscles and the nice smile.”

      Before I could swat her, my sister left me alone to take a shower and finish getting ready. I was, I realized as I applied my blush with shaky hands, completely petrified of being on an actual date with Sean. Because although we’d been running, and we’d had coffee, and we’d cyber-stalked my ex-boyfriend after dinner one night, everything had been just as friends. It’d been easy, and hanging out with him had been fun, and of course I’d been ogling his big muscles every chance I’d got, but there’d been no pressure.

      Now there was a push-up bra and Spanx. And lipstick. All of that felt like pressure.

      The doorbell rang and Gypsy, dozing on his bed, lifted his head. “Don’t worry, boy. I got it.” I grabbed my coat and opened the door.

      “Hey,” Sean said, stepping inside. And then his jaw dropped as he looked me up and down. “Wow.”

      “Is that…good?” I asked.

      “Of course it is,” he said immediately. “Jesus Charlotte, I’m sorry. I’m acting like an animal. What I meant to say was ‘Hi. You look lovely, as usual.’”

      “I was okay with wow,” I assured him.

      “Okay then,” he said. “You totally look wow.”

      “Thank you.” I grinned, feeling my nerves subside a little. “And you look handsome in a suit.”

      “Thank you.”

      We grinned at each other like a couple of teenagers, which was inappropriate, because we were old now. Still, I felt giddy as we said goodbye to Gypsy and locked up the house. I sat in Sean’s truck, admiring the Christmas lights from the passing houses.

      “Are there going to be a lot of people at this party?” I asked. I’d been totally focused on being nervous about seeing Sean, and now that we were together, I started to worry about making small talk with strangers.

      “Yeah…about fifty or so. Everyone’s nice. Plus, you made the cookies and everyone will love the cookies. Don’t sweat it.”

      “Okay.” But my jitters increased as we pulled through the gate and past Sean’s house to the enormous mansion where John and Liberty lived.

      Sean parked the car and reached over and squeezed my hand. “I’ve got your back,” he assured me. “Let’s just have fun.”

      We went into the house, greeted at the entrance by a smiling and very pregnant Liberty, wearing a black velvet dress, her curls cascading down her shoulders. A tall, gorgeous man had his arm protectively around her shoulder. “Charlotte!” she cried, trying to throw her arms around me but bumping me with her belly instead. “Ugh, I’m sorry. My whole body’s out of whack!”

      “You look beautiful,” I said, giving her a side hug. “You’re literally glowing. Thank you so much for having me.”

      “Are you kidding?” she asked, her blue eyes popping. “We’re so excited that you’re here with Sean! This is huge! It’s all we’ve been talking about—”

      “Liberty,” her husband interrupted her gently, “can I meet the poor girl before we launch into all the mortifying details?”

      “Oh,” she said and laughed, “sure. Charlotte, this is my husband, John. He’s such a guy. He doesn’t love mortifying details the way that I do.”

      “Pleasure to meet you,” John said warmly. “Please come in and feel free to hide from my wife. She’ll cross-examine you until midnight.” His eyes sparkled with warmth.

      “I heard that!” she said.

      He leaned over and kissed the top of her head. “Of course you did, babe. You hear everything.”

      Sean maneuvered me away from them and through the foyer, taking my coat. He hung it up as I ogled the enormous Christmas tree and the garland hanging tastefully around the grand room. “It’s so beautiful,” I whispered.

      “Wait till you see the living room,” he said. “How about some wine?”

      He offered his arm and I accepted it gratefully. Then a waiter came by with wine, and we met some more of his friends from work. And then I proceeded, against my better judgment, to have an incredibly good time.

      The wine, the incredible decorations and the fun Christmas music worked their magic on me. Soon, Sean and I were dancing to Michael Buble’s “Have Yourself a Merry Little Christmas” and I found myself putting my cheek on his shoulder, completely lost in the moment.

      Then a large hand clapped me on the back and I heard Sean groan. “This is Charlotte?” a voice boomed. I turned to find an enormous guy beaming at us, his wife rolling her eyes at his side. “She’s hot, dude!” he said to Sean.

      “Charlotte,” Sean groaned, “this is my best friend, Matthew. You have my standing apology for his behavior. You’re going to need it.”

      “Aw, c’mon.” Matthew turned to his pretty blonde wife, who was laughing and shaking her head. “You know you don’t have any competition, right babe? I’m just being supportive.”

      “It’s fine. You’re crazy, but it’s fine.” She turned and smiled at me. “I’m Meredith. Please forgive my husband—he’s just excited for Sean.” She turned back to him. “Right, babe?”

      “That’s right.” He grinned at her and pulled her into his arms, where they started dancing right next to us.

      “The dancefloor’s feeling crowded,” Sean said to Matthew, who wouldn’t stop grinning at us.

      “Aw, come on—don’t be a buzzkill,” Matthew said good-naturedly. “So…” Matthew said, continuing to talk through the music.

      “So?” Sean asked.

      “Charlotte, how do you know Sean?” he asked.

      I briefly looked at Sean for guidance, but he was just shaking his head at his friend. “Um…we dated in high school. Sean was my first boyfriend.”

      “Nice,” Matthew said, looking solemn. “And now?”

      “And now we’re dancing,” I said, smiling at him nervously.

      “How do you feel about that?” Matthew asked.

      I heard his wife groan. “Have you been reading Men’s Health again?” she asked suspiciously.

      He shot her a look and turned his attention back to me. I realized that Meredith and Sean were watching me, too.

      I smiled at them bravely. “I feel great about it.” It was the truth.

      Matthew nodded at me appreciatively. “Buster approves,” he told Sean.

      “Huh?” I asked, but Sean’s face was turning red and Matthew was laughing too hard to answer me. The song ended and Sean laced his fingers through mine, leading me away from his friends.

      “Where you going?” Matthew asked.

      “It’s nothing personal,” Sean called, “I just need to get my date a drink!”

      “I don’t need a drink,” I whispered to Sean as we headed toward the bar.

      “I know,” Sean whispered back, “but I just wanted to keep you to myself for a little while longer.”

      “Who’s Buster?” I asked.

      Sean groaned. “Matthew’s dog when he was little. Long story.”

      “I’ll hear it some other time, I guess.” I grinned at him, but then I noticed the time on a nearby stately grandfather clock. “I have to go soon—tomorrow’s going to be a busy day.”

      Sean held my hand and leveled his gaze on mine. “That’s a shame.”

      Electricity crackled between us and I blew out a shaky breath. “Sucks to be a responsible adult.”

      He smiled at me and brushed my lower lip with his finger. “No it doesn’t. I like you like this.”

      Heat spread through me as I stood underneath his gaze. “You’re right—it doesn’t suck,” I agreed, a little breathlessly. “And I like you like this, too.”

      We stood like that for a moment, with him leaning over me, as if I magnetic field was connecting us. There was certainly something holding us together; I wouldn’t have been able to tear myself away if I’d tried. I wished somewhat desperately that there was mistletoe above us so I had an objective excuse to launch myself at him.

      “I should get you home,” Sean said. Ever the gentleman, he took a step back.

      “Right.” I blew out a shaky breath. “Because we’re being responsible adults.”

      “Maybe it does suck. A little.” He smiled at me and my heart did a cartwheel.

      I smiled back. “I agree.”

      “Since when were you so agreeable?” Sean asked, lacing his fingers through mine and leading me back out to the foyer.

      Since I realized there wasn’t anybody better than you. “I figure, it’s Christmas. I should make an effort to be agreeable.” He helped me into my coat and we headed outside. The house looked amazing from the outside, all lit up. I could hear the ocean and felt the cold sting my cheeks. Sean squeezed my hand one last time as we looked at the house, standing together.

      And I realized, all at once, that I was happy.

      So I squeezed his hand back.
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      SEAN

      It was good that she had to go to work, I reminded myself as I lay in bed that night. Even though I wished she was with me. For some reason, sleep eluded me. Probably because I couldn’t stop thinking about her.

      After tossing and turning all night, I got up at the crack of dawn and threw on my running clothes. I wasn’t planning on running to the bakery, but that’s where I ended up—on Main Street, jogging down the sidewalk toward Charley’s, the sun just beginning to break over the horizon. I stopped, trying to catch my breath, wondering what the hell was up with me.

      I’d warned myself about this. About not getting too wrapped up too soon. I’d loved Charlotte when I was younger—really loved her. She was my first love. Nothing quite compared to that. And when she left me, nothing quite compared to that particular heartache. Not even what Megan had done.

      So here I was again, back at her doorstop. The more things changed, the more they stayed the same, I guess. But this time, we were adults. She’d grown up, too—I knew she had. Maybe with all the time that had passed, it was finally time for us…to figure out if there was time for us.

      There was only one way to find out. Taking a deep breath, I went into the bakery.

      Charlotte was behind the counter, dark circles under her eyes, looking pale. The way she looked was a sharp contrast to her vibrancy the night before “Hey?” I said. It came out sounding like a question.

      She gave me a tired smile, but it fell flat. “Hey.”

      I took a step toward her. “What’s the matter?”

      “Nothing.” She was clearly lying. “What’re you doing here?”

      I felt my cheeks start to flame, and not just from the four-mile run that had brought me to her door. “Uh…coffee. I went for a run and realized I needed a coffee.”

      She nodded and went and poured me one. She put it on the counter. “It’s on the house,” she said. Her face looked pinched and she wouldn’t look at me.

      “Thanks.” What the fuck?

      “Well, I have to get back to work now,” she said, nodding at me jerkily. “Thanks again for last night. It was really fun.”

      “Yeah,” I said, a rush disappointment flooding me. “Right.”

      I grabbed the coffee and left before I could make an ass out of myself further. I’d clearly messed something up.  I wracked my brain, running over the details from last night, but I couldn’t pinpoint what I’d done wrong. But it didn’t really matter, because it was obvious that something had gone sour: Charlotte had turned on me, put that big wall of hers back up.

      I dumped my coffee in the trash and sprinted the whole way home, trying to outrun my miserable thoughts.
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* * *

      The ugly thoughts kept at me all day, though. There was no getting away from them, no escape from the sick feeling in my gut that I’d made some irrevocably wrong move.

      Maybe I should have kissed her. Maybe I should have asked her to stay.

      Maybe I should have stayed the hell away from her in the first place.

      That last thought seemed like the winner, but I couldn’t focus on it: I’d had too many beers as I’d sat staring at my Christmas tree. She hadn’t called me all day. Not a text, not a word, nothing. And I’d sure as hell learned my lesson this morning; being over eager certainly wasn’t working out too well for me. There was no way I was calling her.

      My phone buzzed as I slumped against the couch and I picked it up, trying to ignore the fact that my heart was hammering in my chest, hoping it was her. Jesus, Sean. Snap the fuck out of it.

      Charlotte: Run tomorrow after work?

      Sean: Who is this?

      Charlotte: It’s Char

      Sean: I didn’t realize you were still speaking to me.

      Charlotte: Of course I am. Are we running this week or not?

      Sean: Sure.

      There was nothing after that. A measure of relief crept over me that she’d finally gotten in touch, but I refused to let my guard down enough to be comforted by it. Because I’d realized something today, as I’d nursed my bruised ego while nursing several beers: I’d never gotten over Charlotte.

      And she’d never done anything but end up disappointing me.
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* * *

      CHARLOTTE

      I didn’t know which was worse: being mean to Sean or missing him. They both sucked. I’d hurt him this morning—I’d seen it on his face. But I’d done it for a good reason.

      Not that I could tell him, or make it any better.

      My crazy ex-boyfriend Chris, aka Mr. Douchepants, had called me late last night. He’d been drunk. He’d been crying.

      Worst of all, he’d made me realize some things.

      After Sean had dropped me off, I checked my phone and noticed that I had nine missed calls from Chris. I was so glad I hadn’t heard the phone, as I had nothing to say to him. There were also twenty texts. The texts had gone from conversational to worse. He’d accused me of all sorts of things: moving on with someone new. Not caring about what I’d done to him. Being a whore.

      It was the ‘You’re a whore’ text that prompted me to answer his call at three a.m. Because I sure as hell had something to say about that.

      But I hadn’t managed to get a word in edgewise, because Mr. Douchepants was crying too hard. “I love you so much, baby. I can’t stand it,” he said in between sobs. Chris went on and on, saying how lonely he was without me, saying how is life was ruined since I left. My ego would’ve had a lovely boost if the whole thing hadn’t been so disturbing and sad…along with the fact that he’d accused me of being a whore via text.

      He blathered on and I realized that I no longer cared to argue with him about any of it. “I have to go,” I finally managed to squeeze in.

      “But baby, I need you—” Chris had started again, but I hung up before I had to listen to anymore. Baby, baby, baby.

      Chris was the baby. His tears weren’t even about me, although I’m sure he didn’t see it that way. Chris was upset about Chris, and he was obsessing over me and blaming me for his problems because it was easier than dealing with the fact that he had issues. He wanted me to come back because he thought that I could “fix” him. I got it. I understood. That sort of magical thinking was an easy way to distract yourself from what was really going on. That you had problems. That you had issues. That it was nobody’s fault but your own.

      Facing the truth about who you were sucked.

      I was facing the truth about myself right now, as I laced up my sneakers and prepared to meet Sean. It did suck—in fact, it sucked big, hairy balls. I’d pulled away from Sean this morning for this very reason. I wanted nothing more than to throw myself into his arms and have him hold me and tell me that Chris’s emotional meltdown wasn’t my fault and that everything would be okay and that he would make it all go away.

      But I couldn’t do that. I couldn’t let him do that.

      I hadn’t dealt with my past cleanly, but I was going to. Hearing from Chris again the same night I’d gone to the party with Sean had made it clear to me. Since I’d left home, I’d only dated men who were disappointing. I’d left the one guy who’d ever been right for me behind. My judgment had been horrendous. I needed to get my head on straight before I attempted another relationship.

      I wasn’t going to drag Sean into my problems. He deserved much better than that. I wouldn't go running to him; I would go running with him, we could have coffee occasionally, and that was it. Until I cleaned up my mess and my head on my own, he was going to be relegated to the friend zone.

      Even though I wanted him just about everywhere else. Bad.

      Sean was quiet when we met up in the park after work. “How are you?” he asked, a bit formally.

      “Fine. How’re you?”

      “Just great,” he said, the grumpiness rolling off of him.

      We were quiet for three mile loop after that, the awkward silence punctuated only by our heavy breathing. Gypsy stopped to pee and I finally turned to Sean, my heart aching. “I'm sorry about yesterday morning.”

      “What about it?” He wouldn't look at me, he just concentrated on stretching.

      I sighed as we started running again. “Nothing.”

      Sean didn't respond to that. He just looked straight ahead. We finally made it up the last hill and stopped to walk back through the park, which was our established routine. Without saying a word, he turned toward his truck.

      “Hey!”

      He stopped walking, but he didn't turn around.

      “Sean…” I felt like my heart was breaking. I didn't want him leaving like this.

      He turned around. “I'm listening.”

      “I know we haven't been hanging out again for that long.”

      He just raised his eyebrows, saying nothing, not making this any easier for me.

      “But it means a lot to me. That we're…friends.”

      Sean crossed his arms against his chest. “So that’s it…I'm in the Friend Zone?”

      I nodded, suddenly feeling near tears. “But not because of anything you’ve done. It's not you—it's me.”

      His mouth dropped open and he shook his head. “Do you even hear yourself?” The intensity in his voice knocked me back a step. “It's not you, it's me? Or you, or whatever? Do you even know what you're saying?”

      “Yes,” I said, my eyes filling with tears. “No.”

      He shook his head and started walking again. “I can't do this.”

      “Sean!”

      He stopped again.

      “You don't have to do anything,” I said. “Just meet me tomorrow night and go for a run with me. Please.” I was clearly begging and I didn’t care.

      But he didn't make me any promises as he climbed into his truck.
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      SEAN

      I couldn't believe that I was back here. Sitting on my couch, so angry I couldn't even think straight. Over Charlotte.

      Fool me once, my bad. Fool me twice—yeah, I'm an idiot.

      I nursed another beer as I sat there, alternating between feeling sorry for myself and feeling angry at myself. I should get up and turn off the Christmas lights. I should get up and turn off the music.

      But I couldn't. I just kept thinking about her. And me. And the Friend Zone.

      The fucking Friend Zone.

      I couldn't believe I'd fallen for it—for Charlotte—again. At the party, I'd thought we were back on track to rekindling our romance. I'd been so excited, I hadn't been able to sleep. I'd been so excited, I had to run all the way to see her first thing the next morning.

      And she'd shut me out. Once again, Charlotte had proven herself immune to what I guess were my questionable charms. I hadn't been good enough for her ten years ago, and I wasn't good enough for her now.

      In my beer-induced haze, I texted Matthew. Buster was wrong.

      Buster was never wrong, he texted back immediately. What’s the problem?

      I just sent him a beer emoji, got up, turned off the Christmas lights and hauled my ass to bed.

      This was the last time. I told myself that over and over again as I tossed and turned, even though I wished it weren’t true. Finally giving up, I fell into a fitful sleep.

      Where I promptly dreamt about her all night long.
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* * *

      CHARLOTTE

      Sleep eluded me. I kept rolling over and looking at the clock, the hours ticking by. The last time I checked it was three a.m.; that was bad news when you had to be to work by 4.30.

      I was sitting up before the alarm even went off. I dragged myself from bed, feeling achy and miserable and knowing there was no end in sight.

      “What's your problem?” Riley asked when she saw me, taking in my mussed hair and dark circles. We hadn't seen each other since the night of the party; Riley had a cold and I’d told her I could handle the bakery on my own. I needed her healthy for the holiday rush, which was now fully upon us.

      “Nothing,” I said, starting the coffee.

      “Man trouble?” Riley asked, getting out my favorite mug and setting it on the counter. “Sean trouble?”

      I shrugged. “I really don't want to talk about it.”

      Riley waited till the pot was full, then she filled my mug and slid it down the counter. “Can you please talk about it anyway? You look terrible. Let me help.”

      I shook my head, my lower lip wobbling.

      “Well, I'm sure the problem wasn't Sean liking your dress.”

      “No…he…liked it.” My voice shook as the tears threatened to spill out.

      “Aw, what’s the matter? You sleep with him and you’re feeling guilty? You shouldn’t! You already slept with him, remember? Back in the day? So it doesn’t even add to your overall number!” My sister blew her nose as she waited for her questionable logic to make me feel better.

      “I didn’t sleep with him.”

      Riley watched my face. “So…you’re crying because you wish you had?

      “I probably should have. While I had the chance.” I wiped my eyes roughly, not wanting the tears to go down my face. “It doesn’t matter now. I totally messed up. I put him in the friend zone.”

      She wrinkled her nose. “Why the hell did you do that? You’re twenty-eight. You’re too old to have a ‘friend zone!’”

      “Thanks a lot,” I moaned. So much for my sister and trying to ‘help.’ I wiped my face again and then busied myself making dough. Christmas was Friday, and we had tons of orders to fill each day this week, along with keeping the shelves stocked with holiday treats for the customers who dropped in. I needed to focus on work. “Just forget it. I’m fine.”

      “You’re not fine. And since we’re going to be locked up together all week, you know I’ll get it out of you eventually.” She didn’t take her eyes off me. “It’s not like I’ve got anything better to do.”

      “Yes you do. You have to bake. And mind your own business,” I reminded her.

      “I’ll definitely bake. But I’m not making any other promises.” Riley was quiet for a minute, mixing ingredients and organizing orders. I could tell keeping quiet was killing her. “Will you just tell me, already?” she finally blurted out. “I thought you were excited about going out with Sean. I haven’t seen you like that in a long time.”

      “I know. I was excited,” I admitted. “But it’s a little more complicated than that.”

      “Complicated because it’s actually complicated or complicated because you’re making it complicated?” she asked, not missing a beat.

      I groaned. I knew my sister, and I knew she would just drive me crazy all week until I cracked. In order to avoid that and also in an attempt to have someone make me feel better, I decided to tell her the truth as I kneaded the dough. “Chris called me that same night. He called me a bunch of times, actually. And he sent me some nasty texts.”

      Riley put her hands on her hips and l could see how angry she was. “He’s such a dick!”

      I blew out a deep breath. “He called again at three a.m. and I picked up because I wanted to say the same thing…but I couldn’t get a word in edgewise. All he did was cry.”

      “Am I supposed to feel sorry for him?” my sister asked, her voice sharp with incredulity.

      “No, of course not. I mean…I don’t feel sorry for him.” I concentrated on cutting the dough for the lattice-work I’d be placing on top of the pies.

      “Then why are you letting him come between you and a fresh start?”

      I fumbled a little with the pastry knife. “I’m not.”

      “Um, you friend-zoned Sean before you even really started dating him again.”

      I could feel Riley watching me but I didn’t look up. I didn’t want to say what I was thinking—that after this latest bad breakup, I’d sort of given up on the idea of me ever finding someone again. I didn’t trust myself not to screw another relationship up, and I cared about Sean too much. “I guess it’s just not the right time.”

      She didn’t say anything for a minute. Then, real quiet, she asked: “When’s it ever going to be the right time?”

      I didn’t say anything. Because I didn’t have an answer for that, and we both knew it.
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* * *

      SEAN

      In spite of my better judgment, I put on my running clothes and a skull cap. I looked at the clock; it was almost four. Charlotte would be closing the bakery soon and she’d said she wanted to run. I should stay away from her, but it was like rubbernecking at a car crash…I didn’t really want to see what had happened, but I just couldn’t look away.

      I guess part of me didn’t believe that she meant it—that she didn’t want me. I felt something between us, something real. But didn’t you think the exact same thing when she left for college? Yeah, that was right. I figured she’d miss me so much, she’d turn around and come running back.

      Instead, she’d never even sent a postcard.

      My gut feelings hadn’t served me so well in life. I’d thought that Charlotte would come back sooner, I thought Megan had meant it when she’s said she’d be loyal to me forever, I’d thought, I’d thought, I’d thought.

      I’d thought wrong.

      Matthew was pulling through the gate as I headed out on my run. The sky was grey and the air smelled like snow. Christmas was Friday. I gave no fucks about any of these things. I just wanted to finish my run and have Charlotte take it back about the friend zone. I wanted her to say something that would make me feel better.

      If that didn’t happen, at least it would be beer-o’clock when we finished our run.

      Matthew rolled down his window and poked his head out at me. “What’s your problem?” he asked.

      “Why do you think I have a problem?” I snapped.

      “Because you drunk-texted me last night. And you mentioned my dog,” Matthew said, not missing a beat. “So spit it out.”

      I just shook my head.

      “Female trouble?” he asked, knowingly. “Charlotte?”

      I shrugged.

      “What, she didn’t want to get horizontal the other night? That’s no big deal, dude. You just might need to give it some time.”

      I leaned down until I was eye level with him. “She said I was in the friend zone.”

      Matthew looked appalled. “She said that?”

      “Yeah.” I could see little puffs of smoke coming from my mouth. It was probably freezing out, but I was numb. I couldn’t feel it.

      He scrubbed a hand across his face. “Why would she say that?”

      “Because she’s not interested in me?” I guessed. “Because she doesn’t want to sleep with me, like, ever?”

      “Nah,” Matthew said. “I saw the way she was dancing with you. I don’t think she was playing…and I might be sort of dumb, but I’m never wrong about this shit and you know it. But what’s her problem? Has she got issues? You know…” He spun his finger next to his temple, giving me the international sign for crazy.

      I shrugged. “Just that ex-boyfriend. Otherwise, she seems good. Really good.” As soon as I said it, I realized it was true. “I think she’s grown up.”

      “So maybe something happened with that dude.”

      “Maybe.” I shrugged again, because I didn’t know what else to do. “It doesn’t matter.”

      “You look like it matters,” he said. “Maybe you could be a grown up and ask her what gives.”

      “I talked to her…that’s when she told me I was in the friend zone.” I shuddered.

      “Well, do something about it. It’s almost Christmas,” Matthew said, rolling up his window and dismissing me. “You need to cheer up.”

      Nodding at my friend, I started to run. But not back to Charlotte. I just needed to blow off some steam, to clear my head. I thought about the past few weeks as I turned and ran down by the beach. It had been so easy for me to be around her—to feel that spark of hope in my chest that, maybe this time, things could work between us.

      But I’d grown up over the past ten years. That boy I’d been, the one who’d worn his heart on his sleeve and begged her to stay…that boy was gone. Charlotte brought him out in me, though. As evidenced by the fact that I’d run all the way to her bakery right after our first date.

      Stupid, stupid, stupid.

      Maybe Matthew was right; maybe something had happened with the ex-boyfriend that had made Charlotte skittish. But I’d been monitoring all of his accounts so I knew he wasn’t headed up here. Charlotte was safe. No matter what happened with us, I would always make sure of that. But if she didn’t want me to be the man in her life right now, or ever, I had to respect that.

      And this time, I wasn’t begging.
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      CHARLOTTE

      I looked out the window. Snow was falling and the sky was a dark, ominous grey. I looked at the clock. Time to close the bakery, time to get Gypsy and go for my run.

      But there was no Sean. He hadn’t shown up and I had a sinking feeling that he wasn’t going to.

      Riley closed up the cash register and blew out a deep breath. “We are really busy this week!”

      “I know.” Even though I was sad Sean had decided not to come, I was happy about the business. “It’s pretty awesome, huh?”

      Riley nodded at me, an excited gleam in her eye. “I think this is going to work. I think that Charley’s is going to actually survive our first year. And then some.”

      “I think so, too.” I smiled in spite of my heavy heart. At least something I’d done was working out.

      “Thank you,” Riley said.

      “For what?”

      “For giving me this opportunity. I would never have tried to do this if it wasn’t for you.”

      I wrinkled my nose in surprise. “I bet you would have.”

      “No,” Riley said, “I mean it. This was your idea, and you had the vision and the smarts to see it through. Give yourself some credit, Char. You deserve it.”

      My sister didn’t give praise lightly. I knew she meant it. “Well… Thanks.” My heart swelled with happiness but it sank again as I watched Riley head outside, dust the snow from her Volkswagen, and warm her car up. Sean wasn’t here and he wasn’t coming.

      And I was just going to have to deal with that.
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* * *

      Good thing we were slammed all week, because he didn’t show up to run again. He didn’t call or text me, either. His silence was message enough: the friend zone was not for him.

      I could accept that. What I couldn’t tolerate was how much I missed him. How lonely I felt without talking to him. We’d only been back in each other’s lives for a short amount of time, but Sean had already become important to me.

      Maybe he’d never stopped. Perhaps I needed to put my big-girl panties on and just recognize that fact, once and for all.

      Finally, after an incredibly hectic week, it was Christmas Eve. I had a big order ready for Liberty Quinn. I kept holding my breath all day, perking up every time the door opened, hoping that Sean would come in to pick up the order. Instead, his buddy Matthew and a very-pregnant Liberty came in just before we closed.

      “I’m sorry we’re late—it’s been a busy day!” Liberty said, her cheeks flushed.

      “Don’t worry! How are you? Are you feeling okay?”

      Liberty rested her hand on her belly as Matthew grabbed all the boxes. “I’m good. I saw the doctor…he said any day, now!”

      “Aw. I’m so excited for you,” I said. My disappointment was overrun by well wishes for Liberty, who I truly liked.

      “How’re you?” Matthew asked pointedly.

      I shrugged, not really knowing what to say. “We’re busy, so that’s been good. Otherwise it’s been sort of…quiet.”

      Matthew just stood there, waiting. Liberty smiled at me awkwardly. If they weren’t going to say anything, I guess I was going to have to suck it up… “How is he?” I asked, embarrassed heat creeping up my neck. “Sean?”

      “So-so,” Liberty offered.

      “You should probably talk to him,” was all Matthew said.

      “Do you think he wants to? Talk to me?”

      “There’s only one way to find out,” Matthew said. “Wait—can you come here for a second?”

      “Uh, sure?” I came around the corner and stood next to Matthew.

      Then he leaned down and sniffed me.

      “Ew Matthew,” Liberty said, “Gross!”

      I looked up at him. “Are you done?” I asked.

      Matthew clapped me on the shoulder. “We’re good,” he said, and smiled at me.

      “Merry Christmas, Charlotte. And my apologies for Matthew, even though I have no idea what he was just doing,” Liberty said, rolling her eyes.

      “Merry Christmas.”

      “And yeah—you should probably talk to Sean,” Liberty smiled at me warmly. “He hasn’t said anything, but he seems kind of down. And it’s Christmas…I hate to see anybody sad around Christmas.”

      With that, they were gone. Riley came out, wiping flour from her face. She cranked up the song that was playing, U2’s “Christmas (Baby Please Come Home)”—one of my favorites. “Quitting time!” she called. “We did it!”

      “Yeah, we did.” I smiled at her, but I couldn’t stop thinking about Sean. I stared out the window, watching Liberty and Matthew drive off.

      “I gotta go,” I said, after a minute. Tomorrow was Christmas, so we were closed. I could come back and clean up then. “Go home. I’ll clean tomorrow!”

      She looked confused. “It’s Christmas Eve! Where are you going?”

      “Running,” I said, and I started right then, as soon as I was out the door and on the sidewalk. The cold wind bit my face as I headed down Main Street. Good thing I wore sneakers and a sports bra to work.

      Riley stuck her head out the door behind me. “Be careful!” she called. “It’s supposed to start snowing hard!”

      The snow started to fall just then, but I welcomed it as the flakes fell on my warming cheeks. I ran down the hill, away from town. Toward Sean’s.

      I’d spent so long running away from him, it felt good to finally know I’d changed course. And it was my choice. I didn’t know what he was going to say, I didn’t know if he’d even want me near him, but I’d been facing the truth about myself and I had to tell him what I’d learned.

      Because I was, finally, acting like an adult. And being an adult meant that you had to be brave, even though you knew you had a big, fat chance of failing.

      I tried not to think about that as I flew down the road to his house, my lungs burning, my legs pumping. Because now that I finally knew what I wanted, I didn’t want to waste another second.

      [image: ]
* * *

      SEAN

      I’d told my parents I was having dinner with the Quinns tonight. I’d told Liberty I was having dinner with my parents. The truth was, I just wanted to be alone. I’d go to my parents’ tomorrow, endure the big family dinner we had every year. Usually I looked forward to it. This year, the holidays weren’t the same. I was fine being without Megan, which surprised me.

      I wasn’t fine about being without Charlotte, which didn’t surprise me at all.

      But I didn’t think about her as I headed down the beach for a quick run. After this, I was taking a hot shower, ordering Chinese delivery, and spending the evening regarding my fire. Alone. It was time I got used to it.

      I hadn’t gone too far down the beach when I heard a voice behind me, barely audible above the winter surf. “Sean!” I turned and saw Charlotte running toward me full throttle, as if she were sprinting at the Olympic trials.

      I caught her when she got to me. “Are you okay? Is something wrong?”

      “I’m fine. I’m sort of fine.” She leaned over, trying to catch her breath.

      “What’re you doing here?” I asked. I refused to get my hopes up. Absolutely refused.

      “I had to see you,” she said, chest still heaving. “I had to tell you something.”

      I watched her, waiting.

      She watched me back for a second, probably wondering what I was thinking but then she just shook her head. “Merry Christmas, Sean.”

      I laughed. “You ran over here to wish me Merry Christmas?”

      She nodded. “And to ask what you were doing for New Years. Do you have plans?” She still hadn’t caught her breath.

      “Not yet.”

      “Would you like to spend New Year’s with me? As my…date?” Now it looked as though she was holding her breath.

      “Not as someone perpetually stuck in the friend zone?” I asked.

      She shook her head. “You don’t fit in the friend zone. Your muscles are too bulky.” She finally cracked a smile, even though she was still breathing hard.

      “Well Charlotte. My muscles and I are honored. We’d love to be your date for New Year’s.” I smiled at her and took a step closer. “Do you have plans for tonight?”

      She shook her head. “No. Gypsy and I were going to eat pasta and watch Christmas movies.”

      “Would you like to bring Gypsy over for dinner and a movie?” I asked.

      “I would love to. But can you drive me back to town to get him? I sprinted all the way here, and I don’t think I’m going to make it back.” She pushed her hair back from her face.

      “My pleasure,” I said, and it was though I could feel my heart unfurl from the fist it’d tightened into over the past week…maybe over the past ten years. “My absolute pleasure.”
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* * *

      I drove her home, she took a quick shower, we grabbed Gypsy and some cookies and headed back to my place. I lit a fire, and the turned on all the Christmas lights, and Charlotte opened wine. The Chinese food was delivered and we watched Love Actually while we ate.

      “I’m sorry about the other day,” she said, when the movie finished and we’d cleared the dishes. “My ex-boyfriend called me. And he got me thinking.”

      My heart skipped a beat. “Got you thinking what?”

      “That I really need to get my act together.”

      “I think you have your act together,” I said, softly. “Did he say anything to scare you?”

      “No. He was just being a baby. But it made me realize that since we—you and me, I mean—were together, I haven’t been in a good place.” She pursed her lips and looked out the window. “And I want to be in a good place before I start anything new.”

      “Anything?” I asked. “Or anyone?”

      She looked at me and smiled ruefully. “I think you know what I mean.”

      Just then my phone buzzed and I checked it, concerned that it could be a work emergency. Instead, it was a text from Matthew. I forgot to tell you. She is approved, he wrote. She passed the Buster test again today. Give her a chance to let you out of the dreaded friend zone.

      “Did you see Matthew today?” I asked.

      “Yeah—he, uh…he sniffed me.”

      I started laughing. “He just wanted to make sure you were approved.”

      “Am I?” she asked.

      “I approved you. And he seconded it.”

      She leaned back and smiled at me. “Well that’s good.”

      I reached over and put my hand on her knee. “Listen…if you’re not ready, you’re not ready. But I missed you every day this week. I want to spend time with you—I want to at least try.”

      “You do?” she asked, her voice hopeful.

      “We should probably go on another real date before we break up.” I squeezed her knee. “I’m all about taking it slow. Because we’re both responsible, mature adults now and we’ve both been through a lot. Slow and steady wins the race.”

      “Slow and steady might be the new sexy,” Charlotte said, a little breathlessly. “I want to try, too.” She gave me a long look and I motioned for her to come to me. She slid over onto my lap and kissed me. Long and deep, our tongues connecting. Finally.

      I wanted to show her how I felt. Our tongues connected again. Electricity shot through me, and I ran my hand down her back, loving the feel of having her back in my arms after all these years.

      But this was different. Because this time, not only did I know what I was doing, I also knew what being with her meant to me.

      “I’d love it if you stayed,” I said. “But I’ll bring you home if you want. You tell me.”

      “I want to stay.” She ran her fingertips along my jaw and then kissed me again.

      That was all the encouragement I needed. I lifted her and carried her into the bedroom and then laid her gently, reverently, on the bed. My whole body was throbbing in anticipation.

      “You have no idea how much I want you,” I said, my voice hoarse. I felt like ten years of need was pent up inside me.

      Her eyes shone as she looked up at me. “Yes, I do. Because I feel exactly the same way.”

      I leaned down to kiss her deeply. Then I grabbed her hand and placed it over my heart. “Merry Christmas, Charlotte.”

      “Merry Christmas, Sean. Now give me my present.” She giggled beneath me. “I want it bad.”

      “Deal,” I said, grinning as she unzipped my pants. “I hope you like it.”

      “Oh, I know I like it. It’s not like you’re an easy guy to forget.” She tentatively wrapped her fingers around my cock, stroking me slowly. I moaned and moved against her palm. She got bolder, gripping me more firmly, her hands finding a rhythm. Then she leaned down and took the tip of me into her mouth.

      “Woah, Charlotte,” I said hotly as she swirled her tongue around my tip and continued to work her hands on me.

      “Stop,” I said, laughing and trying not to come all at the same time. I pulled her gently back up so we were face to face. “I’ve been waiting for this for a long time. I don’t want it to be over in less than a minute.”

      She smiled at me. “I’m not going anywhere. You can have all the minutes that you want.”

      “That might be the best Christmas present ever,” I said, lifting her sweater over her head. I kissed her and pulled back enough to look at her, stroking her black lacy bra reverently. “You're so beautiful.”

      A huge smiled broke out over her face as she pulled me to her. My hands trailed down her silky skin to her lace underwear. I twisted the bikini strap in my fingers and put my cock in between her legs, rubbing against the lace. I’d wanted to be with her like this for so long. I’d missed the way our bodies felt against each other. Still, it was different now. It meant something different to me now, because I knew what it was like to be without her. I heard myself moan in pleasure. I rubbed against her, amazed but not at all surprised at how good she felt.

      I undid her bra and cupped her breasts, licking and nuzzling her nipples. I wanted to bury myself inside of her. I tugged on the string of her bikini bottom until it was off, and I could feel her, warm and wet beneath me. My fingers found her clit and swirled it, playfully pinching it until she was moaning and writhing beneath me.

      “Sean. Please.”

      The fact that she wanted me was what I’d longed to hear. I grabbed a condom, quickly rolled it on, and secured my arm around one of her knees, opening her gorgeous body up for me.

      My breath caught as I straddled her, overcome with desire but also with just…feeling.

      “Babe. Use some of your minutes.” Charlotte smiled up at me and moved so that the tip of my erection was inside of her. She sighed in anticipation.

      “Are you ready for me?” I asked.

      Charlotte had that same smile on her face. “I’m more than ready. I’ve been waiting for what seems like forever.” She put her hands on my backside and eased me into her.

      I paused as we caught our breath, getting adjusted to each other. And then I buried myself in her, her tight body stretching to accommodate me. Charlotte kept her hands on my ass, guiding me, and I relished the feel of finally being inside her again.

      My thrusts became more urgent as waves of pleasure, of feeling, tore through me, taking me to the edge.

      “Sean,” she moaned, “Sean…”

      “I'm right there with you, babe.”

      I could feel her start to unravel beneath me, her orgasm tightening her body around mine. I came in her hard, my body finding sweet release deep inside of hers.

      Afterward, we lay together in a sweaty tangle of limbs. She leaned up and ran her fingertip down my face, beaming at me. “Best Christmas present ever,” she said. “I can’t wait to see what you have in store for me in the new year.”

      “I can’t wait to show you,” I said, and I meant it.
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* * *

      I woke up to a text message from John. Jeremy Ian Quinn joined the family at 3:21 a.m. this morning, he wrote. He weighs nine pounds eight ounces…both mother and son are doing great. Then he sent a picture of the baby, who had chubby cheeks and little fists and was definitely the cutest baby ever.

      I woke up Charlotte to show her.

      “Aw,” she said, “He’s the cutest!”

      “I know, right? A Christmas miracle.”

      Charlotte grinned at me. “It really is a new beginning…”

      “…For all of us.” I grinned back. “Merry Christmas, Charlotte.”

      She leaned in and gave me a sweet kiss. “Merry Christmas, Sean.”

      And then we drifted to sleep in each other’s arms, beginning what I hoped would be a long and happy holiday tradition.
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      Santa was high.

      Higher than Clarissa could remember him ever being on any Christmas before this one. He leaned to one side as though about to fall from his sleigh. He was high and he was lopsided. The entire angle was off.

      Clarissa stopped in the center of the sidewalk. A path that looked like powder sugar sprinkled over brick led to the front wrap-around porch, and up, up, up, above the third floor turret, near the kitchen chimney, higher than he’d ever been in Christmases past, was Santa.

      “How in the hell did Daddy get that up there?” What was Mother’s problem? Sending a nearly seventy-year-old man up a snowy, slanted rooftop to place a plastic Santa and reindeer? At an angle. Jeez, Mother was bonkers . . . or Daddy had excellent life insurance . . . or both.

      Both.

      It was no use instructing Mother on her insanity and complete disregard for Daddy’s life, because Mother would simply say, “This is Candy Cane Lane, and we can’t disappoint our friends and neighbors.”

      Incurring neighborly disappointment was a rather large concern for Mother, perhaps in the top ten on Eliza McGovern’s List of Shameful Acts. At the very least, top twenty.

      Clarissa glanced behind her. The sun still clung to the horizon, so there was too much light for the cars to begin their slow processional down the street. No, the slow parade of cars to see Christmas lights, decorations, and giant old Victorian homes looking like huge old ladies glittering in their holiday finery didn’t begin until the cover of night.

      Kudos to Mother. Eliza McGovern competed as though Christmas decorating was an Olympic event and the McGovern Victorian would definitely win gold this year. Mom (with Dad’s obedient help) won year after year after year after year. The house couldn’t look more horribly perfect, in an old-fashioned-Christmas kind of way. White lights trimmed every edge of the house. The pine trees in the front yard were decorated with red and white lights so evenly spaced it looked as if a pack of elves had swarmed the trees and hand-placed each light.

      While Santa was high and a bit katywampus, he smiled and waved from his sleigh pulled by eight reindeer (plus a special hand-made Rudolph—Mother was nothing if not a Christmas populist) strung between the back chimney and the roof. The angle gave the appearance that Santa, with his giant sack of presents, was landing in preparation of leaving the McGoverns an ungodly number of holiday gifts that Clarissa’s mother would’ve spent the last ten months (yes, Eliza McGovern did begin shopping for Christmas in March!) collecting and wrapping.

      There could be no more Christmas-y house in all of Powder Springs, could there? Not even the Emersons, her parents’ neighbors since before Clarissa was born (and Mom’s biggest competitor where Christmas decorations were concerned), had more carefully curated decorations than Mother.

      Clarissa shook her head and closed her eyes. Deep breath. No there could be no more Christmas-y house than the one that Clarissa stood in front of, steeling herself to enter, simply because of the fact that Eliza McGovern would never allow a more Christmas-y house to exist in all of Powder Springs.

      Mother was all cheery smiles and friendly waves, but behind the pleasant facade lurked a scrapper looking for a knife fight. Clarissa pulled her rolling suitcase up the front walk. Snow fell softly around her, giving the already white lawn and snow-covered trees an ethereal glow. Maybe Eliza had planned the snow. If anyone could, it would be Mother.

      She yanked her bag up the steps. The scent of cinnamon? Truly? Did Mother have it piped out of the house and onto the lawn? One final breath filled with quiet and solitude. Once Clarissa opened that door there would be hot chocolate, and Christmas songs, and stories, and foil wrapping paper, and bows, and conversations. Many many many conversations, most of them inquiring, in a not-so-subtle way, when Clarissa would get engaged like her perfect younger sister Julia. The sister who lived a mere two hours away in Denver and worked as a teacher at a private school. The sister who had gotten engaged . . . or was meant to . . . this Christmas Eve.

      [image: ]
* * *

      This family was nutter-butter, fruitcake, mad. Not a second of silence from sunup to sundown, and he had to survive another four solid hours until bed. Ye gads. What the hell would he do? Norris pulled his hand through his hair and tried to maintain the smile on his face while his jaw dropped open aghast at this family, this horribly crazy family, his best friend Kevin intended to marry into. The McGovern clan prepared to sing “Holly Jolly Christmas” yet again, and they still had three whole days until Christmas Eve.

      My God. He was going to lose his ever-loving mind before he could get out of this wackadoo home. Why was he here? Moral support. Hmm . . . that’s right. Moral support for Kevin, who had committed, after years of dating, to finally proposing to Julia, this Christmas Eve. Too bad the poor guy looked like he was being hauled to the gallows instead of embarking on the adventure of a lifetime.

      “Norris, darling, don’t stand all the way over there,” Mrs. McGovern called. “Come and join us by the piano. We’ve loads more carols to sing, and I adore your tenor voice.”

      Norris tapped his throat. “Sorry, I have to sit this one out,” he whispered. “Parched. And feeling a bit hoarse. But I’m sure there’ll be plenty more carols before Christmas.”

      “You bet!” Eliza sang out and winked. She turned back to the baby grand, where her husband, Julia’s dad, obediently started pounding the keys, because “tickling the ivories” was much too subtle a description for the McGovern repertoire. Kevin shot Norris a “help me” glance, but Norris simply rolled his eyes and turned away. Oh, no. No, no, no. Norris held little sympathy in his heart for Kevin. Kevin had strung poor Julia along for the past two years, ever since he’d taken the job as music teacher at the swanky private school in Denver where Julia taught English. Now, the piper had finished his tune and needed to be paid, in the form of an engagement ring to be proffered on Christmas Eve, or else.

      Norris cleared his throat. The whole Christmas Eve marriage proposal hit a bit close to his heart. Perhaps if he’d waited until he’d been instructed that a proposal was expected, even required, Norris’s heart would still beat in an unshattered piece. Alas, the knowledge had come too late for him.

      He snuck a quick look at his best friend standing beside his soon-to-be in-laws. Norris shuddered for the poor bastard. Kevin wore dead eyes and a plastered-on smile as he mouthed the words to “Holly Jolly” for the thousandth time in preparation for the annual Candy Cane Lane competitive caroling event. Perhaps his pal saw a glimpse of Christmas future, or even a lifetime of birthdays and cookouts with the in-laws, stretching out before him ad infinitum.

      Norris grabbed the bourbon and added a slug to his eggnog. He wasn’t certain that Kevin would acquiesce to his beloved’s demand for a ring, as Norris had yet to see a diamond and there had been no talk of jewelers or wedding plans.

      A shrill high-pitched note shrieked through the holiday haze. Yes, well, perhaps he needed a jaunt outside. Norris walked toward the front door and took his jacket from the coatrack. “Just getting some fresh air,” he called to no one in particular. The McGovern trio and Kevin continued warbling notes and Norris pulled open the front door.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Mother’s voice could cut glass. My God, how many times could one woman sing “Holly Jolly Christmas,” and what was that horrible arrangement? Music was yet another testament to Clarissa’s square peggishness in her family circle. While Mother, Daddy, and Julia shared the gift of perfect pitch, Clarissa couldn’t sing a note to save her life. “A dying goat in a bucket” had been the phrase Mother had coined to describe Clarissa’s vocal talents. Each and every year Clarissa sat on the sidelines while Mother, Daddy, and Julia turned a holiday tune for the annual Candy Cane Lane Carol Competition. The McGoverns always won in the family ensemble category, with either Julia or Mother taking the solo award each and every year.

      Why was she home? Clarissa closed her eyes. How could she possibly feel any necessity to darken this doorstep again? Because while none of her colleagues back in L.A. would recognize the Oscar-winning-producer as the same woman struggling to open the front door of her childhood home, when Clarissa swept away her career success, the childhood  feelings of resentment and inadequacy still resided in her heart.

      Deep breath. She was home because she loved Daddy and Julia. While Julia. Her little sister’s constant good nature and smile made it impossible for Clarissa to forego the big Christmas event. She loved them. All of them. Even Mother. She simply needed to take her happy-holiday family in small doses, otherwise their cheery nature might kill her, and to be fair, she guessed her quiet contemplative nature made her family uncomfortable, too.

      Clarissa stood before the perfectly decorated door with its fragrant pine wreath and red velvet bow. She reached for the knob and the door flew open.

      Sound smashed her eardrums. Cinnamon invaded her nostrils. And her eyes? Her eyes landed on a tweed coat much too light for a Rocky Mountain winter. Moved upward over the broad chest until her gaze met a pair of familiar eyes in a face she would never expect to see here. Clarissa’s brows creased.

      Oh. My. God.

      “Norris?”

      His blue eyes widened and his jaw dropped open. “Clarissa?”

      Her heart hammered. A knot formed in her throat. Then heat clutched her belly and flew to her face. Hot. Fierce. Heat. “What the hell are you doing at my parents’ house for Christmas?”
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      What the hell was he doing at her parents’ house for Christmas? Escaping, that was what he was doing. Escaping and getting away from the cheery holiday hoopla. But what was Clarissa—ah, like a ball-bat to the head it hit him—McGovern doing at the McGovern home. He’d failed to put those two important facts together. Why would he? No one in the McGovern house ever referred to Clarissa by her first name.

      “I . . . uh . . . I had no idea this was your parents’ home.”

      She raised her eyebrow in the same way she’d done when they were a couple. That judgmental look that seemed to yell, I don’t believe you. How could you possibly be that stupid?

      “There aren’t any pictures of you!” Norris said in his own defense.

      She cocked her head to the left and thinned her lips.

      Right. Not the best defense. “You’re the sister they’ve been talking about.” Now Norris lifted his brow. “But they don’t call you Clarissa.”

      Her cheeks pinked and her lips puckered. The corner of Norris’s mouth pulled up into a wry grin. “Oh, no, no, no.” He shook his head, desperately trying to contain what could only be called a wicked laugh completely at his ex-lover’s expense. “They don’t call you Clarissa, they call you—”

      “Don’t say it,” she hissed, her gaze nearly feral. “Do not say it.” Her nostrils flared.

      “Don’t say what?” he asked. Oh yes, this was too good to be true. Really. This unexpected gift was the only thing that could save this entire holiday charade. “The nickname that they have for you? Their darling Clarissa who they don’t call Clarissa, they call—”

      “Please.” She was begging with her eyes. She swallowed. “We’re adults. Surely you can understand why, after years and years of being away from home and developing a life for myself, I do not want to be called—” She paused, sighed, rolled her eyes toward the sky.

      “What?” Norris goaded. “What don’t you want to be called?” He leaned forward, a little bit too close, toward the woman who’d been his lover. Ahh . . . still the scent of lavender and lemons.

      His heart jackknifed in his chest. She’d broken that heart, hadn’t she? After that pain, how could the scent of her, the nearness of her, the sharp intelligence in her eyes possibly make him want her again?

      “Please,” her voice softly pleaded, “do not call me by the nickname.”

      He pressed his lips together and looked up at the doorframe. “Hmm, I do believe that this knowledge may have value. Knowing a rather embarrassing family nickname for a very powerful woman?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Oh really? You wouldn’t mind your Hollywood colleagues discovering that your family calls you—”

      “Piglet!” Mrs. McGovern yelled from behind him. “You’re home!”

      Every part of Clarissa, every cell in her body, seemed to cave in, as though crushed by the word from Eliza McGovern’s lips. Oh, he’d wanted to tease, perhaps because of the residue from his still-fractured heart. No one before or after Clarissa had managed to break his heart like that, and maybe that made Norris want to be a tiny bit nasty, in the way anyone is with a lover who once scorned them.

      But he never would’ve wanted to see that look in Clarissa’s eyes. The lost-little girl, you’ve-broken-my-soul look now haunting her brown-eyed gaze.

      The clamor of the piano keys stopped, and all three McGoverns swarmed past Norris to pull Clarissa into the house. She cast a forlorn look over her shoulder that seemed to convey the sadness of being swept up in the past, swept up by a family that not only didn’t look a bit like her, but didn’t act like her either.

      Norris slid past the family and out onto the porch, still, and maybe especially now, needing the escape. On top of the manic festivity, it seemed that he would be spending the holly-jolly holiday with the only woman who had stolen his heart.
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* * *

      “Mother, do not call me that name.” The door had just barely slammed closed behind Clarissa. Mother yanked at her jacket and Julia, ever perfect Julia, was taking her rolling suitcase.

      “Oh darling, you know I say it with love and affection.”

      “More like as torture,” Clarissa mumbled under her breath. The house was entirely too warm, with a blaze roaring in every fireplace.

      “Now, Eliza, if Clarissa doesn’t want us to call her our little Pig—that name, then we shouldn’t. She’s nearly thirty. She’s our big girl with a big life.” Daddy leaned down and pulled her into his arms.

      Love flooded Clarissa. The kind of love you only feel when you’re home, even if it is with a roomful of crazy people who drive you nuts. Because it was her crazy, her type of crazy, her family, her people. Daddy released her, and Clarissa glanced around the room. If the outside of the house looked as though an elf had exploded, then this room had to be straight out of the North Pole. Ah, yes. Except for the addition of more decorations, it all looked just as it had when she’d been young and forced to inhabit the place. A picture-perfect holiday scene with velvet bows, Christmas tree, model trains running on tracks around the Christmas tree, presents, and lights. Like a set from a Hallmark Christmas movie.

      “Pig—” Julia’s fingertips flew to her lips, and she pressed her mouth closed. “I’m so so sorry. I promise I’ll try. I really will. I’m so glad you’re here!” She smiled, nearly wiggling with excitement. Her little sister was always such a happy little thing, as though she’d been given a perpetual amphetamine-serotonin cocktail.

      Clarissa nodded. “It’s okay.” She put out her hands and took Julia’s, because unlike their mother, who actually enjoyed making Clarissa cringe, Julia didn’t have a mean bone in her perfect body.

      “This is”—Julia’s face beamed as she turned—“Kevin.”

      Poor Kevin.

      A dazed expression, like that of an immobilized wild animal, had frozen Kevin’s features. His smile seemed plastered to his face. With blonde hair cut short and the tall lean build of a runner, he was the ideal addition to the McGovern aesthetic.

      He reached out his hand. “You’re Pi—Clarissa.”

      Good finish. There was a distinct possibility that he’d never heard her real name until she’d said it.

      “I am.” She eyed him. What type of man willingly entered this mad existence? There’d be Sunday dinners, and holidays, and birthdays, and . . . well, who knew? Maybe this existence, the one in which Eliza McGovern dictated your life and how you inhabited the world, was just what Kevin wanted.

      Or not.

      Fear. There was a distinct hint of fear in Kevin’s eyes.

      “Nice sweater,” Clarissa said without even the hint of a smile.

      “Mom got that for him,” Julia gushed. “Isn’t it grand?”

      Clarissa nodded. Rudolph with a red nose. That blinked. Actual LED bulbs behind plastic. And this grown man, who was joining their family, was required to wear it.

      “She got him a different sweater for each day that we’re here.” Julia smiled. She too had obviously been dressed by Mother, with a beaded holiday sweater embellished with a white angora swan, a red and green pleated plaid skirt, and a gold bow in her blonde hair. “She has clothes for you, too.”

      “Oh, I bet,” Clarissa said. She didn’t look at Mother, but instead headed toward the bourbon, where she poured herself a stiff one without bothering with the eggnog.

      “Yes, darling, that black you’re wearing simply won’t do.” Mother appeared with a tray filled with snacks and set it on the table in front of the fireplace. “It looks like you’re attending a funeral.”

      “Mine or Kevin’s?” she muttered. Clarissa glanced toward her soon-to-be brother-in-law. He swallowed hard, his Adam’s apple bouncing. Poor sap. She wondered how Julia had actually hog-tied this one into proposing. Julia was now across the room and Mother whispered in her ear. Or had it been Mother?

      “So, Kevin, how long have you and my sister been dating?”

      “Two years,” he said.

      “Hmm. That doesn’t seem too long.”

      “It’s been a fabulous two years actually.” He nodded, but his ashen color contradicted his words. “I’ve spent time with your family, and we seem to be a fit.”

      “First McGovern Christmas?”

      “Yes,” he choked out.

      Clarissa laid a comforting hand on his arm. “Hang tough, Kevin. I think of a McGovern family Christmas like a gynecological exam; uncomfortable and cold, with a bit of pain and bleeding, but then it’s over for an entire year.” She took a long pull of her drink. “You’ll hardly even remember until the week before Thanksgiving next year.”

      “I . . . I’ve just never seen anything like this.”

      “Christmas as a competitive sport?”

      “Exactly.”

      Clarissa poured more bourbon into her tumbler. She knew she’d need at least two glasses more to get through the next two hours. Took a deep breath and decided to brave the obvious, if uncomfortable, question. “So how is Norris involved?”

      “Norris?” Kevin’s brow furrowed and he scanned the front room. “Where the hell is that chapt?”

      “Chap! Ha! You must know him as a Brit then. Chap. Next thing you’ll be calling him bloke and saying wanker. So adorable.” She took another long gulp of alcohol.

      “Well, he doesn’t sound it much anymore, but he did spend a number of his formative years in London with his mother. We met at university, when I did a semester abroad.” Kevin face took on a quizzical expression. “You know Norris?”

      Clarissa nodded. Did she ever. Another slug of bourbon. Mother had moved to the family Christmas tree—the one with real gifts beneath it, not just empty boxes wrapped in pretty foil like under the living room tree. Mother even allowed her and Julia’s handmade childhood decorations on the family tree, as long as they were placed on the back, out of sight.

      “How do you know Norris?”

      “We used to sleep together,” Clarissa said.

      “Oh, I see.” Kevin cleared his throat and looked away. No, he wouldn’t be used to this sort of abrupt, direct conversation. Julia was well practiced in Mother’s mandatory social airs. But Clarissa? No. Way.

      “Here we are, Piglet!”

      Clarissa kept her expression neutral. Getting upset with Mother about her continued use of the nickname would do nothing to stop her—not now, especially when Eliza had an audience. Loads of therapy sessions had quieted Clarissa’s reaction from screaming at Mother to actually being able to plaster a half-smile to her face. “Ah, Mother,” she said and took another sip of her drink.

      “This is for you.”

      The candy-cane foil gift wrap perfectly matched the McGovern holiday décor, the wrapping job impeccable. Mother took great pride in her ability to wrap a gift. While Clarissa knew she had to say thank you, she realized that whatever lay inside this lovely looking present wasn’t going to be lovely at all. No, in fact, she’d bet her life that whatever lurked in this gift box was something she absolutely did not want, but that Mother required her to have.

      “Open it,” Mother said, a generous smile on her lips but a wicked gleam in her eye.

      Where was Daddy? Occasionally he actually saved her from Mother’s mean streak. What was it exactly that made Mother loathe everything about Clarissa?

      She set down her drink. Her heart grew heavy as she took the gift box. “Thank you,” she said automatically before opening the wrapping. Clarissa knew from experience, loads of experience, that most likely she wouldn’t be able to say thank you once she saw what Mother had given her.

      Clarissa grasped an end of the gift wrap and tore from one corner to the other. Horror flashed across Mother’s face. A lie to say that the look of shock on Mother’s face didn’t plant a seed of pleasure in Clarissa’s heart. Clarissa held back a smile. Oh yes, Mother was one of those careful gift-unwrappers, the kind that took minutes to carefully slide a nail under a tape seam and then unwrap the gift as though handling the most delicate of Fabergé eggs. Hmm . . . not Clarissa. No.

      But that sense of winning one of their skirmishes was soon replaced with Clarissa’s own look of horror as she saw the white rectangular box under the paper. Her heart pounded. Julia hadn’t been kidding. Clothes. She pulled off the lid and looked inside.

      Her throat tightened. No. No, no, no, no.

      “Isn’t it fabulous?” Mother asked, her smile widening across her face. “We all have them! I knew you’d come home looking like you were in mourning, so I got you some holiday sweaters! You’ll just have to wait to see what the other ones look like,” she added with a mischievous wink. “Go put it on.”

      Clarissa took a deep breath. The sweater was gold with sparkles, featuring a giant pink pig wearing a Christmas wreath around its neck. Christmas lights wove around the swine’s body, as though he’d knocked over a tree and wore the remnants of his escapade. The pièce de résistance was the real red blinking light at the end of his curlicue tail. She suddenly envied Kevin his ridiculous sweater. Rudolph’s flashing nose beat an illuminated piglet’s tail any day.

      She ground her teeth and narrowed her eyes at her mother. Julia had a Christmas swan on her sweater and Clarissa had a pig—with lights. Some things about coming home would never, ever, change.
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* * *

      Norris peeked through the front window, stomping his feet to stay warm. What the hell was that horrid sweater Clarissa held up? A pig? Her mother had gotten her a sweater with a pig on the front? Was Mrs. McGovern insane? What kind of mother put one daughter on a pedestal while torturing the other? He almost felt sorry for Clarissa, except for the fact she was his ex and had completely wrecked his heart.

      “This is where you’re hiding.” Kevin ducked out the side doorway from the kitchen.

      “What’s that mess in there?” Norris asked, hitching his thumb over his shoulder toward the scene inside.

      Kevin shook his head and crossed his arms over his chest. “Who knows?” He peeked through the window. “Women . . . I mean, it’s like war without the actual bombs.”

      “Vicious. They can be a vicious bunch. Fighting without actually saying any angry words. I think that’s worse, almost.”

      “I hear you know Clarissa?”

      Norris paused. “Years ago. We knew each other when I lived in Los Angeles and worked in production.”

      “Oh right.” Kevin nodded. “I forgot that. I couldn’t for the life of me figure out how the two of you would’ve met.”

      A fantastic affair that became what Norris thought would be the relationship of his life. They’d first met when Clarissa was an assistant at CTA, a talent agency, and Norris a production assistant trying to get his first script read.

      “If this is awkward, I completely understand if you want me to find you a hotel room. I could even stay with you—”

      “Did Clarissa say that me being here was awkward?”

      “Well, no, but, I just . . . I didn’t want to put you in an uncomfortable position. You know, staying in the childhood home of a woman you slept with and then ditched.”

      “Ditched? Ditched? She said I ditched her?”

      “Well, not exactly. I mean, she mentioned that the two of you—”

      “That’s rich, isn’t it?” Norris looked through the front window toward the spot where Clarissa had stood, which was now empty.

      “I did not ditch her. I absolutely did not. Let’s get that clear.” Heat flushed Norris’s face, any chill now gone.

      “Okay . . . well, whoever ended it, does it really matter—?”

      “Oh it matters,” Norris continued, his tone growing loud. “If you want to know the truth, it was her, that sex goddess in there, who ditched me. Okay? Used me up and then spit me out. There, happy? Glad you got the facts? Would you care for more sordid details on the demise of what I thought was the relationship of my life?”

      Kevin’s eyes widened and he held up both hands. “No. No, that’s fine. I . . . this is why I wondered if maybe a hotel—”

      “I’m not going to a hotel.” Norris leaned forward and leered at his friend. It felt strange, as Norris had never leered at anyone before. “I’m staying right here. If that little strumpet is uncomfortable with our past, then she can most certainly speak to me about it. But I was invited, and unless you’re telling me I’ve been disinvited—”

      “No, no, no, absolutely not. Not disinvited. I’m not sure anybody else realizes you know each other. I simply . . . thought maybe . . .” Kevin’s words trailed off and a lost look entered his eyes. “Thought maybe you’d want a little time away from all the McGovern Christmas madness,” he finished softly, a longing tone in his voice.

      “Absolutely not,” Norris said. “I intend to stick this one out until the very end.”

      “Okay then. Dinner is in five.”

      “Dinner it is,” Norris said, not quite certain his heart would survive.

      “Sweaters required.”

      “What . . . oh?” His eyebrows creased. “Seriously?”

      Kevin nodded. “Tradition, you know. From now until Christmas, it’s a new sweater every day.”

      “Christmas torture.” Norris followed Kevin into the house.

      “Right. Well, if you think your first sweater is bad, wait until you see Piglet’s.” A bit of a wicked smile crossed Kevin’s face.

      “Don’t call her that,” Norris said. “She obviously hates it.” Anyone could see that Clarissa detested that nickname, and he wasn’t about pile on to something that, in his modest opinion, was downright mean-spirited, bordering on verbal abuse.

      “Oh, I thought—”

      “She may have broken my heart, but I’m not going to be an utter asshole in return.”

      Kevin nodded and dipped his chin. Norris walked toward the staircase and up to the guest room, preparing to don the ugliest Christmas sweater he’d ever been given.
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      Day two of Clarissa’s Christmas captivity was worse than day one. Bing Crosby began singing “White Christmas” at six a.m. Yes, no one within the McGovern home was immune from the Christmas Crazy embodied by Mother.

      “Today’s cookie day!” she chortled. Mother wore her very own Christmas sweater with a knit tableau of Frosty the Snowman holding candy canes. Strangely, her sweater wasn’t exactly ugly, it was simply Christmas gauche.

      “Clarissa, I left your sweater for today on your bed. You must have missed it.”

      Clarissa lifted her coffee mug as she sat at the dining room table and slurped a long sip. “Nope. I saw it.” Mother waited, eyes focused with the same piercing gaze that had caused Clarissa to break out in hives as a child.

      “Excellent,” Eliza said through her impervious smile. “See you wear it, once you’ve taken care of that hair.”

      “Mmhmm.” Clarissa swallowed more coffee. “Taking care of that hair” had meant Eliza shearing Clarissa’s locks with hair clippers when Clarissa was little. Eliza’s eyes bulged as Clarissa shook the wild curls in defiance.

      “Okay. Well, when you finally get around to joining your sister and me in the kitchen, wear your sweater. You know, Piglet, Julia and I are already on our second batch of sugar cookies.”

      Was it too early for bourbon? Would her family notice if she put a shot in her java?

      Clarissa felt Norris’s breath in her ear as he leaned over her back and whispered, “I’ve already checked. The booze is in the living room.”

      Heat sizzled through Clarissa. Norris sat in the chair beside hers. The soapy scent of freshly showered man and that smell that was purely Norris wafted past her. How did she remember that scent so clearly after all this time apart?

      “Missed you at dinner last night.” Norris reached for the Santa platter that held a huge stack of pancakes.

      “Yeah, well, hunger is a small price to pay for not sitting through a meal being called ‘piglet’ and listening to my mother extol the virtues of my younger sister.”

      “Ah, sibling rivalry. Hmm, would’ve thought you’d outgrown that by now.”

      “Oh, that’s right, I remember, you’re an only child. The type that never had to share a parent. Feted as the prince of the family.”

      Norris smiled and poured maple syrup over his pancakes. “Guilty as charged. Was quite lovely, or so I’ve gathered, watching my friends endure the torture of both parental and self-comparison to their siblings.”

      Clarissa sighed. “One way to avoid those comparisons it is to move thousands of miles away, start a new life, and never come home.”

      “Seems you’ve been quite successful with that.” He offered the platter of pancakes to Clarissa. She shook her head. She’d be damned if she ate anything before Christmas Eve. At least not with her mother around. The words that came from Eliza’s mouth when Clarissa filled hers with food were most unkind.

      “I remember you mentioning your parents.”

      Clarissa cringed. She remembered mentioning her parents as well.

      “I can see the whole thing with your mother—what you said is accurate. Though I’m not certain she’s quite what I envisioned.”

      “Just wait,” Clarissa said. “It gets worse.”

      Hunger tore through her stomach. The rich buttery scent of pancakes and the bacon? Good God. When was the last time she’d eaten bacon? Probably the last time she’d come home to Candy Cane Lane, and that’d been three years ago.

      Norris held out the plate of crisp brown salty deliciousness. Clarissa glanced toward the kitchen and then back toward the plate. He leaned close to her ear.

      Heat whispered down Clarissa’s back and her nipples hardened beneath her flannel pajama top.

      “How about I put a piece right here for you?” he murmured, lifting a slice of the bacon and placing it on the edge of his plate. “No one will ever know.”

      Her salivary glands were nearly as excited as her nipples.

      Norris winked and set the dish of bacon back down in the center of the table. Then in a normal voice, he asked, “Where’s my buddy?”

      “Kevin is in the kitchen with the dynamic duo. So sad for him, but good for me. Looks like this Christmas he’s taking one for the team.”

      “Yes, well, seems like there’ll be many Christmases to come.”

      “So he is proposing.” Clarissa turned her back to the kitchen, looked directly at Norris, and took a bite of bacon. “Tell me if anyone’s coming,” she whispered.

      Norris looked toward the kitchen and shoveled a bite of pancake into his mouth. “This is how you’re going to eat until you leave?”

      “You have a car?” Clarissa asked as she nibbled at the slice of hot salty pork goodness.

      “Kevin’s car.”

      “Then no. I’ll be eating out the next two days, and then Christmas Eve and Christmas Day I’ll eat what I want. After that, whammo, I’m gone. Back to my life in the real world.” A final delightful savory bite. “She won’t say anything about me eating on Christmas Eve or Christmas Day.”

      “A bit of holiday kindness from your mother?”

      “No, she just gets too wrapped up in making everything perfect to notice what I’m eating or how I’m eating.”

      “How you’re eating?

      Clarissa’s face reddened.

      “I remember eating many, many meals with you. I never found anything remotely remarkable about how you eat.”

      Clarissa compressed her lips into a grim line, and her gaze went past him to the dining room window. “No, not now.” Her eyes shifted back to meet Norris’s. “But when I was little . . . I had this undiagnosed allergy. When I would try to eat, I couldn’t breathe sometimes . . .” Her chest tightened and heat prickled her eyes. For fuck’s sake, how could she possibly still be upset about this? “Sometimes I would lose my breath and I would choke, and when that happened a little snort would come out.”

      The muscle in Norris’s jaw twitched, and his eyes—my God, but she didn’t want to see that kind of pity in Norris’s eyes. She was a grown woman with her own successful company and an amazing career, and she didn’t need her ex-lover looking at her like she was a damaged piece of humanity.

      “That’s how Mother came up with the nickname—”

      “Piglet,” Norris said softly.

      Clarissa gave a sharp nod, confirming his guess, and looked back towards the front window again.

      “Once the allergy was gone so was the snort, but Mother seemed to like the nickname and how upset it made me. Well, I’m guessing she must enjoy how upset saying it makes me. Otherwise, why would she keep using it?”

      “Why would she?” Norris echoed. He put down his fork and laid his hand over the top of hers. “Clarissa, I—”

      “I better get dressed,” she cut him off. Her eyes were hot and a thickness clogged her throat. No. She wouldn’t cry here, not at Mother’s dining room table, not in front of Norris, a man she’d stopped seeing for very specific reasons.

      Clarissa popped up from her chair. She’d come home out of duty, and she supposed there were a few more necessary trips to be made. She would come back for the wedding. And of course Julia and Kevin would inevitably have children, so she’d come home at least once for each of those. Please God let them only procreate a couple of times.

      She cleared her throat. “I guess we’ll be seeing each other at all kinds of family-type events over the next couple of years. I mean, if you’re Kevin’s best friend, I assume you’ll be in the wedding. And Mother would be much too horrified at what people might say if I wasn’t in Julia’s, even though we never see each other anymore.” She ran her fingers through her tight curls. She forced the pain from her heart and put the smile she’d learned to fake in Hollywood onto her face. “I’ll be down by lunch, and then I’ll need a ride into town, if you don’t mind.”

      Norris nodded. Clarissa turned and bolted up the stairs.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Norris stood in the guest bedroom he’d been assigned on the second floor with his phone pressed to his ear. The holiday decorations in this room were an homage to Kris Kringle. The young Santa decorated everything from the guest towels to the giant bedspread on the queen-sized bed. There were even candles shaped like a younger slimmer Santa with the beginning of a beard. Norris turned away from the bed and walked toward the window that looked out over a thickening blanket of snow.

      “I’m sorry, buddy,” Peter, his agent, said, “but the film isn’t going to go. At least, not until the second quarter. The producers still need the last piece of finance.”

      Norris scrubbed his hand through his hair. No start date meant no purchase money for the script he’d written, which meant his bank account was hovering dangerously close to zero. Even his super-secret-never-use emergency bank account was nearly tapped out. He’d been desperately hoping that Truly & Madly would go into production right after the holidays, which would mean an influx of dollars.

      “What about rewrites or punch-ups?”

      “Dude, everyone is in Tahiti or Hawaii for the next two weeks. You’re lucky you got me. I’m standing at LAX in flip flops.”

      Lucky, huh? How lucky was a production-assistant-turned-screenplay-writer who barely had two dimes to his name?

      “I . . . I’m going to need something.”

      Peter sighed. “Look, I get it. As soon as we get back from the holidays I’ll look for a rewrite or some punch-up work—”

      “Okay, okay.” Norris nodded. Not ideal, but it was hope. Hope that he could pay his February rent and not end up homeless in the middle of winter in New York.

      “Saw your old girlfriend packaged that giant film for Worldwide Studios.”

      Norris grimaced and turned toward his open doorway. Clarissa’s room was just across the hall.

      “Maybe she could come in for the final piece?”

      Norris frowned and stared at her closed door.

      “Do you still see her? Talk to her?”

      He hadn’t. Until yesterday. “A little, sometimes. I didn’t, but right now—”

      “Well, mention the project to her. If you want your purchase price for this script, then we have to lock in the final piece of finance. But if Clarissa-fucking-McGovern wants to produce? I mean, come on! You’ll have your check before Valentine’s Day.”

      “Ha! Right.”

      “Dude? I’m not kidding. Her production company is that hot right now. Okay? When she left agenting she took amazing relationships with her. There’s not a star she can’t get to. And they all fucking love her.”

      The door across the hallway creaked open.

      “Clarissa is your ticket. That’s the way you pay your rent and get your career launched. Get on it!”

      Discomfort tightened Norris’s chest. Get on it. Hmm . . . he had a desire to “get on it” in more ways than one. If Clarissa could bring the final piece of finance to the small but lovely screenplay he’d written, that wouldn’t be the least of them.

      But the thought of hitting up his ex-lover, who now happened to be a big deal in the entertainment industry, seemed a bit self-involved. Unseemly. Especially since right now they were trapped together in a Christmas hell not of their own making or design.

      “Not sure I feel comfortable doing that.”

      “What? Not sure you want to eat after the first of the year? Well, I’m sure, dude. I’m sure I want the commission. Text me her digits, I’ll call her right now before I hit the plane and—”

      “No!” Norris said loudly enough that Clarissa’s head jerked upward. Her eyebrows narrowed as she peered into Norris’s room from across the hall. She’d probably thought that Norris had joined the rest of the McGovern family downstairs for the cookie-making session, and that she was alone on the second floor.

      “No.” Norris quieted his tone. “No, I’ll take care of it.” He turned back to the window. Snow softly fell on the pine trees. He glanced over his shoulder. Clarissa stood in the doorway to his room, her arms crossed over her horrible sweater.

      A smile spread over Norris’s face. He couldn’t help it. Where the hell did Eliza McGovern find these atrocious bits of clothing for her family and guests to wear?

      Clarissa’s required attire today wasn’t quite as horrid as yesterday’s, meaning there were no actual pigs involved. Instead Clarissa’s mother had taken a photo of Clarissa at the most awkward adolescent stage—when she had glasses and headgear, and obviously hadn’t sorted out the intricacies of makeup—and had it plastered on the front of a knit sweater. Blinking lights outlined the face, and beneath was the word “Piglet.”

      Norris’s eyes widened. He yanked his eyes from the sweater and met Clarissa’s gaze as he listened to Peter yammer on about the necessity, no, the requirement of utilizing friendships in entertainment to further one’s business interests.

      “Okay,” Norris interrupted. “Okay. Have a great time in Tahiti. We’ll talk when you’re back.”

      Peter was midsentence when Norris pressed the red button on the phone.

      “You still have that douchebag Peter Brett as an agent?” Clarissa lifted an eyebrow and shook her head.

      “The agent I used to have went off and became a big-time producer. So yes, I do still have this douchebag instead of the other agent I deeply enjoyed working with.”

      That had been how they’d met. When Clarissa had first landed in Los Angeles after college and been an assistant at CTA. He’d been a production assistant for Lydia Albright’s company. They’d started as friends, then became lovers. Finally, when Clarissa got her promotion to agent, she’d sold Norris’s first screenplay—which oddly had been the beginning of the end for their relationship, but not their careers.

      “Hear that Truly & Madly is set up in New York.”

      Norris nodded.

      “Also hear that it’s missing a piece of finance.”

      “That’s what Peter called to discuss. He wants me to ask you to come on board.”

      “I bet he does.” She squeezed her arms tighter across her chest. “Now.” A hint of bitterness wove through her tone. Of course, how could it not? The life of a producer was incredibly difficult. When she had first struck out on her own, Peter, like most agents, hadn’t even returned her calls. But now that she’d achieved success, every agent in town wanted their clients in Clarissa’s films.

      Time to change the subject. “So this is your sweater today?” Norris asked.

      “Lovely, right?” Clarissa looked at Norris’s sweater, an artful picture of Jack Frost painting a window. “I think mine is worse.”

      “I’d have to agree, if only for the personalized nature.”

      “Eighth grade was not my friend.” Clarissa glanced down at the photo emblazoned across her chest. “Neither were glasses and braces.”

      Norris walked closer. He took the bottom of her sweater in his hands and pulled it taut to get a better look. “Except for now.”

      “Now?”

      “The braces are your friend now.” He glanced up from the photo of the gawky girl, who barely looked like the present-day Clarissa.

      His heart picked up its pace in his chest as his eyes found hers. Heat filtered down his back and tightened his spine. His cock hardened at the nearness of the woman he’d once desperately loved.

      “You have this smile.” His fingers lightly touched her chin and tilted her face so that her lips were angled to his. “This amazing smile.” The sweetness of her breath and the scent of . . . how did she smell of lavender and lemons at Christmas? All of it—Clarissa’s heat, her nearness, her scent—all of her, as intoxicating to him now as it had been when they were a couple.

      Those rich brown eyes. Her gaze didn’t flicker away. He leaned forward and pressed his lips to hers. There was no smile now, only the heat of a kiss that he’d wanted since yesterday.

      Her mouth opened and he deepened the kiss. Familiar, and yet not. Time and distance had made what once felt familiar, now feel hot and illicit. She wanted him too. The heat between them was impossible to deny.

      Her stomach growled.

      Norris pulled back. He smiled and pressed his forehead to hers. He remembered how cranky Clarissa got when she hadn’t eaten, and he doubted a hangry Clarissa coupled with Eliza would be a Christmas show anyone wanted to see. “Let’s go get you fed.”

      At this moment, it was the wisest choice any man could make.
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      “Have you been downtown since you got here?” Clarissa asked.

      Norris turned left onto Main Street and around the giant courthouse in the middle of the square.

      “We only got here the day before you arrived, and I your mother’s itinerary hasn’t allowed me to do much sightseeing.”

      “It won’t.” Clarissa’s phone buzzed and she glanced at the screen. “Oops, it would appear she’s discovered our absence.” Clarissa pressed the button that sent the incoming caller to voicemail. “Uh-oh. Poor Eliza, she’s not going to like that much. She prefers to have all Christmas guests trapped in the house. Then she disables their cars so they can’t leave until the twenty-sixth.”

      “Kidding, right?”

      “Well, she won’t do it to Kevin, at least not this year. But once he’s married into the family? It’s a distinct possibility.” Clarissa pointed out the windshield. “Park here. Let’s go to Bea & Barbara’s Bakery. Best cheesecake and cannoli I’ve ever had, and I’ve eaten cheesecake and cannoli on both coasts.”

      Norris pulled into a parking space and turned off the car. The snow had stopped falling, but a fresh sprinkling of the white stuff blanketed the entire town. Holiday finery decorated Powder Spring’s main square. Black iron lampposts with actual flames in their glass lanterns were spaced every few feet down the sidewalk. Each wore a holiday wreath of red and green. The park surrounding the courthouse sported both a giant menorah and a Christmas tree. Giant lights strung across Main Street spelled out “Season’s Greetings.”

      “It’s like you grew up in Bedford Falls,” Norris marveled.

      “I love that movie.” Clarissa pulled her coat tighter around her body. “It was pretty idyllic here, unless you were different.” She opened the passenger door and cold air rushed into the car. Norris followed her onto the cobblestone sidewalk.

      He’d been different as a kid. He’d wanted books and poetry and words and oddly, he’d never been teased about his unique nature. He supposed growing up an only child with doting older parents helped. No one had ever called him Piglet, or compared him to a near-perfect sibling. Nor had there been any parental expectations that he be anyone other than who he was. His parents would never have considered making fun of or teasing him over a physical malady . . . hell, they’d never teased him over anything.

      Really, even though he was a bit odd by normal standards, Norris had wanted for nothing, and that included friends. In fact, he hadn’t known he was odd until well into his college career. Norris caught up to Clarissa as she led the way to the bakery. Her cheeks pink from the cold.

      Were they going to discuss that kiss? Norris doubted it. Rather than bring it up, he angled himself closer to her and slid his hand around her waist. She didn’t pull away or change her body language. Instead, she looked up at him and smiled.

      “Coffee and a sandwich, plus some cannoli for dessert.” She stopped in front of a glass door with the picture of a bee circling a sweet honey cake painted on it.

      “Sounds perfect.” Norris opened the door, and the rich scents of cake and cookies and cinnamon and coffee and chocolate slammed into his nose. Along with the warmth. He stomped his boots, ridding his feet of snow. A line stretched from the door to the counter.

      “There’s a table.” Clarissa wove through the nearly full bakery to a table near the back in a little alcove. “This place is completely different.” She grabbed a menu from beside the catsup. “They took out a wall. Added at least a dozen tables and booths.” She perused the menu. “And a full menu. Wow. Last time I was home, they had sandwiches and salads, but now they have everything.”

      A woman with pink hair walked up to the table, pulling napkins from her pocket. “Hi, I’m Alison, what can I get you folks—?” She looked up and saw Clarissa. Her face broke into a giant smile. “Oh my God! Is that you, Clarissa McGovern?”

      Clarissa’s cheeks grew pinker.

      Alison leaned down and pulled Clarissa into a hug. “How long has it been since you’ve been home?”

      “I don’t know, three years?”

      “My God, you lucky girl,” Alison deadpanned. Clarissa smiled and Alison laughed. “Back for Christmas?”

      “You know it.”

      “Eliza driving you nuts?”

      “You know that too.” Clarissa rolled her eyes. When she did that, she looked almost like a teenager. Norris could picture Clarissa as an adolescent. Had she worn black and been an emo girl? Or had she been popular, with bows and curls? Based on her disdain for home and her hometown, he guessed the former, but couldn’t be certain, based on this woman’s friendly reaction.

      “Girl . . . you know, I’ve got my parents’ place now. They’re down in Florida for the winter. Coming up tomorrow, but you’re always welcome if you need an escape.” Alison leaned in and cupped her hand over her mouth. “I mean, we all know about the Christmas madness over at your place.” She turned and patted her curls. “And who is this fine fella? You brought home a man for the holidays?” She lifted an eyebrow and winked.

      “Hi, I’m Norris.” He smiled and extended a hand to shake Alison’s.

      “Hey, Norris. How long you been dating our Clarissa? You two meet out in Hollywood?

      A stunned silence filled the space between them as Clarissa looked at Norris. Alison was a lot closer to the truth than she might have guessed, but still completely wrong.

      “Actually, Norris is an innocent bystander co-opted into Mother’s madness. He’s good friends with Julia’s boyfriend.”

      “Got it.” Alison nodded.

      “But we did meet in Hollywood, Clarissa and I, years ago,” Norris added.

      “Hmm, so you knew her before she was Miss Big Deal.”

      Norris smiled. “I did indeed. We were both just assistants when we first met. Trying to break into the world of film. We kind of lost touch for a while. I moved to New York.”

      “Well,” Alison took out her pad to take their order, “you know what they say. There are no coincidences in life.”

      “Do they say that?” Norris asked.

      “They do.” Clarissa winked.

      Norris and Clarissa both ordered. After a bit of catching up on Alison’s life in Powder Springs and Clarissa answering her questions about the projects she was working on in Los Angeles, Alison left them to put in their lunch order.

      “You’re still working on Bangkok Nights?” Norris asked. “I thought for sure you’d’ve let that one go.”

      “Couldn’t. I love that story. I’ve always loved that story. Was the first project I ever optioned.”

      “I remember when you read it and said you had to have it. How much did you pay?”

      “For the first option? I don’t know, like five hundred dollars for twelve months. An entire week’s salary for me at the time.”

      “Will it ever get made?”

      “Maybe. Who knows? We’ve got Dylan McElroy attached and it’s as close as it’s ever been. Now if I can convince Worldwide to start cutting checks, we’ve got a film. I’m hoping for third quarter next year.”

      “That sounds doable.”

      After discussing the positives and negatives of both Bangkok Nights and Dylan McElroy, Alison set down their lunches, smiled, and scurried away to greet another table.

      “What about you? What are you doing in New York? Heard you’d gotten a gig in development, and then you were writing, and then—”

      “And then what?” Norris looked up. He wondered what she’d heard and who she’d heard it from.

      The color drained from her face. “And then you weren’t around for a while.” Clarissa said softly. She dropped her eyes and took a bite of her turkey burger.

      “That’s a nice way to put it. ‘Not around for a while.’” Norris poured catsup on his burger. “Might as well call it what it was. I had a nervous breakdown, went a little batshit crazy. Isn’t that what you heard?”

      Clarissa stopped mid-chew and put down her burger. She wiped her mouth with her napkin. “The story wasn’t quite that extreme. I didn’t know if it was emotional or if it was chemical. Neither is unusual in our world, but you’d never been into the drug scene before. So I thought maybe”—she glanced down and softened her tone—“I thought maybe the bullshit had gotten to you and you simply took a break.”

      “You could say that. It was my parents, really. They came, collected me, and took me to their place upstate for, what, about three months. Did some intense therapy and realized that things really didn’t suck as much as I thought. That life was pretty damn good. And that I was being kind of a self-involved asshole to think I was the only person in the world who’d failed to make a million dollars and win an Oscar, all before thirty.”

      Red crept up Clarissa’s neck.

      “Not all of us can be overachievers, now, can we? Wouldn’t be overachieving anymore, it’d simply be normal.” He shoveled fries into his mouth.

      Clarissa’s eyes met his. They didn’t hold happiness, but instead a look he couldn’t put into words or explain, other than to say the weight he witnessed in her eyes was like the look he’d seen in his own reflection when he’d been fighting a heavy sadness.

      “You’re not happy.”

      The look slipped away and the corners of Clarissa’s mouth fishhooked upward. “How could I possibly be unhappy? I’ve succeeded by every measuring stick possible, haven’t I?”

      “Well, by my measuring stick, and by the industry’s measuring stick, sure, but our business is kind of messed up.”

      The nearly real smile dropped from Clarissa’s face. “I’m sorry, I didn’t hear until after. And then . . . I didn’t know what to do or what to say. Or if you’d want me to say anything. You hadn’t reached out—”

      “I didn’t mean you.” He cupped his hand over hers, and again she didn’t move from his touch. “I’m happy for your success.”

      She looked into his eyes as though seeking his forgiveness, which she definitely didn’t need to do. He had nothing to forgive her for. If he was completely honest with himself, he hadn’t been ready for a woman like Clarissa McGovern at the time they’d first dated. In fact, he doubted he was ready for her now. But at least he was more ready—more stable, more sincere, more able to realize that her hurricane personality was nearly unparalleled. Her force and hard work and drive to succeed should make him feel excited that she wanted to be with him, not threatened. Instead of telling her any of that, though, he simply asked, “How’s your burger?” There were so many other damned questions darting through his mind while he sat beside Clarissa two days before Christmas at a bakery in the mountain town of Powder Springs, Colorado. And yet, “how’s your burger” seemed the perfect one to ask.
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* * *

      “It’s good,” Clarissa said. She took another bite. She hadn’t eaten a burger in years, since the last time she’d come home to Powder Springs. Red meat wasn’t her thing. But something about being home, having to endure Mother, and then this—seeing Norris? Well, a burger, some kind of comfort food, sounded incredible. So she’d gotten a turkey burger and pretended it was beef.

      Norris slid another fry through catsup. He was still one of the best-looking men she’d ever known, but his magnetism wasn’t really about his looks. She knew, because she worked with the best-looking male movie stars in the world, called some of them her close friends. Her attraction to Norris stemmed from more than his looks, and always had.

      The attraction came from his attitude, his humor, the sharp thoughts that darted around that brilliant brain of his. Plus, he nearly always remained unruffled. And that—the fact that Norris stayed unfazed, uniquely happy and enthusiastic in the crazy that was Hollywood and moviemaking—created a joy in Clarissa. A joy that, while appealing, was unfamiliar and unsettling. She didn’t trust happiness like the kind Norris maintained, to continue. And she guessed his joy had faded for a while, when he’d gone to stay with his parents. She did the math. How long had it been after she’d said no, and then after she’d won, that he’d gone a bit batty in the head?

      Didn’t matter really. Could happen to anyone trying to work in the industry. She herself had made two attempts to leave the biz, and failed both times. She dabbed her lips with her napkin and stole a look at the man across the table. No, she hadn’t been ready for Norris before, with his happiness, his childlike enthusiasm for life. But now? Now he felt like cool rain on a July day.

      “So where exactly did you put your little gold man after you took him home?” Norris asked. “I’ve always wondered where people keep those damned things.”

      “Well, I’m not living in the same place anymore.”

      “Got rid of the one-bedroom on Franklin in Hollywood?”

      Clarissa nodded. “A place off Laurel Canyon.”

      “I see. So you found him a happy home, then?”

      “For a while, but now I keep him in the office.”

      “For all to see, I gather?”

      She took a deep breath and sighed. “Yes, I’ve become one of those producers. Look at my dick, it’s bright gold and on a shelf with special lighting.”

      Norris laughed and Clarissa smiled. Yes, she always felt quite odd when she walked into her bungalow on the Worldwide lot and saw her Best Picture trophy all aglow beneath the discreet accent lighting. As though he wasn’t really hers. But he was. He was most definitely hers, and she’d earned him on that film for certain. She’d nursed that horribly tough film along for five years, fighting to get it made. For two of those years, she’d subsisted on Ramen noodles and sometimes gone without electricity.

      Awkward silence fell over them. The script had come to her while she dated Norris, so had the changes in her career. She wondered how much each had contributed to the changes in their relationship.

      “I’m glad you didn’t listen to me about that script,” Norris finally said.

      “Oh, I listened. I put all the negative things you said into the notes and got a rewrite. You were completely right about everything, except one.”

      “Which was?”

      “That it was unsalvageable. We fixed it, but it took forever. You saw it, yes? Noticed how different the movie was from the script you originally read?”

      Now it was Norris’s turn to blush. His cheeks flamed red. Clarissa leaned back in her chair, comprehension dawning. “You didn’t see it.”

      “I did not.”

      Clarissa inhaled. She stared down at her plate for a long moment before looking him in the eyes again. “I’m not certain I would’ve seen it if the roles were reversed. Considering.”

      She saw the apprehension on his face melt into gratitude that she understood his reasons for not seeing the movie that had changed her life, and in some ways, had changed their relationship.

      They had had a terrible fight about that script—she thinking the core story was brilliant and Norris thinking the entire thing was a bag of hot garbage.

      They’d both been right.

      The original story was unwieldy, and the characters as written morose and unlikable, but Norris’s rantings had only strengthened her determination to prove him wrong. To turn the script into a story worthy of production. The failings had eventually become the movie’s strengths, but the primary casualty had been her and Norris’s romance. That argument, that first big fight, exposed the cracks in their relationship. Her intensity and insistence on making the film had been like a sledgehammer pounding away at them both.

      Until they’d shattered. Come apart at the seams. Norris leaving for New York and Clarissa living alone in her tiny one-bedroom in Hollywood.

      “You kids ready for dessert?” Alison appeared beside their table with her brilliant smile and fantastic pink hair. Clarissa took a deep breath and nodded.

      “I need a cannoli and some coffee. Norris?”

      He nodded, a soft smile spreading over his face. “I’ll have what she’s having.”

      Clarissa smiled at the famous movie line. They used to do that—throw quotes back and forth to see what each would catch. It’d been a game between the two of them that she’d dearly loved. A private joke.

      Alison took their plates away. Norris reached out across the cleared table and took Clarissa’s other hand. Warmth flooded her. She didn’t need to ask questions right now, she didn’t really even need answers. What she wanted—and perhaps what she needed, too—was simple. She wanted Norris to hold her hand and look at her as he’d done a long time ago, before she’d become the Clarissa McGovern, big-time Oscar-winning producer and current golden girl of Hollywood. No, right now she simply wanted to be that just-promoted agent who was dating a production assistant and aspiring screenwriter named Norris Foggbottom—the very same girl Norris had proposed to in Hawaii.
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      “No, that is absolutely not how that happened,” Clarissa laughed as they walked up onto the front porch. “I did not ask you out for our first date. You called and asked me to go to Formosa for drinks.”

      Norris shook his head and smiled. He held her mittened hand in his. “You’re wrong. Simply wrong. I do remember our first date, and it was not at Formosa. Our first date was actually the Buzz by Sunlight premiere.”

      “A premiere is not a date,” Clarissa countered. “A premiere is a business event.”

      “Says the former agent turned producer.” Norris laughed. He pushed open the door to Clarissa’s childhood home.

      Their laughter ended.

      Mrs. McGovern.

      The woman was a teakettle ready to blow. “Where have you two been?”

      Clarissa dropped Norris’s hand, but not before Eliza spotted her holding it.

      “We went to lunch and then walked around the square and—”

      “This week is not about you,” Eliza pointed at Clarissa. “I know, Piglet, that you’ve become accustomed to everything being about you, but this holiday isn’t.”

      Clarissa’s cheeks hollowed and the muscle in her cheek twitched. “Mother, I’ve known my entire life that Christmas isn’t ever about anyone but you, so didn’t think for a moment I’ve forgotten.”

      “The Candy Cane Lane Choral Competition is tonight. You have exactly twenty minutes to get ready. We need to be there in time for warm-up and—”

      Clarissa crossed her arms and shrugged. “I’m not going.”

      Mrs. McGovern gasped. “What?”  She covered her mouth with her hand. “What do you mean you’re not going? This is a family event, we participate every year! We . . . what will people say?”

      “You don’t participate on the years I’m not here?”

      “Of course we participate. If you choose not to be here, Piglet, we don’t let your choice of spending the holidays away from your family prevent us from taking part in the festivities. As painful as it is to me and your father and your sister that you don’t come home for Christmas, we do soldier on. Your absence feels like a knife in our hearts.”

      “I invited all of you to Hawaii last year. Offered to pay for your and Daddy’s and Julia’s trip, do you remember?”

      “I could never miss everything here. And Hawaii? There isn’t even snow in Hawaii. Or pine trees. How would it ever feel like Christmas?”

      “Oh I don’t know, we’d still have carols, Christmas presents, and family. We would’ve been together.”

      Mrs. McGovern closed her eyes. Her nostrils flared. “Lawrence,” she called, her voice raising to a panicked screech. “Lawrence!” she yelled louder.

      “What is it? What is it, my love?” Lawrence came running down the stairs wearing only socks, his sweater, and Christmas boxers. He froze on the last step when he saw his wife was not alone. The poor sap, he’d obviously gotten so used to being beaten over the head with Eliza’s demands that he felt the need to forego masculine decency to avoid being berated by his wife.

      Mr. McGovern glanced at Norris and gave him a slight sheepish nod, acknowledging that yes, he was indeed in his boxers, and he’d thank Norris very much to please ignore the fact. “Eliza, what is it?” he asked again, the desperate desire to go upstairs and put on pants all over his face.

      “Piglet says she’s not going tonight.”

      Lawrence glanced toward his daughter. He paused, his mouth open, as though completely unsure how to handle this conundrum. The poor man. He was caught between a wonderful, grown-up, successful daughter, who by all rights should be allowed to determine for herself whether she wished to go to the local Candy Cane Lane Choral Competition, and his wife. Oh boy. His wife. Eliza McGovern did not appear to be a woman who was swayed by reason.

      Lawrence tried anyway. “Darling, Clarissa is a grown woman.”

      Eliza’s head swiveled toward where he stood on the stairs, like a demon. “You always take her side.”

      “Darling, there aren’t any sides to take. Clarissa is grown, and if she doesn’t want to go to the Candy Cane Lane—”

      “But what will people say?”

      “Seriously, Mother? What will people say? I don’t know, what do people say about me never coming home? Or you never coming to visit me? What do people say about the fact that you refused two tickets to the biggest awards ceremony on the planet to see your daughter win in person? What do people say, Mother?” Clarissa crossed her arms over her chest. “I’d love to hear.”

      “You . . . you have always been the most ungrateful child. Piglet, I have tried, and tried, and tried to be the perfect mother to you.”

      “Oh really? Maybe you could start by not calling me Piglet. Not a lot of love in that word, Mother. Just patent abuse and humiliation. I can give you the number of my therapist if you’d like to discuss.”

      “A . . . a . . . therapist?” Eliza said the word as though it were dirty. Norris might have been tempted to laugh if he wasn’t staying in Eliza’s home, and if Eliza wasn’t torturing the woman that, God help him, he was still madly in love with even after all their years apart.

      “Actually, Mrs. McGovern, she’s staying home because of me.” Norris stepped forward and clasped his hands together. “I need to stay in, and I asked Clarissa to stay and keep an eye on me tonight.”

      Eliza’s gaze flashed from Norris to Clarissa.

      “I’m really having a tough time with my breathing. It’s the elevation combined with my bronchial tubes, I think. I wanted Clarissa to stay with me, because, well, we wouldn’t want my bronchial tubes to close up while I’m alone, now would we?”

      “Your bronchial tubes could close up?” Eliza pressed her hand to her throat and took a step back. “Wouldn’t that mean . . . ?”

      “I’m afraid so,” Norris whispered. “And in your home. At Christmas.”

      “Oh, my goodness no!” Eliza said. “No, no, no, no. We definitely wouldn’t want that to happen. Oh yes, Piglet must stay with you.” Eliza turned her sharp gaze to her daughter. “I’m sorry, dear, I misjudged.”

      Clarissa nodded. She examined her nails the way a sullen seventeen-year-old might. “No problem. I’ll be here to make certain Norris doesn’t asphyxiate.” Clarissa tilted her head and appraised Norris.

      He saw none of the gratitude he expected in her gaze. What? Hadn’t he just bailed her out? Hadn’t he just prevented full-on war with Mama McGovern? Clarissa could look a little thankful. Just a smidge of appreciation in her eyes would be lovely.

      But only irritation, with maybe a bit of unrepentant rage, beamed out from Clarissa’s eyes. Hmm . . . maybe she’d wanted a knock-down-drag-out with her mother? Norris remembered a few postcoital late night chats that had involved Clarissa’s descriptions of Mrs. McGovern, but none of those had been quite as bad as the reality. In Norris’s opinion, Clarissa had actually been a bit generous where her mother was concerned.

      Julia bounded down the stairs, dragging Kevin behind. Oh, what a pair. Norris pressed his lips together and cleared his throat.

      “Looking quite dapper there, Kevin,” Norris nodded.

      “Stuff it,” Kevin mumbled.

      Kevin’s wife-to-be looked lovely in her German-inspired dress topped with a trim jacket of green velvet with red embroidery, but Kevin sported a pair of lederhosen Mrs. McGovern had provided. He looked as if he’d almost prefer to be freezing in his knickers instead.

      “Such a nice job Mrs. Hammerslich did on the outfits, isn’t it? Really, we’ll look perfect for Julia’s solo. And with Kevin standing by her side?” Eliza glowed with joy at the thought of her offspring singing and winning, yet again, at the Candy Cane Lane Choral Competition. “Mrs. Duncan will film tonight. We’ll be sure to get a video so you both”—she pointedly turned and looked over her glasses at Clarissa—“can watch the performance.”

      Mr. McGovern returned down the stairs, his lederhosen, which matched Kevin’s, not looking any better than his previous getup of Christmas sweater and boxer shorts.

      “All of you look amazing,” Norris said.

      “Your outfits are on your beds. Useless now, I suppose. I put them out for you since you were both running behind.”

      “Very thoughtful of you, Mrs. McGovern.” Norris took a deep breath. “I’m so sorry I can’t go.” He wheezed out the words for effect.

      Mrs. McGovern’s eyes widened and the color dropped from her face. “Piglet, do not let Norris die this close to Christmas, do you understand?”

      “Oh, I understand, Mother. Completely.” Clarissa headed toward the stairs. “Good luck all, see you later.” The rest of the McGovern family, and Kevin, made their way out into the holiday snow.
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* * *

      “What was that show about?” Clarissa asked.

      “That show was meant to save you.” Norris leaned against the doorjamb of her room. He’d expected at list a bit of gratitude for offering up his bronchial tubes in her defense.

      “I don’t need saving from Eliza. We go waaaaay back. Even had a residency in her uterus for a while, decades ago.” Clarissa shrugged. “Though it’s hard to believe I actually lived in there and that she and I share the same DNA.”

      “Hmm, really, I don’t think it’s so hard to fathom.” Norris walked into Clarissa’s room and stood next to the bed.

      “You’re kidding.”

      “Not really. You’re both obsessed with the things that are important to you. Borders on pathological.”

      Clarissa squinted. “You’re calling me a sociopath? And even worse, you’re saying I’m like my mother?”

      “Well, Clarissa . . . your obsession with putting movies together exactly the way you want them might have similarities to how your mother so carefully produces her very own family Christmas extravaganza.”

      “Not even close.” Clarissa shook her head and grabbed her laptop from her bag.

      “Hmm, I’d’ve thought that fancy therapist would’ve gotten you much further past denial by now.”

      “Thin ice, mister. I know you’re lying about the, bronchial tubes. I have no problem telling Mad Madre.”

      “She’ll blame you.”

      Clarissa sighed. “You’re right. She will blame me, and then tell me I’m a horrible hostess for throwing a guest under the bus.”

      “Can’t win.”

      “Obviously,” Clarissa flopped onto her bed. “Bring home one of the biggest awards in the world, and don’t even get a ‘hello-how-do-you-do.’”

      “You’re kidding, right? Surely even Eliza was impressed with your Oscar.”

      “Not a bit. Daddy was, but Daddy was impressed when I could pat my head and rub my tummy at the same time. Mother? No. She’s never liked me much. I’m not sure what it was that really turned her off of me. Maybe the dark hair? The brown eyes? Or it could’ve been that I never gave a rat’s ass about anything that was important to her, including what the neighbors thought.”

      “Oh dear, you ruined the McGovern image? How utterly unforgivable.”

      “Nope. But I tried. I was too well-liked to actually ruin anything. That was another thing that seemed to drive Mother bonkers. That I was different and yet loved. I did give it my very best shot. Sex. Drugs. Lots of rock ’n’ roll. It just made me the coolest kid around. Mother hated it all. Now, Julia, on the other hand, was just exactly prim and perfect enough for Mother. Anyway,” Clarissa said and met his gaze. Desire tore through Norris’s body, “I don’t need you saving me.”
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* * *

      “I wasn’t saving you,” Norris ran his hand through his wild shock of hair. “I was saving myself. I didn’t plan to go tonight, and I didn’t want to be bored. It’s a lot less boring here with you home.”

      He stood close to her now. They somehow hadn’t discussed the kiss from earlier. Hmm . . . not even a hint. And now they were alone, in a bedroom, with a giant bed, and he was dangerously close. The type of close where she could smell him. That Norris scent of soap and oranges and something remarkably male . . . distinctly Norris. Pine trees? Had she noticed that Norris smelled of pine trees when they were lovers in L.A.? Because he did.

      He sat next to her on the bed, his nearness stealing her breath. “Okay, so no saving,” she whispered. His lips were so close to hers. The heat of his breath caressed her face. “Because, as you know from past experience, I definitely don’t need to be saved.”

      “Of course not.” His hand brushed up over her arm to clasp the back of her neck, beneath her unruly curls. “I’d never assume a woman as strong as Clarissa McGovern would ever need to be saved. Especially by a man as humble as I.”

      Her heart fluttered as fast as a hummingbird’s wings. Her gaze met his and her body flared. Damn, her breath came in short pants. Her resistance—as though she had much—melting like butter on a hot cinnamon roll.

      His lips claimed her own.

      My God, this kiss was better than this morning’s. This kiss contained not a tentative sweep, but the deep unrepentant need of a man who knew what he wanted. The passion of former lovers who’d missed each other, and knew what each craved in the most intimate way. Oh, yes. Hot. Her skin burned as though his fingertips were the sun. Illicit and yet knowing her body, the perfect combination.

      And in her childhood home? With her parents away . . . but not for the entire night. So bad and yet so good.

      Her toes curled. God, yes, but Norris Foggbottom could kiss. His mouth opened hers, his tongue probing deep. His hand drifted to the edge of her sweater and pulled the wool from her body. He cupped her breast and teased his fingertip over her nipple. Heat seared through her. She relaxed into his touch.

      Her entire existence in Hollywood was about appearing in control, contained and effortless. My fucking God, she put so much effort into appearing effortless that she was exhausted.

      She slid her hand over the denim of Norris’s jeans. Mmmhmmm . . . the biggest package she’d ever received. “I see some things haven’t changed.” Norris was exceptionally well-endowed, exquisitely so, to the point that her entire sex clenched and flared with the memory of his cock pulsing deep inside her body. Hard. Long. Thick. She closed her eyes and pure unabashed want spiraled through her.

      Mmm, yes, unsatisfying sex definitely hadn’t been the reason for their breakup.

      Norris pressed her backward onto the giant wrought-iron bed. She’d take it, every bit of the pleasure he would provide. Not only was her body turned on, aching for Norris, but she also felt a warmth, a happiness, a rekindling of the deeper feelings she’d had for him.

      He had her clothes off in an instant. His gaze ate up her naked flesh. His hair was in disarray on his head. Once his eyes had roamed up over her sex and breasts to lock with hers, a smile spread over his lips. “Even better than I remember.”

      Oh yes, it was grand to be better than a memory. Norris yanked his sweater over his head and scrabbled out of his jeans.

      Damn, for a writer this man was in shape. Runner, swimmer, weight lifter . . . Norris was fit. His muscles were long and lean, his belly taut. He even had those luscious muscular handles near his hips that made women do crazy, wicked things.

      Norris’s body had made Clarissa do crazy, wicked things. Getting naked in her childhood bedroom while Mrs. Claus and Santa watched from the corner was but a minor addition to the fabulous sex life they’d shared. Let ’em watch. She hoped to give them quite a show.

      Norris’s cock had a tiny little bend that curved toward her right. She leaned forward and took his thick sex into her hands. The breath from Norris’s lungs exited his body in a guttural growl.

      That noise, so rough and base, turned her on. She grasped Norris firmly and stroked down his cock. Yes, heat rushed through her as this man, who she’d desperately loved, panted and nearly gasped for breath while her hand clasped him.

      She opened her mouth and rubbed her lips down the head, as though sucking in a lollipop.

      Norris trembled.

      This was true power. She took him all the way into her mouth, pressing her lips down the length of his shaft, her hand stroking behind her lips. Clarissa cupped his ball sack with her other hand as her tongue danced across the tip of his cock and her lips suctioned just below the head.

      “Sweet Jesus.” Norris wove his fingertips through her hair.

      He’d always enjoyed a good ball-sack cupping. Not all men did, but Norris had been fond of her gentle grasp.

      Again her mouth followed her hand. She took Norris deep into her mouth, all the way down his shaft and then back up, her hand stroking a long firm pull behind her mouth. Again, a third time.

      “Fuck, Clarissa! I’m going to fucking come.”

      She accelerated her pace. She wanted him to come. To feel his hot release jet into her mouth and down her throat. She wanted to make him lose his restraint.

      A roar ripped through him and the vein in his cock bulged. His body tightened as a spurt of salty liquid slipped across her tongue. She pulled him deeper into her mouth and squeezed his ball sack. An explosion. She swallowed the hot come and stroked his cock, milking every drop from him until he fell forward, one hand on either side of her. Slowly, very slowly, she withdrew him from her mouth, ending with a tiny little lick over the head of his cock.

      “What the fuck? No one has ever given me head like that.”

      “It’s good to be the best.” She’d take the compliment. There was something powerful about giving good head. She’d figured that one out early in her life.

      “Seriously, Clarissa, you’ve always been the best for me.” He crawled over her and lay beside her on the bed. “I can only strive to be half as good.” He smiled. “But I do enjoy a good challenge.”

      Mmmhmmm. Let him rise to it then.

      He positioned himself above her now, leaning forward to pull her nipple into his mouth. Hot. Wet. Tendrils of desire snaked through her body.

      Her hips arched upward. His hand moved over her belly to the soft sweet flesh between her legs. He pulled his lips from her nipple and glanced down her body. “I see we’ve gone with the landing strip, eh?”

      Clarissa laughed. Yes, when they’d first been fucking, she’d been completely bare, her sex waxed hairless in the current L.A. fashion. But then one day, she’d stepped out of the shower and looked in the mirror, and her waxed pussy had sickened her. No, she didn’t want to look like a preadolescent girl. There was something wrong about that. She didn’t ever again want to be with a man who needed her to be without hair.

      His fingers danced over her clit and plunged deep into her sex.

      “I’ve always been a bit of a naturalist where muff is concerned. Never wanted to mention it before. You seemed quite content with your bare bits.”

      He pressed the tip of one finger, slick with her juices now, to her clit.

      “Aaaah!” She pulled her bottom lip beneath her top teeth.

      “But manicured and well-trimmed is always appreciated.”

      Oh the writers, always with the words. Even while he was finger-fucking her, making her body roll with pleasure, Norris had funny things to say.

      His lips stopped forming syllables and descended on her other nipple. His fingers pulsed deep inside her and his thumb brushed lightly over her clit, sending a sensation akin to an earthquake rumbling through her body.

      Cock. How badly did she want the huge throbbing cock she’d just sucked pounding into her?

      So. Very. Badly.

      Her hips rolled upward, seeking the hot thick missile of pleasure she wanted between her legs, but alas, found only finger-fucking and fingertips.

      Norris’s lips pulled away from her breast. “A bit greedy, are we?” He trailed his lips across her belly.

      Greedy? Fuck yes. Sex was like air, and she needed to breathe.

      His lips rounded over her belly. Yeah, baby. There was a fabulous hotspot where Norris’s talented tongue needed to go. Her hips hitched upward, so he knew exactly where she wanted him to place that tongue. Clarissa was happy to be helpful that way . . . at least where her own pleasure was concerned.

      He kept tormenting her with fingers and thumb as his mouth moved lower. Fuck, she could come any second, the pleasure was so intense. She surrendered to the heat coursing through her body, the desire making her hips undulate. Too long since she’d fucked anyone worth fucking. And Norris had always been worth fucking.

      He paused, his head finally beneath her thighs. Thank fucking God. Relief please, my God. The heat thrilled through her like a volcano. He spread her legs and buried his face deep in her pussy. His fingers pulled out and his tongue, my God his tongue, circled her sex and then thrust deep into her hot core. He gently caressed her clit with one finger while his tongue pulsed in and out and in and out.

      Yes, her breath came in quick bursts. She grasped the hair on his head. He pulled his tongue from her center and clamped his mouth onto her sex. Sucking her clit deep into the hot sultry wetness. And what Norris could do with his tongue? Was it the alphabet or the “Star-Spangled Banner”? It could have been “Angels We Have Heard on High.” But whatever the hell his tongue spelled out across the throbbing nub of her clit, it made her entire body rocket through space.

      She rode that wave of pleasure, her hips thrusting up. Norris put a hand on her hip to still her, and why not? His face was riding a bucking bronco.

      A moan, a low and outrageous sound, like a feral cat howling though the darkness, tore from her mouth, but she didn’t fucking care, because everything felt so good. The release, the sweet release from the ministrations of Norris’s mouth. Her entire body shattered, quivered. She fell over the edge and tumbled into an abyss of warm languid pleasure.
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* * *

      Her eyelids fluttered open. Oh, yes. He’d given it to her. Machismo and adrenaline coursed through Norris. He’d pleasured her. He’d made her come. He’d even made her shriek and howl like a cat in heat. An ape-man barbarian pride that must have been inscribed on male DNA when cavemen were still thumping women over the head with clubs caused him to feel quite pleased with himself.

      “We’re not finished yet, are we?” she sighed.

      “Finished? Oh, no, no, no. Mr. Wentlock is most proudly awake.” Awake and waiting to penetrate Clarissa’s willing body.

      “You still call him Mr. Wentlock?”

      Norris leaned forward and drew her nipple into his mouth. Pink rosebud nipple, taut and gorgeous. He rolled it around in his mouth, not answering. What a man decided to call his own cock was his business. It didn’t deserve a response. He touched a finger to her still-engorged clit, just to prove he was still the puppet master, with Clarissa on the strings.

      He got a wonderfully loud moan in response. “Make fun of my cock’s name, will you?” He whispered into her ear, a sultry smile on his lips.

      “No, no,” she panted. “I—” Her hips spasmed. She bit her bottom lip as he continued to lightly circle her ultra-sensitive, swollen clit. “I love Mr. Wentlock.”

      He pressed his lips to her neck. “And he is quite fond of you.”

      He leaned over her and reached for his wallet in his jeans. The condom rolled on easily, guided by Clarissa’s eager fingers, almost making him lose his breath. Just her quick touch rubbing over his cock made him nearly come. She’d always had that effect on him, but he’d forgotten how trigger-happy Mr. Wentlock became when Clarissa was naked and near. Like a fourteen-year-old boy with a bottle of lotion, a gym sock, and a Penthouse magazine.

      His lips possessed hers. Her hands grasped his cock. Fuck, yes. He rolled over and supported himself above her. This woman—fuck, he wanted her. He wanted to fuck her from now until the end of time. He’d wanted that years ago as well. But now wasn’t the time to think of the past. Now was the time to appreciate the present. Clarissa’s gorgeously round breasts, the sweep of her full hips. The lovely curve of her belly. That gorgeous thick black hair spread out across her pillow.

      Oh yes, she was exactly what he’d always wanted. He’d forgotten how perfect Clarissa was for him, how badly he’d wanted to make her his until the end of their lives. The head of his cock nudged her still-slick sex. She thrust up to meet him, her mouth dropping open with a throaty gasp, her eyelids closing with ecstasy.

      Yes, he slid in soft and slow, teasing her even though her hips rolled up and back demandingly. “Tight, you’re so tight for me.”

      A smile spread over her face.

      “Open your eyes.”

      Her hips stopped thrusting. “What?”

      “Open your eyes,” Norris ordered. He wouldn’t be fucking Clarissa while she kept her eyes closed. No. He wouldn’t let her ignore this connection between them. To pretend their mutual desire was just physical would be cheap misstatement of his feelings and hers. He knew her too well to allow her to act otherwise. No, this connection between them went far deeper than the physical, no matter how fucktastic the sex was. He’d allowed her to escape once before by believing that there was nothing but sex between them. He wouldn’t make that mistake a second time.

      “Open your eyes.” He pulled his hips back, the tip of his cock just barely in the entrance of her sex. It took every bit of fucking male discipline he had to make that move, an intimated threat that this pleasure palace would close should she fail to obey his command.

      Clarissa’s eyes flew open. Their gaze locked.

      The heat. The connection. My God. All of it flew straight to his balls and he couldn’t—he could barely contain it. She quivered and his male discipline, if it had even existed, fled. He thrust his cock deep into her.

      He could see into her soul through those dark, gorgeous eyes. The ragged breath, the moan, her teeth biting into her lip spurred him on. He pulled out and thrust forward again. Her legs wrapped around him.

      “Faster,” she whispered.

      He needed no more prodding. His restraint was lost. His cock thrust deeper and deeper, needing the warmth of her, the sheathing of her body around him.

      “Norris,” she breathed. Her sex tight around him, pulling him deeper and deeper. “Norris, I’m going to come!”

      He was lost. All semblance of control gone. Her nails dug deep into the flesh of his ass. That tiny bite of pain only propelled him harder and deeper into her body. His muscles pulled tight to bone. A tingle started in the soles of his feet and tightened in his back. His balls drew up close to his body. His flesh slapped against hers as tiny gasps flew from the fucking beautiful mouth that had been wrapped around his cock.

      Fuck. Yes.

      “Norris!” she shrieked. “I’m going to come, Norris, my God, Norris—”

      “Come for me, Clarissa, come for me!”

      Her eyes open, her body tightened and she trembled with an outrageous contraction deep in her core. Her head pressed back against the pillow. “Fuck! I love you, Norris! Oh my God, I love you.”

      White hot heat surged from his balls, a lightning force that shot from his cock. The pleasure on her face, the love in her eyes pushed him over the edge of climax as he thrust one more time, deep into the woman he still loved.

      Norris was a happy man.
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      “We should have clothes on if we’re going to be down here.” Norris wore a St. Nicholas bathrobe he’d found in the guest bathroom. Clarissa had on an oversized t-shirt and nothing else. She rummaged through the refrigerator and pulled out a bowl with aluminum foil on the top.

      “We most definitely should, but we don’t.” Clarissa shrugged. She set the ceramic bowl on the counter. “Voila!” She pulled the foil from the top. “Cold fried chicken. Mother is definitely excellent about keeping the refrigerator stocked with goodies during the holidays.”

      Clarissa turned, ducked her head back into the refrigerator, and pulled out a box. “Oh yes, and cannoli.” She waved one in front of Norris and he took a bite.

      She stepped forward and licked her lip. Fuck. That tongue, those lips, the scent of her. Mr. Wentlock hardened again. Norris reached around, grabbed her ass, and pulled her forward.

      “Forget the fucking food.” He pulled her finger into his mouth and sucked. Her eyes widened.

      She slid her hand between the folds of his St. Nicholas robe and grasped his cock. Indeed, Norris was most definitely a jolly old elf. Clarissa’s hand around his cock was all he needed. Harder than stone. Completely at attention, he seized Clarissa and lifted her onto the counter. Thank God he was a tall man. Height was essential in this moment, but leverage—fuck, he had no leverage. He climbed up and lay her back. Cold marble met his knees and palms.

      “Is this okay?”

      “My God, yes.” Clarissa scooted down.

      His cock slid deep into her. He was fucking her on the kitchen counter at her parents’ home. How fabulous. How awful. How un-fucking-believably amazing. She pulled his tongue into her mouth and he thrust deep. This would go fast. The illicit thrill, the possibility of getting caught, the—

      The rattle of the key in the front door.

      “Fuck, they’re home!”

      “Finish!” Clarissa panted, clamping her legs around Norris. “Finish first!”

      Fuck.

      Muffled voices on the front porch. Fucking focus. The rattle of the glass in the front door pane. Clarissa’s tight pussy. Yes, his eyes rolled back into his head. Her hips pushed upward. Her nails dug into his shoulders. A deep kiss. His balls pulled up tight. He thrust hard and her body arched toward him.

      “Yes, fuck yes,” she whispered and he pressed deep into her. Come shot from his cock in white-lightning release. He dropped his head and kissed her again.

      “Piglet? We’re home!”

      She pushed him off of her. “Up the back stairs,” she whispered. She grabbed the bowl of chicken and pattered through the doorway into the kitchen staircase just as the light came on in the kitchen hallway.

      “You are very bad,” Norris said, once they’d gotten back to Clarissa’s room. He pulled on his jeans and his sweater, then sat at her desk. She sat on her bed, the bowl of chicken on her lap and a greasy grin on her lips.

      “So bad I’m good.”

      “I’ve always known your badness was a gift.” Norris leaned forward and pressed a kiss to Clarissa’s lips. The tiniest hint of something other than sheer satisfaction flashed through her eyes. Not sadness, but a hint of . . . was it melancholy? That wasn’t in Clarissa’s nature. While she often overthought events, even in the best of times, melancholy wasn’t usually part of her nature.

      “I’m going downstairs. Perhaps you should dress before you join us?”

      “Don’t think I’ll go down. I’ve had quite enough of Mother for one day.”

      “Well, I’m a house guest, so I should—”

      “Clarissa?” The sound of Mrs. McGovern’s voice drifted up the stairs.

      “Is she trying? She’s using your real name.”

      Clarissa shook her head. “She’s doing that so she doesn’t look bad in front of you and Kevin. Especially after I spoke to her about it. Believe me, once you leave or Kevin marries in, she won’t be calling me Clarissa any longer.”

      “Clarissa?” The voice grew louder as Mrs. McGovern pushed open Clarissa’s bedroom door without knocking. “Have you seen Norr—Oh, well!” Mrs. McGovern’s gaze flew from half-naked Clarissa to fully dressed Norris.

      Her eyes filled with questions, but her lips merely formed a puckered “oh.” With Norris dressed and innocent-looking, sitting on Clarissa’s desk chair, it would be hard to make accusations of any kind. Plus, what kind of accusations would she make? Clarissa was a grown woman closing in on thirty . . . did Mrs. McGovern believe, at this late stage in the chronological age game, that her daughters had never had sex?

      “How is your breathing, Norris?”

      “Quite well now. Got a little short, there for a bit, but, Clarissa was able to help me relieve some of the pressure. Amazing what she can do.”

      Again that beautiful greasy grin on Clarissa’s face.

      “Well, excellent then. Our little Pig—Clarissa is simply full of surprises now, isn’t she? Not much of anything she can’t accomplish.” She turned away from Norris. Her smile wasn’t nearly as bright as she looked at Clarissa. “Eating in bed, are we? You know greasy chicken and my Christmas sheets don’t really mix well. Won’t you dress and come down?”

      “How’d the competition go, Mother?”

      Such a wicked girl indeed. How had Clarissa sensed that the singing competition hadn’t gone well? Mrs. McGovern’s smile vanished. She pulled at the edges of the tiny velvet shrug that matched her dress.

      “Well, yes. Not well, then, if you must know. Not well at all. It would seem . . . well, Mrs. Emmerson had a ringer, if you would. A relative of some sort from New York who sings opera. We simply couldn’t stack up next to that, and Kevin—”

      Julia appeared, framed in the doorway in her performance dress, fisted hands on her hips. Fury exploded on her face. “Mother!” she hissed. “You will not say another word about Kevin.”

      Beyond mad. Norris had never seen his best friend’s beloved ever look so enraged.

      “What’s to say, dear? The man simply can’t handle the pressure of performing. Isn’t that obvious?” Mrs. McGovern laid her hand over her heart. “I only wish we’d known before the competition.”

      “Mother, I told you that neither Kevin nor I wanted to participate in this Candy Cane Lane charade of yours, but you insisted.”

      “Charade?” Mrs. McGovern put a hand to her forehead. “My God, what do you mean by charade? You think I do all this for myself?” A look of horror spread over Mrs. McGovern’s face. “I do this for you and your father. So that the family can have a beautiful Christmas.”

      “Hawaii is beautiful at Christmas,” Clarissa interjected, dropping a bone stripped bare of chicken back into the bowl.

      “You want palm trees and sand for Christmas, young lady? Then fine, you just march yourself out of here and you can have it. I’ve never met such ungrateful children. One complaining about how her fiance crumbles under pressure and the other sitting nearly naked in her bed in front of a male guest after doing God knows what—”

      “Think I’ll be heading downstairs,” Norris stood. “Kevin and Mr. McGovern down there, then?” He headed for the door.

      “Eating greasy chicken on my second-best set of holiday sheets.” Mrs. McGovern continued as if Norris hadn’t spoken.

      Norris exited and started to pull the bedroom door shut.

      “And what is that?” Mrs. McGovern shrieked. “Oh my God, Piglet, what are you doing with a used condom in your room?”

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Well, boys, come on down. It isn’t much, but that’s exactly what keeps the womenfolk away.” Lawrence McGovern pulled a dangling string that hung from the naked light bulb to turn it on. The sixty-watt bulb gave off just enough light to showcase the determinedly awful basement room—maybe 100 square feet of cold cement. It held a workbench, a boiler, and two old bar stools that Lawrence could call his own.

      “Keep my own snort over here.” He opened a cabinet and pulled out a bottle of Jameson and three rocks glasses. “Mrs. McGovern hasn’t been down here since 1998, when she thought she saw a snake curled up in that corner.” He tilted the bottle toward the boiler. “Never had the heart to tell her was an old rope.” Lawrence laughed and gave generous pour into each glass.

      Kevin sat on a barstool next to the workbench. His distant gaze seemed to focus somewhere beyond the confines of the small basement room.

      “Ah, Kevin”—Lawrence clapped him on the shoulder—“don’t beat yourself up. Never should’ve had you up there. Practically forced you into it. My Eliza can be pretty damned persuasive. How you think she ever managed to get me married?” He rolled his eyes and took a gulp of whiskey. “All for the best, though. Never would’ve been happy in Italy taking photographs. A much better existence for me here, what with the auto parts store.”

      Norris choked on his whiskey. “You were a photographer?”

      “Well, now, that might be a stretch. Eliza always said I was a hobbyist. But yes, I did spend most of my time in the service taking photos. Have some still that make me a bit of money from those websites. You know, Shutterstock and the like. But no, just a hobby, not what a fellow with a family and wife should be doing.” He turned to Kevin. “Kind of like you and that band you have. Side gig comes after your teaching. All fun and games until you get married and there’s a little one on the way.”

      Color drained from Kevin’s face. “Julia and I’ve discussed that. She understands that my music is my life. I’m just teaching as a way to supplement my income. So no, Mr. McGovern, I don’t think . . . I mean, we won’t be starting a family for while.”

      “Oh, sure, sure, sure, my boy. I understand.” Lawrence nodded. “I thought the same thing back in the day, but these things do happen, you know. Eliza and I were going to head to Italy for about nine months, but just before the trip she found out she was pregnant. Lucky for me, it was about the same time her father was ready to retire and hand over the auto parts store. All worked out in the end, then.” Mr. McGovern’s brow creased. “Quite a lucky coincidence that.”

      Kevin looked at Norris, his eyes like saucers. It was as though the poor fellow had just seen his future with Julia, and that future didn’t look bright. Kevin lifted his glass and drained it.

      “A bit more then?” Lawrence tilted the bottle and poured more booze into Kevin’s glass. “Really helps numb the pain.”

      “Lawrence? Lawrence, are you down there?” Eliza stood at the top of the stairs, yelling down the steps. “I need your help. Please won’t you come up for a moment?”

      “Yes, dear.” Lawrence dutifully upended his drink, gave a nod to the boys, and slowly climbed the stairs with a rueful, resigned smile, as though about to face the Christmas guillotine.

      Kevin looked at Norris. “I don’t think I can do it.”

      Norris sipped his whiskey.

      “I can’t marry her. I certainly can’t come to this nuthouse every Christmas for the rest of my life. And I don’t want babies, at least not in the next five years. Julia claims she agrees with me, but you’ve seen this family, Norris. They’re absolute loons.”

      Norris nodded. He couldn’t deny Kevin was right.

      “It’s not too late. I mean, look at you. You got out of it with Clarissa.”

      “Well . . .” Norris tilted his head. “That’s not exactly how it happened.”

      “What? You took her away for Christmas, and then you two came back and split at New Year’s.”

      “Right,” Norris agreed. “We did split up after the holidays. But it wasn’t really what I wanted.”

      “You can see now how lucky you were to dodge that bullet, eh? I mean Piglet? Her parents call her piglet? How horrible is that? And she’s here, even.”

      “She’s only here because she, like this entire family, think you’re going to propose to Julia tomorrow night.”

      What little color was left in Kevin’s face drained away like melting snow down a gutter. His skin looked a sickly green.

      “I mean you are, aren’t you? You’ve got the ring, yeah?”

      Kevin nodded. He brought the whiskey glass to his lips. Was his hand trembling? “Oh, I’ve got the ring.” Bitterness wove through his voice. “Exactly the ring I was instructed to get. Put me way back in my savings—nearly cleaned me out, in fact. I mean, that money was meant to go for the summer recording session for our new demo.” Kevin shook his head. “And I suppose once we’re engaged, our money will go toward the wedding, and then after the wedding, the money will go toward a house, and then next thing she’ll be . . .” Kevin looked up, his face awash in horror. “Oh. My God.” He looked as though he might throw up. “Then she’ll be pregnant.”

      “You don’t know that—”

      “Easy for you to say! You aren’t about to throw your life away with one of those McGovern women.”

      The idea of throwing his life away with Clarissa sounded like a good toss of the dice to Norris. One he’d tried to make years before.

      “Do you mean you’re going to break up with her?”

      “I want to be with Julia,” Kevin sighed. “But I’m not sure I need to get married. That is . . . I’m not ready to give up my dreams in music. From what Lawrence was saying, the McGovern women aren’t willing to let their men pursue their dreams.”

      “I don’t think they’re all like Mrs. McGovern—”

      “Sure, Piglet might not be.”

      “Don’t call her that! You said yourself it’s awful. Don’t do it.”

      “Fine, sure. But Clarissa isn’t like her mother and her sister. That’s obvious—they don’t even look alike. Couldn’t be more different if they tried. Besides, she got away. My God, the woman has an Academy Award and her own production company. She’s practically running Hollywood.”

      “I wouldn’t go that far.”

      “No wonder you wanted to marry her.”

      “That was before her success.”

      “But you had to see it, had to know it was coming, right?”

      “Not really. We were both still trying to get our careers going.”

      “Well, hers is going and yours is on its way. What with the movie set to go and all.”

      Norris nodded, but he couldn’t meet Kevin’s gaze. His best friend failed to notice his sudden discomfort, because Kevin was too busy wallowing in the prospect of getting tied down.

      “Your screenplay is about to get filmed. Signed that deal.”

      “Living the dream, aren’t I?”

      “You sure as hell are, and it’s because you didn’t get sidetracked. Providence smiled on you all those Christmases ago. You’ve been able to focus on what you want, and not have to worry about anyone else wanting a house or a baby.” Kevin wiped his lips on his sleeve and set down his glass on the workbench with a thud. “Damn straight. Teaching school doesn’t get my records made. Doesn’t get me signed. Doesn’t get me the career I want. Especially teaching school in Denver. Who does that? What big musician ever came out of Denver?”

      “John Denver?”

      “Not even him, he was from Roswell.” Kevin stood. “No, absolutely not. Thank you, Norris. Can always depend on a good friend to set you straight.”

      “Sure, sure. I’m certain Julia will be behind you one hundred percent.”

      Kevin had already disappeared up the stairs. Norris took a last pull on his drink and set down the glass. He tugged the string on the light and through the darkness followed Kevin upstairs.
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      Clarissa had assumed Norris would come to her bed last night once everyone was asleep. No such luck. After a tangle with Mother, in which Clarissa told her, in no uncertain terms, that as a full-grown nonvirginal woman, she could handle her sex life on her own—used condom be damned—she’d curled up in bed with her laptop and Netflix. She’d kind of hoped Norris would supply the “chill” part of the equation by climbing beneath her great-grandmother’s quilt and into the wrought iron bed with her.

      But he was a no-show. Julia had slipped into her room early this morning to report that Daddy had a talk with Norris and Kevin in the basement, a.k.a. Daddy’s man cave. She had practically beamed a halo of cherubic white light as she spoke about her soon-to-be betrothed. Of course, Julia was convinced that Kevin had been downstairs asking Daddy for his blessing to propose. Clarissa wasn’t so certain. When he’d passed Clarissa in the hall last night as she returned from the bathroom, Kevin had trudged by, his skin as pasty as a corpse’s, his shoulders slumped. Not the body language of a man excited about the prospect of marriage. Kevin’s had been the body language of a man sentenced to life without a chance of parole.

      Hmmm . . . tonight was supposed to be the big night. And Mother was preparing to let all of Powder Springs know that her youngest daughter was getting married. On top of the annual family Christmas Eve dinner, Mother had invited seventy-five of her closest friends to an open house. Of course, this party was meant to be where Mother announced the engagement of her most beautiful and favorite daughter to all her very important friends, showed off Julia’s ring, and talked about dates for the wedding and all the rest of the nonsense that would consume Mother and Julia for the next year.

      “You up?” Norris poked his head through the doorway of Clarissa’s room.

      She stretched her arms over her head. “How’d you sleep?” Norris was showered and clothed and looking fresh.

      “Good. I have some errands to run this morning. He glanced at his phone. “Your mother emailed us all an itinerary for today.”

      “It’s a big day, you know. First of all, it’s Christmas Eve, which aside from tomorrow is the biggest day of the year for Mother. And second, her perfect daughter is getting engaged.”

      “Mmmhmmm.” Norris scrolled on his phone.

      “Do you want company on your errands?”

      Norris glanced up and his furrowed brow relaxed. He leaned forward until his lips were a breath from hers. “While normally I’d say yes, because I’d never pass on your company, today I have much too much to accomplish to be distracted by the likes of you.” A smile crossed his face.

      Clarissa’s heart beat faster. Damn. She couldn’t really say she was falling for this man all over again, because she suspected she’d never really fallen out of love with Norris. Perhaps she’d only been scared . . . which was something she never liked to admit to.

      He leaned closer. His lips, oh my God, his lips found hers and he pressed her back into the lovely plush feather pillows on her giant bed. Yes, now if she could just convince him to take off those rather inconvenient clothes. His tongue swept through her mouth and his hand cupped her jaw.

      Heat surged through her. She pressed up, feeling the hardness of his sex through his clothes and the blanket.

      “I could get lost in this bed with you,” he whispered.

      “Then do,” she whispered back, moving her hand to grasp his hard maleness through his jeans.

      “What would Mother say?”

      “Mother isn’t even here.”

      “How do you know that?” he quizzed. “You haven’t even been out of bed.”

      “Because Mother’s Christmas Eve routine hasn’t changed in twenty-eight years. Right now she’s finishing up her last trip to the grocery store until the day after Christmas.”

      “That’s uncanny. Exactly what the note said.”

      “Which she left beside a fresh pot of coffee, bacon, and fresh cinnamon rolls?”

      “My God, woman, you must have grown up here or something.”

      “Or something.” Clarissa slid her hand up and down over Norris’s stiff cock.

      “Such a temptress.” He nipped at her neck. She opened the button on his jeans. “I can’t say no.”

      Clarissa slipped her hand down the front of his jeans and grasped the smooth flesh of his cock. She stroked her finger over the head.

      “Damn,” Norris whispered.

      Norris’s sweater today had an elaborately embroidered Christmas tree with a blinking star. “Nice sweater,” Clarissa said, yanking it up over his head.

      Norris jumped up and bolted to the door, turning the lock. He shucked his jeans from his body and dove under the covers.

      Yes, this was the way to wake up in the morning. His body was hard and warm, Her hand found his cock again, stroking down the long shaft. His lips surrounded her taut rosebud nipple and sucked. Oh, she adored sex early in the morning, before she got out of bed. She rolled Norris onto his back, positioning herself above him.

      “Oh, yes. I do so love a woman who can ride well.”

      Clarissa seized his wrists and pushed them back to the pillow. She straddled Norris, feeling the tip of his cock nudge the ring of muscles at her entrance. Slowly, she moved down to let her flesh take him in. He freed a hand, and his fingertip found her clit. A jolt of pleasure surged through her as he caressed the tiny button of sensitive nerves.

      She slid slowly down on his shaft.

      And he lifted his hips up to meet her.

      Norris brushed her nipples with his other hand. He leaned up and took the bud of flesh into his mouth.

      Yes, oh yes. Slowly, ever so slowly, she pulled up just enough, and then sank back down over his cock. He put a hand on her hip, his other fingertip still circling her clit.

      “Oh yes, my God, Norris. Oh, yes!”

      His eyes on her, his pupils big and black. The sharp edge of pleasure pulled her close to orgasm as she rode him. She was completely in control, her body pumping up and down on his thick shaft. So close now, she pressed forward. Faster and faster, almost to release. But she didn’t want control, she wanted to surrender. She pulled away and positioned herself on her hands and knees.

      “From behind, please.”

      He didn’t need to be told twice. Norris sprang up and was behind her in an instant. His hand wrapped itself in her mane of curls. He remembered. He remembered how she loved him to tug on her hair as he fucked her.

      Smack!

      She gasped sharply. His hand soothed the flesh of her ass.

      He leaned over her, his finger driving deep in her sex. “You get hot when I smack your ass.” She clenched around his finger, ready to come, so close. She couldn’t speak. She could barely breathe. My God, yes. With a slow slide he withdrew his finger and plunged his cock in her. Fast. Hard. His flesh smacking against hers.

      He reached around and pressed his fingers to her clit. Her entire body stiffened and tightened. The muscles in her sex pulsed. She careened over the edge. Norris pressed his mouth against her shoulder, muffling the roar that escaped him. His body thrust against hers and they fell into the pleasure.
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* * *

      Fucking was fantastic. But Norris found himself musing, dissatisfied, as he walked down Main Street. At some point they needed to have a conversation about what the hell they were doing. He pulled open the door to the shop he’d noticed yesterday, when he and Clarissa had eaten lunch at the bakery. Tiny statues, delicate and otherworldly, lined the shelf in the window. He focused on the one that had caught his eye—a beautiful winged fairy, with wild dark curls and wonderment in her eyes. Clarissa. The figurine captured elements of Clarissa most people weren’t privy to, and wouldn’t believe she possessed.

      Her exterior was dauntingly tough—buffalo hide. She was wickedly smart, with an acerbic wit. She could rip you to shreds with her tongue, and her logic and sheer force of will were beyond formidable. She frightened most people. Rightly so, because she didn’t put up with fools or idiots or bullying. And now he knew why. Because as a girl, Clarissa had been emotionally bullied and belittled by her mother and ineffectively protected by her loving yet feeble father.

      No, Clarissa didn’t suffer fools. She spoke with clarity and directness, even bluntness. But she was also loyal . . . to a fault. And fair and kind and tenderhearted, even if very few people ever experienced that side of her. These qualities, which few witnessed, had made her love all the more special. He’d fought like a Trojan warrior to get to the soft vulnerable place that he’d known lay waiting for him, like a golden treasure, in Clarissa’s heart. He’d battled against her every defense. And finally, she’d let him in. The rapture. Knowing that she trusted him had been pure pleasure, beyond the physical. Trusted him, Norris Foggbottom, with not only her body and mind, but also her heart. That hard-fought win had been the greatest thrill he’d ever experienced.

      Then he’d faltered. Or perhaps just been too rash.

      “May I help you?” A woman, with enough wrinkles to testify to wisdom and the grey hair to back it up, walked toward Norris. “Looking for a gift?” Her warm smile and the twinkle in her eyes indicated she’d already seen many men in her shop on Christmas Eve day.

      “The sculpture in the window? The fairy?”

      “Ah, yes.” Her smile broadened. “That’s by our famous local artist Savannah McGrath. Have you heard of her?” She walked to the window and plucked the small sculpture from the display. “She made exactly a dozen of these when her sister had her first baby. Only put six up for sale. This is the final one. Each fairy is a bit different. I love the curly hair on this one.”

      “Me too. I think that’s why it’s meant to be mine.”

      The price nearly hobbled him. Norris took a deep breath and handed over his credit card, saying a silent prayer that the charge would go through. And it did. Thank God.

      Yes, he was being extravagant and a touch irresponsible, but this was Clarissa, the woman who owned his heart. The woman he’d managed to scare away two Christmases ago, only to find her oddly back in his life now. My God, how many men got a second chance with the woman they loved?

      And they were fucking. Magnificently fucking. Having sex in a way he’d never had with any other woman. In a way that made his heart chill at the thought of losing Clarissa a second time.

      “Here you are.”

      The saleswoman held out a lovely box wrapped in red foil with a gold bow on top.

      “It’s perfect, really. Thank you.”

      “Merry Christmas,” she called as he exited the store, the bell above the door jingling.

      Snow crunched beneath Norris’s feet as he walked around the square and across the street to the ’Round the Block café, where he’d agreed to meet Kevin for lunch. They had both needed a reprieve from the Very Merry Eliza if they were going to have any hope of enduring the next thirty-six hours. Norris grabbed a booth.

      A few moments later a very pale Kevin walked in. He took off his coat and sat down on the opposite side of the booth.  The muscles in Kevin’s face tightened with strain, as though he’d stubbed his toe.

      “What’s in the box?” Kevin asked.

      A smooth deflection on his best friend’s part. “A gift for Clarissa.” Norris lifted it from the table and set it beside him on the bench. He should’ve put it in the car before lunch.

      “Things heating up a bit there?” Kevin pulled a menu from behind the napkin dispenser.

      Norris ran his hand through his hair. “Who knows? We haven’t talked about it, really, just had a lot of”—he leaned forward and lowered his voice—“sex.”

      “Sounds like the perfect relationship to me,” Kevin mumbled. “No discussions of the future.” He glanced up. “Only some solid boning.”

      “The sex is phenomenal. It always was phenomenal. But nothing’s changed, really. We haven’t discussed what it means.” He knew he was rambling, but he couldn’t stop. He was excited, and really, if he was completely honest with himself, beyond hopeful. He’d crossed way over into that terrifying territory of desperately wanting someone but being completely unable to determine if she would be his. Norris frowned. “I mean, what if this really is only great sex? I guess that would be okay, and perhaps its what she needs while she’s home with her mother. But I’d be lying if I didn’t admit I want more than wham-bam-thank you Norris.”

      “Didn’t you always?”

      Norris cocked his head.

      “Want more?” Kevin went on. “With Clarissa, weren’t you always a bit whipped?”

      “Indeed. I was. I still am.” He looked at Kevin. The tight muscles around Kevin’s lips and the faint corpse-like skin tone. “In fact, I definitely want more.”

      A woman with dark eyes and sagging skin, wearing a smile that could light a root cellar, walked up to the table. Her nametag said Rose. Norris flipped over his upside-down coffee cup and smiled back.

      “Cream with the coffee?” Rose asked while she poured.

      “Black for me, please.”

      She nodded. Set the pot on the table and took out her notepad. Once they’d ordered she headed back to the counter.

      Kevin stared into his coffee cup and stirred.

      “Two years ago,” Norris started, “I was exactly where you are and I wanted to be. My God, I had the ring in my pocket and the life-changing question on my lips. I was ready, man . . . so ready.”

      The memory of that Christmas Eve in Hawaii squeezed his heart.

      “But she wasn’t. Wow, I completely misread the signals and where we were in our relationship.” Norris shook his head. “What if I mess up again? What if I tell her what I’m thinking, how I’m feeling, and she bolts?”

      “Then I guess you’ll have your answer.” Kevin pressed his palms together. There was no sympathy in his features. His face . . . he had retreated behind a mask, a wall. “Did she actually leave you in Hawaii?”

      “No, nothing quite that dramatic. More of a slow kill than a sudden deathblow. We were in our room on Christmas Eve and I asked her. Got down on one knee, the big production. Candles and moonlight. We could hear the waves just outside our bungalow. My God, I thought my heart would explode from my chest. I’ve never been so nervous.”

      “Sounds pretty fucking perfect.”

      “It was. Or I thought it was. But it wasn’t. She looked . . . she looked like she might cry. Which I took to mean that she was happy. That my proposal was what she wanted.”

      “What’d she say?”

      “She didn’t exactly say anything.”

      Kevin’s eyebrows furrowed. Norris continued.

      “No, instead we just went to the great sex part, which she always did. I guess . . . I assumed her answer was yes. But the next day she didn’t put on the ring. And then we went back to L.A., and there was New Year’s, and afterward I mentioned that she might want to start wearing the diamond that I’d gotten her. And she pointed out that she’d never said yes.”

      “Cold, isn’t she?”

      “No, absolutely not. In fact, she has probably the greatest depth of emotion I’ve ever seen. That’s why she comes across like she does. She’s a walking ball of vulnerability, so she pushes people away because she’s soft on the inside. But that was it. After she said she hadn’t said yes, it was over, and she was gone. I moved to New York.

      “And she won an Academy Award.”

      “I wish people would stop saying that, like her telling me no and me moving away were the catalyst for her winning that damned bald gold man.”

      “That’s not what I meant. It’s just, she said no to a transformative life-changing moment and then was greeted with another transformative life-changing moment that has, in fact, changed her life.”

      “Right, right.”

      Rose returned with their burgers and fries and set them on the table. Her gaze latched on Kevin. “You’re the boy from last night at the Candy Cane Lane Caroling Competition.”

      Kevin clamped his lips together and ducked his head. Red flamed through his face. Oh boy. While Norris had heard Eliza’s brief retelling of last night’s events, he’d yet to hear the details from Kevin.

      “I thought you looked familiar, but I knew you weren’t from around here.” Rose rested her hand on his shoulder. “My goodness, don’t be embarrassed. Everyone gets a bit of stage fright once and again. I was surprised, though, the way Eliza went on and on about what a great musician you are, teaching at that fancy school in Denver. Said you’re up for a big promotion.” Rose leaned forward toward the table, “Besides, I was in the front row, I heard what happened to Eliza’s voice. If I’d been you, I would have froze too.”

      Kevin’s lips bent into a tight smile. “Did Mrs. McGovern also mention that I’m in a band?”

      “A band?” Rose squinted. “As in a music group?”

      Kevin’s eyes lit up as he nodded.

      Rose shook her head. “Nope, nope, can’t say she did. Just said you had a good job and would be marrying Julia soon.” Rose’s smile bloomed again. “Seemed real excited about grandbabies. Kevin’s face turned a pale shade of green. “My goodness, I certainly hope last night doesn’t ruin your chances of becoming a member of the family. You know Eliza, she takes that Candy Cane Lane Competition awful serious. Christmas is kind of her thing.”

      “Oh yes, it is,” Norris said, pointing to his sweater.

      “See she got a hold of you both then.” Rose nodded toward Kevin’s plaid Christmas sweater. “Lawrence comes in a lot. Think he tries to duck out of the house some, now that he’s retired. Had one of them Christmas sweaters on last week.” A tiny giggle escaped her lips. “Well, sure hope you have a happy Christmas. You boys better get Eliza a good gift, though. From what I hear, she doesn’t ever forget a thing, and I’ve been in this town my whole life.”

      Rose tottered off.

      “I’m fucking doomed.” Kevin stared at his untouched burger.

      “You’re not doomed,” Norris said. “You’re in love.”

      “Am I?” Kevin looked up. His face looked haunted, but fury lashed out from his eyes.

      Ice slid through Norris’s veins. Oh. No. Based on the look on Kevin’s face right now, no, most definitely, he was not in love. This was not the face of man who was ready to hitch his wagon to one woman. Nor was this the face of a man who simply had cold feet based on the incomprehensible fear that came with the thought of throwing in your entire life with another person. No . . . this look was closer to the kind of anger of someone who felt duped or manipulated. Someone who’d just discovered something nefarious had gone on, Norris had been in love. He’d seen his own besotted reflection, and a besotted face looked completely different than the face that stared back at him from across the table.

      “I can’t do it.” Kevin’s nostrils flared. His hands formed fists on either side of his plate. “I thought I could, but I can’t. I thought I cared enough about Julia and the life we’ve created, and that she understood what I wanted, and that those things would be enough. But they’re not.” He locked his eyes with Norris’s. “I can’t fucking do it, Norris, I can’t ask Julia to marry me. What the fuck am I going to do?”
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      “I’m sorry that Mother is so awful to you.”

      Clarissa pulled the eyeshadow brush away from Julia’s eyelid at her sister’s words. Putting makeup on Julia was like painting a porcelain doll. Perfectly pretty, with her blue eyes and English rose complexion. Flaxen hair, thick and tamed, sculpted cheekbones and cupid’s bow lips. Long ago Clarissa had longed for a beauty similar to her sister’s. She’d pretended Julia’s face was her own by experimenting with varying shades of eyeshadow and lipstick on her younger sister.

      “You know she loves you,” Julia continued.

      Deep breath. Not one facial muscle flinched. She’d mastered her ability to keep her emotions off her face while producing films. Julia believed that Mother loved Clarissa because Julia needed to believe that Mother wasn’t the type of woman who favored one daughter over the other. But Julia’s relationship with Mother was so fundamentally different than Clarissa’s it was like comparing sailing across the ocean on a cruise ship to drifting on a log raft strapped together with hemp ropes—one was all leather seats, plush beds, and luxury, the other was a near–one hundred percent probability of drowning or being eaten by a shark.

      “I know you don’t think she does, but how can she not? A mother loves all her children.”

      Clarissa pasted a smile to her face.

      “She simply doesn’t know what to make of your life.”

      Heat cascaded through Clarissa’s chest. Mother’s bad behavior was Clarissa’s fault? Because she had chosen a life so different than Mother’s or Julia’s, it was okay to punish Clarissa for her choice?

      She couldn’t hold it in any longer. “Now I’m getting irritated.” Clarissa dabbed the brush into a bit of golden color. “Mother’s bad behavior isn’t caused by me. She’s in control of her own actions. Or at least she should be.” Clarissa swept the color over Julia’s eyelid. “Besides, you know she’s been this way my entire life, right? This didn’t just start when I moved. Please, at least acknowledge that she treats us differently.”

      Julia shifted in her seat, her discomfort palpable. “But we’re such different people. We don’t even look the same, and you’ve always wanted different things. When we were kids, this life, this place, this town, was never enough for you. No matter what Mother tried.”

      Clarissa’s heart hammered. She stepped back from her sister. “Tried? You think she tried? Oh my God, Julia, how exactly did she try? By calling me Piglet and giving you ballet lessons?”

      “You wouldn’t go to ballet. Don’t you remember? We were both enrolled, we both had dance shoes and leotards and tights, and you wouldn’t go.”

      Clarissa lifted her shoulders. A vague memory hovered on the perimeter of her brain. “I didn’t want to dance.”

      “Right, so you didn’t.”

      “I wanted other things.”

      “And you got them. You had a camera, you went to photography and film camp. You did all the things that Mother never did. You pushed every boundary.”

      “For which she made me pay.”

      Julia sighed. “She makes everyone pay. Even me.” She glanced at her hands. “She’s not perfect or fair, but she tried. She did, and it absolutely breaks my heart to see the two of you constantly at odds whenever you’re together.”

      “Well, you don’t have to see it very often, do you? I mean we’re rarely together.”

      “But what about this year? After Kevin proposes there’ll be parties and showers and celebrations and then the actual wedding.” Julia glanced up into Clarissa’s eyes. “The two of you will be together.” Her lips tightened, and her eyes, those gorgeous blue eyes, filled with pain. “I . . . I would love it if the two of you could get along and maybe even enjoy each other over this next year.”

      “You’re asking a lot. Mother doesn’t think she does anything wrong.”

      “That’s not true. I know that’s not true.”

      “Why?” Clarissa’s eyes lasered in on Julia. “What has she said?”

      “She has regrets about your relationship with her. I mean . . . I know you don’t want to hear this, but the two of you are actually a bit similar.”

      “You’re right, I don’t want to hear that.” Clarissa turned to her suitcase. She grabbed a box of candy she’d brought as a gift and tore open the wrapping paper. “Want one?”  Nothing like the solace of milk chocolate.

      Julia shook her head.

      Chewing around the caramel she’d popped into her mouth, Clarissa asked, “How do you think we’re the same?”

      “You’re both driven. And when you want something a certain way, you become absolutely obsessed.”

      Clarissa’s jaw tightened. Definitely not what she wanted to hear. She was like Mother? Of course the thought had danced around Clarissa’s brain . . . on occasion. Flitted through her neurons. Norris had said something very similar. The possibility that she and Mother shared certain obsessive tendencies. Mother’s obsession manifested in crafting the “perfect” family and Christmas, while Clarissa’s came out in her well-ordered existence in Los Angeles. Appearances meant nearly everything to both.

      “You know, she was afraid she’d embarrass you,” Julia nearly whispered. “That’s why she didn’t come out for the awards.”

      “What?”

      “She’d never admit it to you, but that’s what she told me. She was worried that she wouldn’t fit in, or that she’d wear the wrong thing or say the wrong thing, and then you’d be embarrassed by her. She didn’t want that.”

      Clarissa paused. Wow, Julia’s revelation really epitomized her problem with Mother. Not only had Mother hurt her by ignoring the biggest event in her life, but then she’d told Julia why she’d failed to come, never even mentioning it to Clarissa. It proved yet again how much closer and more comfortable Mother felt with Julia.

      Clarissa’s stomach tightened. And now, based on what Julia had just told her, was Clarissa supposed to feel sorry for Mother? The woman who continually hurt her?

      “She’s scared of you.”

      “Ha! Now I know you’ve completely lost it. Mother isn’t scared of anyone.”

      “Oh, yes she is. You’re her famous successful daughter, and she doesn’t even know how to have a five-minute conversation with you. I think . . . I think she sees her relationship with you as her biggest failure. So she does what she always does when she fails.”

      “She gets mean.”

      Julia nodded. “And then she flips the failure so that it’s the other person’s fault.” Julia dropped her gaze. “Just like last night.”

      “What the hell happened last night?

      Julia closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “Mother . . . she was . . . it was like she’d suddenly lost her ear, her pitch was . . .” Julia’s voice dropped to a whisper. “Off.”

      Clarissa’s fingers covered her mouth. Mother had perfect pitch. Absolutely perfect. “How . . . what do you mean?

      “I don’t know. It was bizarre, like she was having stroke. She stood on stage belting out ‘Holly Jolly’ with a giant smile on her face and her pitch?” Julia shuddered. “It was as if she couldn’t hear. And when we stopped, she looked at Kevin. As soon as we got off stage she asked Kevin what happened to his voice.”

      “Wait . . . she blamed Kevin?”

      Julia nodded. “And none of us, none of us knew what to say. I . . . I stood there like a deer in the headlights. I can’t . . . it was nearly an out of body experience.”

      “Did . . . does she not know? Have you seen her this morning?”

      “She hasn’t said a word, but she isn’t humming. You know how she’s always humming?”

      “Mmmhmm.”

      “Well, she’s not.”

      “Hmmm.”

      “Daddy won’t say anything to her.”

      “No. I love Daddy, but he never stands up to her.”

      “Kevin is upset. He’s furious with me. Can’t imagine why I didn’t say anything about Mother blaming him for the loss when it’s obvious that she’s suddenly gone tone deaf.”

      “Sudden tone-deafness? Is there even such a thing?”

      “That’s why I thought she must’ve had a stroke.”

      Clarissa pressed her lips together tightly.

      “What? You can’t think this is funny.”

      “No . . . I mean, of course not . . . okay, maybe a little. I mean, the woman has tortured me my entire life for being tone deaf.”

      “And now she’s the one who sounds like a dying goat in a bucket?”

      “She’s said that about me since I was six.”

      “Oh, Clarissa,” Julia sighed. “Why can’t you just let it go?”

      She opened her mouth to protest, to list off the litany of things Mother had gotten wrong, how much Mother had hurt her and all the things she wished were different. But instead, Clarissa took a deep breath. “I don’t know,” she said softly.

      “Will you talk to her?”

      “Me?” Clarissa’s eyes widened. “Like a lamb to the slaughter?”

      “More like a wolf to the fight.”

      “I suppose you and Daddy have discussed it and figure I haven’t got anything to lose by seeing if Mother knows what’s happened or is seriously heading toward dementia at a rapid rate.”

      “We were hoping you might try to find out from her if she knows and see if she might apologize to Kevin.”

      “And suffer the wrath.”

      “You get to leave the day after tomorrow.”

      Her little sister had a point. Mother would expect Clarissa to be the one to bring up a topic like this. It’d always been Clarissa who brought up the uncomfortable topics or mentioned the unmentionable. She had always been considered the rabble-rouser at home, even when she just posed completely legitimate questions like how were babies made, and what were condoms, and why did people think Jesus was white? But such questions were enough to send Mother into a near-cataclysmic tailspin every time. Yes, it would be Clarissa’s job, since she was home, to determine if Mother was at least aware of what had happened to her perfect-pitch ear.

      “Do you like it?” Clarissa turned Julia toward the mirror.

      “Oh my, it’s gorgeous! You’re so good at makeup.” Clarissa smiled at Julia’s joy. She loved making her younger sister happy.

      “I’ll try to find out what is going on. Maybe while you and Kevin are off together tonight getting engaged.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Won’t go far in me patching up my relationship with Mother.”

      “Oh, I don’t know,” Julia said. “She might like that you care enough to ask.”

      “It’s good to see you still believe in Christmas miracles.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      “I don’t think this is a good idea,” Norris said.

      Kevin threw his clothes into his duffel bag and zipped the top. “Look, I can’t do this. I’m not going to do this, and I’m not having a huge horrible crying scene on Christmas Eve.”

      “But you can’t just leave. You can’t just disappear. What do I say? What do I—”

      “Don’t say anything. Come with me.”

      “I can’t do that!”

      “Why? Because you’re in love with a woman who broke your heart? I’m running away from a woman who would do anything for me, and you’re in love with a woman who broke your heart.”

      Norris wouldn’t be goaded by Kevin. His friend was in a horrible state. “I’m not saying you have to propose to Julia, but at least tell her you’re leaving. Don’t just leave without saying good-bye or telling her why you’re—”

      “And why not?

      Why not? Norris grabbed the ends of his hair and pulled. Who was this crazy person who’d traded places with his sane, rational best friend?

      “Because she’s in love with you and it’s not fair. It’s not fair to run out on her on Christmas Eve, the Christmas Eve she thinks she’s getting engaged, and not even tell her you’re leaving. My God, she’ll think you’re dead!”

      “No one’s home now. I’ll leave a note.”

      “I know where they are. Clarissa told me the ladies have a tradition of doing a Christmas Eve tea. It’s on the itinerary Mrs. McGovern sent us.” Norris pulled his phone from his pocket.

      “She sent us a holiday itinerary and you think I should marry into this family?”

      Norris said nothing. He scrolled on his phone. Every family had their own craziness. He could imagine withstanding Mrs. McGovern’s crazy for Christmas week if it meant he got to spend the other fifty-one weeks of the year with Clarissa.

      “It’s four now. We’ll drive over to The Grand. I’ll go in and get Julia, you can drive her back here, have a quiet conversation without any family around, and then you can leave.”

      The muscle in Kevin’s jaw twitched as he thought over Norris’s plan. “Then I can leave. After I tell Julia. You won’t try to stop me.”

      “Absolutely not. I’m not trying to stop you now, I just . . . I think it’s only right you tell her that you’re leaving. You don’t even have to tell her why.”

      Kevin’s face clouded. He picked up his duffel bag. “Fine. A conversation your way. Then I’m out.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Norris gripped the wheel of Kevin’s car. Snow fell from the sky. The ride across Powder Springs, through town and out to the mountain, was silent. Kevin sat in the passenger seat, arms crossed over his chest, his stony gaze fixed on the passing scenery.

      Norris pulled in front of the hotel, lushly decorated in holiday finery. After a quick chat, the valet let them park on the main drive just past the front door. “Okay, I’m going to go get Julia and bring her out. Does that work?”

      Kevin nodded. “Sure. Go get her.”

      Norris turned off the car.

      “Could you leave it running? It’s freezing.”

      Norris turned the key, restarting the engine. “No problem. Back in five.” He jumped out and dashed up the steps of the giant hotel. The place was amazing. Green garlands woven with red velvet ribbons and white lights adorned the magnificent three-story entryway from top to bottom. In the middle of the lobby, a very pregnant woman in a chef’s coat directed a team to add more icing to the snowscape surrounding an enormous gingerbread castle. Norris turned to the concierge desk. “I’m here for Julia McGovern—she’s having holiday tea?”

      “Yes, sir, just past the Christmas tree in the lobby.”

      Norris hurried through the lobby toward the tree. The hotel bustled with guests. Santa sat in a plush chair on the far side of the lobby, a line of children awaiting their chance to tell him their Christmas wish winding away toward the other side of the gingerbread castle.

      Norris stopped. There. Sitting together with a platter of tea cakes and sandwiches on the tiny table between them were the McGovern women.

      Clarissa was beautiful. Her thick, luxurious curls framed her face and kissed her swan-like neck. She wore a v-cut black velvet dress, and her lips were bright red as though she’d been eating berries.

      Norris wanted to spend the rest of his life with her.

      He couldn’t tell her that. Not now, not today. He’d tried and failed once before. And now, in a few minutes, her sister Julia would, instead of having the best Christmas Eve of her life, would have a Christmas Eve that simply sucked. Sucked. Sucked. Sucked. Deep breath. He’d be changing the trajectory of the day in just a few minutes, but right now he wanted to stare at Clarissa. Absorb her beauty, and take in that she was smiling as she sat across from her mother. Clarissa was smiling. All three of the McGovern women seemed to be having fun together.

      And he had to ruin this happy time. Well, not him exactly. Kevin would ruin it, but Norris would be the first bearer of bad news. Fuck. Norris knew what this would feel like. To have the one person you wanted to spend your whole life with not want to spend their life with you. This would be the worst Christmas of Julia’s life, and Norris knew what that felt like. One hundred percent.

      “Norris?” Clarissa spotted him. Confusion washed over her face. “What are you doing here? Did you want to join us?”

      “Uh, no . . . no. But thank you. Uh, Julia, I actually came to find you. Kevin, he’s in the car in front of the hotel, and he wondered if perhaps—”

      “Is he okay?” Julia straightened in alarm.

      “Yes, yes, he’s okay, but I do think he needs to talk to you. I wondered, uh, well, Kevin wondered if you could get your coat and go with him? I’ll get a ride back with your mother and Clarissa, if that’s okay.”

      “Of course.” Julia hopped up, panic on her face. This, Norris was certain, was not how she’d expected a proposal to take place. She must know something wasn’t right, that in fact, something was desperately wrong.

      Together they retrieved Julia’s coat from the coat check, then walked through the lobby and out the front door. Norris stood beside her, sadness laced with anxiety careening through his belly. Anger bubbled to the surface. Anger at Kevin, but also—not really too surprisingly—at Clarissa. In this moment, he was reliving the events of their Christmas in Hawaii.

      Here was Julia, madly in love with a man who clearly didn’t deserve her, and that man was about to break Julia’s heart and ruin her Christmas. What a jerk.

      “Where is he?” Julia asked in a thin, quaking voice.

      Norris scanned the circle drive, his heart in his throat. My God, had Kevin bolted? “I, uh . . .” Where was Kevin’s damn car?

      “He was right here . . .” Norris glanced at the valet. “The purple car, the one shaped like a box?” Just as he asked, the car pulled up onto the drive. Kevin sat in the driver’s seat. Had he nearly run away? The tight feeling clutching Norris’s chest faded slightly. At least Kevin was here now.

      “Right, here he is.” Norris opened the passenger side door and ushered Julia into the car. He gave Julia a smile, one that he hoped conveyed “chin up” and “it’ll be okay.” But really he simply felt sick about it. His stomach roiled with the thought of what Julia was about to endure. He watched as Kevin and Julia pulled away, praying that Kevin still had a big enough heart and enough sense to be kind to the woman he loved.
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      “You knew.” Back at the house, Clarissa had barely waited until they had taken off their coats before she pulled Norris into the dining room to answer her questions.

      “I . . . I didn’t know everything.”

      “But you knew Kevin didn’t want to go through with it? That he wasn’t going to ask her?”

      “He said he wasn’t sure.” Norris adjusted the neckline of his sweater. “I think . . .” He looked around the dining room and dropped his voice. “I think he was nervous, scared. Okay, he was overwhelmed by your family.”

      Clarissa nodded reluctantly. Norris knew she’d be the first to admit that her family could be a lot to take. She peeked into the living room, where Mrs. McGovern walked around lighting banks of Christmas candles. “Mother’s called off the party for tonight, but she’s still fixing dinner.”

      “Has she heard from them?” Norris moved to stand beside her, watching her mother continue decorating as if nothing was amiss.

      “No one has. It’s been hours, but there’s still six place settings on the table. So?”

      “I don’t know. I mean, he mentioned wanting to go back to Denver.”

      “And that was it?”

      “And the not getting engaged part. He mentioned that too.”

      Clarissa crossed her arms over her chest. “How could he do this? And on Christmas Eve?”

      Norris nearly choked. He pulled his gaze away from Mrs. McGovern wandering around the living room with a long fireplace match and looked at Clarissa. “You’re kidding, right? I mean, you do recognize that what just happened between Kevin and Julia is nearly identical to what happened between us two years ago?”

      “Not even.” Clarissa shook her head. “Julia and Kevin discussed getting married. You and I? Marriage hadn’t even been a topic of conversation.”

      Norris’s throat tightened. “Uh, yes it had.”

      “Uh, no it hadn’t.”

      Norris’s belly filled with heat. “Did you forget all the times we discussed children, and houses, and schools, and where we wanted to live in Los Angeles?”

      With each word Clarissa’s eyes widened. “Those . . . those were general conversations.”

      “General?”

      Clarissa nodded. She peeked out into the living room again.

      Norris narrowed his eyes. “Oh, so those are the type of general conversations you have with just anyone? Hi, I’m Clarissa and when I get married I want us to live on the Westside?” He lifted a brow. Time to call it the way he saw it. He’d given Clarissa too many free passes. “That’s bullshit.”

      She jerked her head back. “Excuse me?”

      “Those weren’t general conversations. Just like what we’ve been doing the past two days isn’t just sex. You wanted to get married to me as much as I wanted to get married to you, but you got scared.” Norris looked toward the living room, where Mr. McGovern now followed Mrs. McGovern around like a lost puppy. “And I can see why,” he mumbled.

      “I”—The tones of “Here Comes Santa Claus” broke through their conversation. Clarissa pulled her phone from her pocket and glanced at the screen. “It’s Julia.” She pressed the green button and put the phone to her ear. “Where are you?” Clarissa turned her back to Norris and lowered her voice, walking down the hall from the dining room to the kitchen.

      Norris waited, curious but impatient. He and Clarissa never really had it out after their breakup. After their unkind words that New Year’s Day, she’d left the engagement ring and a note next to their shared bed. He’d packed and moved. Simple, really. Both of them ending what he’d thought was a relationship that would last a lifetime.

      Norris was different now, as was Clarissa. The chemistry between them hadn’t changed, but now Norris was much better at actually talking about what he wanted and needed and Clarissa  seemed . . . well, she seemed a bit more open and less afraid of her future.

      Unless she wasn’t. There was still so much to discuss.

      “They’re not coming back.” Clarissa reappeared at his side, tucking her phone into her pocket. “They’re spending Christmas in Denver. The two of them. Together. This”—Clarissa nodded toward the living room where Mrs. McGovern lit the final candle—“was too much for him.”

      Norris nodded. Yes, the McGovern Christmas would be too much for most people. This level of Christmas crazy was extreme.

      “How come Mother doesn’t seem to bother you?” Clarissa asked, her voice soft.

      “I’m not feeling the same kind of pressure.” He locked his gaze with Clarissa’s. Melancholy threaded through the hope in her eyes. Yes, Clarissa was much more open, much more comfortable with where she was in her life, and much less afraid. “I know what I want.” He reached out and grasped her hand. “I’ve always known what I wanted. I’ve simply been waiting on you.”

      Ache and want and fear gripped his heart. My God, was he doing this again? He’d fallen a second time for the woman who’d broken his heart and overturned his life? Call him a fool, but dammit, he still loved Clarissa, and she loved him. He knew in his core, in his soul, that her feelings for him ran just as deep as his feelings for her. She’d been scared and afraid, and he’d been too hurt to have the hard conversation with her then. He’d have it now, yes he would, he’d have this conversation again and again and again, as many times as it was needed, until she felt safe and secure.

      Clarissa’s gaze dropped to the floor. Norris’s heart fell too, preparing to be stomped.

      “I was such an idiot back then.” Her gaze fluttered back up to Norris. “I did want you. I was . . . I was terrified. I don’t think . . . I . . . I mean, I didn’t know how a healthy relationship worked. It always felt like Daddy did whatever Mother wanted, and that didn’t seem right. I didn’t want that at all, Norris, but I did want you. I just didn’t know how to be with anyone yet.”

      Norris’s heart warmed. So she could admit that they’d been in love. “I wanted you so badly I should’ve—We should’ve discussed marriage first. Openly. I just assumed you were as ready as I was.”

      “I did feel like you did.” Clarissa’s eyes glistened. “I just wasn’t as brave.”

      Norris smiled. He couldn’t help but smile, because in every way Clarissa was the bravest person Norris knew. And yet love kicked her in the ass, terrified her. Who could blame her, really? Love was heady, beautiful, amazing, but also a shocking loss of control. Here was a woman who had carefully crafted her whole existence. Then, without warning, Norris had asked her to toss that curated existence away and change everything for him. No, in retrospect he’d have done the whole thing much differently. He rested his forehead against hers.

      “It’s because I sprang the proposal on you, isn’t it?”

      Clarissa nodded. “Didn’t help. I know that about me now. No matter how much I want something, I need time to process, to plan, even when I get exactly what I want.”

      “I should’ve known that. I—”

      “Please, it wasn’t you. It was most definitely me being afraid.”

      He wrapped his arms around her, knowing he’d never again have to let go. “And now?”

      “And now the only thing I’m afraid of is telling my Mother that Julia won’t be home for Christmas.”

      “You don’t have to do that alone. Unless you want to.” Norris lifted Clarissa’s chin, tilting her face up toward his. “You don’t have to face anything difficult alone ever again.”

      A smile slipped across her face and lit up her eyes. “I think this is the beginning of a magnificent future.”

      And indeed it was . . .
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        12 months later...

      

    
    
      “You know, I don’t miss the snow at all, and Lawrence, did you see the lights on the palm trees? Did you see last night, the way they have them going all the way up the trunk?”

      Daddy took another long drink of his Mai Tai and nodded at Mother. He stood from the chair on the lanai and grabbed his suit coat. “I’m off. Kevin’s with the Norris, but I’m checking on our young man. Make certain his feet aren’t getting cold.”

      “Speaking of feet,” Mother lifted a brow and shifted her gaze toward the floor. “Darling, are you certain barefoot is the way to go?”

      “Certain.” Clarissa smiled. Mother pressed her lips together but refrained from saying a word. She even nodded...and smiled.  Oh the difference a year could make. With both her daughters, now in Los Angeles, living their own lives, Mother had been forced to examine hers. One meltdown at Easter and six months of therapy later and Mother was actually pleasant to spend time with. She’d even agreed to visit Los Angeles and come to Hawaii for Christmas. Although with the events of today, Clarissa and Norris hadn’t given Mother much of a choice.

      Julia darted from the bedroom with the haku lei in her hand. “Ready for this?”

      Clarissa nodded. Julia set the crown of flowers onto her head and secured it with hairpins. Then she stepped back and pressed both her hands to her mouth. “I’m going to cry,” Julia said. “You look so beautiful.”

      “Don’t cry,” Clarissa said, sniffling. “You’ll ruin my makeup, because if you cry then I’ll cry, and then”—Clarissa dabbed her fingers beneath her eyes—“Damn. Too late.”

      Mother handed her a tissue. “Both of you just stop.” She dotted a tissue to the corners of her own eyes. “Stop it now.”

      Poor Mother. They’d all been dealing with lots of trapped, unspoken emotions since the Christmas that had changed their family for the better. But, this moment, Clarissa and Norris’s wedding, wasn’t going to be a prim, mannered affair. All of that pent-up love was bound to come pouring out. Clarissa knew all of that messy openness was still hard for Mother. “Where is her bouquet? The maid of honor should have the bride’s bouquet.” Mother shifted into her default of giving orders, instead of emoting.

      “Here,” Julia turned to the pair of vases, each holding a bouquet of orchids and plumeria. “Oh!” Julia stopped and pressed her hand to her belly.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Fine, I mean”—a smile curved over her lips—“I just . . . she kicked. She must be excited for the wedding, too.”

      Clarissa reached out her hand. “Can I?’

      Julia nodded and grasped Clarissa’s hand, bringing Clarissa’s fingertips to her burgeoning belly. “Feel that?”

      Clarissa’s heart bounded through her chest. She nodded. “I did. Wow, I did.” A giant smile spread over her face. “I can’t wait to meet her.”

      “Me either.” Julia said. “Mom, want to feel?”

      Mother now stood on the far side of the room, her back to Julia and Clarissa.

      “Mother?” Clarissa asked. Her brows creased. “Mother are you—?” Mother’s shoulders shook, and her hands covered her face. “Are you okay?”

      Mother turned toward them. Where Clarissa had expected to see tears, instead there was a smile and laughter.

      “Mother? You’re laughing?”

      “I was just thinking about how I’d planned my life, and how I’d planned your lives, and how I thought everything would turn out.”

      Clarissa shot Julia a look. Now, fifteen minutes before she and Norris were meant to say “I do,” was not the best time for a maternal meltdown, even if it was laughter instead of tears.

      “Okay, and, that made you laugh because . . . ?” Clarissa let the words roll out slowly.

      “Because, your lives have turned out much better than I ever could’ve planned.”

      Mother’s eyes were wet now, but her smile remained. A smile that contained a vibrancy that Clarissa couldn’t remember being directed at her before this moment. It made this moment, just before she married Norris and began her life as Mrs. Foggbottom, all the more precious. Finally, after a lifetime of feeling uncertain of Mother’s love, Clarissa was assured that Mother was in fact very happy, very proud, and very much loving every bit of both her daughters’ lives. They’d finally achieved a perfect Christmas Eve, with everything that truly mattered.
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          Getting in the Spirit

        

        Erin Nicholas

      

    
    
    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          It’s Christmas time in Sapphire Falls!

        

      

    
    
      At least one good thing has come from Levi Spencer’s car accident—it seems to have knocked some sense into him. He’s ready to leave his wild Vegas playboy ways behind and become a new man. And he knows just the place to do it…his brother Joe’s new hometown. He’s never spent time in a place described as quaint or idyllic, and now he intends to revel in every charming, sweet thing he can find. Like the homegrown country girl his brother sets him up with for the Christmas formal.

      

      Kate Leggot wants just one great Christmas. After a childhood without Christmas at all and three failed attempts to find the seasonal magic on her own, she agrees to spend the holiday with her friend Phoebe in Sapphire Falls. The Christmas-crazy town is a far cry from San Francisco and Kate quickly finds herself drawn into everything from the snow to the hot cocoa. And, of course, the sweet country boy Phoebe has set her up with for the formal. Looks like she’s going to get everything she wanted—and more—under the tree this year.

      

      A not-so-little mix-up, a hot kiss under the mistletoe and a candy cane or two later and December in Sapphire Falls has never been so hot.

      

      This is a novella, about half the length of the novels in this series. Read only if you like fun, small town contemporary romances where they talk dirty and act even dirtier.
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      “I fear for my cold, black soul.”

      Joe Spencer chuckled as he shifted his daughter to his other hip and pulled a packet of fruit snacks from the cupboard. His computer was on the kitchen table, his brother’s image on screen.

      “So dramatic, little brother.”

      “I’m serious. I’m fearing some Ghosts of Christmas Future if I fall asleep.”

      Joe shook his head. Levi was younger by eleven months and had never suffered from anything like guilt or contrition in all of his thirty two years.

      Then again, Levi had also never had his brain banged around inside his skull in a could-have-been-fatal car accident.

      “I believe there’s only one Ghost of Christmas Future. There was also past and present,” Joe said, fighting a smile.

      “Whatever. Don’t want any ghost visits at all.” Levi sighed and leaned back against the pillows. “My fucking head hurts.”

      Joe frowned. “You’re lucky that’s all that hurts.” Levi had driven his car into a ditch and flipped it twice. It was a miracle he was talking on the phone at the moment.

      He looked like crap.

      He was home now, on strict orders to rest and relax for several days. The headaches were getting better but were far from resolved. The doctors said that was to be expected. Joe had been by his bedside for the two days he’d been in the hospital and returned home to Sapphire Falls only yesterday.

      “At least I’m out of the hospital. You know they gave me male nurses on purpose.”

      “Of course they did. They didn’t want any of their female nurses shirking their duties to the other patients to take care of you.”

      Levi Spencer was one of the most, if not the most, eligible bachelors in Las Vegas. He was rich, for one thing, and couldn’t help being charming any more than he could help his gorgeous—according to Joe’s own wife—blue eyes, dark hair or I’m-trouble-and-you’ll-love-every-minute-of-it grin.

      “You’re mostly bored,” Joe said.

      “None of my friends came to visit me in the hospital.”

      Joe sighed. He wasn’t sure that Levi actually had any friends. He had a bunch of people who loved that he would always foot the bill.

      “Did Juliet ever call you?” Joe asked of Levi’s girlfriend.

      “No.” Levi paused. “And I don’t care. See what I mean about the cold-black-soul thing?”

      Joe tried not to grin. He couldn’t completely disagree with Levi’s assessment and he was happy that his little brother might have finally had a wakeup call.

      “Hey, Levi, hold on a second.” Joe tucked his daughter into her highchair and turned the computer so she could see Levi on the screen. “Kae, you talk to Uncle Levi for a few minutes. Tell him about going to grandma’s house.”

      Kaelyn was ten months old and she’d babble long enough that Joe could get the laundry moved from the washing machine to the dryer.

      Joe took his time as he heard his daughter’s sweet voice regaling Levi with her big plans for the four-day stay with Phoebe’s mom and dad while Joe and Phoebe headed to DC for some holiday parties. At least, that’s what Joe assumed she was telling Levi. He grinned.

      DC and its social life was part of Joe’s job. It had gotten harder to be away from home since having Kaelyn, of course, but he’d been able to balance it all so far. While they loved their daughter to distraction, he and Phoebe were looking forward to the quick getaway. Joe was eternally grateful for his in-laws living right in Sapphire Falls and all of the friends they could count on to give them a hand.

      Re-entering the kitchen, Joe swept Kaelyn up into his arms, grabbed her fruit snacks and the laptop and headed for the living room. They got settled on the couch and Joe was finally able to concentrate fully on his brother.

      “I know you’re bored, but you’ve got to listen to the doctors. The concussion is serious. You’ve got to lay off the partying, even if you’re bored to death at home.”

      “Doc told me the same thing,” Levi said. “The bastard.”

      Joe knew his brother didn’t mean it. This accident, and the resulting head injury, had scared Levi. It helped that the doctor had taken Joe’s advice and painted Levi a very grim picture of what could have been and what could still happen if he didn’t take care of himself now. The concussion could have been a much more severe injury, one that could have had permanent consequences. That was no lie and barely an exaggeration.

      “I need to turn over a new leaf.” Levi was still leaning back in the bed, his eyes closed. His voice was low enough that Joe reached for the volume on his computer.

      “I agree,” Joe said simply.

      Joe knew all about Levi’s lifestyle. He’d been living a very similar one less than three years ago. Before he’d come to Sapphire Falls and met Phoebe. He’d had no idea exactly how much his life really was going to change, and he loved every single bit of it.

      The scent of fruit hit him and he looked down at Kaelyn, perched in his lap, happily eating her snack. Joe smiled at her and she returned the grin. His heart clenched so hard that he couldn’t breathe for a moment.

      Levi could use a huge dose of what Joe had. He didn’t know what he was missing.

      And Joe wanted him to know. Levi might squander money, might get easily bored with women and might have a slightly crooked moral compass, but he was Joe’s brother and Joe loved him. He wanted him happy. He wanted him fulfilled. He wanted him not dead in a ditch.

      It wasn’t like Joe hadn’t tried giving advice, but Levi had a hard head.

      Which was fortunate when he plowed his car into ditches.

      “Maybe you should come hang out in Sapphire Falls for a while,” Joe said, still looking at his daughter. She was the spitting image of her mother—bright red curls, huge grin and sparkly personality. Joe had never known he could love anyone as much as he loved his wife and daughter. He would do anything to keep them safe and happy. He always put them before anything he wanted for himself.

      Levi needed that—something that was more important to him than himself. Levi was an incredibly intelligent guy. Joe had suspected for a long time that Levi’s problem was mostly that he had no challenges, nothing to keep his attention or engage his mind for longer than about fifteen minutes. Levi was like a big kid who had never been given any rules and had an unlimited allowance at his disposal. He jumped from one thing, one party, one woman, to another like he was flipping channels on a television, unable to find anything worth watching for long.

      Levi sat up and looked into the screen. “Seriously? You want me to come to Sapphire Falls?”

      “Yes,” Joe said firmly. “It’s the holidays. The last place you need to be is in Vegas with all the parties and stuff.” Levi would never be able to resist all of that. “Come stay with us. Phoebe will fuss over you, you can kick back and eat homemade everything. You can sleep late and relax. It’s exactly what you need.”

      The sleepy little town of Sapphire Falls, population twelve hundred and twenty one, was the exact opposite of Levi’s pace. He loved the lights, noise and over-the-top feeling in Vegas. He and Joe had literally been raised amongst the neon and craziness so for years they’d both accepted it as normal. Joe had, fortunately, landed in Sapphire Falls and now couldn’t imagine living anywhere that didn’t have things like the annual town festival and the strawberry festival and the winter festival. They were really into festivals. But the flashiest Sapphire Falls got was with the fireworks at…well, all of the festivals…and the Christmas tree lighting in the town square.

      “Are you sure that would be okay?” Levi asked.

      It occurred to Joe that he’d never invited Levi to Sapphire Falls. He got a kick out of sending photos and texts or emails about the town because he knew that Levi would laugh and shake his head and think Joe was making half of the stuff up. But the senior citizens really did teach the kindergartners to ballroom dance, and they really did have a pumpkin festival, complete with a pumpkin-pie-eating contest, and they really did have music playing softly overhead in the downtown area at all times. Sometimes it was Frank Sinatra, sometimes it was fifties rock and roll, sometimes it was old country—Johnny Cash and company—sometimes it was instrumental.

      Now that it was the holidays, the seemingly constant festive feel in Sapphire Falls had been kicked up another notch. They’d had a cocoa tasting in the square last week. The square had been completely decked out and there was a horse-drawn sleigh driving around town giving people rides. And the music was now twenty-four seven Christmas carols. Of course.

      “I want you here for Christmas,” Joe said. Levi needed to get out of Vegas, but it was also because he was Joe’s brother. Joe had never realized all he’d been missing not having a close family. Now that he had Phoebe and Kaelyn and all of Phoebe’s family—more than twenty-five percent of the town—and their friends, Joe couldn’t imagine ever being where Levi was right now.

      Joe and Levi’s family wasn’t traditional in really any sense. Their grandfather and father headed up Spencer Enterprises and owned several casinos in the US. Their primary offices were in Vegas and, yes, Joe and Levi had more or less grown up in casinos.

      Their childhoods—raised by two parents who were together for seemingly every reason but love—surrounded by scantily clad women, neon and people throwing money around, whether they could afford it or not, had been…interesting.

      Up until three years ago, Joe had embraced it all. It was fun to live hard with no consequences. Two things that passed through the male genes in the Spencer family was an absolute love for all things excessive and the lack of shame.

      They could have been poster children for the seven deadly sins.

      Then Joe had awakened in a bed in a hotel room in a city with no recollection of how he’d gotten there or even where there was for several long, frightening minutes. He’d decided then and there to change his life.

      Levi had finally hit rock bottom, and Joe knew exactly what his brother needed.

      “I could probably come spend a few days,” Levi said.

      Joe grinned. He could tell his brother liked the idea but didn’t want to show how much it meant to him.

      “Sapphire Falls is the perfect idea,” Joe said. The small town he now considered home had saved him in every way a man could be saved. “Stay all the way through New Year’s. Recover, relax. You won’t believe how real people spend Christmas, man. It’s like every Christmas card, story, song or movie you’ve ever seen or heard.”

      Christmas was magical in Sapphire Falls. It was perfect and nothing could heal a black, cold soul like Christmas in the country.

      Christmas with his family had consisted of a house full of people that Joe didn’t even know, walking in on his father screwing some lady Joe had never seen before on the couch in the den, his mother kissing some guy he’d never seen before under the mistletoe and everyone getting drunk and stupid.

      Real keepsake memories there.

      “I think I’ll stay for a year.”

      Joe was jerked away from his memories of Christmas past. “What?” He focused on Levi.

      His brother was looking more alert than he’d been in days. He was even smiling. Joe blinked.

      “Yeah, why not?” Levi said. “The doctor says I need to quit drinking, not stay up all night and generally stop doing everything I do right now. There’s nothing to stay up all night for in Sapphire Falls, is there?”

      Part of Joe wanted to protest that, but it was true that the last time he’d stayed up all night in Sapphire Falls he’d been making love to Phoebe all night. And they’d slept past noon the next day.

      Yeah, Sapphire Falls would be a good place to change most of Levi’s bad habits, if for no other reason than because there would be far fewer opportunities in Sapphire Falls to partake in those habits.

      Levi wouldn’t even be able to satisfy his addiction to Butterfingers after ten p.m. on weeknights.

      “A year, huh?” Joe asked. That was a long time.

      “It’s going to take more than a couple of weeks at Christmas to save me,” Levi said. “This will be better than rehab. Good healthy food, nice people, relaxed pace, nice women.”

      Ah, women.

      “So you’re giving up drinking and partying and junk food but not women?” Joe asked.

      His brother needed his help. But the women in his new hometown did not need Joe letting Levi loose on them.

      Levi actually chuckled at Joe’s question. “Give up women? I think that’s a little drastic.”

      Right.

      “Besides, I think it would be even better for me to date a nice country girl than it would be to give women up entirely.”

      “A nice country girl,” Joe repeated. He had a bad feeling about this.

      “A nice girl like Phoebe.”

      Joe was aware that Levi was intrigued by Joe’s wife. Phoebe had that effect on people. But she was so unlike the women Levi was used to hanging out with. She was what-you-see-is-what-you-get. She didn’t try to impress Joe. She dressed nicely but was never overdone. She was sweet and kind and caring, but she would always be in-your-face honest if you pissed her off. She was…amazing.

      There were no other women in the world like Phoebe. And she was all Joe’s.

      But there were other women in Sapphire Falls that could teach Levi a thing or two about how to treat a lady, who wouldn’t be bowled over by his money or his designer labels, who he would have to actually work to impress.

      That might be very good for him, come to think of it.

      “There’s got to be a couple of girls who would be able to teach me about a slow-moving, sweet, monogamous relationship,” Levi said.

      Joe blinked at him again.

      “What?” Levi asked.

      “I wasn’t aware that you knew the word monogamous.”

      “Ha, ha.”

      But Joe had been serious.

      “Well, there is a Christmas formal coming up.”

      “A formal?” Levi asked, using the word formal sarcastically.

      Joe nodded. “Yep. Formal dresses, tuxes, the whole bit.” It was new and definitely fancier than the little town was used to, but everyone was getting into the idea of dressing up and dancing the night away. The school’s gymnasium was slowly being transformed into a winter wonderland now that school was out for the holiday break.

      “So you can set me up?” Levi asked. “I need a nice girl who can teach me to be a gentleman and who will keep me out of trouble. Introduce me to one of Phoebe’s friends. Or a cousin.”

      Joe chuckled, going through the women he knew in Sapphire Falls that might be able to handle Levi. Sure, a nice girl would be good for Levi in some ways, but Joe refused to have Levi blow into town, make some sweet girl fall for him and then leave a broken heart behind. A broken heart that would blame Joe.

      So he wasn’t going to set Levi up with any of the really nice girls he knew.

      He thought about Phoebe’s closest friends.

      Lauren would be able to handle Levi for sure. She was a city girl who had turned country. She’d be able to see Levi coming from a mile away and would have him wrapped around her finger before Levi even used all his lines on her.

      But Lauren was married to Travis Bennett, and there was no way Travis would let Levi Spencer anywhere near Lauren. Travis would also see Levi coming a mile away.

      There was Phoebe’s best friend Adrianne. She would also be quite able to handle Levi. Adrianne was sweeter than Lauren and wouldn’t be quite as in-his-face with Levi, but she would absolutely be able to keep him in line.

      Of course, Adrianne was married to Mason Riley, one of Joe’s bosses, and they had a son now— an incredibly bright, curious little boy who was almost a year old. He’d started walking early and loved to dig in the dirt and get into anything and everything he could. Adrianne was running from sunup to sundown keeping up with him and keeping him from putting things.

      Then he thought about Phoebe’s other close friend. The four women were kind of an unlikely bunch. They’d been brought together by various, strange circumstances for sure. But the friendship had evolved through the three romances—Adrianne’s, Phoebe’s and Lauren’s—and they never missed their weekly margarita meeting.

      Hailey Conner was the only one who was still single. And Hailey could most definitely handle Levi. Hailey was the Mayor of Sapphire Falls. A hometown girl who had always been popular, sort-of liked and sort-of feared as gorgeous, confident, mean girls always were. Hailey had gotten progressively less mean over the years. To hear Phoebe tell stories from high school, Hailey had never met a person or a situation she couldn’t manipulate to her own purposes. Still, Joe knew his wife actually liked Hailey now. As much as that surprised her.

      Hailey was actually very much Levi’s type. She was one of maybe half a dozen women in town who could tell the difference between Prada and a knock-off. She always looked amazing. She had a confident sensuality that had many men enamored. But she was still a country girl at heart. She’d spent her life in Sapphire Falls and loved her hometown more than anything. She was, actually, a very good mayor.

      Hailey was the perfect woman to set Levi up with. She could introduce him to small-town life, she would demand he treat her well, would keep him in line, but she wouldn’t fall for all of his charming bullshit.

      “You know what?” Joe said. “I think I have the perfect woman for you.”

      “Yeah? Great. I’ll be there day after tomorrow.”

      Joe nodded. “I’ll set it up for you two to meet that night.” Probably the sooner someone was keeping track of Levi, the better.

      “Great.” Levi actually looked happy. That was really nice to see.

      Joe smiled. Then he remembered a not-so-tiny detail. “Shit. Phoebe and I won’t be here.”

      “When?”

      “In two days. We’re heading to DC for some holiday get-togethers. But with travel and everything we’ll be gone about four days.”

      “That’s okay. If it’s okay with you, I’ll come anyway and get settled,” Levi said. “I’ll use the guest room through the holidays, but then I’ll look for something to buy.”

      Levi definitely had the money to simply plunk a wad of cash down on a house in Sapphire Falls that he intended to use for his year of rehab. “Yes, that’s fine, of course. I’ll be sure the fridge has something in it.”

      “Don’t worry about anything,” Levi said. “I’m a big boy with a massive credit limit. And I need to get to know my new neighbors, right? I’ll get some groceries, check out the local eating establishments. It will be fine.”

      Joe laughed. “Checking out the local eating establishments won’t take long. You can get a sandwich at Scott’s Sweets, a burger or wings at the Come Again, or breakfast, lunch and dinner at Dottie’s, the diner downtown.”

      Levi grinned. “Can’t wait.”

      Joe wondered for a moment if leaving and having Levi come to town and be on his own for a few days was a good idea.

      But really, what could happen?

      Besides, he’d fill Hailey in and be sure she was keeping an eye on him.

      

      “I am boycotting all things peppermint, red, green and joyful.”

      Phoebe Spencer laughed. “You don’t mean that.”

      “Oh, but I do. I’m going to get Chinese takeout and do a Netflix marathon of Marvel comic movies.”

      Phoebe was almost afraid to ask. “Why Marvel comic movies?”

      “I can’t watch TV without running into Christmas movies and specials, so I have to stick with Netflix where I can control what’s on. Marvel because there are no Christmas themes and they are full of hot guys doing the right thing for the greater good. Unlike real-life human men.”

      Phoebe grimaced and was glad she wasn’t skyping with Kate so her friend couldn’t see her. “I’m sorry you’re so bummed out.”

      “Christmas just kind of sucks for me. Always has.”

      Kate Leggot was twenty-nine and lived in San Francisco. She had never even been to Nebraska, not to mention tiny little Sapphire Falls. She was gorgeous, sophisticated and intelligent. She was an environmental engineer who was studying a number of climate change issues that required her to travel to DC to meet and educate politicians. Phoebe didn’t understand everything Kate was doing, but she was used to that being friends with brilliant scientists like Mason and Lauren. Phoebe’s husband, Joe, worked for Innovative Agricultural Solutions, a company that was developing new cutting-edge farming techniques for use in third-world countries and sustainable farming for poorer areas of the US. Phoebe and Kate had ended up seated next to one another at a fund-raising dinner in DC about a year ago and had instantly hit it off. They had very little in common and yet enjoyed each other’s company immensely.

      “Christmas is my favorite,” Phoebe said. She grabbed a bag of diapers from the shelf and added it to her shopping cart. “Why don’t you like it?”

      Kate sighed. “My mom never liked Christmas, so we never celebrated when I was a kid.”

      “You never had Christmas as a kid?” Phoebe asked. “That’s terrible.”

      Kate laughed softly. “Well, I didn’t know what I was missing for a long time. But obviously as I got older it was pretty hard to miss all around me, all the kids talking about it at school and stuff.”

      “I’m sure.” Phoebe knew, of course, that Christmas was not celebrated by everyone, but she’d grown up in Sapphire Falls. It was a wonderful, accepting place but it was not a very diverse place. Everyone in Sapphire Falls celebrated Christmas. “Is your family Jewish?” That hadn’t even occurred to her. That was terrible.

      “No,” Kate said. “My mom just hates Christmas. So we left for Hawaii every year before Thanksgiving and didn’t come back until well after the New Year.”

      “Mid-November to mid-January in Hawaii?” Phoebe asked with a laugh. “You poor thing.”

      “Yeah, I know it sounds great. But Hawaii isn’t Christmasy, you know?”

      “Honey, you live in California. It’s not like you guys sing “Let It Snow” right?”

      Kate sighed. “I know. I guess I always wished that I had a grandmother or aunt or something that lived somewhere that it snowed. I used to watch those Christmas specials on TV and think that Christmas was so much cooler for people who had snow.”

      Phoebe snorted. “It’s definitely cooler.”

      Kate actually laughed softly at that. “For years, I begged my parents to go skiing or something instead of to Hawaii. Even if we didn’t do Christmas, I just wanted snow. But they never went for that idea.”

      “Wow. Your parents had money?” Phoebe asked, adding eggs to her cart and then taking them back out. She and Joe were going to be gone for four days. She should stick with non-perishables for now. They’d have to eat cereal for breakfast in the morning. She did grab milk though. Kaelyn would need milk tonight and tomorrow morning.

      “My parents had—have—lots of money.”

      “Now that you say that, I can see it. You have that sophisticated I-ride-in-limos air about you,” Phoebe said.

      “I’m not going to ask if that’s a good thing.”

      “It’s not good or bad. Joe grew up with money and limos too,” Phoebe said. “I grew up with pickup trucks. Pros and cons to both.”

      “I guess.” Kate sighed.

      “So you hate Christmas because you never got to have snow? Surely you’ve traveled to places with snow?” Phoebe asked, adding coffee to her cart. She also grabbed a box of wheat flakes that she knew she should eat, pushed the cart about three feet, then backed up and exchanged the wheat flakes for the sugary fruity O’s she loved. Next time she’d buy the healthy cereal. Or maybe the time after that.

      “I have and I love it,” Kate said.

      Phoebe shook her head. “Try scooping it out of your driveway and scraping your windshield every morning for about four months, you’ll get over it.”

      “Isn’t that what you have that gorgeous, hunky husband for?” Kate teased.

      Phoebe grinned. “Well, yeah, now. But I had to teach him to scrape and shovel. He grew up in Vegas.”

      And he’d been darned cute the first time he’d tried to maneuver the snow blower. Phoebe grinned, remembering him banging into the house, proclaiming he was about to die of frost bite if she didn’t warm him up immediately. They’d been naked and very, very warm within minutes.

      “So get on a plane and go somewhere with snow,” Phoebe said. “If that’s all you need to feel better about the best holiday all year, then that’s easy.”

      “Oh, it’s not just the Hawaii and snow thing,” Kate said. “The past three Christmases, I’ve had boyfriend issues. This year, I’m staying inside. Away from Christmas and guys and any thoughts of combining the two. I’m going to hunker down with junk food and Marvel until New Year’s is past. Then I’m going to get up, go back to my regular routine and forget there even was a Christmas this year.”

      “You can’t do that,” Phoebe protested. She loved Christmas. Everything about it. And Sapphire Falls did Christmas big. It was like every holiday movie, song or story ever told. She hated the idea her friend would be down on Christmas.

      “I can,” Kate assured her. “I’ll be okay.”

      “Tell me about these guys that have ruined Christmas for you.”

      Kate sighed. “Three years ago, I caught my boyfriend kissing one of the girls I work with at our Christmas party. Cliché, I know, but it hurt.”

      “Of course it did,” Phoebe said sympathetically.

      “The next year, my boyfriend dumped me on Christmas Day. We were supposed to have dinner with his family, and at the last minute, he decided that he wasn’t serious enough about me to introduce me to his parents. We’d been dating exclusively for six months at that point. I decided if he wasn’t serious by then, he wouldn’t be serious.”

      “I think that was a good choice.” Phoebe mentally thanked Heaven for Joe. She’d found the man of her dreams and she was never going to have to be back out there dating ever again.

      “And then last year, my boyfriend stole two of my credit cards and my car. On Christmas Eve.”

      Phoebe gasped. The two women in the aisle with her—one of them the mother of one of Phoebe’s students and the other her aunt Karen—both looked over. She gave them a smile and a wave.

      “Wow, honey, you have had a rough few Christmases.”

      “I’ve never had a good Christmas.” Kate sounded totally dejected. “I can’t handle watching it all happen around me. People are walking along the sidewalks, holding hands, picking out gifts. I turn on the TV and it’s all these movies about falling in love at Christmas. I turn on the radio and it’s all about it being cold outside—which it’s not here—and how people are rocking around the Christmas tree. While I’m here alone wishing I could be rocking under the Christmas tree. I can’t take it.”

      Phoebe snorted. “You have a Christmas tree fantasy?”

      “I do,” Kate said with feeling. “I really do. The room’s dark, the only lights on are from the fireplace and the lights on the tree…” She trailed off. “But I don’t even have a fireplace.”

      Phoebe stopped with a bunch of bananas in hand. “Tell me you have a tree, Kate,” she said. “Please tell me you have a tree.”

      “Nope. No tree. I told you, no Christmas here this year.”

      Well, that was unacceptable.

      “You need to go buy a plane ticket,” Phoebe decided. “I have snow, a tree, a fireplace and…” She thought fast. She couldn’t let this sweet woman spend the holiday alone ignoring that there even was a holiday. What Kate needed was Sapphire Falls. No one could not be in the Christmas spirit in Sapphire Falls. “And I have a nice, sweet, cute country boy to make you feel all better.”

      Her wheels were turning. She needed to set Kate up with someone. Someone nice. Someone who would be a gentleman. Someone who could give her a good romantic Christmas memory to erase all the bad ones.

      It wouldn’t have to be true love. A fun holiday fling would be perfect.

      “You do?” Kate asked. “Are you kidding?”

      Phoebe was really glad they weren’t on Skype where Kate might be able to tell that Phoebe was making this up as she went. “Yes, of course. You can’t breathe the air or drink the water here without getting in the Christmas spirit,” Phoebe said. “And I was wondering what to get you as a gift.”

      Kate laughed. “You’re giving me a sweet country boy as a Christmas gift?”

      “I’m giving you one perfect Christmas. We have it all here, honey. You’ll feel like you stepped into a movie.”

      Who was she going to set Kate up with though? She thought through the single guys in town.

      “You’re going to make a guy take me out for Christmas?”

      “Oh, yeah,” Phoebe scoffed. “What a hardship. I bring a beautiful, classy, smart, sweet girl to town and ask him to take her to the Christmas formal. I’m sure he’ll never forgive me.”

      “Well…”

      Phoebe detected a definite note of interest. Kate wasn’t shooting her down anyway.

      “I do love snow. So much. And I’ve never been to a small town at Christmas.”

      “I’m telling you, it’s like falling into the North Pole here,” Phoebe said. She unloaded her cart onto the conveyor belt at the checkout and smiled at the cashier. She’d had Tiffany in class last year.

      “So who’s the guy?” Kate finally asked.

      Yes, who indeed? The most eligible bachelors in town forever had been the Bennett boys, but Travis was definitely no longer single, and TJ was way too grumpy to give a girl a nice sweet Christmas.

      Which left…

      Phoebe felt her smile spread. He was perfect. He was sweet, cute and romantic but wouldn’t take it too seriously if Phoebe told him her friend was in town for only a few days and for the formal. Hell, he’d probably love to romance Kate, have a fling and then say goodbye.

      “His name is Tucker Bennett,” Phoebe told her.

      She heard Kate take a deep breath. Phoebe held her breath, waiting for Kate’s decision.

      “I can be there in a couple of days.”

      Phoebe breathed and grinned. “Awesome. This will be so fun. We can make cookies and go for a sleigh ride and—dammit.”

      Tiffany looked up, startled.

      “What?” Kate asked.

      Phoebe swiped her debit card through the machine and sighed. “We’re going to be out of town for the next few days. DC parties.” She frowned. “Hey, why aren’t you going to DC to the parties?”

      “I backed out,” Kate said. “Told my boss that the holidays bring up lots of negative emotions and I couldn’t handle the parties. He and his wife are going. He’s actually thrilled.”

      Phoebe hated the idea of Kate staying in California. She was afraid if Kate got her takeout and got the movie marathon going there would be no getting her out of her apartment, not to mention on a plane. “Come anyway. I can give you directions to the house. We leave a key under the ceramic frog next to the porch.” She had no problem saying that out loud in the middle of the grocery store. The few people in Sapphire Falls who did lock their doors had similar ceramic creatures near their porches sitting on their spare keys. “You can come, make yourself at home, enjoy the tree and fireplace. You can watch Netflix here. We’ll be home in a few days and it will all be good.”

      Kate was quiet for a long moment.

      Phoebe nodded when Hunter, the kid who was bagging groceries, asked if she wanted him to carry her bags to the car.

      She was opening her trunk for Hunter when Kate finally said, “That sounds really nice.”

      “Awesome. This is going to be the best Christmas, I promise.”

      Kate laughed. “Well, it wouldn’t take much.”
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      If a hundred of Santa’s elves had eaten too many Christmas cookies and thrown up all over, the town square in Sapphire Falls would have been the result.

      Levi sat behind the wheel of his rented Maserati coup and stared.

      There were four Christmas trees, one on each corner of the square, fully decorated. There was a gingerbread house—big enough that three or four young kids could fit inside. There was a life-sized sleigh. At least a dozen five-foot plastic candy canes lined the sidewalk. Plastic ornaments in various shapes, all about the size of car tires, hung from the branches of the non-evergreen trees in the square. A gazebo with a huge throne-like chair and a banner that read Welcome to Sapphire Falls, Santa occupied the center of the square. And, no shit, there was a penned-in area next to one of the trees that had two real, living, breathing reindeer munching on hay.

      As if even Mother Nature was conspiring for a perfect Christmas scene, there was also a slight dusting of powdery white snow over everything.

      “Holy sleigh bells.”

      He’d fallen into a fricking Christmas card.

      Just like Joe had said.

      His brother had used words like idyllic and quaint to describe the place, and he’d sent photos of town events that Levi had, in all honesty, thought were fake. Levi knew it was a small country town that prided itself on its welcoming, homey feel. But…wow.

      He parked the car in front of the grocery store and got out. It wasn’t hard to find the businesses in Sapphire Falls. They were all clustered around the square. A block away from the square in any direction took you into residential areas. The one exception was south of the square. A block off of the grassy area was the main highway that went past Sapphire Falls, and along the highway was a gas station, the Come Again bar and the little strip mall area that housed several local businesses, including a homemade furniture shop, a card and stationary shop and Scott’s Sweets, a candy shop and bakery.

      Overhead, Levi heard the soft strains of Silver Bells and he glanced up. He couldn’t find where they’d hidden the speakers, but he did see that there were indeed silver bells hanging from the lamp posts that dotted the street in both directions.

      There was no way the Ghost of Christmas Future would mess with him here. Levi felt a huge grin stretch across his face. Simply breathing the air here was making him a better person. He didn’t even mind the nearly thirty degree drop in temperature or the fact he could see his breath. It was refreshing. Exactly what he needed. Sweet beyond description.

      There was mistletoe around here somewhere. He just knew it.

      Grinning like a damned idiot, Levi headed into the store and grabbed shampoo and the other toiletries he hated to pack and headed to pay. He was aware that he was drawing attention from the other shoppers and store employees and he gave them all his most sincere smiles. He had to behave here. This was Joe’s hometown. No hitting on the cute girl shopping in aisle three. No flirting with the beautiful forty-something buying apples. No making the young—very young—cashier blush.

      Back in his car, he started toward Joe’s place. He had instructions printed off from Joe’s email. He knew Joe and Phoebe lived out in the country outside of town, and Levi couldn’t wait to see this. Sapphire Falls was the country as far as Levi was concerned.

      He’d only gotten about a mile outside of town and turned onto the dirt road when he realized that his brother no longer drove a sports car, not because he’d matured and no longer put his self-worth in material things, but because a low-slung coupe was impractical on roads that were gravel and mud and snow.

      Creeping along, praying as he went that he wouldn’t get stuck out here where he had no one to call and no idea how exactly to get to Joe’s on foot, Levi made it another mile before there was another road. He glanced at the directions in his lap. He didn’t dare actually stop the car for fear of not getting it going again so he kept moving as he read the tiny type. Why hadn’t he increased the font size? He was supposed to go another hundred yards and he’d find Joe’s driveway.

      One hundred yards later there was another dirt road. This was narrower, bordered on both sides by big old trees and with two deep ruts running from the road up to the house he could see in the distance. Deep ruts that were obviously caused by truck tires.

      Awesome.

      He turned in, grimacing as he heard and felt the crusty snow underneath dragging along the bottom of the car.

      He finally made it to the house, pulled over onto a flat slab of cement beside the garage and turned off the ignition. Thank goodness.

      At least, he hoped this was Joe’s place. And he hoped that his brother’s truck was here and that they’d left the keys.

      The front door key was under the ceramic frog as Joe had said it would be, and a minute later, Levi let himself into the farm house with his suitcase and grocery sack.

      He let the bags fall as he took in a big lungful of air. The house smelled amazing. It was neat and homey. There were no Christmas decorations up yet, but it was only the twentieth and Joe and Phoebe were supposed to be home on the twenty-second. They’d all decorate together. Levi felt a surge of happiness. Pure, unadulterated happiness. It had nothing to do with a winning poker hand or a shot of alcohol or a woman’s cleavage. It was about feeling at home, warm, safe, cared about.

      Levi Spencer would never ever admit it to anyone, ever, but when Joe had invited him to Sapphire Falls, Levi had felt his heart actually swell. The organ he’d thought shriveled like a raisin long ago had thumped in his chest, reminding him that it was there and working.

      Joe and Phoebe were the only people in the entire world that Levi could say with absolute certainty cared about him.

      Joe’s invitation had meant more to Levi than he’d realized. He was even a little choked up.

      If that wasn’t the damnedest thing, he didn’t know what was.

      He hauled his bags up the stairs to the guest room. He was even more shocked when the choked-up feeling increased when he passed his niece’s bedroom. The scent of baby powder and the sight of a purple stuffed elephant sitting on the seat of the rocking chair made his cold, dead heart thump again.

      Damn.

      Who knew he was a big pile of mush underneath the Rolex and Armani?

      It had to be the concussion. He must have jarred some feeling loose when he’d banged his skull into the car window.

      The guest room was the third door on the right. Levi pushed the door open and threw his bag on the bed. Then he turned a full circle. The quilt on the bed was…a quilt. He had never slept under an actual quilt in his life. Levi would put good money on the fact someone Phoebe was related to had made the thing. The bed was a four-poster queen. The bedroom floor was refinished wood with a huge woven rug on top to keep it from being cold. There were two big windows in the west and north walls covered in simple cotton curtains that matched the maroon color in the quilt. There was an overstuffed reading chair in the corner, an armoire on one wall, and the remaining wall held a collection of black-and-white photographs that were clearly of Phoebe’s family over the generations on the front porch of this very house.

      Again, Levi felt something that could have been emotions clogging his throat.

      For fuck’s sake. It was like a dam had broken open. He needed to get a handle on things. He couldn’t be all weepy and sentimental. Joe would send him for further medical work-up for sure.

      Levi riffled through his bag, planning to change into something more Sapphire Falls appropriate. He was heading to the Come Again. Not because he needed a drink—even though he so needed a drink—but because that was where he was meeting his date for the Christmas formal. The woman who was going to keep him from being a complete and total asshole who thought of women for only one thing. Okay, two things—sex and his ego.

      Surely recognizing that he was a womanizing ass was a step in the right direction.

      He pulled out his phone and thumbed through to the message from Joe sent earlier that day.

      She’ll meet you at the Come Again at eight. Built blonde in a red dress. You won’t be able to miss her.

      Built blonde. Red dress. This was already a good idea.

      Finding nothing quite right for the tiny bar in the tiny town in his bag, Levi headed for the master bedroom. He dug through a dresser drawer and found a pair of blue jeans and a black cotton T-shirt. In the closet, he found a pair of black Oxford shoes. The leather was soft and they obviously weren’t new, but it was those or a pair of brown work boots.

      He was going to have to ask Joe about those boots. Joe Spencer was wearing boots? To do what? Muck out the stalls in his barn?

      Levi chuckled to himself, but as he turned to exit the room, he glanced out the window. This one faced east and, sure enough, there was a barn in the distance.

      For a second, Levi wondered what he’d gotten into.

      Changing your life around before the ghosts get to you.

      It was an analogy. He didn’t really think ghosts were coming to bring him a message about changing his life. He did, however, fully expect to have a stocking full of coal on Christmas morning.

      Half an hour later, he walked into the Come Again bar in tiny Sapphire Falls, Nebraska, and thought maybe the Ghost of Christmas Present wasn’t such a bad guy.

      The built blonde in the red dress sitting at the bar was exquisite.

      

      It had been clear within three seconds of stepping into the Come Again that Kate was overdressed. But a night out at the pubs in her neighborhood meant fitted red dresses, a sexy twist to her hair and full make up.

      At the Come Again, the dress code was clearly denim, cotton and more denim.

      Kate pressed her lips together and rubbed as she lifted her glass of wine, trying to blot some of her lipstick off. None of the other women were wearing anything more than cherry lip balm.

      She sipped and then set her glass down with surprisingly steady hands. It wasn’t nerves about the date. Phoebe had set it up, and Kate knew Phoebe. This was about Kate having a nice Christmas. The guy would be great. Funny, sweet, interested in helping her have a nice time. Her antsy feelings were about being the center of attention in a room full of strangers. She could hardly miss the blatant stares from all of the other patrons. Everyone was watching her with such open curiosity she almost laughed. She had no trouble being alone. Even drinking alone. But she felt compelled to engage them all in conversation for some reason. Even stranger was the realization that she would have nothing in common with any of these people.

      What was she going to talk to her date about? He was a Sapphire Falls boy born and raised. What was his name again? Oh God, she couldn’t even remember his name. It was some country-boy name. Trent? Trey? Tate? She wrinkled her nose. Tate was a country club boy’s name. She pulled her phone from her purse and opened her text messages.

      “Tucker Bennett.”

      Tucker. That was definitely a country-boy’s name. Kate smiled. Not having anything in common with him could only be a good thing. She wanted to get away from her life for a while.

      Phoebe had also included, “Dark hair, blue eyes, killer smile.”

      Kate had texted back asking what he’d be wearing. Phoebe’s answer had made her laugh.

      “One thousand percent sure he’ll be wearing blue jeans and a T-shirt.”

      That was clearly a good bet, Kate thought, sipping her wine and covertly checking the room out. Every guy in the room was in blue jeans and the split between cotton T-shirts and cotton plaid shirts was about fifty-fifty.

      There was a pool game going in the corner, music that she didn’t recognize other than to know it was country played from the jukebox and couples were moving around the dance floor in a coordinated pattern. She knew that was a two-step. She did watch movies and TV after all.

      “Christmas just became my favorite holiday.”

      Kate felt goose bumps dance down her spine at the rich, deep voice behind her. She swallowed her mouthful of wine and then turned slowly on the stool. She wanted to savor this moment. This was the first step toward her perfect, magical Christmas.

      Tucker Bennett was gorgeous.

      That was Kate’s first thought. Phoebe had said cute. She’d said he was a nice guy. She had mentioned the killer smile and blue eyes, but she had failed to warn Kate that she wouldn’t be able to breathe when she actually met Tucker’s gaze directly.

      Holy jingle bells. This was gonna be good.

      “Hi,” she said, trying to decide if she sounded sexy breathless or crazy breathless.

      Obviously, Phoebe had told him she would be his date for the Christmas formal and Tucker would know she was from out of town, especially considering he probably knew every single person in Sapphire Falls and their grandmother. But she couldn’t be all gaga and pathetic. She wanted a movie-worthy Christmas, but she couldn’t fall all over Tucker. He’d signed on to be her date, not the savior of everything Christmas thus far in her life.

      She needed to get a grip.

      “Joe is a really, really good guy,” Tucker said.

      She smiled. That sounded positive. And she couldn’t disagree. Tucker was probably a friend of Joe’s, and Phoebe had probably gotten Joe to talk him into this. Kate wondered briefly what Phoebe had told Joe and what Joe had shared with Tucker.

      But it didn’t matter. He was here now and he was…magnificent.

      She found herself staring at his mouth.

      Crap.

      She pulled her gaze back to his with a surprising amount of effort required. She couldn’t throw herself at this guy. He was a nice small-town guy doing a favor for a friend of a friend. Guys in sweet little towns didn’t do hot hook ups with girls they didn’t know. Hell, Tucker had probably known every girl he’d ever taken out since kindergarten.

      Besides, she wasn’t a hook-up kind of girl. She liked sex, but she needed more than two sentences to get out of her panties.

      “I’m sure hoping there’s mistletoe around here somewhere.”

      Okay, maybe three sentences. Or him just standing there smiling at her.

      Oh boy, this might be a problem. Or not. She did have that Christmas tree fantasy after all. She’d been planning on having a sweet, romantic Christmas with a nice guy who was fun but had no chance of breaking her heart because the expectations were clear and simple.

      But she could probably squeeze in some hot sex by Christmas tree light with Tucker.

      Phoebe and Joe didn’t have their tree up yet. She’d found the house a few hours ago and had unpacked, showered and gotten dressed before coming back to town. But maybe Tucker had his tree up.

      As she continued to stare at him, her gaze dipping to his mouth over and over. His smile was relaxed and he stepped forward, the look in his eyes more intent than playful now. “Or maybe we can skip the mistletoe altogether.”

      She was acting like an idiot.

      She was vaguely aware of the fact, but she couldn’t seem to stop.

      She’d dated good-looking guys before. She’d dated good-looking guys who knew they were good looking before. But there was something about Tucker. It wasn’t only his looks. It was the way he was focused on her, fully concentrated, as if the world around them didn’t exist. It was the way he moved into her personal space without hesitation, or permission, like he belonged there. It was the way he met and held her gaze. The way he blatantly studied her—but not her body, not her breasts, not her legs—her face.

      It should have been unnerving. She would have expected it to be unnerving. But it was…tempting.

      She felt like he was drawing her in, pulling her closer, relaxing her and opening her up.

      She wanted to cuddle close, take a long, deep whiff of his scent, feel his warmth and strength against her and…yes, take off her clothes.

      “This is going to be a problem,” he said softly, for her ears only.

      She cleared her throat and finally forced words out. “What is?”

      “The way you’re looking at me. I was under the impression that we were going to be having hot cocoa together.”

      She shook her head, trying not to make hot cocoa and chocolaty melted marshmallows dirty. And failing. “What’s that mean?”

      “Hot cocoa is warm and comforting and sweet.”

      “Okay,” she said slowly, not following.

      “The way you’re looking at me is like spiked hot apple cider.”

      Kate felt herself grin at the comparison. And he wasn’t wrong. There wasn’t anything particularly comforting or sweet about the things she was feeling.

      Damn, she was ruining this. She was the one who wanted sweet and comforting. If she wanted hot sex and white wine, she could have stayed in San Francisco. She knew a number of guys who would have gone for that. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be sorry.” There was a gruffness to his voice that made those goose bumps pop up again.

      She leaned back. She was sending the wrong message. Phoebe knew she wanted a date. She wanted to spend time with a nice guy who was willing to indulge her need for some Christmas nostalgia. And now she was looking at him like she’d like to cover him in eggnog and then lick it all up.

      Kate squeezed her thighs together. Don’t be the frisky city girl who comes to town for a quickie, she told herself. Be nice, be sweet, let him romance you. That’s what you want.

      “Do you have a tree up yet at your place?” she asked. Sure, she kind of wanted to get naughty under the evergreen branches, but she also really loved Christmas trees. Her family had never had Christmas trees. For a while, she’d put one up in her apartment, but she’d consciously forgone that tradition last year, and it hadn’t even occurred to her this year.

      Tucker studied her for a long moment and then leaned back. “Not yet,” he admitted. “But if you want a Christmas tree, I can find you a Christmas tree. What do you say to some cocoa after all?”

      She nodded. “I’d like that.” Cocoa. Not spiked hot cider. She was here for cocoa.

      He stepped back and offered his hand to help her off the stool. She took it and felt all of her girl parts swoon.

      Crap, she was in trouble.

      Maybe Phoebe didn’t realize Tucker was this potent, but he was not what Kate had been expecting. Or wanting. She wanted a nice guy. Someone who could make her laugh, someone who would hold her hand. Not someone who made her feel itchy and hot.

      They stepped outside a moment later and Kate sucked in a quick breath. She was grateful for the heat he generated now. It was chilly. More than chilly. It was fricking cold. Especially compared to California.

      Phoebe had left a long coat draped over one of the dining room chairs with a note that said Kate was to wear it, along with the scarf, gloves and hat in the pockets. She known that the California girl wouldn’t have any winter clothes.

      Kate pulled the long white coat closed in front and buttoned it up, then looped the bright red scarf around her neck and pulled the matching hat and gloves on. She was glad the coat hung to her ankles, but it didn’t cover her feet. Her heels weren’t open-toed, thank God, but otherwise her feet weren’t covered by much.

      She looked up at Tucker to find him watching her with a small smile.

      “What?” she asked, matching his smile.

      “Thinking there are more fun ways to warm up and then thinking I shouldn’t be thinking that.”

      Kate felt the warmth rush through her and she wanted more. And not just because she felt like her nose might be freezing off.

      “Cocoa, right?” she asked.

      “Warm, sweet and comfortable,” he agreed.

      He tucked her arm in his, which should have been all of those things but was much more.

      Stupid, stupid, stupid.

      The simple mantra did nothing to change how she was feeling though.

      They crossed the bar parking lot and followed a sidewalk that led between the city hall and another building and put them on one of the main streets around the square. She was glad he had a hold of her. Heels were not ideal for gravel parking lots or sidewalks with random patches of snow. After this, she was buying some thick fuzzy socks somewhere and not taking them off until she was back in California.

      Still, walking through the crisp winter air toward the bright town square with this guy felt…not completely nice. It felt a little naughty, which was completely ridiculous. The most he’d said that was flirtatious was that he could think of better ways to warm up. That was pretty mild as far as sexual innuendos went. But pressing up against him, her body filled with a strange combination of awareness, desire and anticipation.

      It was the Christmas trees. It had to be.

      This side of the square, the corner south of the reindeer petting area, there was a narrow white wooden building with an open window at the front. They approached and she could see they were selling cocoa, coffee and, sure enough, cider. The non-spiked variety though, she assumed. Of course, it wouldn’t surprise her if a few people had a flask in their coat pocket and doctored their cup after it was served.

      They got in line behind a few other people and Kate took her hand from Tucker’s arm and put both hands in her coat pocket. That was safer.

      “This is the kissing booth in the summer,” he said.

      She looked up at him. “What?” All she knew for sure was he’d said the word kissing.

      He pointed toward the little wooden structure. Propped against the back wall was a wooden sign that said Kissing Booth in big red letters. The wooden sign that hung over the window now read Hot Drinks.

      “I guess it’s good they’re getting year-round use out of the building,” she said with a chuckle. “Though it seems kissing should be a year-round event too.”

      And why had she said that?

      He chuckled and the sound was warm and rich and made her sigh. Like a big swallow of hot cocoa.

      She mentally rolled her eyes. Phoebe had said there was something in the air and water in Sapphire Falls, but Kate didn’t know that it was Christmas spirit so much as it was horniness.

      “But the drinks are for a good cause,” he said.

      There was also a sign propped up against the front of the wooden booth that said the proceeds from the drinks were going toward Christmas gifts at the nursing home.

      Kate found herself incredibly touched by that. It wasn’t that people where she was from weren’t charitable, but here it had to be a lot more personal. Likely every single person who lived at the nursing home had family and life-long friends and neighbors here in Sapphire Falls.

      “I want an extra-large then,” she said with a smile.

      He grinned. “Marshmallows too, I hope?”

      “Of course.”

      “How about caramel or peppermint syrup?” he asked, reading the menu board.

      She shook her head. “I think straight up and simple is the way to go.”

      She really wanted peppermint syrup. A lot. That sounded perfect. Peppermint hot cocoa would be very Christmassy. Perfectly Christmassy even. But maybe that was a bad idea. Maybe she was putting too much pressure on all of this being perfect. Maybe she had her expectations too high. She shouldn’t have scripted it all out in her head. She shouldn’t have imagined holding hands and walking through a light flurry under the stars.

      She should keep things simple. Straight forward. She should look at Tucker as nothing more than a nice guy who was willing to take a total stranger to the formal.

      They moved up in the line.

      “Oh yeah, I love this damned town.” Tucker turned to look at her.

      Kate felt her eyes widen at the playful and pleased look in his eyes. “What?”

      He pointed at the top of the drink station. A sprig of mistletoe hung directly above the window where people were picking up their cups.

      “Oh.”

      Oh boy.

      She’d hoped for a Christmas kiss. She’d hoped for mistletoe. She’d imagined the whole thing.

      And now she was panicking.

      It could never measure up. She needed to keep this simple too, like the hot cocoa.

      No romantic kisses, no romantic dreams and fantasies. A nice guy, a formal, a few dances, maybe some eggnog—not poured all over his body—and a nice, simple, sweet Christmas in a nice, simple, sweet small town.

      “I was thinking—”

      She abruptly stopped thinking about anything at all the second he took her by her upper arms, pulled her up onto her tiptoes and touched his lips to hers.

      It was…everything. Everything she’d imagined and then some.

      Like hot cocoa with peppermint syrup.

      

      She tasted like Christmas cookies.

      That was Levi’s first thought.

      Not like she’d been eating them, but like she was a soft, sweet, delicious melt-in-his mouth cookie. And that was pretty whimsical for a guy who was used to women tasting like tequila.

      Her lips should have been cold. The crisp air of the afternoon had turned downright icy as darkness fell, but her mouth was anything but. She was hot. And sweet. And he could happily spend the rest of December right here doing this.

      Then she clutched the front of his coat, trying to get closer, opened her mouth and sighed.

      And he amended the thought to the rest of the winter.

      They didn’t use tongues. It was lip to lip only. Open lip to open lip, but that softened the kiss, made it more of an exploration.

      The moment he’d seen her on the bar stool, his hands had itched with the need to touch the red dress, and the curves it covered. He’d immediately imagined her long blonde hair spread out on the maroon and navy quilt in the farm’s guest room. And he’d instantly started making a list of thank you gifts he could get for Phoebe and Joe.

      But then she’d swiveled to look at him and everything hot and urgent and pulsing in his gut had risen to a soft, warm ball in his chest. He’d wanted to run his hand over her cheek instead of her ass. He’d wanted to make her laugh rather than scream with an orgasm. He’d wanted to know how she drank her cocoa rather than how she took her martinis.

      It was the craziest fucking thing that had ever happened to him.

      And he’d embraced it.

      This was it. This was how it was supposed to feel when sweet, normal, happy things happened to someone. When liquor and money and sex were not part of the equation. When two people met for the first time and connected.

      Maybe it was Sapphire Falls. Maybe it was the concussion. Maybe it was that he was dressed in denim. Maybe denim made people instantly normal. Or maybe it was her. Maybe this woman really did have the power to cure him of the selfish, superficial, ego-driven crap he had bottled up inside.

      He cupped her cheek, simply tasting her. The kiss wasn’t about arousal or a step toward sex. It was only a kiss.

      And he fucking loved it.

      “Ahem.”

      The sound of someone clearing their throat pulled them apart.

      She stood staring up at him, her eyes wide, her lips pink. And he grinned. He couldn’t help that—he really did love having an obvious effect on women.

      But again, this was different. Rather than wanting to see her nipples get hard and her panties get wet, he wanted a faint blush on her cheeks and a sparkle in her eye.

      It had to be the concussion.

      But he was going to go with it.

      Hear that, ghosts? I don’t need any midnight hauntings. I’m good here.

      “What are you having?” the guy in the window asked.

      “Two hot chocolates, extra-large, with marshmallows,” Levi told him. Those words sounded so foreign, like he was speaking another language. That also made him grin.

      There were four guys inside the booth working to make drinks, taking orders and money.

      Two got to work on their drinks as the one at the window said, “That’ll be four fifty.”

      Levi handed him a hundred-dollar bill.

      The guy stared at it. “Dude, I can’t make change for that.”

      “Keep it.” Levi pushed the money across the counter.

      “You want to pay me a hundred dollars for two cups of cocoa,” the guy clarified.

      “It’s a fundraiser, right?” Levi said. “That’s my donation.”

      The guy was still looking at him strangely, but he took the money. “Well, then you can have free refills. Forever.”

      Levi grinned and accepted the two cups. “Deal.”

      He offered one to Hailey.

      Hailey Conner. She was the mayor here. He wondered how people would feel about their mayor getting kissed by the stranger in the town square.

      “You okay?” he asked when he realized she was staring at him.

      “Stunned, actually.”

      He smiled and sipped. The hot chocolate was delicious. Practically perfect. But it would never beat the taste of this woman’s lips. “That was a hell of a kiss.”

      She nodded. “And that was a lot to pay for hot chocolate.”

      “I have a feeling this will be the best hot chocolate of my life.”

      Her eyes widened at that. “Have you had a lot of hot chocolate over the years?”

      And just like that it was clear they weren’t talking about hot chocolate. He grinned. “Probably more than my share.”

      She gave a little snort like that didn’t surprise her. Levi had been told before that he gave off a womanizing vibe. Whatever that meant. He didn’t know any other way to be. None of the men in his family knew any other way to be. They loved women and women loved them, and Levi hadn’t been raised to see that as anything other than awesome.

      They walked toward the middle of the square. Around the gazebo, there were several benches and a surprising number of them were occupied. There were actually a number of people in the square. Families with kids at the gingerbread house and petting the reindeer. Couples walking hand in hand or cuddling on the benches, cups of various hot drinks in hand. Clearly, the people in Sapphire Falls were used to the brisk temperatures.

      Or maybe it was that he was from Vegas and his hide was too thin for the cold air. By this time next year he’d be adjusted, he thought with a grin. He took in the scene before him and a deep breath of what he could only describe as Christmassy air. It was, admittedly, a cozy scene, and Levi was suddenly a fan of colder weather. What a great reason to get a pretty girl in his arms.

      The square was brightly lit. The four huge trees were completely decked out from tip to trunk in lights and ornaments—some of which also lit up. The street lamp posts were all twisted with tinsel that sparkled and reflected the lights. Then there were the giant lighted candy canes, plastic oversized ornaments, and the gingerbread house that had lights around the eaves like any good home in a Christmassy small town.

      “Want to sit?” he asked, indicating a bench that faced one of the trees. She’d wanted a tree, he’d brought her to the middle of four gigantic ones. That was how Levi did things—big, bright and better.

      He frowned. He might need to squelch those urges a bit. If Phoebe was any indication of the women in Sapphire Falls, they weren’t impressed with overspending and big flashy gestures. Phoebe was down to earth. It stood to reason that a friend of hers would be the same.

      They sat on the wooden bench and Levi stretched his arm along the back behind Hailey’s shoulders. She cuddled up against his side and he felt the heart he’d recently rediscovered expand.

      This was nice.

      This was the freaking epitome of nice.

      He could get used to this.

      They could sit here in the spring and look at the tulips coming up around the gazebo. They could come in the summer and watch the Ferris wheel turn. He knew there was a Ferris wheel from Joe’s photos of the summer festival that went on each June. Hell, they could ride the Ferris wheel. Levi tried to remember the last time he’d been on a carnival ride and came up blank. Had he never ridden a Ferris wheel? Was that possible?

      “I should text Phoebe and let her know that we found each other.”

      “Great. I’ll tell Joe too.” His brother was no doubt wondering how things were going.

      “Met Hailey. I OWE YOU.” Levi grinned as he hit send. That would make Joe curious, and Levi meant it.

      She sent her text and then slid closer, cupping her cocoa in both hands. Levi was hit by a combination of scents, including the chocolate from her cup, the scent of evergreen that he wouldn’t be surprised to find that they piped into the square somehow to help with the whole festive feel, and the scent of vanilla that he could have sworn came from her hair.

      This was really, really…nice.

      “So you must love Christmas,” he said. That was dumb. She was the mayor of a town that would put the North Pole to shame.

      “Not really.” She was holding her cup close to her lips as if the steam from the tiny hole in the lid would warm her.

      “No?” He was surprised. “Why not?”

      She looked up at him. Underneath the red knit cap she looked young and suddenly a little sad.

      Did he know her well enough to tell when she was sad?

      “My mom lost her mom and dad in a bad car accident on Christmas Eve when she was seventeen. Ever since then, she hasn’t been able to celebrate Christmas without going into a deep depression. My dad wanted to protect her from that, so they always jet off to Hawaii and avoid the holidays completely.”

      “They have Christmas in Hawaii,” he said, hoping that wasn’t insensitive. Admittedly, his radar for sensitive and appropriate was a bit rusty. If it had ever worked.

      “They do, but it’s easy to avoid if you have a huge house on a private beach on Lanai.”

      Levi processed that. Not just the tragic story, but the fact that this woman hadn’t had a Christmas growing up, that she clearly came from money with the talk of huge houses on private beaches on one of the most secluded of the Hawaiian islands, and that she’d told him all of this.

      “So no Christmas trees, no Santa, nothing?” he asked.

      His childhood had been unconventional in almost every way, but they’d put milk and cookies out for the big guy and they had presents under the tree every year.

      “Nothing,” she said. “When I got older, I started trying to do things myself. Stockings and Christmas parties and stuff but…Christmas has kind of fallen apart on me over the last few years.”

      Levi found himself pulling her closer and wanting to wrap his other arm around her too.

      He wanted to hug her? Just hug her? Phoebe was the only woman he hugged and, in all honesty, she hugged him. Kaelyn hugged him, but that was definitely not the same thing. She either grabbed him around one knee or she wrapped her little arms around his neck and squeezed as hard as she could. He and Joe did that bro-hug thing that guys did that was not quite a hug but was more than a handshake.

      That would make this woman, the built blonde in the red dress, the first woman he wasn’t related to but wanted to hug…ever.

      Interesting.

      “Well, this Christmas is going to be amazing,” he told her.

      She smiled up at him. “Yeah?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “You’re into Christmas?”

      He definitely was now. “I grew up with trees and stockings and stuff,” he said. “And my parents always threw a big Christmas Eve party.” He didn’t need to tell her that he’d walked in on his dad screwing his secretary on his desk in the den. Twice. Or that his mother typically got drunk and had smashed at least a few Christmas plates, lit the formal dining room’s curtain on fire with some ornate candelabra, twisted an ankle, cut a finger, thrown out her back and ended up in the ER. Those were the only ways to get his father’s attention away from the secretary on his desk.

      Which his mom didn’t typically care about really, but it seemed her husband’s infidelities got to her at the holidays.

      Maybe deep down everyone wanted to have a nice Christmas.

      Levi frowned. There was no way he could have turned out normal. Not that this was a brand new revelation, but sitting in the quaint, albeit overdone Christmas wonderland that was Sapphire Falls’ town square with a woman who smelled like vanilla, Levi wished like hell he knew a little more about normal.

      “Thank you for agreeing to do this,” she said, softly.

      She was looking into his eyes like she had been at the bar and he was hit by the punch of desire he’d felt then too.

      What was he agreeing to do again? There wasn’t anything he wouldn’t agree to for this woman, but he couldn’t recall the details at the moment. “The formal?” he asked finally.

      She nodded. “I know it seems silly, but I’m starving for a nice, normal, traditional Christmas.”

      The word starving made him think of things he was feeling hungry for come to think of it.

      “I completely understand,” he managed while he was really wondering what would happen if he grabbed her chin and kissed her again. This time minus the mistletoe and with tongue. And with less than sweet, gentlemanly intentions.

      “And, um…” Her gaze flickered away from him for a moment and she seemed hesitant.

      “Anything.” He meant it. His tone might have been rougher than it needed to be, but he suddenly wanted to be the one making everything just right for her.

      She met his gaze again. “Would you want to spend some time together tomorrow? We could—”

      “Yes.”

      Again, firmer than needed, but he did like the way her eyes went round and her mouth curled.

      “You don’t know what I was going to suggest.”

      “Doesn’t matter. I’m in.”

      Her expression shifted quickly from surprised to amused to sly. “What if I want to tie you up in tinsel and keep you at my mercy until New Year’s?”
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      There was a thud somewhere in the vicinity of Levi’s heart. A thud that rocked through his whole body. Just as quickly as he went from warm to burning up, it was clear that she’d realized what she’d said out loud to a near stranger.

      She started to pull back, but he put his hand between her shoulder blades and brought her in. “Fucking love tinsel,” he said against her lips and then took her into a kiss that definitely heated things up.

      She didn’t hesitate, which further fired his blood. In fact, when he parted his lips and stroked his tongue into her mouth, she moaned.

      Tinsel and anything else she wanted. That was the only thing he could really think as she pivoted to lean closer. But they were sitting on a bench, and that meant she had to fold a leg up between them. Neither of them really wanted anything between them at all, so when she made a frustrated little sound, Levi took hold of her hips and picked her up to put her in his lap. Their cups of hot chocolate tipped over into the snow, but they barely noticed.

      Thanks to the tight skirt on her dress, she had to sit sideways—pulling the dress up any farther would have put her at risk for frost bite in some very unpleasant places—but they were definitely closer now. And warmer.

      She gripped the front of his coat in her hands like she had before. Levi kept his hands on her hips, loving the sweet weight of her against the suddenly noticeable fly of his jeans.

      She tipped her head one way, he tipped the other, deepening the kiss, the tongue stroking getting bolder and faster.

      She moved her fingers to the buttons on the front of his coat and as the first released, Levi caught her hands. “It’s too cold here for this.” Not to mention public. In a nice small town where everyone knew his brother. He really didn’t have any problems with public displays of many kinds—including some with far more skin showing than he and Hailey were—but his behavior reflected on Joe and Phoebe.

      And he was a little afraid of his petite, red-headed sister-in-law.

      He planned to stay in Sapphire Falls for several months, hopefully the whole year, to really soak it in and let it change him. He couldn’t afford to be on her bad side.

      Hailey sat staring at him, pressing her lips together, looked bewildered and turned on.

      He could work with both of those things.

      “Let’s go somewhere warmer.”

      He started to shift to get up, but she didn’t move. Since she was on top of him, that meant he didn’t get far. She was light. He could have easily picked her up and carried her off to his—Joe’s—truck. But he sensed her hesitation.

      Considering they’d just met, that made some sense.

      Joe and Phoebe had set them up. They had no reason to fear that the other was a serial killer or anything, but that didn’t mean they should hop into bed together.

      Did it?

      Levi pondered that for a moment. Why not? Joe wouldn’t set him up with someone crazy. And Lord knew, they had the chemistry for it. He was turning over a new leaf, but he wasn’t becoming a priest. Having sex with a nice girl who might expect him to show up at her grandmother’s for Sunday dinner and take her to the movies on Friday night would definitely be different.

      Different was what he needed.

      “I have one question,” she said. “Before we go to your place.”

      Yes.

      “Whatever you want,” he told her sincerely. “And if it involves tinsel, all the better.” At her little grin, he leaned in and said softly, “But turnabout is fair play. Remember that.”

      “What if you never want to see another piece of tinsel again in your life?” she asked.

      He gave her what Phoebe had labeled his bad-boy grin. “There’s always candy canes if I can’t take the tinsel.”

      She seemed to be considering that. Carefully. And thoroughly. Much to his delight.

      “I may never be able to look at a candy cane the same way again. And that’s just based on my imagination.”

      He stared. Completely surprised and as turned on as he’d ever been talking about candy. “I’m buying every candy cane in this town.”

      She laughed. “You can’t. Other people deserve candy canes too.”

      Was there any chance, any chance at all, that this woman was thinking the things he was thinking about candy canes?

      “Fine, we’ll leave three or four. But I’m a huge fan of peppermint flavored…things.”

      She laughed, but it sounded breathless. “I can’t believe I’m talking like this with you.”

      He ran a hand over the curve of her hip to her butt. “Because we just met?”

      “Because you’re a nice guy who’s doing Phoebe a favor by taking me to the formal.”

      No way had Phoebe told her that. If anything, Phoebe would look at this as a favor on Hailey’s part—going out with her brother-in-law, keeping him out of trouble.

      “I’ll tell you a secret.” He ran his hand over the delectable curve in his palm. “No guy is so nice that he isn’t willing to do dirty things with candy.”

      “Is that right?” Her grin was huge.

      “Trust me.”

      “Any candy?”

      “Any candy.”

      “I did not know this.” She was clearly amused.

      “Well, I’ll tell you another secret.”

      She leaned in. “Can’t wait.”

      “Women are pretty much our candy.”

      She pulled back a bit, licked her lips and said, “Now that I knew.”

      “Want to go make out in my truck?”

      “I do. I really, really do.”

      

      Joe flopped onto his back, his breathing ragged. “Wow.”

      “Ditto,” Phoebe agreed beside him. “You know, I love our daughter but…”

      “You’ll love her even more when she sleeps through the night and not between us in bed?” Joe asked with a grin.

      Phoebe nodded solemnly. “Seriously.”

      “Sex on the dryer in the laundry room was really good the other day,” Joe said.

      “It was.” Phoebe rolled to face him. “But there’s nothing like fully naked, rock-the-bed sex.”

      Joe laughed. “I expect we’ll be able to have fully naked, rock-the-bed sex again by the time Kae is, what? Fourteen and going out with her own friends?”

      Now Phoebe always kept her pajama top on and one leg in her pajama pants so she could be dressed in two seconds if Kaelyn woke up and cried for her.

      Joe felt himself starting to drift off to sleep. He reached over and pulled Phoebe up against his side and opened one eye to look at the clock.

      Loud, completely naked sex and asleep by eleven—ten Sapphire Falls time—yes.

      His phone buzzed on the bedside table as he felt Phoebe sigh her almost-asleep sigh.

      He wanted to ignore it. Almost as much as he wanted ten straight hours of sleep. It was just a text.

      But he was a dad now. He had to answer. Anything big and important would have garnered a phone call, he knew, but he wouldn’t be able to fall asleep wondering about the text anyway.

      He groped around on the bedside table without fully opening his eyes. But a moment later, Phoebe’s phone chimed with her text message alert and he was suddenly wide awake.

      He sat up in bed. “Who’s texting you?” he asked, grabbing his phone. He sighed in relief when he saw it was Levi.

      “Kate.”

      Ah, her friend from California. “Everything okay with her?” He liked Kate. She was funny and down to earth. He also loved listening to her talk to congressmen about environmental impact and climate change. He always learned something and he loved to watch the politicians underestimate her because she was a beautiful blonde. She was articulate and could put the politicians in their place almost as fast as Joe’s boss, Lauren. And Kate was sweeter about it.

      “Yeah, she and Tucker found each other and are having a great time.” Phoebe emphasized great while she held her phone up for Joe to see.

      “Tucker is wonderful. Having a GREAT time.”

      “I got all caps from Levi too,” he said with a chuckle.

      “Met Hailey. I OWE YOU.”

      He turned his phone to show Phoebe.

      Phoebe read his screen and frowned. “Hailey who?”

      “Hailey Conner.”

      Phoebe’s gaze flew to his. “My Hailey Conner?”

      “The only Hailey Conner either of us knows.”

      “Levi and Hailey met up somewhere?”

      “Yes.” Joe frowned at her. “At the Come Again.”

      “The Come Again in Sapphire Falls?”

      Joe put his phone down. “What are you talking about? You knew this.”

      “No, I didn’t.”

      Then something occurred to Joe. “Kate is out with Tucker?”

      “Yes.”

      “Tucker Bennett?”

      “Yes. In Sapphire Falls at the Come Again.”

      “Did I know about that?”

      “Yes.” Then Phoebe bit her bottom lip and shook her head. “I don’t know. Did you?”

      “I don’t think so.”

      They’d been so crazy getting Kaelyn packed and over to grandma’s house and then packing themselves and getting to the airport that it was possible that they thought they’d mentioned these things and hadn’t actually gotten around to it.

      “So Kate and Tucker?” Joe asked.

      Phoebe nodded. “Levi and Hailey?”

      “Yeah. Levi’s in town for Christmas. Hailey agreed to be his date for the formal.”

      “Your idea?”

      Joe nodded. “Levi’s decided to try some new things—like not smashing his skull in or ending up dead.”

      “Good things to try,” Phoebe said dryly. She loved Joe’s brother, and his accident had shaken her. For a long time, they’d both seen Levi going down a bad path fast. They hoped the accident would be a wakeup call.

      “He’s convinced Sapphire Falls can be good for him like it was me. And he wanted to date a local girl. Like you.”

      Phoebe grinned at that. “But you set him up with Hailey?”

      “She’s a local girl.”

      Phoebe laughed. “And that’s the extent of the things Hailey and I have in common.”

      It was true that they seemed different. Phoebe was everyone’s friend, Hailey liked to boss people around and didn’t really care what anyone thought of her. Phoebe’s look was more natural and girl-next-door with her red curls and blue jeans, while Hailey always looked like she’d stepped out of a fashion magazine with her sleek blonde hair and designer labels.

      But the women both loved Sapphire Falls and wanted the best for their hometown. They’d slowly become friends over the past few years—something that surprised them as much as anyone.

      “Well, Hailey won’t let Levi’s charming bullshit sway her away from keeping him out of trouble,” Joe said.

      “Ah, you gave her a mission.”

      “I did.” And he was counting on the mayor to accomplish all objectives—no jail time, no hangovers, no banged-up fenders or women falling in love with Levi between now and the Christmas formal.

      It was only a few days. Surely Levi could stay out of trouble that long. With help.

      “So what’s up with Kate and Tucker?” Joe asked.

      Phoebe lifted a shoulder. “Kate wanted a wonderful Christmas for a change. No one does Christmas better than Sapphire Falls, and when I was thinking of nice country boys to take her out, Tucker came to mind.”

      “He’ll be nice to her,” Joe agreed. “I’m glad they’re having fun.”

      Then he thought of something. “Where’s she staying?”

      “In our guest…” Phoebe trailed off as she realized what Joe had just realized.

      Kate and Levi were both staying at their place in their guest room.

      “Uh oh,” Phoebe said.

      “Yeah. Well, maybe Kate will stay with Tucker,” Joe suggested. There was no way Levi was talking his way into Hailey’s bed. Hailey was hit on almost constantly. If she wanted casual flings, she could have them all the time. But she didn’t. Hailey was probably the one woman Joe knew that Levi wouldn’t be able to impress. That was exactly why he’d chosen her.

      Phoebe frowned. “Hey, they’re having a good time. That doesn’t mean they’ll sleep together. Kate’s a nice girl and she wants a simple Christmas.”

      “Nice girls have sex too,” Joe said, giving Phoebe a grin. She was a nice girl and he’d gotten her out of her panties pretty easily.

      She swatted him on the arm. But she seemed to be pondering something.

      “What are you thinking?” he finally asked.

      “I set her up with Tucker.”

      “Right.”

      “That might mean Kate stays at Tucker’s,” Phoebe admitted.

      “Kate might go for a fun Christmas fling? Nothing wrong with that.”

      “No, I don’t know that she would, but…it’s Tucker.”

      “What’s the mean?” Joe knew exactly what that meant.

      According to all women in Sapphire Falls and the surrounding four counties, or more, the Bennett boys were everything any woman would ever want. Even the women who were happily married to city boys who knew next to nothing about corn and cows. Only three of the Bennetts lived in Sapphire Falls. The youngest, Ty, was off being a professional triathlete—whatever that actually meant—in Colorado. And now that Travis Bennett was taken, that left only Tucker and TJ as the epitome of all things manly and sexy. And TJ was a grumpy guy who liked to keep to himself.

      Which was all a long way of saying that Tucker Bennett got a lot of female attention.

      “It’s Tucker,” Phoebe said again, as if emphasizing his name was all the explanation needed.

      And it was.

      “You realize I’m your husband right? The man you love and want more than any other? The one who has made you blissfully happy?”

      Phoebe smiled and patted his cheek. “Of course you are.”

      Joe narrowed his eyes and started to grab for her. Not because he was actually worried about Tucker, or any other guy, but because it was so fun making her say his name over and over again in that breathless, pleading way she did when he—

      Phoebe’s phone rang.

      Then his rang.

      Damn.

      They reached for their phones at the same time.

      “Hailey,” he said, reading his display.

      “Tucker,” Phoebe said with a frown.

      “Hello?” they asked simultaneously.

      “Joe, put me on speaker,” Hailey said.

      What had Levi done? Joe pressed the button for the speaker phone. “Okay.”

      “Tucker is here with me.”

      Phoebe pushed her speaker button too and laid her phone on the comforter beside Joe’s. “What’s going on?”

      “Well, about this gorgeous blonde in the red dress,” Tucker started.

      “Kate said she’s having a great time,” Phoebe broke in quickly.

      “Oh, that’s pretty obvious. To the whole town,” Tucker said.

      “What do you mean?” Phoebe asked him.

      “I’m standing here on the steps to city hall watching her have a good time.”

      Phoebe frowned. “What do you mean? Shouldn’t you be with her?”

      “Yeah, well, I’m not sure her date would appreciate that,” Tucker said, his tone dry.

      “Her date?” Phoebe repeated. “You’re her date.”

      “Uh, no, I believe that would be Levi,” Hailey said. “And from the way she’s kissing him right now, they’re getting along great.”

      Kate and Levi were kissing?

      Joe and Phoebe met each other’s gaze, their eyes wide.

      “They’re kissing?” Phoebe asked.

      “Yes. And Kate looks almost as good in her red dress as I do in mine,” Hailey said.

      So Levi had met the wrong gorgeous blonde in a red dress.

      “This is okay.”

      “This is horrible.”

      Joe and Phoebe spoke at the same time.

      They frowned at each other.

      “Okay?” Phoebe asked.

      “Horrible?”

      “Yes, horrible,” Phoebe told him.

      “Why? Kate’s a nice girl, but she’s more like the girls he normally dates.” She was from the city, she had money, she knew about good wine and tipping doormen and things like that. “Except she’s…nice,” he finished.

      “Well, Levi will be terrible for Kate,” Phoebe said. “Because he’s like the guys she normally dates.”

      “Except that he’s…” Joe prompted.

      “Worse.”

      “Worse?” Joe asked. “How?” But Joe kind of knew what she meant.

      “His relationships are all about him. He collects women like…” Phoebe sighed. “Like you used to.”

      Joe couldn’t argue with that. But it wasn’t like the women had really ever complained. “And I turned out well because a nice girl from Sapphire Falls finally got a hold of me,” he said. “This could be exactly what Levi needs.”

      “Kate isn’t from Sapphire Falls.”

      Oh…yeah.

      “And she wanted a sweet, traditional, romantic Christmas with a nice guy. That’s why I picked Tucker,” Phoebe said.

      “Thanks, Phoeb,” Tucker said. “I even showed up with flowers.”

      “And they really are gorgeous,” Hailey said. “Deep-crimson roses with white baby’s breath and evergreen branches.”

      Phoebe smiled. “See? That’s so nice. And Tucker will buy her hot chocolate in the town square and they’ll drive around and look at Christmas-light displays. They can decorate his tree and make cookies and maybe ice skate and then go to the formal. Simple, nice stuff.”

      “Levi could take her to look at Christmas light displays,” Joe protested.

      “Sure,” Phoebe agreed. “In Paris. Right after he whisks her off on his private jet to have hot cocoa in Belgium or something.”

      Unfortunately, Joe couldn’t deny that those things were possible. It was more his style—or had been—to overdo the dramatic gestures to impress women, but Levi wasn’t above throwing money around to romance a woman.

      “Wow, what a jerk,” Hailey muttered sarcastically.

      “So you guys need to go tell them who you are,” Phoebe said to the phones. “Obviously things got mixed up. I told her dark hair, blue eyes and great smile.”

      “Thanks again,” Tucker said.

      “Levi’s got all of that,” Hailey pointed out. “And Kate’s blonde.”

      “And gorgeous,” Tucker added. “And if she wasn’t on Levi’s lap right now in the middle of the square, I might go over and insist we go on our date.”

      “She’s on his lap?” Phoebe said. She looked at the clock. “Already?”

      “Spencer charm,” Joe said with a grin. “You know it’s irresistible.”

      Phoebe looked grim as she said, “That’s what I’m worried about.”

      “Hey.”

      Phoebe focused on him. “She can’t get her heart broken this Christmas, Joe. She’s had three bad ones in a row. This was supposed to be different. Better. Special.”

      “It will be fine,” Joe insisted. He really hoped that was true.

      “And meanwhile,” Tucker said. “I’m now without a date to the formal. What do you think, Hails? You and me?”

      “No.” Hailey didn’t even hesitate.

      “Why not?” Tucker sounded amused.

      “I don’t date guys from Sapphire Falls. And don’t call me Hails.”

      “Ty calls you Hails,” Tucker pointed out.

      “That’s…different,” Hailey said tightly.

      “Uh, huh,” Tucker said. “Why don’t I buy you a hot chocolate and you tell me all about that.”

      “Yes to the hot chocolate, no to the spilling my guts.”

      “So there is something to spill,” Tucker said.

      There was something going on with Hailey and Tyler Bennett. Everyone suspected it, speculated about it, but no one seemed to know anything for sure.

      “Hailey—” Phoebe started.

      But Joe grabbed both phones, shaking his head. “Gotta go guys.”

      He disconnected both phones and looked at his wife. There was no time to get into anything with Hailey right now. Hailey Conner could talk about herself for hours.

      And Joe didn’t want to hear it. He worked with politicians for a living—he had enough drama in his life.

      Phoebe was chewing on her bottom lip.

      “Should we call or text Levi and Kate?” she asked. “Make sure they’re okay?”

      “She’s on his lap, kissing in the square,” Joe said, setting the phones both on his bedside table, out of Phoebe’s reach. “They’re more than okay.”

      “Yeah, and they have to have figured out who they are by now right?” Phoebe asked.

      “There is no way they still think they are with Tucker and Hailey,” Joe said, certain about at least that one thing.

      Phoebe nodded and let him pull her down and flip the comforter over both of them. She was quiet for several seconds, but Joe knew she wasn’t completely done meddling.

      As he reached to turn the light off, she finally spoke. “I’ll call Adrianne in the morning to go over and check on them.”
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      Hailey slid from Levi’s lap and he took her hand, making himself walk at a reasonable speed for high heels. Which was tough considering he wanted to run. Of course, he could throw her over his shoulder and still get a pretty good jog going.

      “By the way,” she said as they passed the hot chocolate stand and crossed the street on their way back to the bar.

      “Yeah?”

      “This is already the best Christmas I’ve ever had.”

      There was another thud near his heart. The poor thing hadn’t been used in so long every hard beat was a little painful. But it was a good pain. Like stretching a tight muscle before a hard workout.

      Because he wanted to give it a hard workout with this woman.

      And not only in the pounding-hard-during-hot-sex way. In the way that might stretch his heart muscle further than it had ever gone before.

      Levi gave her what he hoped was a casual smile. No sense in scaring her off with a wanna-fall-in-love-this-weekend? He’d told Joe he was considering staying for a year. Nothing so far had made him want to shorten that time frame.

      “You know, a smart man would be grateful that it would be almost impossible to make this Christmas worse than your others,” he said. “But no one ever accused me of being particularly bright.” He stopped next to his brother’s truck and turned to face her. “I don’t want this to be the best you’ve had so far. Hell, all I have to do is put up a tree and make you cinnamon rolls on Christmas morning to do that.”

      She gasped softly. “Your mom made cinnamon rolls on Christmas morning?”

      Well, their cook had. He took her hands. “I want to do even more than that. I want this to be everything you ever wanted Christmas to be.”

      And he meant it. Maybe there was hope for him yet. So far the cheesy Christmas sentiments were rolling out of him.

      Take that, Christmas ghosts.

      “You said you don’t have a tree yet. Will you let me help with it?” she asked. The lighter, excited tone in her voice made a different type of desire shoot through him. The desire to make her happy.

      Oh yeah, there was hope. Levi Spencer was going to make someone else happy, dammit. A guy who wanted to do that couldn’t have a cold, black soul.

      It was dark gray at worst.

      “Definitely,” he told her.

      “And can we bake cookies?”

      “Of course.”

      “Tonight?”

      He opened his mouth to give another enthusiastic affirmation but then realized what she’d said. “Tonight?”

      He’d kind of hoped to take the quilt in the guest room for a spin tonight.

      She nodded, grinning up at him in a way that made him want to buy her a puppy or something while at the same time made him want to run his hand up under her skirt.

      Damn, that was weird.

      Sweet and sexy at the same time? Happy and horny together?

      That had to be the concussion.

      “It’s almost ten at night,” he said.

      “Is there a bad time for Christmas cookies?” she asked.

      He opened his mouth again but could say nothing other than, “No, there’s not.” Because that was the God’s honest truth.

      Besides, watching her bake was in no way going to diminish his desire for her. He’d always been easily influenced by food. He’d had a huge crush on their cook from age six to age fourteen when she’d left them. He could barely remember what she looked like, but he could still taste her macaroni and cheese.

      The women he dated had no idea how to cook or bake, nor would any of them go within a hundred yards of a cookie.

      Ten minutes later, they pulled up in front of Joe and Phoebe’s. Joe’s F150 pickup definitely made the roads and that driveway easier to navigate. Levi had put his rental car in the garage to keep any snow flurries or sleet off of it and resigned himself to driving the truck at least until Joe and Phoebe got back.

      Hailey looked from the house to him and back. “I thought we were going to make out in the truck?”

      He was going to get sugar in the truck and in the kitchen?

      Oh, yeah, best Christmas ever for sure.

      

      Kate had been disappointed when Tucker pulled up in front of Phoebe’s. She wasn’t ready to go in and end the night already. But things were definitely looking up when he reached over, grabbed her wrist and pulled her into his lap.

      She didn’t know why, but there was something about the truck that made her feel like getting dirty. Not actually dirty, but dirty with a guy who got dirty for a living. She knew Tucker was a farmer, and that meant he knew a lot of stuff she had hardly a clue about.

      The men she dated drove sports cars and stayed in shape by going to the gym and called other people to fix things that broke.

      Tucker was a guy’s guy. He drove a truck that he actually used for work. His hands got dirty. He used his muscles to lift things and carry things and throw things. Of course, she wasn’t completely clear on what those things were, but she imagined there were hay bales and buckets and barrels of…stuff. Stuff that she was also fuzzy on. Oh, and tools. She was sure he had tools and things and that he fixed stuff. Engines and tires and…other stuff.

      Okay, so most of her knowledge about life on the farm was from television and movies. She was an environmental engineer and a number of her colleagues worked in soil and water in the Midwest, but her specialty was climate change and the oceans. She’d never been to Nebraska before this trip.

      The bottom line was, Tucker could use his hands in ways other men she knew could not, and she was very interested in him using those hands on her.

      Sitting on his lap again was nice. Even with the multiple layers of clothing between them. Which she hadn’t really thought about. She was not willing to take too many off. She was still cold from sitting in the square and wasn’t sure she’d ever have feeling back in her toes. She wouldn’t have traded it though. The time sitting in the square had felt…magical. That was a fanciful word to use. Heck, it was a fanciful thing to feel. But it fit and, dammit, she was really going for magical and fanciful here. She didn’t mind that everything about Sapphire Falls, from Phoebe and Joe’s quaint old farm house to the hot chocolate stand in the town square, had felt otherworldly. That was what she was going for here. An escape. A vacation. Something to keep her daydreaming for the rest of the winter. Or more.

      Tucker leaned into her, reaching to crank the heat.

      “Don’t want anything freezing off.”

      She laughed softly. “Very thoughtful.”

      “Oh, I’m talking about my things freezing off. I intend to keep your things very warm.”

      It seemed all he needed to do was talk and her core body temperature went up. She pulled off her cap. “I’m glad it’s dark so you can’t see my hair messed up.”

      “Another secret about men—” he said, running a hand over her hair from the crown of her head to the ends that hit her just above the curve of her lower back, “—we like a woman’s hair messed up.”

      “Is that right?” She pulled off her gloves and unwound the scarf from her neck, suddenly thinking she could actually overheat.

      “Well, I do anyway,” he said. “If a woman leaves at the end of the night with her hair too perfect, I did something wrong.”

      Even her feet started defrosting, something she hadn’t thought would happen until March.

      “But my hair’s messed up from the hat.”

      “Yeah. For now.”

      Oh boy. That sounded good. She wanted that. Whatever it was. Whatever he meant. Whatever he wanted.

      And maybe they should define making out. Maybe country boys made out differently than city boys. Or girls for that matter.

      The way she was currently feeling, she was thinking the queen-sized four poster in the guest room was about right. She just needed to keep enough of her wits together to remember to take the quilt off. That thing was gorgeous and clearly handmade. She couldn’t have hot, sweaty country sex on top of it.

      But then thinking became pretty secondary.

      “Take your coat off. Let me get my hands on you,” he said gruffly.

      A thrill shot through her. She’d imagined that small town guys were gentlemen who would take their time. There would be flirting and flowers and dates where they held hands and saw movies and kissed only if there was mistletoe involved.

      Part of her had wanted that.

      But now, in the truck with Tucker after hot chocolate and a kiss that had nothing to do with mistletoe, she wanted fast. Not just the sex—though she was a fan of hard and fast frankly—but the whole thing. She was being swept up in Sapphire Falls, in Christmas, in these things that she’d always thought were manufactured by the greeting-card companies but was delighted to find out actually existed somewhere.

      She was giving in to all of it, floating on this cloud of Christmas as it should be. December twenty-sixth would come soon enough.

      She wanted to be swept up in an affair where she felt an immediate connection with a guy and fall into bed with him the first night because what they were feeling was real and strong even within only a few hours of knowing one another.

      She knew that wasn’t true. She knew that love at first sight wasn’t real. She knew that many a girl’s heart had been broken mistaking chemistry for true love. But she was going to go with it for a few days. Kind of like believing that Santa was going to find her in Hawaii every year even without a tree or chimney or cookies or a letter. In spite of her mother. Every December, her brain had tried to tell her it didn’t make sense, that it had never happened before so why now. But her heart had wanted to believe so badly she’d talked herself into it.

      For a few days, she was going to let herself bask in the fantasy of true love found under a piece of mistletoe.

      And the best sex of her life in the front of a pickup truck.

      She unbuttoned the coat and started to shrug out of it, but Tucker helped sweep it from her without her even having to wiggle much.

      “Want to feel you up against me.” He met her gaze as their chests rubbed against one another as he divested himself of his coat as well.

      She was totally on board with that.

      He tossed his coat into the seat next to them and then slid to the middle of the truck seat, taking them out from behind the steering wheel.

      “The air warm enough?” he asked.

      Was the air in the truck warm enough? Did Rudolph’s nose light up? She nodded. “I’m very warm.”

      He grinned and put his hands on either of her hips and started bunching the material of her skirt higher and higher on her thighs. “You tell me if you need any more heat anywhere.”

      “Will do.” She squirmed to help the process, and as soon as the tight skirt was high enough that she could get her knees apart—and it had to go pretty high for that to happen—she pivoted to straddle his lap.

      The bulge behind his fly was evident, and she moaned softly as he pressed her against it, lifting his hips slightly to meet her. Heat was not going to be a problem.

      She had to taste him, had to get her hands on as much of him as she could, had to feel him against her everywhere.

      She ran her fingers into his hair, holding his head so she could kiss him deeply. But the minute his hands slid under the edge of her dress and cupped her ass—the cheeks bare because of the thong she wore—she knew she was in no way in control here.

      He growled softly as his hands met the bare, still-cold-to-the-touch skin. He ripped his mouth away. “A thong in December in Nebraska? Aren’t you asking for trouble there?”

      But it wasn’t trouble from the icy temperatures that first came to mind when she looked into his eyes. “I’m not too worried about that part of my body getting real cold with you around,” she told him.

      He squeezed her flesh, causing tingles to shoot from his hands straight to her clit. “Damn right.”

      Then he kissed her again. She was holding his head, sitting on top of him, but it was clear that Tucker was taking over.

      His tongue was bold and hot and stroked along hers as one of his hands boldly stroked underneath the curve of her right butt cheek. He traced the pad of his finger over the string of the thong, following it forward to where she was hot and already wet.

      He pulled his mouth away again, looking straight into her eyes as he stroked over the hot silk between her legs again. “If you don’t already taste like peppermint candy here, you’re going to,” he told her in a husky voice that made her even wetter.

      She licked her lip, trying to figure out what to say other than holy shit, yes.

      “Oh yeah, you’ll get a taste too,” he promised in a dark, deep voice.

      Kate felt her inner muscles clench. Damn, the guy had bought her hot chocolate, cuddled her on a park bench and now was about to make her come just talking about the things he wanted to do.

      Best Christmas ever.

      “On second thought,” she said, nearly panting. “Maybe you should buy every candy cane in town.” She suddenly had some interesting holiday inspiration of her own.

      “That’s my girl,” he whispered, covering her lips with his again.

      His girl.

      The only thing that phrase should have done was yank Kate out of this crazy daze and make her realize that all of this that she was feeling was impossible. It wasn’t real. It couldn’t be.

      But instead, she climbed that much closer to an orgasm.

      In a truck. With a farmer’s work-roughened, tough, can-do-anything hand stroking over her.

      He ran his finger over her clit. There was still a scrap of satin between them, but she felt it as if he’d touched her with a live wire. The jolt went through her, curling her toes, and she tipped her head back. She wasn’t sure why she—or any woman—actually did that, but it felt good.

      “Nipples,” he rasped, stroking her again. “I need to taste you.”

      Without anything close to a rational thought, she reached behind for the zipper. So far, she was a huge fan of making out in Sapphire Falls. This was more than she got from some guys she dated for weeks. Not many could make her come apart with a single finger with her still mostly dressed.

      Some couldn’t even do it with them both fully naked.

      The bodice of the dress gaped as she drew the zipper down and pulled the front below her breasts. She wore a bra, but it wasn’t much more substantial than the thong. The cups were mere wisps of lace really.

      “Damn, need more light,” he said.

      But that didn’t stop him from leaning in and taking one of her nipples into his mouth right through the lace. He dipped his finger under the edge of her thong and stroked along her hot, wet center, circling her clit and then sliding inside of her.

      She gripped his shoulders as she gasped. “Yes.”

      He bit her nipple gently and then pulled back. “Move your bra.”

      Gladly. She pulled the cups down and he again took a tip between his lips. He licked and sucked, slowly sliding his finger in and out of her.

      Kate was lost. There wasn’t any skin for her to touch, suck or lick, but she was selfish enough not to want to stop what was happening to fix that. She pressed against his hand and fisted his hair in one hand, intent on keeping him right where he was until she came.

      It had been a while, she wouldn’t lie. But she had limited time with this guy. She was going to soak it all in. If he thought she was greedy and easy afterward, let him think it. She’d probably never seen him again.

      That thought made something clench in her chest, but the next moment, he moved his hand, his fingers sliding out of her. She started to protest until she realized he was only moving to cup her from the front. He slid two long thick fingers into her, his thumb circled her clit, and she couldn’t think of anything at all.

      She dug her fingers into his hair and his shoulder as she felt the desire coiling quick and hot in her core.

      “You sure you’re not too cold?” he asked before he nipped at the hard tip of her breast.

      “I’m actually…feeling…pretty…good,” she panted.

      “Yeah, you are.” He stroked in and out slowly again, the tight fit of his fingers dragging along her inner walls deliciously.

      Sparks seemed to shoot through her and she gasped.

      But he kept up with the slow, sensual pace. She tightened her muscles around his fingers. That got a deep, heartfelt groan out of him, but he kept it slow. She ground down against his hand again. That got a muttered, “Fuck”. Then she spread her knees even wider. “Holy…” he breathed roughly.

      But still slow. Relentless stroking, near-perfect pressure, decadent swirls over her clit. Her orgasm was building, but it was like turning the heat on the stove up by a few degrees at a time. Things would eventually boil, but it would take forever. And she was hungry now.

      “Faster, harder,” she begged. “Make me come. Please.”

      There was a split-second pause, then he thrust deep, pressed her clit and held his hand there. No movement, not even a tiny flick of the smallest of his finger muscles.

      Her eyes flew open and she found him staring at her. The sweet, smiling guy who’d bought her hot chocolate was gone. This guy was intense. His eyes glittered in the little bit of light afforded from the yard light, the moon overhead and the dashboard lights. He looked dark and determined…and like every erotic fantasy she’d ever had.

      “Say it again,” he demanded softly.

      “Faster,” she whispered.

      He shook his head once and pressed into her. “Not that.”

      “Harder?” It sounded like more of a question.

      He dragged his thumb slowly back and forth over her clit once. “Not that.”

      He was in complete command of her body. It was like he held a game controller. One flick of his thumb, one press of a finger, and he controlled what happened.

      She was no way restrained. The doors weren’t even locked. But Kate couldn’t have done anything other than what he told her to do.

      “Make me come.” It was a plea. Soft, breathless, husky. “Please make me come.”

      “Pinch your nipple,” he told her.

      The hand between her legs still didn’t move, but she was aware of every inch of him inside of her.

      She took her hand from his hair—the only true hold she’d had on him—and pinched her nipple between her thumb and finger. She gasped at the connection between the tip and her clit.

      “Lean back.”

      She let go of his shoulder. Now she wasn’t touching him at all. Of course, she was straddling his lap and she was very much against his hand, but he was mostly definitely touching her. She leaned until she felt the dash behind her. The cold plastic pressed against her shoulder blades, putting her at an incline away from him.

      The shift in position changed where his fingers were pressing inside of her, and she gasped as his fingers put more direct pressure on a very nice spot. He had more room now to move his thumb over her clit.

      “Keep working your nipple,” he told her.

      Like she’d stop. This felt amazing. She squeezed and tugged, and he had to feel the way that affected her where he was touching her.

      He had a free hand and he used it to pull the front of her dress up farther and then the thong out of the way. It was too dark for him to see much clearly, but the idea that she was now completely uncovered with his eyes on her ratcheted her desire a notch higher. Okay, maybe three notches.

      “Put your finger in my mouth.”

      Her eyes widened, but she took her unoccupied hand and lifted it to his mouth. He opened and she slid her finger over his lower lip to his tongue. His lips came around the digit and he sucked lightly.

      “Oh my God,” she gasped.

      Then he started his hand moving again. He thrust in and out of her harder, faster, just as she’d asked. His thumb played with her clit. She rolled her nipple, tugged and pinched. And he sucked on her finger, moving his tongue along the length, the wet, hot, silky feel on the tip of her finger exactly what she wanted against her clit.

      It was easy to imagine his mouth on her, his tongue buried where his fingers were now, and it took about two minutes for her to climb, shoot over the top and dive into the best orgasm of her life.

      Her harsh breathing still filled the truck and ripples of pleasure still spiraled out from her center when he shifted his hand from under her. He lifted his hand to his mouth and tasted her.

      Um…wow. No guy had ever done that. Her muscles clenched again as she watched him. Of course, no guy had ever done most—all—of the things he’d just done. To her anyway. She had a feeling he had a little experience with hands in girls’ panties.

      “More like sweet cookie dough than candy cane.” He licked his bottom lip and gave her a wicked grin. “I’m in the mood for cookies now.”

      Oh, she was definitely in the mood for…what?

      “Cookies? Now?”

      “Is there a bad time for Christmas cookies?” he asked her in her own words from earlier.

      “Until ten minutes ago, I would have said no. Now I want say yes. Now. Now is a bad time.”

      He laughed and shook his head.

      He’s shaking his head?

      “I think this is a great time. We’re gonna need the calories.”

      “The hot chocolate will keep me going—” she leaned in and whispered against his lips, “—for hours.”

      He pulled her bra and the front of her dress up and rezipped her.

      She was stunned.

      “You’re re-dressing me?”

      He chuckled and kissed her. “The thing is, once I get you upstairs, you’re not going anywhere for the rest of tonight and probably most of tomorrow.”

      His words were teasing, but the tone was enough to make her very-recently satisfied girl parts say oh goody.

      “And you want Christmas cookies,” he said.

      “I can wait on the cookies.”

      He shook his head. “The perfect Christmas is about more than sex.”

      She wasn’t so sure about that. “What if I told you that if you don’t take me upstairs right now, there will be no candy caning in your future?”

      He gave her a very unconcerned, very sexy grin. “You’ll be begging me for…caning.”

      She was not into BDSM, including—maybe especially—caning, but when he said it like that, she couldn’t deny that her nipples and other parts perked up.

      She could totally be into Tucker’s type of caning.

      She sighed. Now that her heart rate was slowing and the flashes of more, more, more from her clit weren’t quite as intense—oh, they were still there, they’d just calmed slightly—she thought about the cookies. And more importantly, that this guy was willing to wait on sex so that she could have her Christmas cookies immediately.

      That was…unexpected. And amazing. And made her want him even more.

      Plus, the whole guy-baking-for-her thing? Oh, yeah, she’d be so ready to go by the time they climbed those stairs. Suddenly, she couldn’t wait to see his hands buried in the cookie dough.

      And there were all kind of fun things they could do with the frosting.

      “Cookies it is.”

      He grinned. “Let’s go.”
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      He was giving up sex for cookies?

      The car window might have banged him even harder than the doctors thought.

      But he wanted to make cookies with this woman. Not that he didn’t want to do all of the other things with her. But the driving need to give her what she wanted had culminated with his fingering her to orgasm while he stayed dressed, and damned if he didn’t feel completely satisfied in so many ways now anyway.

      This trip was getting more and more surprising by the minute.

      Plus, covering her in sugar, colored sprinkles and whatever else went into Christmas cookies seemed like a hell of a plan.

      Until he could get some candy canes.

      He was already hard—beyond hard—but the thought of all the things they were going to do with the candy canes made his cock press uncomfortably against his zipper.

      She grabbed up her coat, scarf and hat but didn’t put them back on. She stepped out of the truck onto the drive in front of Joe’s house, but there was deeper snow where Levi had parked and her heels sank in. Levi rounded the truck quickly, swept her into his arms and carried her to the porch.

      “Galant,” she told him with a smile.

      “I can’t have you breaking your leg or neck walking in snow in those shoes. I’ve got plans for you later.”

      He felt a little shiver go through her and knew it wasn’t from the cold. He let her down in front of the door and tipped the ceramic frog over to retrieve the key. He unlocked the door and swung it open, letting her step across the threshold before him.

      She tossed the coat and other gear on the couch, kicked her shoes off and crossed to the nearest lamp as if she knew the room. Of course, she probably did. She and Phoebe were friends and she lived here in Sapphire Falls. Hell, maybe she and Phoebe hung out here a lot.

      And that made him imagine them having dinner here with Phoebe and Joe. He could picture her beside him for summer barbecues, his niece’s birthday parties, Sunday dinners after church.

      He didn’t even go to church. That was how much this woman was affecting him.

      “I assume cookies happen in the kitchen,” she said with a smile.

      She had no idea the crazy things going through his mind, and that was probably good, Levi thought. He’d scare her off for sure. No one thought things like this after knowing each other for one evening.

      He followed her through the arched doorway that connected the living room and dining room and on into the kitchen. She flipped lights on as she went.

      Phoebe and Joe’s kitchen was spacious with tons of cupboards and counters, a big wooden table near the window that could easily seat eight and a center island with pots, pans and various utensils hanging from an ornate metal rack overhead.

      He moved to lean against one of the counters where he thought he’d have the best view. Hailey stopped by the island and turned to face him, smiling expectantly.

      “So where do we start?” she asked.

      “Sugar.”

      She looked around. Her gaze landed on four canisters of varying height next to the fridge and she pulled the one labeled sugar from the group. “Now what?”

      He laughed. “I guess we’ll need that. But I meant sugar cookies. That’s what traditional Christmas cookies are right? The ones that are in different shapes and frosted?”

      She frowned. “Yes, I think so. What else do we need for those then? Flour, I’m guessing.” She pulled that canister forward as well.

      She was guessing? Uh, huh. She was cute. “Probably.”

      She gave him a funny look. “Butter? Eggs?”

      “Sounds good.”

      She started to reach for the handle on the fridge but then dropped her hand and turned to face him. “What about paprika?”

      He nodded. He knew nothing. “Sure.”

      She put her hands on her hips. “Paprika? Really? I may not know anything about baking, but I do know you’re messing with me now.”

      He straightened away from the counter. “You know nothing about baking? What do you mean?”

      Her eyes widened. “I mean, I don’t bake.”

      “You don’t? But you’re Christmas cookie crazy?”

      “Yes, I am. And the bakery down the block from my building makes amazing ones.”

      He frowned and stepped closer. “The bakery on the highway?”

      “No, it’s on a hundred-and-fifty-seventh.”

      He stared at her. Sapphire Falls did not have 157 streets, that much he did know. “What are you talking about? I figured all the Sapphire Falls girls baked.”

      She laughed. “They probably do.”

      “So you bake.”

      She shook her head. “Knowing Sapphire Falls girls does not automatically mean I know how to bake.”

      “I’m so confused.”

      “Me too. I thought you baked.”

      “Why would you think that?”

      “I don’t know.” She shook her head. “I guess because you were all into the idea, and since I don’t bake, I figured…” She trailed off and took a deep breath. “So the guys in Sapphire Falls don’t learn to bake from their moms and grandmas?”

      “I have no idea.” He felt like he was missing something here.

      “How do you have no idea?”

      “I…” He took a deep breath and worked on refocusing. “What are we talking about?”

      “That neither of us bakes.”

      “And that we assume most people in Sapphire Falls are comfortable in the kitchen.”

      She smiled at that. “Perhaps a stereotype.”

      “A stereotype from people who are…” And it dawned on him. “From two people who are not from Sapphire Falls.”

      She raised her eyebrows. “You’re not from here?”

      “No. You?”

      “No.”

      “But you got elected mayor anyway.”

      She laughed. “Mayor? Of Sapphire Falls? Don’t be ridiculous. This is the first time I’ve even stepped foot in this town.”

      Levi straightened, surprise zapping through him. “What?”

      “And shouldn’t you know who the mayor is?” Then she shook her head. “No, wait, you said you’re not from here either.”

      “I’m not. My brother is.”

      “Who’s your brother?”

      “Joe.”

      Her eyes were completely round now. “Joe? Phoebe’s Joe? Joe Spencer?”

      “Yes.” He was confused and exasperated. “I’m Levi Spencer. Who are you?”

      “Kate Leggot. I’m a friend of Phoebe’s. We met last year in DC.”

      “DC?” Levi repeated. “You’re from Washington DC?” She was a city girl? Levi ran a hand over his face.

      “I’m from San Francisco. I travel to DC for work a lot.”

      He groaned and put his other hand up to his face. She was a city girl. One that traveled for work. She was not a small-town girl who rarely ventured outside of her little town oasis. She was not a small-town girl who loved the simple things in life. She didn’t even know how to bake.

      “Dammit.”

      “Hey, I can hear you,” she said crossly.

      He dropped his hands and looked at her. This was the woman who had enchanted him from minute one. This was the woman who had made him think crazy things about home and hearth and family. Within an hour of meeting her.

      And her name was Kate.

      And she was from San Francisco.

      “You do look like Joe now that I know you’re his brother.”

      In all fairness, she looked as stunned by the revelation about their identities. “Who were you supposed to meet?”

      “Tucker Bennett. He’s from here. A local farmer. Dark hair, blue eyes. You?”

      “Hailey Conner. Also from here. Mayor. Beautiful blonde in a red dress.”

      “Wow.”

      He studied her face. She was so beautiful. She was a city girl, presumably visiting for Christmas. She didn’t know how to make cookies and her family typically spent the holidays in Hawaii rather than in this quaint little town that he already felt getting under his skin. She wasn’t a sweet, homegrown girl who could make him change his ways and save his soul. But he still wanted her with an intensity that completely shook him.

      It was just like him to get into some crazy situation—accidentally, of course—that was completely opposite of what he knew he needed. It was just like him to find all of his good intentions tested and to find his willpower crumbling within the first hour. It was just like him to look at a woman, know that she was going to be trouble and decide that consequences only mattered if you were out of money and charm. And he had yet to run out of either.

      But he still backed away, shaking his head. “You know what? This is obviously a big mix up. We can straighten it all out tomorrow. I’m supposed to take Hailey to the formal and you’re supposed to go with Tucker. We’ll go talk to them in the morning and apologize for the mistake.”

      Yes, that was the right thing to do. Hailey and Tucker might be upset, but they could smooth things over. One thing Levi was really good at was smoothing things over after screwing up. Practice made perfect after all.

      Ha, he thought. Christmas ghosts thought they had me, but I’m still good.

      The concussion had to be helping him here too, because this was completely out of character.

      She nodded. “Yeah, okay. Maybe that’s a good idea. How will we find them?”

      He laughed. “I’m guessing the first person we stop on the street will know them both and exactly where to find them.”

      She smiled at that. “You’re probably right.”

      “So we’ll…” God, she’s beautiful. “We’ll do that then,” he finished lamely.

      She nodded. “Okay.”

      She shoved the canisters of sugar and flour back into place on the counter and started for the door. He followed.

      They crossed to the staircase and each had a foot on the bottom step before they realized—

      “You’re staying in the guest room?” she asked.

      “Uh. Yeah. I mean, I thought so.”

      “Phoebe and Joe must not have known the other invited someone to stay.”

      “I guess.”

      Well, this was awkward. Or awesome.

      Levi swallowed hard and gripped the hand railing. No, dammit. This was not an excuse to take her on that fancy quilt. He could easily walk upstairs, get his stuff and come back down to sleep on the couch. Alone.

      A whiff of vanilla hit him and he almost groaned out loud.

      Okay, not easily.

      Still, he could pass this test. He needed to pass this test. The universe was putting temptation and justifications and a brain injury in his path to see what he was made of. He had to be made of more than expensive liquor, risqué behavior and regrets.

      “I’ll get my stuff and crash on the couch.”

      She opened her mouth to reply and Levi’s hand squeezed the banister. If she asked him into her bed, there was no hope for him to resist.

      “Thanks,” she said softly.

      They climbed the stairs without speaking and headed for the guest room. When Levi stepped through the doorway behind her, he looked around. “How did I miss your stuff already in here?”

      She crossed to the dresser and pulled a drawer open. “I don’t know. My stuff is right here.”

      He ignored the fact that the drawer she’d opened was full of a variety of soft colors, silk and lace. Or tried to. He cleared his throat and thought about the fact that she’d unpacked. “You put your stuff in drawers when you travel?”

      She pushed the drawer shut and crossed her arms over her stomach. “It helps keep the wrinkles out and makes me feel more settled.”

      He nodded and grabbed the bag he’d tossed onto the bed, stuffed the two shirts and a sock that were spilling out back into it and headed for the door. The sooner he was a floor away from her the better.

      Maybe.

      He was to the top of the stairs when she said, “Hey, Levi?”

      He turned. “Yeah?”

      “Tonight was…really nice.”

      It had been.

      He could pull off nice. Good to know.

      “Yes, it was.”

      “So…I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      He gave her a nod. “You will.”

      He turned and continued down stairs before he could grab her and kiss her and toss all his good soul-saving intentions out into the snow.

      He would see her tomorrow. And then she would see Tucker Bennett.

      That made his newly revived heart hurt.

      And he thought maybe he remembered why he’d stopped using it.

      

      Kate was awake at six a.m. and lying awake in bed debating the wisdom of going downstairs. Ever.

      Tuck—no, Levi—was down there. The man that she’d made a total ass of herself over the night before. She hadn’t even known his real name but she’d been entertaining fantasies about how the next few days would go. And they hadn’t been limited to candy canes and sex by Christmas tree light. They’d included sleigh rides and cuddling by the fire and exchanging special gifts that represented something about their time together and even staying in touch after the week was over.

      She was kicking herself. The fact that this Christmas disappointment hurt even more than the past three was her own damned fault. She’d built this thing up to being something so big, so wonderful, so perfect that it had been doomed to fail.

      Finally, the need for the bathroom and coffee urged her out of bed.

      She tiptoed to the bathroom with her clothes and toiletries clutched against her chest. She showered and blow dried her hair and by the time she was dressed and on the steps, she’d decided that she was going to treat Levi exactly the way she would have if she’d known he was Joe’s brother last night. She’d be polite, friendly—they had Phoebe and Joe in common after all—and they would then go to town and find Tucker. And Hailey. Just as he’d suggested.

      The fact that she hated Hailey Conner and had never even met the woman didn’t mean anything.

      She managed to get past the couch where Levi was still asleep without stopping.

      The inching she’d done through the living room still technically counted as moving.

      But she was only human. He was on his back, shirtless, wearing only black silk boxers. How could the guy be warm enough? It was chillier down here than it had been upstairs, but he still had only a light fleece blanket twisted around his legs. Most of his muscular right thigh showed as did both of his big feet. His upper half was completely bare, the contours of the muscles of his chest, abs and shoulders made her eyes widen. Seriously? She’d had no idea what had been hiding under his winter coat. His dark hair was mussed and dark stubble shadowed his jaw.

      He didn’t even snore.

      Damn.

      She kept her eyes off of his boxers—pretty much—and she ignored all of the memories from his truck the night before.

      Except when she looked at his hand and noted how long and thick his fingers were.

      She flushed and hurried the rest of the way to the kitchen.

      Caffeine.

      That fixed a host of problems.

      Thankfully, Phoebe and Joe had a coffee pot and plenty of grounds.

      She was almost through her second cup when she heard the knock at the front door.

      Someone was at the door? Huh?

      She started for the living room but heard the door open before she hit the carpet. Levi had the door open and was smiling at whoever was on the other side.

      “Hi, I’m Adrianne. You must be Levi.”

      “Hey, Adrianne. You got it.”

      It was a woman. And Levi was still only wearing black silk boxers.

      A shot of something that could have been jealousy—if she cared that he was mostly naked in front of another woman, which she did not—went through her. It was probably concern. He was mostly naked and it was cold outside.

      “I brought these over for you. Welcome to Sapphire Falls.”

      Levi reached for something and came back with a huge platter.

      “Are these Christmas cookies?” he asked.

      Kate felt her heart trip. Cookies. That would definitely help.

      “They are,” the woman said. “I own Scott’s Sweets down on the highway.”

      “Noticed your shop on my way into town,” Levi told her. “Had you on my to-do list while I’m here.”

      The woman’s little laugh made Kate feel that same stab of jealousy—or concern. She stepped into the doorway, very much in Levi’s personal space.

      “Hi, I’m Kate.”

      “Nice to meet you, Kate, I’m Adrianne.”

      Adrianne looked like a nice woman. She was short and curvy and blonde. She wore blue jeans, brown leather boots and a navy-blue coat.

      “Thanks for the—” Kate’s attention dropped to the bright red ceramic platter with white snowflakes around the edge. The cookies were magnificent, “—cookies.”

      Levi chuckled at her reverent tone, but she couldn’t help it.

      Her mouth was already watering.

      She lifted the edge of the plastic wrap over the top and snagged a snowman. She bit into it and groaned.

      Levi cleared his throat and she looked up at him. There was heat in his eyes that took her breath for a moment and she could only stare. He lifted a hand and ran his thumb along her bottom lip. Her tongue traced the same path on her lip as he lifted his thumb to his mouth and licked the smudge of white frosting.

      Holy…

      “So do you both have everything you need?” Adrianne asked.

      Kate jerked back, her gaze going from Levi’s mouth to the other woman. Then back to Levi…and his naked chest.

      “Phoebe asked me to stop by and check in,” Adrianne added.

      “We, um…we’re…”

      “Good,” Levi said, his eyes on Kate. “We’re really good.”

      Kate nodded dumbly. They were something, and it didn’t feel bad.

      “Hey, Adrianne,” Levi asked. “I don’t suppose you know where Tucker Bennett lives?”

      He moved his gaze from Kate to Adrianne and Kate could breathe again. She took another bite of cookie. Sugar and fat never failed her. She loved them and they were true.

      “I do,” Adrianne said with a grin. “About three miles south of here.”

      “I don’t suppose you know if he has his tree up yet?” Levi asked.

      “Actually, I know that too. Yes, he does. He’s also decorated two outside in his yard.”

      “And does he have any of these cookies of yours?” Levi pulled another cookie from the tray, a wreath with thick green frosting and red candy balls, and handed it to Kate.

      Well, who was she to argue? She took it and bit into it.

      Adrianne laughed. “No, not yet.”

      “I’ll pay you a thousand dollars not to take any cookies to Tucker,” Levi said.

      Adrianne looked from him to Kate. Kate somehow tore her attention from him to meet Adrianne’s curious, amused eyes.

      “Tucker prefers my peanut-butter balls anyway,” Adrianne said.

      “How about you, Kate? You like peanut butter balls?” Levi asked.

      “Not as much as cookies,” Kate admitted around the bite of the one she’d just taken.

      “Well, there you go,” he told her. “You can go meet Tucker, who has already decorated his tree and has no cookies, or you can stay here with me, help me pick, cut down and decorate a tree and have cookies. Your choice.”

      Kate felt her eyes widen. She had a choice? As in, if she picked him, they would still hang out and he’d forget about Hailey? “What about your date to the formal?”

      “I haven’t asked her yet, but I’m hoping she’s standing right here with me now.”

      Kate’s heart tripped. Yes, yes, yes! But she didn’t let on that he could have whatever he wanted from her.

      “You’re going to go cut down a tree for us?” she asked.

      She noticed that he noticed the us.

      “Yep.”

      “Do you…” She had to be careful here and not tromp on his male ego. Even if it was a city-boy’s ego.

      “Do you know how to cut a tree down?” Adrianne asked. Her grin said that she knew it might bruise his ego but that she had to ask.

      “Chainsaw,” Levi said.

      Adrianne nodded. “Can I make a suggestion then?”

      “Sure.”

      “There’s a Christmas tree farm not too far away. Take the highway eight miles east. There will be signs.”

      “Got it. Perfect.” Levi turned to Kate. “You coming?”

      The chance to not only decorate a tree but to actually pick it out, cut it down and drag it home. Hell, yes. But maybe she shouldn’t let on how much she wanted to do this. And that it had as much to do with him as it did with the tree.

      He moved in a little closer, fully facing her now, holding the plate of cookies out of the way so he could press her up against the doorframe. “Hey, Adrianne?” Levi asked, his eyes still locked on Kate’s.

      “Yeah?”

      “Is there a place to get candy canes between here and the tree farm?”

      Kate’s heart tripped again, and this time felt like it flipped over.

      “A few places. The grocery store, the gas station, we have some at Scott’s Sweets. I think the diner even has some up by the register,” Adrianne said.

      “Awesome.” Levi’s voice was gruff and it made heat swirl through Kate’s belly. “So what do you say, Katie? Wanna go get a tree with me?”

      Katie. No one had ever called her Katie.

      But she didn’t mind.

      And at least he wasn’t calling her Hailey.

      “Yeah, I do,” she said, her own voice husky.

      Adrianne laughed softly. “Poor Tucker.”

      For a second, Kate had forgotten she was there.

      “Tell Tucker…” Levi trailed off as if not sure what exactly his message to Tucker was.

      “That it’s nothing personal?” Adrianne suggested.

      Levi lifted a hand and traced a finger down Kate’s cheek. “Oh, it’s definitely personal.”

      “Right. Okay.” Adrianne cleared her throat. “Things are clearly good here. I’m going to go.” She was halfway down the porch steps when she turned back. “The tree farm thing. When do you think you might go over there?”

      Levi stepped back and Kate pulled in a big breath. “An hour or so, I suppose, why?” he asked.

      “Oh, good. You don’t want to wait too long,” Adrianne said. “It’s close to Christmas. The good ones might all be gone.”

      “Thanks.”

      Adrianne gave them a wave and headed for her car. They stood in the doorway as she drove off. Then Levi turned back to Kate.

      “So you’re staying? With me?”

      She nodded. “Yes.”

      “I should tell you that last night I was determined to stay away from you, to make sure you met Tucker and went to the dance with him.”

      “Because?”

      “Because I need to prove to myself that I can be a good guy and do something for someone else. Something that doesn’t benefit me at all. Maybe even something that hurts a little. And trust me, you going out with Tucker would hurt.”

      He lifted his hand and ran his palm down over her hair from her head to the middle of her back.

      “But then I saw your face when you saw the cookies.”

      Yeah, she’d been more excited than a grown woman probably should be about snowman cookies. “And?”

      “I wanted to make you light up like that. I want to give you all the things you’re looking for this Christmas. And surely that makes me a good guy, right? Wanting to make someone else completely happy?”

      She put her hand over his heart. “Why so worried that you’re not a good guy?”

      “Because I’m not.”

      “I find that hard to believe.”

      He gave her a wry smile. “I’ll tell you about it, but not until we’re out cutting down a tree and decorating. You’ll be more forgiving of me then.”

      She studied his face. There was something there, something hopeful, and something that looked like…fear. He was afraid that he could tell her something that would make her not want to be with him?

      That should probably freak her out.

      But it didn’t. Because he was worried about it. A true jerk, someone she couldn’t trust, wouldn’t care. And that was what she saw in his eyes. He cared. About what she thought and felt about him.

      Besides, this was Joe’s brother.

      “Okay,” she agreed. “Let’s go.”

      He gave her a relieved grin and turned into the house, pulling her with him by the hand. “I’ll get dressed.”

      “Okay.” She laughed. Talk about relieved. So he wasn’t the guy she was supposed to be spending this Christmas with. He was the guy she wanted to spend Christmas with.

      He was dressed and at the door twenty minutes later.

      Kate was through her third cup of coffee. And her sixth cookie. She quickly brushed the crumbs from her mouth and the front of her shirt while surreptitiously rearranging the cookies on the tray so it wasn’t quite so obvious she’d eaten half a dozen, then she turned to face him.

      “Ready?”

      He looked excited. And sexy.

      His hair was still wet, even blacker than when it was dry. He hadn’t taken time to shave so his jaw was sexily scruffy. He was dressed in blue jeans and a blue T-shirt that made his eyes glow even brighter blue.

      Damn.

      “Don’t forget the candy canes,” she said as she made a beeline for the living room where her coat and gloves and purse were on a chair near the front door.

      He grabbed her hand as she passed. He pulled her in and dipped her back, kissing her hot and sweet before setting her back on her feet and grinning. “I dreamed about candy canes last night.”

      “Maybe the tree can wait.”

      He laughed. “No way. If we’re going to get to know one another, I’m going to need all the brownie points I can get.”

      “That bad, huh?”

      “Shameful.”

      “Shameful? Or shameless?”

      He tipped his head. “A lot of both.”

      “Sounds like fun stories.”

      “Stories that lead to a car accident, a concussion and me here in Sapphire Falls changing my life.”

      A car accident and concussion? She lifted a hand to his head. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m getting better every second I’m with you.” He took her hand and pressed a kiss to the center of her palm.

      She felt tingles shoot through her body, but she still asked, “Is this the result of the concussion?”

      He shrugged. “If it is, I never want to get over it.”

      She smiled and then frowned. “Wait, you mean this might actually all be a product of a brain injury?”

      He kept hold her hand when she tried to pull away. “It’s not a brain injury. It’s a concussion.”

      “Which means your brain was tossed around like a rubber ball inside a box.”

      “Yeah, kind of. I’m fine though. Doc wants me to take it easy. Make some lifestyle changes.”

      She nodded as it hit her she knew almost nothing about this man except that he knew what he was doing with his lips and fingers. And he was Joe’s brother. Which meant he’d grown up in Vegas in their family’s casinos and had money on level with Trump. Her eyes went wide. “You’re rich,” she blurted out before she could think better of it. Then she blushed. “Sorry. I just realized I know some things about you because of what I know about Joe.”

      He nodded. “I’m rich. Part of my problem.”

      Some people might have scoffed at that, but she actually knew what he meant. His money allowed him to be less responsible in some ways. Maybe many ways.

      Her family had money too, and that was what had allowed her mother to run from and self-medicate her depression rather than dealing with it. She could have afforded great therapy, but she’d chosen the path of denial and liquor and shopping. It wasn’t only Christmas that had suffered from her emotional turmoil, but it was the thing that was most obvious to her children. At least until they’d gotten a lot older and realized Mom was so fun because she preferred to cover up any and all pain or difficulty with trips—to the beach, to the mall, to Disney World.

      Dealing with pain and confronting difficult things was definitely harder as a grownup since Kate hadn’t had a role model or any practice.

      Hence Kate’s plan to hibernate in her apartment and ignore Christmas completely.

      It seemed that every time she’d put herself out there and tried to make some happy memories, it had blown up in her face. She’d begun to think her mom was right.

      But then Levi had come along.

      “It wasn’t your money that helped you give me a wonderful night last night, and cutting and decorating a Christmas tree, cuddling by the fire and watching Christmas movies on Netflix won’t cost a thing.”

      His expression changed from one of self-deprecation to something that almost seemed like affection. “You’re right. The hot chocolate cost me, but everything else was all me.”

      He seemed so pleased by that she couldn’t help but grin and slip her arms around his waist in a hug.

      Levi seemed startled for a moment, as if he wasn’t sure how hugging worked, but Kate held on, and a few seconds later, she felt his arms around her.

      The guy was a fantastic kisser, but he wasn’t a bad hugger. Not at all.

      Reluctantly, she finally pulled back. “I want to hear some background to these shameless tales while we’re out,” she told him. “Then I promise when we get back here, it’s all Christmas and joy and cheesy childish stuff. Anything we’ve always wanted out of Christmas and never had.”

      He hadn’t fully released her from the hug and ran his hands down to rest on her butt. “Two things that I want aren’t childish at all.”

      Immediately, her whole body responded. Her first instinct was to shed every single stitch she was wearing. And that was just her first instinct. She took a deep breath. “What are those?”

      “I want to sit in front of the fire, wrapped up in a blanket with you and drink wine,” he said, pointing to the table in front of the couch.

      That sounded heavenly. “Done,” she said.

      “And the other involves the floor too.”

      “Okay.”

      “I want to strip you down, piece by piece, kissing everything I unwrap like you’re the best gift I’ve ever gotten. Then I want you to ride me with only the fireplace and the tree lighting up this room.”

      No, that sounded heavenly. She stared up at him. Sex by Christmas tree light. It was like he’d read her mind.

      “We’ll have to wait until dark so that’s the only light in here,” she said.

      Of course, they could practice on the bed upstairs, or on the kitchen counter, or in the shower, or on Phoebe’s huge, sturdy dining room table…

      “Then we’ll wait. It will build the anticipation. Make it even better.”

      She wasn’t so sure about that. There was something to be said for immediate gratification. Not to mention the fact they only had a few days together. “But maybe—”

      He silenced her with a kiss. An instantly hot, bold, arch-against-him-and-moan kiss.

      Nearly two minutes later, he finally raised his head. “Let’s go get a tree.”

      Right. A tree.

      Dang, her head was still a little swirly from that kiss.

      But she did want a tree. And he wanted to get her a tree. And that was the nicest thing anyone had done for her in a very long time.

      Except maybe Phoebe insisting she come to Sapphire Falls in the first place.
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      “What about this one?” Levi asked.

      Levi was in love. With Christmas trees, with crisp December Nebraska air, with the fact that the people at the gate had greeted them warmly and handed Kate and him each a candy cane. And then readily given him three more when he’d asked. They were tucked securely in his coat pocket and he was feeling alive.

      He’d been completely sincere when he’d told Kate that he had intended to stay away from her right up until the second he’d seen her eyes light up because of a tray of cookies.

      He wanted to make her light up—in so many ways.

      That had to mean his soul was getting to be more of a steel-gray color than charcoal-gray.

      And he was having a hell of a good time. As they’d driven to the farm and begun walking through the trees, they’d taken turns sharing family stories—good ones and bad ones. Kate’s family had been no perfect white-picket-fence family either, and that made him feel more comfortable with her. He didn’t actually think that just because someone lived in a small town in a cute house they were guaranteed happiness and sunshine all the time. But now that he’d thought about it more, he was a little intimidated by the idea of living in a place like this with a girl from here. Nothing was perfect, and the higher the expectations for perfection were, the bigger the disappointment when things didn’t work out.

      That was why he worked to keep people’s expectations of him low.

      He could really frustrate a girl who had been raised in Sapphire Falls. With Kate, maybe not so much.

      Strange reason to like someone, but being able to be himself and not feel like a complete failure was probably kind of important for a long-term relationship.

      And, yes, he’d started thinking of things with Kate in terms of long-term.

      “Levi, that tree is like fourteen feet tall,” Kate said with a laugh.

      He lifted the chain saw, feeling manly and stupid at the same time. He’d been surprised to find the thing in Joe’s garage, but he figured if Joe was using a chainsaw, then he could handle it. It couldn’t be too hard. He had a degree in business and finance. Technically. He hadn’t actually used his degree in…ever. But he wasn’t a dumbass.

      “So? I think size matters in Christmas trees.” He waggled his eyebrows.

      She rolled her eyes but was still grinning. “Phoebe and Joe’s house does not have fourteen-foot ceilings.”

      Ah, good point. He lowered the chainsaw and moved a few trees farther into the row they were in.

      “How about this one?” He didn’t hear anything behind him so stopped and turned.

      Kate was standing in front of a tree a row over. She was looking up at it like she’d never seen anything more beautiful.

      Levi stayed where he was, content to watch her for a minute. She looked young and happy and vulnerable. It hit him that this was very important to her. He’d known it, he’d heard her say it, but looking at her now, as if a childhood dream had just come true, he found himself a bit choked up.

      Finally, she took a deep breath and pulled her gaze from the tree. She looked around and then saw him standing there. Her lips spread into a big smile and he realized that she’d been looking for him.

      He walked toward her. “Hey.”

      “This one,” she said.

      “Okay.” He stepped back from her, his hand on the starter rope, but as he was about to pull he heard, “Levi! Kate!”

      He lowered the saw again and turned.

      A big guy and a gorgeous brunette were coming toward them with huge smiles.

      “Lauren? Hi! Oh my gosh.” Kate and the woman embraced.

      “Hi, Adrianne told me you guys were coming out here. I had to stop by and say hi,” Lauren said.

      “Hi, I’m Travis Bennett,” the man said, extending his hand to Levi. “You’re Joe’s brother, right? Joe’s been working out on my farm with me for a couple of years now.”

      Levi recognized Lauren’s name. She was one of Joe’s bosses. And Levi knew Joe wasn’t actually doing farm work. He was the PR and government-relations guy for Lauren’s company, Innovative Agricultural Solutions. He hung out on the farms with the farmers so he knew what he was lobbying for in Washington.

      “Nice to meet you,” Levi shook Lauren’s hand too. “Thanks for keeping my brother employed,” he told her.

      “It is keeping him out of trouble?” Lauren asked.

      “It’s keeping him from using our private plane at least. More availability for me,” he told her.

      She laughed. “Joe’s the best. But don’t tell him I said that. He’s cocky enough.”

      “Runs in the family,” Levi said smoothly.

      “Oh, that and a few other things, I’m guessing,” Lauren said.

      Yep, she was one of those women it was hard to charm. She saw through bullshit. He could tell within two minutes of meeting her.

      Which meant she was the type he usually stayed away from.

      He looked at Kate. Now though, he might not have to resort to bullshit. Maybe he could just be himself.

      Kate was staring at Travis. In fact, she was checking Travis out.

      Oh really? Levi turned to face her, watching her with a mix of interest, amusement and, yep, jealousy. He wasn’t used to feeling jealousy. It was an interesting emotion.

      She looked Travis up and down…and clearly liked what she saw.

      Was it the jeans that had clearly been washed a million times, or the heavy jacket or the clunky boots he wore? As far as Levi could tell, Travis Bennett fit the part of a down-home farmer perfectly.

      “Bennett?” she finally said. “Are you related to Tucker?”

      “He’s my younger brother,” Travis said with a nod.

      “Do you…um…look a lot alike?”

      Levi scowled.

      Lauren laughed. “They’re definitely related. I got the hottest one though.” She slid her arm around Travis’s waist and he kissed the top of her head.

      “Huh,” was Kate’s reaction.

      Levi gave her a look. She seemed to shake herself slightly and had the grace to blush.

      Yeah, he’d show her all kinds of reasons to be glad she’d mistaken him for Tucker last night when they got back to the house.

      “What are you guys doing?” Travis asked, eyeing the tree behind Kate.

      They were on a Christmas tree farm a few days before Christmas and Levi was holding a chainsaw. This seemed self-explanatory. “Picking out our tree,” Levi said, emphasizing our.

      Which was stupid. Kate might like looking at Travis, but Travis was clearly with Lauren. Travis tucked one hand into the front pocket of his jeans and put the other on the back of Lauren’s neck under her hair. She leaned into him and Levi felt the damnedest ache in his chest.

      He wanted that.

      It was such a foreign thought that it almost knocked him over.

      “You going to cut it down?” Travis asked Levi.

      Well, he was holding a chainsaw. “Yeah.”

      Travis nodded and didn’t say anything more.

      Was he going to stay and watch?

      Dammit.

      Levi didn’t really know what he was doing, and beside the other man, who was obviously dressed for outdoor work and who had probably wielded a chainsaw a thousand times, Levi was acutely aware of the fact that he wore black Oxfords, his brother’s jeans and a coat that cost more than Travis’s pickup.

      “This tree is pretty big,” Travis finally said, studying the tree.

      “Yeah.” What the fuck else was he going to say?

      “I don’t think I could handle that tree on my own,” Travis said.

      Levi pretended to study the tree and gave what he hoped was a manly grunt.

      “I mean, I’d want two saws and four hands on that thing for sure,” Travis added.

      “Huh.” Levi pretended to be considering that. Two chainsaws and four hands? What had he gotten into here?

      “I could help you out,” Travis offered. “I have my chainsaw over in my truck. It’s no problem.”

      Ah, he was a man who traveled with a chainsaw. Levi had been impressed that Joe even had one in his garage. If Travis ran into things he needed to chainsaw on a regular basis, then Levi might even be a little smitten with Travis—in a purely bromance kind of way.

      He was comfortable with that.

      He tried not to look too eager. He nodded and gave a shrug. “Sure. That’d be great.”

      “Why don’t you ladies go over and check out the ornaments and stuff,” Travis said. “We’ll get this thing cut and loaded up.”

      There was an area that was made up of several long folding tables set up and draped with red and white tablecloths. On the tops was a huge display of locally made ornaments, photo frames, wall hangings, wreaths, yard signs and baked goods.

      “Oh, but I was—” Kate started.

      But Lauren wrapped an arm around her shoulders and started in the direction of the crafts. “Let me show you the candles Mrs. Pierce makes. They’re amazing.”

      The women wound between the trees and were soon out of sight.

      “Let’s go.” Travis clapped Levi on the shoulder and turned him in the opposite direction.

      “Where are we going?” Deeper into the trees with a guy he didn’t know and a chainsaw? He’d seen this horror movie.

      “To get you a tree,” Travis said with a chuckle.

      They stepped out from the rows of live growing trees into a fenced-in area that had already-cut trees on display.

      Understanding dawned. “We’re getting one that’s already cut.”

      Travis laughed. “For sure. Cutting a tree down is hard work, and the one you picked is enormous.”

      “You can’t actually cut a tree down?” Levi asked.

      “Oh, sure I can, but why? These guys already went to the trouble.” Travis started forward, looking through the displayed trees until he found one that looked a lot like the one Kate had picked out. “Here you go.”

      “Kate might be disappointed if I don’t actually, you know, act all manly and tough.”

      Travis slapped him on the back. “She’ll never know. Once it’s loaded in the truck, she won’t be able to tell if it’s the one she picked or not. Have her help you drag the thing into the house and put it up. It’ll be heavy and will look a lot bigger once it’s inside—she’ll never know this isn’t the one back there.”

      “You sound like you speak from experience,” Levi said suspiciously.

      “Damn right,” Travis said. “I cut Christmas trees down with my dad every year growing up. It’s cold, hard work. Last Christmas was the first one Lauren and I were together, so I cut the tree down with her watching. This year, I already had the thing in the corner of the living room when she got home from work. She figured I’d cut it down. Trust me, you won’t lose man points because she’ll assume you did it. I’m your witness.” Travis looked him over and then bent and grabbed a handful of snow that also contained dirt and pine needles. He threw the mess on the front of Levi’s coat.

      Levi watched as the loose snow ball exploded against his chest and scattered dirt and needles over the expensive wool.

      “That’s better,” Travis said with a nod.

      Levi sighed. He was recalling some of the reasons he wasn’t really an outdoorsy guy. He liked boating and skiing. He wasn’t a bad surfer, liked to snorkel and could absolutely lay on a beach or a pool with the best of them. Digging, cutting and building things…not as much.

      “Okay, let’s load it up.” Travis pulled gloves from his pocket and slipped them on, then he grabbed the trunk. “Get the branches. We’ll tie it up and throw it in your truck.”

      Levi wished he had gloves. He grabbed the prickly branches. “It’s Joe’s truck,” he felt compelled to say.

      Travis nodded. “Yeah, I know, man.”

      But Levi didn’t feel judged. He did, however, feel determined to learn how to turn on a chainsaw at some point in his life.

      

      “How about this one?” Lauren asked, holding up a gorgeous, hand-painted ornament. It read Our First Christmas.

      Kate’s throat got a little scratchy and she shook her head. “I don’t think so.”

      “You don’t want to remember this Christmas?”

      There was no way she was ever going to forget this Christmas. “It’s just that it implies there will be other Christmases.”

      “You don’t think there will be?” Lauren asked.

      Kate definitely remembered that Lauren was a straight shooter.

      “I know there won’t be,” she said, though her voice sounded funny. “This was only supposed to be a date for the formal anyway. And it was supposed to be with Tucker. Levi and I don’t live in the same place and we’ll both be going home after Christmas.”

      “Long distance sucks,” Lauren said. “But it’s not impossible. There’s the phone, texting, email, Skype. Sexting. Sex-Skyping.” She grinned.

      “You’ve sex-Skyped?” Kate asked.

      “Of course. Travis travels with me when he can, but it’s not always possible.”

      Kate knew all about Lauren’s company that she owned with her best friend, Mason Riley. Lauren traveled between Sapphire Falls, Chicago, DC and Haiti—where their primary growing program was flourishing in some of the poorest villages in the country—and to some of their newer program locations in Africa.

      “But you guys make it work.” Kate couldn’t deny that her heart thumped at the thought of seeing Levi again after Christmas was over.

      “We sure do,” Lauren said with a grin. “Married and expecting a baby.”

      Kate’s eyes widened and her gaze dropped to Lauren’s stomach. “Really? Congratulations.” The stunning brunette wasn’t showing a bit and looked positively radiant.

      Lauren’s hand went to her lower abdomen. “Thanks. It’s terrifying but wonderful.”

      “You moved here to Sapphire Falls from Chicago, right?” Kate asked. “And you love it here?”

      “Even when I tried not to love it here.” She laughed. “I didn’t want to be stuck here, tied down.”

      “Why not?” Kate asked before she could stop herself. “This seems like such a great place.” Part of her wanted Lauren to tell her that her impression of Sapphire Falls wasn’t real, that it wasn’t nearly as wonderful as it seemed. Part of her also wanted Lauren to confirm that it was, indeed, everything that it seemed to be.

      Lauren’s smile was full of affection. “Their coffee sucks and I have to shop online for almost everything. Heaven forbid you need an ingredient for a recipe after six p.m. I’ve had to teach them to make a decent appletini and you can’t keep a secret—like, I don’t know, being pregnant—for more than three seconds. You end up spending all your time with the same people over and over again and hearing the same stories over and over again and going the same places over and over again.” She sighed happily. “And it’s awesome.”

      Kate felt choked up.

      It was the stupidest thing to desire, but part of her wanted to be in a place where everyone knew everything about her—and loved her anyway.

      That was the key, of course. Being accepted. She was accepted with her colleagues and friends in San Francisco, but she also kept a lot of herself hidden.

      She had a feeling the people in Sapphire Falls could get her to spill her secrets.

      Her gaze landed on an ornament. It was a ceramic depiction of the Sapphire Falls town square, hand painted in blues and whites and silvers. The gazebo was there, the hot chocolate stand, the four big trees…everything.

      “I think this is the one I want.” She lifted it from the box.

      Lauren nodded. “Definitely.”

      They paid for their purchases, including more Christmas cookies and some fudge from Scott’s Sweets.

      “Think the guys are done with the tree?” Kate asked. She took a bite of fudge and moaned.

      Lauren laughed. “Yes, I’m sure they’re done.”

      “Really? I have no idea how long it takes to cut a tree down.”

      “Yeah, well, longer than this, but they’re not cutting it down.”

      “They’re not?”

      Lauren shook her head. “I’m sure Travis talked Levi into getting an already-cut one. But play along. It makes them feel manly to have us think that they did it.”

      Kate laughed. “You guys showed up because Phoebe and Joe called and told you they were concerned about our safety out here with a chainsaw, right?”

      “Actually, Adrianne called us after she stopped by this morning and heard the plan.”

      Kate was amazed. “You all really do take care of each other, huh?”

      Lauren linked her arm with Kate’s. “Some call it meddling. We like to refer to it as semi-forced love.”

      Kate felt her eyes sting and had to blink rapidly. Only one thought was on her mind—they wouldn’t have to even semi force the love here on her.

      

      It took Kate and Levi far longer than it should have to haul their tree from the truck to the porch, through the front door and into the perfect corner in the living room.

      Of course, it also took a while to rearrange Joe and Phoebe’s living room to make that corner perfect.

      Still, Kate could not deny that it was everything she’d imagined as she stepped back and took in the sight of the evergreen towering to the ceiling in the corner between the staircase and the fireplace. It would be the first thing seen when someone stepped in the front door.

      She felt Levi move in behind her. When he wrapped his arms around her, she leaned into him and wished that this Christmas could last for a year. Or ten.

      And to think that only a few days ago, she’d been planning to skip Christmas entirely.

      She turned in his arms and went up on tiptoe to kiss him.

      Levi didn’t even hesitate. He tunneled his fingers into her hair, pulled her closer with a hand on her ass, and deepened the kiss.

      Fire seemed to lick through her, and Kate wrapped a leg around one of his. She pulled her lips away only enough to say, “We have candy canes.”

      “We also have decorating and movies and cuddling to do.”

      She pulled back farther. “You don’t want to have candy cane sex now?”

      “I do. You have no idea how much.”

      “I don’t see the problem.”

      “Once I get you naked, that’s all I’ll be able to concentrate on. Until possibly January twenty-something.”

      That was sweet…and frustrating as hell.

      “Should I tell you how I plan to use my candy cane?” she asked.

      He flexed the hand on her butt but shook his head. “Please don’t.”

      “It’s really good. There’s licking and sucking involved.”

      He groaned. “Decorating, movies, cuddling. Decorating, movies, cuddling,” he muttered. “Decorating, movies, cuddling.”

      She laughed. “Repeating it will help?”

      “I sure as fuck hope so.”

      She wanted him. There had been chemistry from minute one, but the intensity of her desire for him now was amazing. She’d never felt anything like it. And she knew it had a lot to do with Christmas cookies and tree farms and the fact that she’d caught him Googling how to string Christmas lights on his phone. She also knew it was about falling in love with the little town of Sapphire Falls that had turned out to be all she’d imagined and more.

      And it had a lot to do with the realization that they had an expiration date.

      This Christmas wonderland wouldn’t last. The holiday would end, the snow would melt, Levi would go back to Vegas and she’d go back to San Francisco and all she’d have left was the ornament and her memories. The deadline, the ticking countdown, was also making this all feel so much more bittersweet. It was part of the whole illusion. Like a dream that she knew she had to eventually wake from. She wanted to pack as much as she could into their time together while it lasted.

      “Maybe we could—”

      “I’m trying to get to a light dove-gray here,” he said.

      She had no idea what that meant. “What?”

      “My cold, black soul is coming back from the dead. I think I’m in the middle-gray tones now versus black. If I can sit on that couch and cuddle with you for an entire movie, I think I can make it a light gray.”

      She laughed. “Cold, black soul, huh?”

      “I was this close to a visit from the Ghost of Christmas Future, I swear.”

      He had a tiny grin partially curling one corner of his mouth, but she could see that there was some truth behind his words.

      “That bad, huh?”

      “Let’s just say that whatever Christmas movie we decide on, I would appreciate it not be any retelling of A Christmas Carol.”

      She pretended to pout. “I love Scrooged.”

      “Let’s put it this way—” He pulled her up more securely against the erection behind his fly. “If I watch one of those, I might not be able to perform later.”

      She wiggled against him and enjoyed his quick, sharp intake of air. “Oh, we can’t have that. I have some Christmas wishes that still need to come true.”

      “And I’ll make them all even better than you imagined,” he said, squeezing her ass. “As long as there are no ghosts.”

      If she hadn’t seen the bit of truth in his eyes when he talked about trying to turn his black soul light gray she would have teased him further, and maybe even cajoled him into watching the original A Christmas Carol. Or maybe the Muppets version. But he was trying to be a good guy here. The least she could do was let him. For a while.

      “How about Elf?” she suggested.

      “Buddy the Elf?” he asked.

      “You know the movie?”

      “I’ve been living in Vegas, not under a rock.”

      They pulled the tree decorations from the attic, along with three boxes of decorations for the windows, mantel and pretty much every other available space in the house. Phoebe had either inherited a bunch of stuff from family or she was a Christmas hoarder.

      The lights went onto the tree with only two start-overs—and Levi only consulted his phone six or seven times and used the F word three or four—and they eagerly covered the branches with ornaments.

      However, there were a handful that Kate felt they should leave. One was a Baby’s-First-Christmas with a photo of Kaelyn, another was an Our-First-Christmas ornament, not unlike the one Lauren had showed her. There was no photo, but the date painted on it was the first Christmas Joe and Phoebe would have been married. There were a few others from trips, including their honeymoon, that Kate left in the boxes next to the tree for when Phoebe and Joe got home.

      She hoped they hadn’t taken anything away from Phoebe and Joe by not letting them decorate the tree this year.

      “Damn,” Kate said quietly.

      “What’s wrong?” Again Levi moved in behind her and wrapped her in his arms.

      She really liked it there.

      “Kaelyn. And Phoebe and Joe. This is their tree. They should decorate it together as a family,” she said.

      Levi was quiet for a few seconds. Then he said, “You’re absolutely right.”

      Kate sighed. “We screwed up.”

      “Nope,” he said. “We put up a tree for us. And we’ll enjoy it tonight and then we’ll take it all down in the morning and they can decorate it together another day. We’ll tell them we got them the tree as a hospitality gift.”

      “But the lights…” She stopped right there. He’d done it. It didn’t matter that it had clearly frustrated the crap out of him. It was something new to him, but he’d tackled it for her. “And we hauled all this down.” She looked up into his eyes. “You’d do that?”

      “Of course.”

      She turned and put her arms around him. “Your soul is so light gray it’s almost white.”

      “Well, worrying about all of these people having a perfect Christmas isn’t hurting, I’m sure,” he agreed with a grin. “But let’s not get crazy. I passed white without a chance of going back when I was about sixteen.”

      “I want to hear these stories.”

      “Someday. Maybe.” He kissed her on the nose.

      Someday. That word held so much…promise.

      But someday was far beyond Christmas. Far beyond when she was back in the real world in California.

      “So next we need a fire, some wine and the movie,” she said, keeping her tone light.

      “Yes, okay. I’ll work on the fire. You find the wine.”

      “Great.” Some space would be nice. At the moment, she was pretty equally torn between the urge to just strip and see what he did and the urge to get in her rental car and speed out of town without a look in the rearview mirror. This Christmas wasn’t supposed to be like the others—no heartbreak, no regrets.

      The thing was, she was now in too deep to not miss him like crazy when it was over anyway. But she wasn’t sure she’d ever be able to work up actual regret about any of this.

      Her mind shifted through her thoughts and feelings faster than she could keep up. She went to the fridge, then the cupboards and the pantry but came up empty handed in the wine department.

      “All I could find was this jar labeled Booze,” she said, coming back into the living room several minutes later. The glass quart jar was full, the top sealed and a big red ribbon around it with a tag that read “Cranberry”. That sounded Christmassy.

      “Booze sounds good to me,” Levi muttered, sitting back on his heels in front of the hearth. He sighed and looked up at her. “The fireplace doesn’t work.”

      “Really? That’s weird.” She hid her grin. It was not a gas fireplace. There was no on switch. It was clearly a real wood-burning fireplace and it obviously worked. There were blackened logs in it and tools that were clearly not for show.

      Kate was willing to bet that Levi hadn’t ever lit a real fire in his life. Hell, she only knew it was possible because she’d read about it in books and seen it in movies. It wasn’t like the guys she hung out with regularly went around building fires all the time. Nor did any of them have a need to do such a thing.

      Levi wasn’t the outdoorsy type and she didn’t care a bit.

      Was Travis Bennett sexy in his work boots and gloves? Sure. But Travis would have been sexy in a burlap bag. It was the guy, not what he wore or did that could push Kate’s yum button.

      And Levi pushed it. Hard.

      Levi was a guy more used to ties than denim, and that was just fine with her. A guy who could fix and build things from scratch with his own two hands was nice. Even sexy in some ways. But she could hire someone to get all of that done.

      Give her a guy who could make her laugh, who wanted her to be happy and would do everything he could to make that happen, who could make her tingle right down to her pinky toes and kissed her like he’d never get enough.

      She wanted Levi exactly as he was. She didn’t think he was perfect, but she was as interested in his imperfections as she was in everything else.

      “There are other ways to keep warm.” She set the Booze down on the coffee table and went to grab a blanket from the seat of the rocking chair.

      “I could call Travis,” Levi said. Though he didn’t sound thrilled with the idea. “Maybe he could come over. Or he could send Tucker. I’m sure they know how to light a fire.”

      Kate giggled before she could swallow it. She did refrain from saying, I’m sure they can.

      Levi narrowed his eyes anyway.

      “Sorry,” she said with a grin. “Seriously. It’s fine. Don’t call anyone. We’ve got blankets and body heat. And Booze. It’s all good.”

      He was willing to call in another guy to do something he couldn’t. That lack of ego to give her what he thought she wanted was amazing. How could she not want him? She couldn’t remember another time when someone had been so about her. Everything growing up had really been about her mom and, at least so far, Kate had consistently chosen men who were pretty into themselves.

      Levi got to his feet. “But it’s not perfect.”

      Kate turned on the TV, got into the Netflix account and pulled up the movie Elf. She stopped it on the opening scene and turned to face him. “It’s not what we planned. But I’m learning that sometimes the stuff we don’t plan is perfect.”

      It took a second, but finally he smiled and she could tell he’d really heard her. “Okay.”

      “And we’ll be plenty warm, because we’re not just going to be watching Elf.”

      “We’re not?”

      “No.” She shook her head and took a step closer to him. “We’re playing a game.”

      His eyes darkened slightly and he took a step toward her too. “A game?”

      She nodded. “It’s called strip Elf.”
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      Levi thought about her answer for all of one second. “I love this game.” He came closer to her and Kate had to tip her head back to look up at him.

      She laughed. “Want to know the rules?”

      “If it results you in fewer clothes, then it doesn’t matter.”

      His voice alone was warming her right up. That low, husky tone made little flares of heat dance along her nerves from head to toe.

      “Every time someone in the movie says Santa, I take something off. Every time someone says Christmas, you take something off.”

      “Kate,” Levi said, low and husky and hot.

      “Yeah?”

      “Push play.”

      She did.

      Within only a few scenes of the movie, they were both down to their underwear and were a third of the way through the jar of cranberry Booze.

      Kate didn’t know what was in the stuff for sure, but every drink was like swallowing cranberry-flavored liquid fire.

      And still she found herself reaching for the jar again and again.

      Levi reached over and hit pause on the movie as Santa was again uttered. It was time for Kate’s bra to come off.

      “What are you doing?” she asked.

      They were cuddled together on the couch. Between the blanket around them, the Booze and Levi’s hot body, she felt like she was basking in the sun on a beach in Florida. The Booze was probably contributing to her feeling loopy, but she knew that a lot of her warm, fuzzy feelings were about the man next to her.

      He shifted so he could see her better, but she tipped over when he moved. He chuckled and put her upright again. “You’re down to panties and bra, and I want to be sure I’m paying complete attention when these come off.”

      

      Kate was adorable when she was a little drunk and laughing at a goofy Christmas movie.

      And drinking hot chocolate.

      And looking at Christmas trees.

      And decorating Christmas trees.

      Levi was certain he’d never used the word adorable in his life, even in his own head, and definitely never in regard to a woman he wanted to sleep with.

      But Kate really was.

      She’d been sitting next to him, nestled against him as if they’d done this a million times. The way she fit against him felt completely natural and he was actually enjoying cuddling for the first time in his life.

      But then she’d started getting naked.

      They used the word Santa a lot in this movie. Christmas too. He was in only his boxers and feeling warmer and warmer with each article of clothing that ended up on the floor.

      Now things were about to get really good.

      When Kate tipped over and giggled, he laughed and grabbed her. He moved her onto his lap, straddling his thighs, facing him. It was much like the position they’d been in last night in the truck.

      Was that just last night? That couldn’t be right. It felt like they’d been together for a year. In a good way.

      “Let’s go, Katie. They said Santa.” His heart was pounding and his mouth was dry.

      You’d think he’d never seen a woman’s naked breasts before, the way he was acting.

      She held his gaze as she reached behind her. She seemed suddenly completely sober. She unclasped the bra and let it fall down her arms.

      He’d felt, tasted and kind-of seen her breasts in the truck, but that was nothing compared to seeing them in full light. They were…perfect. And if he knew nothing else, he knew breasts.

      He breathed in and out slowly.

      She didn’t shy away. She didn’t blush. She did nothing but sit and let him look for several long moments.

      “Hey, Levi,” she finally said softly.

      “Yeah?”

      “Christmas.”

      The word that would require him to remove his boxers. It was cheating. It was supposed to be in the movie. He didn’t care.

      He scooted her back off of his lap and stood swiftly, shedding his boxers.

      Her gaze was greedy as she took in the sight of him completely naked and fully erect.

      Now she was the one breathing in and out slowly, as if trying to gain some self-control.

      “Santa,” he said gruffly. “Fucking Santa, Kate. Get those panties off.”

      There was no protest or hesitation from her. Her thumbs went to the top of her panties, her eyes still on his cock. She wiggled her hips and pushed the scrap of silk to the floor, stepping out of them and moving closer to him.

      He reached for his pants and pulled three condoms from the pocket, tossing them onto the coffee table.

      She reached for her pants and pulled three candy canes from the pocket, tossing them onto the coffee table beside the condoms.

      He groaned.

      She went to her knees.

      “Kate—”

      “Shh,” she told him. “I dreamed about this last night. It woke me up. I had to give myself an orgasm to get back to sleep.”

      The breath of air he’d taken jammed in his lungs. Kate had given herself an orgasm last night thinking of him? Right upstairs from where he’d been lying on the couch resisting doing the very same thing thinking of her in the truck, coming apart around his fingers?

      She looked up at him from her kneeling position, and Levi bit back a groan. There was very little in the world more erotic than a gorgeous woman on her knees in front of a raging hard-on.

      Watching his face, she wrapped her fingers around him.

      Pleasure ripped through him. From that one touch. He was probably going to die sometime during this blowjob.

      Kate stroked her hand up and down his length, squeezing slightly, running her thumb over the head when at the top and brushing her thumb over his sac when at the base.

      She repeated the pattern a few times and Levi’s breathing grew more and more ragged. “Kate…”

      Without a word or a change in rhythm, she reached for the coffee table and picked up a candy cane. She lifted it to her mouth and pulled the wrapper off with her teeth, continuing to stroke him. Then she bit off the curved top of the cane. As she chewed the peppermint candy, she continued the handjob, increasing her pressure and pace.

      Levi couldn’t tear his eyes from her. The desire in her eyes was addictive, and as the scent of peppermint drifted up to him, he knew he’d forever get hard when he saw the red-and-white-striped mints at the front entrance of every restaurant he went into.

      “Kate—” He tried again. Though it wasn’t like he wanted her to stop. But he felt like he should say something. Something like, “I’ve never felt this way before.” Or, “Where have you been all my life?”

      He bit the words back though. At least he knew enough to know that a woman would be skeptical about the sincerity of any romantic words said during a handjob.

      Still, it was a phenomenal handjob.

      And then it got even better.

      She swallowed the candy in her mouth, lined the remaining peppermint stick up along his length and leaned in.

      His hand instinctively went to her head, sinking his fingers into her silky hair as she took him and the candy into her mouth at the same time.

      Mentioning the candy canes last night had probably been the smartest thing he’d ever said in his life.

      She sucked and then ran her tongue up and down both lengths. She took both nearly all the way in, sucked lightly, then harder. Levi curled his fingers into her hair. He resisted adding his other hand and taking over the rhythm of his cock sliding in and out of her mouth. Barely.

      She was making some very nice noises as she sucked and licked even faster, and Levi didn’t care if she wanted to include food in every blowjob she ever gave him from this moment on. The sight and sounds of this woman greedily tonguing and sucking him was something he’d gladly do anything to perpetuate.

      But he was nearly at his breaking point.

      He was absolutely positive he could get it back up again in a short time if he gave in to his orgasm now, but the first time he went over that cliff with Kate, he wanted to be buried deep, and he wanted her right there with him.

      With impressive will power and in one fluid motion, he pulled her mouth off him and pivoted to back her up to the couch. He nudged her down onto the cushions on her back, grabbed her hips to position her and spread her knees.

      “My turn,” he said gruffly.

      She still held the cane in her fingers and he took it from her, sliding it into his mouth, wetting the length with his own tongue. He kept his eyes on hers as he drew the candy around her nipple and then leaned in to suck and lick the hard tip. He repeated it on the other side, then licked the candy cane again and drew the sticky sweetness down her stomach, following the candy trail with his tongue. When he got to her bare mound, he again wet the candy. He slid the cane down over her clit, loving the way she hissed at the contact. The scent of peppermint and aroused woman surrounded him and his whole body clenched with the need to have her. Levi forced himself to go slow though, drawing the candy cane along her cleft, circling her clit and then doing it all again.

      Kate’s hips arched off the couch and she moaned.

      Yes, he wanted lots more of that.

      He parted her slick folds, reveling in how wet she was, how ready for him. She wanted him, and the realization of what that really meant grabbed him in the chest. This was more than sex. She could have stayed in San Francisco for sex. She could have any man. She’d come to Sapphire Falls, gone to the bar with high hopes. Hopes for something more than anything she’d had before. She’d taken his arm and walked into that town square with nothing but trust and hope. She’d had no way of knowing what would happen. But she’d trusted him with her Christmas. After a lifetime of disappointing Christmases, she’d let him be a part of this one, this one that she’d so needed to be wonderful.

      All of those things were crazy things to be thinking when she was spread out before him like this, but this was more than sex. It was even more than candy cane sex.

      This was what he wanted forever.

      And he’d known her for a day.

      That shot desire so intense through him that he almost tossed the candy cane and plunged into her. He wanted to be a part of her, to get to her like she had gotten to him.

      But he also wanted her to get wet whenever she saw the red-and-white-striped mints at the front entrance of every restaurant she went into.

      When she saw those mints, he wanted her to turn to him, tell him to grab a handful and take her home.

      He really wanted that. He wanted to be the guy with her at every restaurant and the guy who took her home.

      He dragged the candy cane through her wetness and circled her clit again before leaning in and licking along the same path. He flicked his tongue over her clit and then sucked, the combined sweetness mind blowing.

      “Levi.”

      He felt her hand in his hair and he increased his pressure on her clit while sliding the candy cane a little ways into her heat.

      “Levi.”

      The cane was tiny compared to what she was going to be taking in a minute, but he knew it was partly how naughty all of this was that was ratcheting her desire higher. He added a finger alongside the candy stick, stretching her and stroking deeper.

      She widened her legs and increased her grip on his hair.

      “More. I need more.”

      With his thumb circling her clit and his finger deep, he lifted his head to watch her. She was gorgeous. Her neck arched, her hair spilling over the cushion under her, her breasts hard-tipped and perfect. Her stomach muscles quivered and he felt her inner muscles clenching his finger.

      “Oh, no, you’re not coming apart like this,” he said with a grin, loving that he could drive her to that point.

      “But…I want…”

      “I know, baby,” he said softly. “Katie, open your eyes.”

      She did, and he made sure she was focused on him as he withdrew his finger and the candy cane and lifted them to his mouth. He slid them onto his tongue and sucked both clean. He didn’t have to fake the groan of satisfaction he gave at the taste.

      She sucked in a quick breath and seemed to be holding it.

      “Most delicious thing I’ve ever tasted.” And it was all her.

      He dragged the candy cane through her wetness again and this time lifted it to her mouth.

      She parted her lips and his cock hardened further. He slid the candy into her mouth and she closed her lips around it, tasting herself and the peppermint as he drew it back out slowly. Her gaze was locked on his the whole time.

      “See what I mean?” he asked gruffly.

      “I need you,” she said breathlessly.

      Yes, she did. He just hoped it was even half as much as he needed her.

      He tossed the candy cane toward the fireplace and moved to kneel between her knees on the couch. She spread her knees, welcoming him into the cradle of her hips. He reached blindly for a condom on the coffee table and managed to knock all three to the floor.

      Kate reached for them, grabbed one and ripped the package open with her teeth as she had with the candy cane. She rolled it onto him in a practiced motion he was not going to think about. Instead, he slid one hand underneath her ass, tilted her pelvis and braced his other hand on the back of the couch.

      He slid home a second later.

      They both moaned, and he stopped, buried deep, just breathing for a moment.

      Kate wrapped her legs around his waist and lifted her hand to one breast, playing with the nipple.

      And he had to move.

      He pulled out slowly, loving how her muscles tightened, trying to hold on to him. He slid in again, also long and slow, knowing that slow wasn’t going to last much longer.

      “Harder,” she begged.

      Yeah, slow was over now.

      He thrust again, faster and harder this time, pulling out and plunging back in to the sweetest, tightest, hottest body he’d ever had. She seemed to be drawing him deeper each time he moved, and he found himself taking short, fast strokes as she climbed higher and higher.

      He felt his orgasm gathering but he needed her to shatter first.

      “You feel amazing,” he told her. “I love how you clamp down on me. I could stay buried in you forever. Later, I want you on your hands and knees, spread wide, gorgeous ass in the air so I can take you hard from behind.”

      His words definitely got a reaction. She arched closer and he felt the response around his cock.

      “I want to take you in the shower and in the kitchen and—”

      “You said I could ride you in front of the fireplace,” she broke in.

      His whole body clenched hard. “Yes.” He had to clear his throat. “Yes, I did.”

      “Now.”

      He stopped moving. “Now?”

      “I want that now,” she said, nodding.

      Her whole body was flushed and he could feel how hot and wet she was. She was close.

      And there was nothing he wouldn’t give her.

      He surprised even himself when he wrapped his arms around her and managed to stand up from the couch still buried deep in her body.

      He took the few steps around the coffee table and slowly lowered them to the carpet in front of the fireplace.

      “I kind of imagined having a fire when we did this,” he said wryly.

      “I don’t care. I just want on top of you.”

      Like he was going to argue with that. He rolled onto his back and nearly lost it when she pushed herself up to sitting. He couldn’t get any deeper and her body clearly loved it as much as his did. Her inner muscles contracted around him hard.

      “Oh, yes,” she moaned.

      She met his eyes, lifted her hands to her breasts and began to move. She tugged on her nipples as she moved up and down on his length, slowly increasing the speed. She took him deep every time, and Levi had to keep his hands from gripping her thighs too hard as his climax grew steadily closer.

      Then she leaned back slightly. Her long hair hung between his legs, brushing over his sac and he was ready to go off.

      “Katie, I need you with me,” he said through gritted teeth, his hands going to her hips to slow the pace until she was further along.

      “Not slower,” she told him and moved one of her hands from her breast to her clit.

      She circled over the sweet spot and Levi could tell she was indeed, right with him.

      He replaced her hand on her nipple with his, tugging and squeezing, and she arched her back as her muscles clamped down hard.

      “Yes, yes.” And she was there, tumbling over the like-nothing-else peak of her orgasm.

      Levi let himself go then, thrusting up into her, fast and hard, long strokes that pulled everything out of him and erupted into a hard orgasm unlike any he could recall.
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      They finished the movie, naked, wrapped in a blanket on the couch. They didn’t lie completely still. They kissed—long and hot and sweet. They stroked hands over every bit of skin they could reach. They talked and teased—some of it dirty, some not. Kate could feel her heart engaging further and further. He was funny and sweet and romantic and truly enamored with her. She’d never had anyone want her like this, and it seemed that he really did want more than her body. He asked about her favorite cities to visit, her favorite color, if she was allergic to anything, her job and her siblings. They talked about surfing, their love of Indian cuisine, the fact that Kate couldn’t cook a bit, the fact that Levi didn’t even know if he could cook, their favorite wineries in California, their least favorite shows in Vegas, their favorite museums in DC and their favorite restaurants in New York.

      They discovered they had a lot in common as the glow from the Christmas tree grew as the sun dropped and evening fell. Neither bothered to get up and turn on any lights. Kate more than got her wish to have hot sex by Christmas tree light.

      In fact, they had three more orgasms each.

      He was insatiable.

      She was more so.

      Kate had never been this horny in her life. The ripples of her climax had barely faded each time before she was thinking about another position. But she also found her mind filled with questions, things she wanted to know about him and the desire to show him her favorite coffee shop in Chicago and her favorite spot on the California coast.

      And every time she had a surge of I’m-falling-for-him, she tamped it down with a reality check.

      He lived in Vegas. He was a millionaire playboy who had never actually worked a day in his life. He jetted all over the world at the drop of a hat and probably had a girlfriend in every city they’d been talking about all afternoon. She lived in San Francisco and loved her job.

      They’d fallen into a comfortable silence after the last orgasm. Levi was running his hand over her hair and she was listening to his heart beat under her ear—and wishing she’d quit thinking things like I could do this every day for the rest of my life.

      This was all make-believe. It had been twenty-four hours. It felt like more. She felt like she’d known him for years. But the truth was, it had been mere hours. Magical, crazy, just-what-she-needed hours, but still only hours.

      Phoebe and Joe would be home tomorrow and all of this would change with that anyway. Then they’d go to the formal the next night. And then it would be over.

      “I’m starving,” Levi suddenly announced.

      Kate’s stomach growled in answer.

      He laughed. “Let’s fix that.”

      He pulled his jeans on and she wrapped up in the blanket and they headed into the kitchen. But they only stood at the center island for about a minute before Kate said, “We’re going to have to go out.”

      “Which means getting dressed.” He didn’t seem happy about that idea at all.

      Neither was she. “I guess we could go into town and get something at the bar or the diner and bring it back here?” she suggested.

      “I have a better idea.” He went back in to the living room.

      She followed, the blanket trailing behind her.

      He typed into his phone. “The bar is the Come Again, right?” he asked.

      “I think so.”

      He typed some more and then lifted the phone to his ear. “Hi, I’d like to order some food for delivery.”

      He paused, listening.

      “Do you think for a thousand-dollar tip you could make an exception?” he asked.

      Kate snorted. Just like a millionaire to think he could pay people to do anything he wanted.

      “Okay, I appreciate that. I’d like a cheeseburger with everything.” He looked at her. “What do you want?”

      “They’ll deliver?” she asked.

      He nodded.

      Of course he’d gotten his way. She laughed and said, “I’ll have the same.”

      They showered, together of course, while they waited for the food and then collapsed on the couch, spent from yet another orgasm.

      She was most definitely going to be spoiled when she went home. Orgasms, cookies, a guy who would do anything for her. California might have perfect temperatures and the best wine, but she was thinking Vegas had some attraction for her—and she didn’t mean the neon lights.

      But that was crazy. There was no way she was moving to Vegas.

      Probably.

      That was farther from the ocean, for one thing. For another…she couldn’t come up with a really good another except that picking up her life for a guy she’d just met was completely nuts. If any one of her friends were considering the same thing, she would quickly and vehemently talk them out of it.

      And besides, Vegas Levi could be a completely different guy from Sapphire Falls Levi. They were both under a little bit of a spell here, no question. The very air in Sapphire Falls seemed to suck a person in and make him or her want to stay, put down roots, have neighborhood potlucks and volunteer for the park-clean-up committee.

      Phoebe hadn’t been kidding when she’d said that people came to Sapphire Falls and fell in love—with the town and with their soul mates. Kate knew Phoebe’s friend Adrianne, of the best cookies ever, had come to town from Chicago. Her husband, Mason, who Kate had met twice with Lauren in DC, was from Sapphire Falls but had left for several years. He’d come home for a simple class reunion and…bam, fallen in love. Joe had come to town from DC. He’d already entertained the idea of staying, but it had been about a different woman than Phoebe. That woman, Nadia, had also come to town and fallen in love—which was why Joe had had to chase her to Sapphire Falls and how he’d fallen for Phoebe. And then there was Lauren. Lauren had been so against the idea of settling down in Sapphire Falls, she’d actually hatched a plan to uncover all the reasons she didn’t want to stay. It had backfired. Big time. She was now married to a local boy, pregnant with her first child and the head of several committees, including the Christmas in the Country tour of homes.

      So really, she and Levi were just the most recent people to fall victim to the charm and fun of Sapphire Falls.

      But it wasn’t real.

      Except it was real for Phoebe and Joe and Lauren and…

      She shook her head. No, she couldn’t think that way. People in Sapphire Falls, who wanted to live here forever, fell in love and stayed. But she and Levi were both visiting, and once they got outside the city limits, especially if they met up somewhere outside of Sapphire Falls, they’d realize this wasn’t some magical soul-mate meeting. It was a Christmas fling.

      Levi got up to answer the door for the guy who’d become a delivery driver for the Come Again. Levi gave him cash to cover the food and the thousand-dollar delivery fee he’d promised.

      She laughed softly. Yeah, living in the country was definitely not real for Levi. He couldn’t live somewhere there wasn’t twenty-four-seven food delivery.

      They ate and continued chatting about everything and nothing. It was comfortable and nice and even the way he ate his French fries turned her on.

      His phone dinged with a text message and he reached for it as he stuffed his last fry into his mouth. He swiped the screen and his face broke into a huge grin. He looked up at her. “I have an early Christmas present for you.”

      She had just bitten in to her pickle spear. She chewed and wiped her hands on a napkin, butterflies fluttering in her stomach. He’d gotten her a gift? She’d considered trying to find something for him but hadn’t decided if it was a good idea and certainly hadn’t come up with any great ideas yet.

      “You didn’t have to do that,” she said. But she was thrilled he had.

      “Oh, I kind of did. It’s a present for me too,” he said.

      Was it a giant peppermint stick?

      Kate couldn’t believe her mind went there first.

      Then she looked at the open candy cane wrapper on the floor between them and she admitted she definitely could believe it.

      “Do I have to wait for Christmas?” she asked. Please say no, please say no. She wasn’t good at waiting. At all.

      “I can’t keep it to myself until then,” Levi said. “Plus, Mason and Lauren will want to talk to you as soon as possible.”

      She felt her smile fade. She was really confused. “Mason and Lauren?” she asked.

      He nodded, grinning widely. “They’re going to give you a job.”

      His words repeated over and over in her head a few times, but she couldn’t figure out what they really meant. “What?”

      “Mason and Lauren own IAS, the company that Joe works for.”

      “Yes, I’m aware of that. I’ve talked with them both professionally in DC.”

      “So you know what they do.”

      “They work in the field of agriculture.”

      “Yes, but their scope is wider than that and growing all the time. Their work in soil and water conservation has been immense in the past year. They’re also putting a lot of resources behind alternative energy.”

      Her mind was spinning. “How do you know all of that?”

      “I listen to my brother when he talks,” Levi said with a shrug. “And I gave them a huge grant about six months ago for a wind-energy project.”

      And she was reminded that Levi might come across as a devil-may-care playboy, but he was bright, and while he might spend copious amounts of money on frivolous things, he also had a heart.

      She blew out a long breath, choosing her next words carefully. “I’m not sure what that has to do with me.”

      “I texted Mason, asking if there were any opportunities in the company. He said probably not for me.” Levi grinned. “But when I clarified that it was for you, he said hell yes. That’s a direct quote.” He turned the phone so she could see it.

      Sure enough, the display read “Hell yes”.

      “How do you know how to get a hold of Mason Riley?” she asked. It wasn’t the most pressing question on her mind, but it was one she’d like answered.

      “I asked Joe.”

      Well, that was simple. “When did this all happen?”

      “When you were shaving your legs.” He grinned again. “I didn’t notice any spots that weren’t completely smooth and sweet by the way.”

      Yeah, well, she hadn’t wanted that to change, and he was already very familiar with every inch, so she’d insisted he give her ten minutes alone in the bathroom to run a razor over her legs again. Just to be sure everything was as smooth as possible for as long as possible.

      He’d definitely checked her shave job afterward.

      Kate rubbed a hand on her forehead, processing what he’d told her. He’d texted Mason Riley to get her a job—and he had. IAS wanted to hire her.

      “You don’t want to work for IAS?” Levi asked, his grin finally fading a bit as he realized she wasn’t quite as enthusiastic as he was about the text message.

      “Mason offered me a job a year ago. Lauren offered me a job eight months ago. I’ve turned them down twice,” she said.

      He frowned. “Why?”

      “They’re based in a small town in Nebraska,” she said with a shrug. “There are no oceans here. I have a job I love. I’m from California.”

      “But now you’ve been here and you see how great it is,” he said.

      She laughed. “It has been great. For the past—” she looked at the clock on the wall, “—thirty-two and a half hours. And there have been extenuating circumstances.”

      He gave her a half grin again. “Those circumstances aren’t going anywhere.”

      She looked at him carefully. “What do you mean? You live in Vegas.”

      He shook his head. “I’m staying.”

      Her eyebrows shot up. “In Sapphire Falls?”

      “Yes.”

      “Since when?”

      “Since I put my car in the ditch and decided that the way I was living was going to kill me.”

      She blinked a few times. “You mean, you came here knowing that you planned to stay? This isn’t new?”

      “It’s newly appealing,” he said. “But I told Joe I’d spend a year here and clean up my act. Now that I’ve been here, seen the town, met some of the people, I could see myself staying for good.”

      She snorted and then laughed out loud. “In the town that shuts down by ten p.m., that has no food delivery, that has one neon sign and that’s the open sign at the bar? The town that you’ve been in for less than forty-eight hours? The place that’s biggest excitement is the chili cook-off during the fall festival?”

      “There’s a chili cook-off?” Levi asked.

      “There has to be, don’t you think?” she returned. Of course, she didn’t know it for sure, but there was no way there wasn’t a chili cook-off in this town.

      Levi sighed. “I like it here. I feel…peaceful. Like good things could happen. Like I could contribute to something here.”

      “What are you going to do?” she asked. She wasn’t trying to be mean, but really? “You own casinos, Levi.”

      “Well, I could…” He trailed off.

      “And I may not want to live here forever, but if you put up a casino in this sweet little town, I will come back and kick your ass,” she said.

      He looked at her, his jaw tight, a determined look in his eyes. “You don’t think you’d ever come back for any other reason?”

      Her heart hurt at that question. She’d love to come back. She’d love to see every season here. She’d love to see him in every season.

      “To visit,” she said softly. “Maybe.”

      He seemed to be thinking about that. He didn’t look happy. But the next thing she knew, he’d risen from the floor and reached for her hand.

      She put her hand in his and let him pull her to her feet. He swung her up into his arms and started for the stairs.

      “What are you doing?” she asked. But she knew. And she loved it. Even as she knew she should fight it. More time in his arms, more pleasure at his hands, more of his body would be hard enough to walk away from. But he’d shown her today that sex meant laughing and talking, sharing and exploring the other person physically and emotionally.

      She’d never had sex that was as good as sex with Levi Spencer. But she’d also never had someone want to know her, every part of her, like he did.

      “I’m making the most of the time we have,” he said.

      She also knew that he was also going to use all of the intimacy and the pleasure and the trust and the vulnerability between them to try to convince her to stay.

      It wasn’t going to work. Probably. But it was going to make leaving Sapphire Falls the hardest thing she’d ever done in her life.
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      Levi awoke alone.

      And he wasn’t a bit surprised.

      He’d expected it. Which was why he’d kept himself, and Kate, up until almost two a.m. making love, talking, laughing and making love again.

      He sighed and turned onto his back.

      She’d left.

      She wasn’t scheduled to leave until the twenty-sixth. She was supposed to be here for the Christmas formal. She was supposed to be here for Christmas. It was only the twenty-second.

      That meant she was going to spend Christmas alone in California.

      And that pissed him off.

      He was in love with her. He knew it was impossible, that it didn’t make sense, that he might be crazy. But he loved her. He wanted her, in every way, all the time, and the idea that she’d left, chosen to be alone on Christmas after everything they’d done and said, made him mad.

      And convinced him that she was falling for him too.

      She’d run because she was scared.

      He got it.

      Pushing himself up, he ran a tired hand over his face. He was going to need to call to see what time her flight was and then get a hold of his pilot. But first, he had to go undecorate the house so that his niece would be able to help her mom and dad deck their own halls.

      He came to the bottom of the stairs and stared.

      The tree was already undone. The other decorations had been re-boxed as well.

      The boxes were stacked to the side of the staircase with a note.

      Phoebe and Joe, thanks for letting me stay. We brought the Christmas stuff down from the attic for you but knew you’d want to put everything up as a family. K.

      As a family.

      Those three words slammed into Levi’s gut. He’d agreed that they should take everything down, but he’d had images of helping put it back up. As a family.

      Somehow, he suddenly felt like a fifth wheel in his own brother’s house.

      The living room, the remnants of their dinner and their candy canes had been cleaned up too. The blanket was refolded and the clothes that had been strewn around during Elf were folded on the arm of the couch for him.

      Hers, of course, were gone.

      Levi suddenly wanted to throw something. Or yell. Or swear.

      He had never ever had an emotional reaction over a woman he’d slept with. That had been one sign of his cold, black soul. He slept with women who he didn’t care about even twelve hours later.

      But he could happily say that his soul was healing, because he definitely fucking cared this time.

      Having a feeling soul already kind of sucked.

      He turned a full circle. He had to find his phone. He needed to know where she was now and if he could head her off during a layover or if he needed to meet her in California.

      Where the fuck was it?

      He stomped around the living room and then headed for the kitchen.

      On the center island, next to the plate of remaining cookies and fudge, sat his phone, two candy canes, a Christmas ornament…and a note.

      He pulled in a deep breath, his chest hurting. He didn’t want to read the note. But he pathetically wanted to see her handwriting again.

      Opening the folded piece of paper, he swallowed hard.

      Dear Levi, This was the most magical couple of days. I know it’s not real, that we got caught up in everything, but just like a wonderful dream, I’ll always remember this as the best Christmas I’ve ever had. Katie

      The ornament she’d left him was a tiny replica of the Sapphire Falls town square, painted in blues, whites and silvers. Everything from their night there was depicted, including teeny tiny reindeer munching hay in one corner.

      He read her note again. And four more times after that.

      Not real? A wonderful dream? Everything in that square, everything represented in that ornament, was real. Those reindeer had been real. The trees, the hot chocolate, and dammit, the feelings between them, had all been real.

      He took a deep breath. He’d known last night that’s how she felt, and he got it. The whole thing did seem bizarre.

      Maybe he should give her some time. Maybe being away from all of this—him—she’d realize that she missed it. Maybe it would all feel more real when she was back in the real world.

      And maybe she’d forget all about him and Sapphire Falls.

      Fuck.

      The front door opened and Levi heard his brother’s voice, the sound of footsteps and the roller wheels on a suitcase.

      Levi took a deep breath and headed in to the living room.

      “Welcome home.”

      “Levi.”

      Joe grinned at him and Levi realized how nice it was to have someone happy to see him.

      “Levi!” Phoebe came in behind Joe, carrying Kaelyn.

      Levi reached for the baby who readily came into his arms. “Hi, beautiful,” he said, planting a kiss on her chubby cheek.

      He helped them get everything into the house and then, at Phoebe’s insistence, he settled at the kitchen table while she got Kaelyn something to eat.

      Phoebe put Kaelyn in her highchair, swept over to the fridge and retrieved a plastic container of something that she heated in the microwave, stirred, tested and heated for another ten seconds. The entire time she talked, she told him about how beautiful DC had been all decorated for Christmas, how Kaelyn had slept through the night at her mom’s house and how she hoped that carried over to home now, and how she had to still make two salads for the Christmas formal.

      “Salads for the formal?” Levi finally interrupted.

      “It’s potluck.”

      He looked at her. “What does that mean?”

      “We’re all bringing food in and everyone will share.”

      “I know what a potluck is,” Levi told her, though he’d never been to one. “Why are you doing a potluck at a formal ball? Isn’t that kind of a church-supper thing or a barbecue thing?”

      Phoebe laughed. “This is Sapphire Falls. We don’t exactly have a catering company that can serve us a formal sit-down dinner. Plus, people here don’t mind. It’s the first formal. People are just excited to see Lauren’s fancy decorations and have the chance to get dressed up and stuff.”

      Levi thought about that. A fancy sit-down dinner for the people of Sapphire Falls? How hard could that be?

      He pulled his phone out and texted his assistant, Cora. She’d investigate the closest companies, the cost of a dinner like that and how much extra it would be to get them to Sapphire Falls with only a day’s notice.

      “Don’t make any salads,” Levi told her after Kaelyn was cleaned up and down for her nap.

      “Why not? You think I should do a hot dish?” she asked. “I thought of that too, but it’s a lot more work.”

      “I’m bringing a catering company in for a fancy sit-down dinner,” Levi said. “How many people?”

      Phoebe stared at him. “What did you say?”

      “I’m catering the dinner. Well, I’m paying someone to do it.”

      “For the whole town?”

      “Please. We could fit this tiny town on the floor of one of our casinos,” Levi teased. “I mean, everyone would have to cuddle, but they would fit. And people here probably don’t mind cuddling.”

      “You can’t…that’s impossible…that will cost a fortune.”

      “Good thing I have a fortune.”

      Joe came into the kitchen and leaned over to kiss Phoebe and then helped himself to coffee.

      “Levi is paying for a fancy sit-down dinner for the Christmas formal,” Phoebe told him.

      Joe leaned back against the counter next to the coffee pot. “That’s awesome.”

      “That’s ridiculous. It’s too much,” Phoebe exclaimed.

      Joe laughed. “Levi doesn’t understand the words too much, babe. Let him do it.”

      He met Levi’s eyes and Levi had a feeling that his brother understood something had happened that made him want to do this for Sapphire Falls.

      “Let him…” Phoebe turned back to Levi. “Really?”

      “Really. It’s all set up. I just need to give Cora a head count.”

      Phoebe sighed. “I’ll call Lauren and get it.”

      Levi felt a surge of satisfaction. Kate had asked him what he was going to do here and he hadn’t known how to answer. She’d meant as a job, he knew, but he wasn’t in need of a job. What he did do for the family business could be handled remotely with occasional trips to Vegas or their other sites. The reason for living in Vegas had been all about the parties.

      But what was he going to do here? Besides relax, recover and become a better man?

      Become an even better man. He could work on community development, marketing for tourism, and he could provide funding for community projects along with continuing to support IAS.

      He was fine. He was going to make a home in Sapphire Falls. He was going to adjust to no food delivery and everything shutting down at ten p.m. on the weekdays. It might take a little time, but he’d do it.

      Kate was just going to have to accept that.

      “I need to go,” he said, pushing back from the table and standing.

      “Where are you off to?”

      “I need to find a gorgeous blonde and convince her I’m not crazy.”

      Joe nodded. “You’re sure that you’re not?”

      “I am.” And he was for maybe the first time ever.

      “I assume you’re talking about Kate?” Phoebe asked. “Not just some random gorgeous blonde.”

      “I’m done with random gorgeous blondes,” Levi said. “And brunettes, redheads and anything else,” he added before they could ask.

      “That was fast,” Joe said mildly.

      “Fast but not crazy,” Levi agreed.

      “Where is she right now?” Phoebe asked.

      “On her way back to San Francisco.” He looked at the clock. “She’ll be getting to Denver in about thirty minutes.”

      “San Francisco?” Phoebe asked, clearly alarmed that she hadn’t known her friend had left town. “I thought she was downtown getting a pedicure or something. Why is she going home?”

      “Because in her life, happiness and fun have always covered other things up. She didn’t want to dig down through the happiness and fun here to find out what it was covering.”

      Joe and Phoebe both looked startled by his insightful answer.

      “And what’s underneath it here?” Phoebe asked.

      “More happiness and fun,” Levi said.

      Phoebe seemed to like that answer.

      Joe, on the other hand, said, “Sapphire Falls isn’t perfect, Levi. It’s not all happiness and fun.”

      “Yeah, well, good thing Kate’s happiness isn’t about Sapphire Falls then.” Levi started for the door.

      “It’s about you?” Joe asked.

      “Damn right.”

      “What about your cold, black soul?”

      Levi shrugged. “I’m thinking it might be kind of an ecru at this point.”

      Joe laughed. “I’ve always thought so. You know, deep down underneath. Way deep down.”

      Levi grinned and pulled his phone from his pocket.

      “Hi, Chris,” he greeted his pilot a moment later. “I’m going to need the helicopter. And a way to keep hot cocoa hot. And the biggest candy cane you can find.”

      Chris didn’t hesitate. Requests like this weren’t that uncommon from Levi. “Where am I picking you up?” he asked.

      “You have coordinates for Joe’s house?”

      “Yep.”

      “He’s got a pasture. That should work right?”

      “Joe’s got a pasture?” Chris asked.

      Levi laughed. “And a barn.”

      “Well, this I’ve got to see.”

      

      Layovers sucked.

      She had nothing against Denver as a city or even the Denver airport, but she really did hate four hours of sitting around. Because that was four hours where she couldn’t throw herself into work or wallow on her couch with Netflix. Which meant it was four hours of thinking…and feeling.

      She was so tired of thinking and feeling. She’d been second-guessing leaving. She’d been missing Levi. She’d been regretting not taking photos of Sapphire Falls.

      She sighed, slumped down in her chair in the gate area, tipped her head back and closed her eyes.

      “I’ve decided that Sapphire Falls is more real than anywhere else on earth, and I thought you should know.”

      Her head came up so fast at the familiar voice that she felt her neck muscles cramp.

      Now she had to be dreaming.

      Levi stood in front of her in the crowded gate area.

      He was carrying a candy cane that was as tall as he was.

      “That is never going to work,” she said, straightening fully.

      He gave her a wicked grin and handed her a hot chocolate. It was in a plain white Styrofoam cup with a plain white plastic lid. No way had he gotten this in the airport. Any store here would have their logo stamped all over it.

      “What’s this?”

      “A reminder of how simply this all started,” he said.

      He’d brought her hot chocolate from Sapphire Falls. Kate swallowed hard and pressed her lips together. When she was pretty sure she wasn’t going to sob, she asked, “What are you doing here?”

      “I’ve been thinking about your note.”

      She winced. She knew it wasn’t cool to only leave a note behind.

      “And,” he went on, “I was watching Joe and Phoebe at home. Feeding their daughter, cleaning up spilled milk, rocking her to sleep, talking about groceries and the formal. And I realized something…Sapphire Falls is as real as it gets. Family, home, love, neighbors, taking care of each other, that’s all real. People wanting to have a formal so badly they’re willing to do it potluck, that’s real. Serving hot chocolate in the town square to raise money for the nursing home residents, that’s real, Katie.” He moved in closer to her.

      Neither of them paid any attention to the people around them.

      It was just the two of them in this moment.

      Kate had to remind herself to breathe.

      “You and I don’t know real life. We haven’t had to struggle financially. Neither of us have parents who would do anything for us. Neither of us have fallen in love. We haven’t had a normal Christmas or, probably, a very normal anything else. But Sapphire Falls can teach us about normal and real.”

      Oh my God. She loved this. She loved everything he was saying. She loved his voice, the earnest look on his face…him.

      She probably loved him.

      She wasn’t quite ready to say that for sure, but…yeah, probably.

      “I don’t know if I can just pick up and—”

      “I know,” he said. “I know you can’t just move to Sapphire Falls now. I totally get that. And I know that you can’t know for sure that you’re in love with me yet either.”

      She wanted to protest. She really did. She wanted to assure him that she did love him, that she wanted everything he was saying, but it was too fast, too crazy, too soon.

      He went to one knee in front of her and her eyes widened.

      He’s going to propose! Oh my God.

      And in that moment, she knew that she would say yes.

      “So take your time,” he said. “Take longer to fall in love with me if you need to. That’s fine. Just don’t stop falling in love with me once Christmas is over.”

      Kate felt the tears fill her eyes. Her hands flew to cover her mouth.

      That was the best thing anyone had ever said to her.

      Finally, she nodded, sniffed and lowered her hands. “Okay. I promise not to stop. Maybe ever.”

      The grin he gave her shot straight through her heart. Like Cupid’s arrow.

      Wrong holiday, but she liked the idea.

      She leaned forward and threw her arms around his neck. “I can’t believe you came after me.”

      He chuckled. “No one can.” He gathered her close and stood up. They were pressed together, nose to toes, and he kissed her. It was everything it always had been—hot, sweet, sexy, bold—but there was something else there, something that she finally let herself believe…magic. There was still magic in his kiss and there was no Sapphire Falls air around them, no mistletoe, no cranberry Booze buzzing through her bloodstream.

      It was real.

      “So let’s go to San Francisco,” he said, when he finally released her lips.

      “You’re coming with me?” she asked, pulling back slightly and dashing the tears from her cheeks.

      “Of course. There’s no way you’re spending Christmas without me.”

      “You’ll be there for Christmas?” she asked.

      “Every Christmas for the rest of your life if you’ll let me,” he told her solemnly.

      Her heart turned over in her chest. That sounded damn good.

      “But I can’t move to California right now,” he said. “I’m spending a year in Sapphire Falls. I told myself and Joe that I would, and it’s time for me to start following through on my good intentions.”

      “So we’ll try a long-distance relationship for a while,” she said, trying to sound confident about it. Those were hard. But if the alternative was not being with Levi, she’d handle the distance thing.

      “Well, yeah,” he said with a shrug. “I have a private plane and a helicopter. I can be in San Francisco within a few hours. It won’t be a normal long-distance relationship.”

      She laughed and hugged him again. “We’ll work up to the normal-life stuff.”

      He squeezed her, leaned back and pulled something from his coat pocket. “By the way, you left this behind.”

      He handed her the Sapphire Falls ornament.

      Her eyes misted again. “I tried,” she said, taking it from him. “But it really is impossible once you’ve been there.” She knew that he knew she was talking about more than the ornament.

      He kissed her again, and when they finally pulled apart, Kate knew exactly what she wanted for Christmas.

      “Levi, would you be my date for the Christmas formal in Sapphire Falls?”

      It took him only a second to give her a big grin and a, “Hell yeah. And wait until you see what I did for the formal,” he said, shouldering her carryon bag and taking her hand.

      She laughed. “I’m sure whatever it is, it’s perfect and thoughtful and a little out of the ordinary.”

      Levi didn’t protest any of those things.

      “And—” he gave her another grin, “Joe taught me how to build a fire in the fireplace while I was waiting for the helicopter.”

      “But Phoebe and Joe are home now. We can’t use their fireplace,” Kate said. But wow, did she want to. Her body hummed with the memories of the night before.

      “No. But the house I bought has a fireplace too.”

      “The house you…” She trailed off and shook her head. “We’re definitely going to need to work up to the normal-life stuff.”

      The helicopter was waiting for them, prepared to take them on to San Francisco based on Levi’s initial plan, but the pilot was happy to take them back to Sapphire Falls instead.

      A couple of hours later, they finally flew over the tiny Nebraska town and took in the sight of the town square from the air. It looked so much like the ornament Kate had in her pocket that she sucked in a quick breath.

      Levi leaned over and said softly, “You know what that is don’t you?” he asked softly. “That’s the view of our Christmas future. And not a ghost in sight.”

      She laughed, but gazing at the brightly lit gazebo, trees and even the hot chocolate stand, she knew it was more than that. She took Levi’s hand and squeezed it. “Actually, I think that’s simply the view of our future. For all seasons.”
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        “Better to keep your mouth shut and seem a fool than to open it and remove all doubt.”

        –Southern Expression

      

      

      Grit your teeth and grin at all the fake f’ing concern about to head your way. Ashley made sure to plaster her brightest smile across her face as she followed her sister into Hurricane Harry’s. The best local bar in the area, Harry’s was known for terrific live music and boasted over one-hundred beers on tap. Once upon a time, one of her favorite hangouts. Tonight, however, the location for her sister’s bachelorette party became a source of hours of personal torture. A tax audit for the mob would be more fun.

      No. Wait. The Christmas Date Auction her mother had signed her up for tomorrow might qualify as worse, if that were possible. She had come home for the holidays and her sister’s wedding. Shouldn’t that be enough? Why add cruel and unusual to the mix?

      At least I look damn good tonight. As the maid of honor, she’d planned the party tonight. She had sexy black tank tops made up with sparkly red text that read “Save a Horse, Ride a Cowboy” with “Taylor’s Last Ride” and the date underneath. Taylor wore a white top, of course, and sported a short white veil over her dark hair. Each lady paired her matching top with various sexy bottoms, mostly tight jeans. And all wore red heels to complete the ensemble.

      Ashley opted for a black velvet miniskirt which barely covered her ass, but also had shorts built in underneath. Dancing at Harry’s meant two-stepping and a Texas version of jitterbugging, which required the shorts, or she’d be flashing her red lace undies all night. She wanted to prove to people she was fine, not get slobbered on by some drunk cowboy with plans for a romantic one-hour-stand in the back of his pickup.

      She’d curled her long, dark hair, pinning the sides back from her face. Her shoes were pure Dallas, three-inch stilettos and sparkly enough to satisfy any wicked witches out there. Too bad she couldn’t click her heels and make this holiday end.

      Dutifully, she followed Taylor as she wound her way through the crowded room to a booth Ashley had reserved for their party months ago. Even the bar was decorated for Christmas, if in a haphazard fashion. Strands of various mismatched Christmas lights had been draped all over the walls, and a Santa hat had been placed atop the mechanical bull’s head.

      “What can I get you ladies?” A bartender approached the table and yelled over the din and the music. She recognized Bud, a guy who’d been several years ahead of her in school and inherited the bar from his dad a few years back.

      Ashley caught his eye. “Tequila shots to start.” She handed him her credit card. “Keep the tab open.”

      He gave her a salute with the card. “Yes, ma’am.”

      “That’s too much,” Taylor protested.

      Ashley wrapped an arm around her sister and hugged her close. “Not for my twin. You only get to do this once. Don’t worry about the expense. Tonight is on me and the girls.” The other ladies nodded.

      Taylor bit her lip uncertainly, so Ashley leaned closer. “Don’t worry. My new job pays well.”

      Plus, it turned out when you had no life, you spent no money. Go figure.

      Taylor loosened up, finally, giving her a squeeze back. “Thank you.”

      In short order they downed their shots, and men appeared and took each away for a dance. After pretending to enjoy a turn around the floor with one of them, Ashley checked their booth, which stood empty, their shot glasses littering the tabletop. Rather than sit there by herself as cowboy bait, she headed to the bar. “Hey, Bud. Can I have a beer?”

      “Which one?”

      “I like a good IPA. You pick.”

      “You got it.”

      “Ashley Hughes?” a female voice squealed from her right.

      Let the bullshit begin. “Mandy Walker!” Ashley could do the bubbly girl thing when required. “It’s been ages. How are you?”

      The blonde valedictorian of their senior class held up her left hand sporting an obnoxiously large diamond. “Married.”

      “Let me guess? Jason Hubbard?” The two had been high school sweethearts, so figuring that one out didn’t exactly require a PhD.

      Mandy laughed. “Who else?”

      “You look fantastic. Marriage must agree with you.”

      “You look great too.” Mandy sobered and Ashley braced herself for what she suspected was coming. “Although I expected this to be your bachelorette party.” A concerned light dulled Mandy’s green eyes and her pouty pink lips turned down. “How are you handling Taylor marrying Eric?”

      Ashley pretended not to notice the downshift in mood. “I’m thrilled for them. They make each other happy.” Both true statements. Problem was no one seemed inclined to believe her about the first bit.

      Mandy, sweet but not the brightest bulb in the box with social cues, didn’t take the hint. “But you must be disappointed. Everyone expected you and Eric to marry. When they announced their engagement last summer, it was such a shock.”

      To everyone except Ashley. Granted, the engagement happened faster than she anticipated, but she’d known. “Oh, things were over between me and Eric before then.”

      Mandy patted her arm. “Of course, honey. Way to stay strong.”

      Ashley idly wondered if a bullhorn might get the message through. But, while the mental image of blowing back Mandy’s over-teased hairdo with the sound filled her with wicked humor, Ashley decided against it. Where would she find a bullhorn in a bar anyway? Besides, a long time ago, she’d come to the conclusion that the louder you defended yourself against small-town gossip, the more people talked.

      Luckily, Bud chose that moment to hand her an ice-cold glass of beer. She tipped it toward the other woman. “See you around, Mandy.”

      She spun around and smacked into a wall of muscle, her beer sloshing all over her hand.

      “Sorry.” Ashley stumbled back, shook off her hand, and checked her outfit hadn’t suffered any damage. Satisfied she’d survived, she directed her gaze up, way up, into amused brown eyes bracketed by laugh lines.

      “Oh, no. Not you,” she groaned. Apparently, Lady Luck, that fickle bitch, had completely abandoned her tonight.

      She could deal with the stares and pretend sympathy from nearly everyone else, but not from Ryan McAdams.

      If anything, his grin grew. “Nice to see you too, Hughes.”

      “It’s Ashley.” Not that he ever listened before. He’d called her by her last name for ten years. Ever since they were fifteen. She waved her free hand as if shooing away an annoying fly. “Why don’t you go away.”

      “How about a dance?”

      “Did someone drop you as a baby?”

      Okay. Low blow. She knew his dad had done that and still felt awful about it.

      To her consternation he ignored her and plucked the beer out of her hand to set it on the bar. “Watch this for her, Bud?”

      “Hey!” Ashley protested.

      The bartender gave him that head nod guys used. “You got it, Ryan.”

      Traitor.

      Ignoring her grumble of protest, Ryan grabbed her hand and led her to the dance floor. A slow two-step started, and he pulled her into his arms.

      Nope. Nope. Nope. I am not slow dancing with Ryan McAdams. She pulled back. “Let’s wait for the next song.”

      He tugged Ashley closer, wrapping one arm around her waist and taking her hand. The beer soaked one, so, great, now he’d think she had sweaty-palm-syndrome. He showed no sign of noticing as he started them moving. “This song is fine.”

      Wrestling away from him now would cause a scene. She didn’t need yet another fun reason to be talked about and stared at tonight, so she went with it. “Why don’t you ask one of the other girls to dance?” She gestured toward the booth where several of the bachelorette party sat. “The blonde is easy. She should be just your type.”

      He perked up and glanced over. “Really?”

      She snorted. “Nope.”

      He grinned as his gaze returned to her. “Damn. And I was about to leave you all alone in the middle of the dance floor and go get her number.”

      I wouldn’t put it past him.

      “You still mad at me, Hughes? I thought we made up at New Year’s last year.”

      Would she get arrested for starting a bar fight?

      “You were nice to me for about a second, McAdams. That doesn’t make up for years of being a jerk.”

      He grimaced. “Jerk is a bit strong—”

      “Oh?” she interrupted. “You were my best friend, Ryan. But the second I got a boyfriend, you wanted nothing to do with me. When you did bother to talk to me—”

      She paused and shook her head. No way would she admit how hurt she’d been at his behavior.

      “Do you remember our junior year in high school when you called me Eric’s groupie?”

      “I’d forgotten—”

      “Then later that year I believe you told me my rose colored glasses were causing permanent blindness. Then, at the start of senior year when I quit Math Club, you asked if I’d lost all my brain cells. That a smart woman wouldn’t make every decision based on what her boyfriend did. Implying, of course, I was a stupid lemming.”

      Ryan’s wince didn’t stop her, as the memories of every insult, every criticism through the years, came spilling out. A surprisingly cathartic experience.

      “I think my favorite was at the end of senior year when you asked what school I was attending.”

      “You don’t have to—”

      “When I told you I wasn’t going to A&M, I believe you said I was a hopeless case, hell bent on ruining my life for a guy.”

      Under her hand, his shoulders rose and fell in a silent sigh. He placed his lips close to her ear. “When you put it like that, all together, I sound like a total dick. I’m sorry, Hughes.”

      Ashley shivered as his warm breath caressed her ear and tried not to soften under what had been a contrite apology. Ryan must’ve had too much to drink or something. He’d never once apologized.

      Too f’ing little, and ten years too late.

      When she didn’t reply, his chuckle rumbled against her chest. “Bah humbug. Is that it?”

      When she didn’t respond, his jaw hardened. “If I knew why the person had said all those things, I might forgive him.”

      She barked a hard laugh. “What reasons could you possibly have had?”

      Sadness she didn’t trust shadowed his eyes. “That’s a discussion for another time and not in a loud bar.”

      

      Ryan adjusted his grip, and Ashley found herself held even closer against his body. Why’d he have to smell so damn good anyway? Nothing special, soap and aftershave, but delicious on him. Despite herself, Ashley’s heartbeat picked up speed.

      She never denied Ryan easily qualified as one of the best- looking men in Lee county. How could he not, with his perpetually disheveled dark hair, teasing brown eyes, and cowboy strong body? Up until last Christmas, though, she never had eyes for anyone but Eric.

      Ryan looked particularly hot tonight in tight jeans, a black button down rolled up at the sleeves—so maybe she had had a tiny bit of a thing for his forearms in school. Why? No clue. Something about his lean strength, which had only matured with age, like a fine wine. The man defined the word capable, with his picture in the dictionary next to the term and everything. Awareness fizzed through her as those strong arms gathered her even closer now.

      Quit!

      Her body ignored her command.

      “So Taylor and Eric, huh?”

      Rather than anger, defeat dragged at her shoulders. “Don’t you start with me, too. I don’t need any more of your opinions.”

      He raised his eyebrows. “What did I say?”

      Ryan did the wounded bit, using those puppy-dog eyes so well she almost believed him. Ashley sighed. Might as well get this over with. “Yes, I’m happy for them. No, I don’t miss Eric. Yes, they’re a great couple. Yes, I’m thrilled to be the maid of honor at their wedding. No, he and I never discussed marriage. Yes, I moved on. No, it wasn’t a surprise to me. Any other questions?”

      He studied her quietly until she wanted to glance away or shift uncomfortably. Not that she’d give him the satisfaction.

      “I’m glad to hear it,” he finally murmured, as his gaze slipped from her eyes to her lips.

      She blinked at the unexpected heat that lit inside her. So she and Ryan had shared a kiss. Once. She’d been distraught and not in her right mind at the time. At least, that was the excuse she gave herself. Which begged the question, what was wrong with her tonight, lusting after Ryan?

      “Where is Eric tonight, anyway?” he asked, interrupting her thoughts.

      “His bachelor party went to Austin. His favorite band is playing downtown.”

      “Nice. I hear you’re a high powered accountant in Dallas now.”

      Ashley took a second to catch up with the change in topic. While she’d been struggling with that odd wave of lust, apparently he’d been thinking of something polite to say. “Yes.”

      “You always were good at math.”

      He used to tease her about it when they were kids. She wasn’t in the mood for teasing tonight. “Numbers make sense to me.” More than people did most of the time.

      He nodded, as if he got it. “How long are you in town?”

      “Three weeks. I go home after the New Year.” And too bad life didn’t come with a fast-forward button, because she’d totally be using it.

      “Do you think you might be able to squeeze in time to take a look at my finances?”

      Again, she needed to catch up. Was that why he wanted to dance with her? Did he think one slow dance was all it took to get professional help? “Don’t you have an accountant?”

      “Yeah.” He shrugged broad shoulders and her hand by his neck brushed against his hair, soft and silky against her fingertips.

      A sudden urge to run her fingers through it seized her, making her scowl at her own wayward body. Her question came out a tad harsher than intended. “Then what do you need me for?”

      He glanced around, as if checking for eavesdroppers, then leaned in to whisper in her ear. “I’m afraid I’ve stumbled on a case of fraud with my current bookkeeper. I’d like a second opinion.”

      His warm breath tickled her neck now, and a quiver of reaction shimmied down her spine as he drew back.

      This is Ryan McAdams. Reminding her body of that fact had zero effect though.

      “I’ll pay you for your time, of course,” Ryan interrupted her mental battle.

      Ashley bit the inside of her lip. Fraud could be tricky to prove. In these parts, where everyone knew everyone else, getting an outside opinion would mean going to a costly accountant far away. Besides, she didn’t like the thought of anyone being taken advantage of. Especially Ryan’s family. The McAdams had been like a second family to her once upon a time. Even if their son was an ass, she still loved his parents and brothers.

      However, helping Ryan also meant spending time more time with him. Dang.

      “You’re lucky I have a good heart, Ryan McAdams.”

      He chuckled, and the warm sound tripped her heart into overdrive again. Maybe she needed to get laid. She and Eric ended their relationship around this time last year, and she hadn’t dated anyone seriously since. Casual hookups weren’t her thing. That had to be it. Because her reactions couldn’t have anything to do with Ryan himself. He didn’t even like her as a person. An opinion he had made abundantly clear when he so easily walked away from their friendship in high school.

      At the same time, dealing with Ryan was better than dealing with wedding stuff, and Sunday loomed unscheduled for her.

      “Does Sunday work for you?”

      “I can make it work. Noon?”

      The song ended, changing to a faster two-step, and she extricated herself from his arms. He let go but escorted her back to the booth.

      “Who’s your friend?” Lacy, one of Taylor’s college roommates, eyed Ryan like a piece of chocolate in a candy story.

      Teeth gritted, Ashley introduced him to Lacy and Molly, Taylor’s other roommate. All the other bridesmaids were from around here, so they already knew him. And wouldn’t mind some alone time with him either if the drooling and attention- seeking comments were anything to go by.

      Not surprisingly, he asked Lacy—coincidentally the blonde Ashley told him was easy—to dance. Although the grin he shot Ashley as they left said he followed her train of thought all the way to the station.

      I’m happy to see the back of him.

      Because the pang in her gut definitely was not jealously. Forcing her gaze away, she smiled at the ladies still at the table. “Another round of shots, girls?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          2

        

      

    
    
      
        “Santa Claus has the right idea - visit people only once a year.” --Victor Borge

      

      

      After dancing with the blonde, Ryan stayed on the other side of the bar from Ashley and the bachelorette party now in full swing. He needed the distance, or he’d be tempted to do something stupid. Always had been when it came to Ashley Hughes.

      Though while she and Eric were together, keeping away had been…not easier exactly. The second she’d started dating Eric, that’s all she was interested in. The easy friendship Ryan and Ashley had shared since pre-school got pushed to the side with an ease that, at fifteen, he’d taken badly. Angry, he’d cut her out of his life.

      Then she stayed with Eric. For years. Ryan had watched from the sidelines, frustrated in a futile way, as she’d changed her life, her choices, her dreams. All for a guy.

      Even now he wanted to shake his head at her. Eric Landon. Nice enough, but not whom Ashley needed. She needed someone to stand beside her, behind her, and even up to her now and then. Ryan considered Eric a quality guy, but the way Ashley changed when they became an item told him Eric wasn’t the guy she should be with.

      He’d tried to point that out to her, granted with a lack of finesse only a teenage boy could show, and only succeeded in pissing her off and pushing her farther away.

      Ashley insisted she’d didn’t miss Eric, but a brittleness shadowed her smile tonight in a way Ryan didn’t like. As well as a decent amount of alcohol consumed. Not that she had more than the other ladies, but she’d always been a featherweight.

      Irritation prickled under his skin. Why’d he care anyway? Deliberately, Ryan turned his back on her and concentrated on his game of pool with his brother. Ashley Hughes was none of his damn business. Hadn’t been in ten years.

      “Ashley Hughes is looking hot tonight.”

      Hell. Can’t escape her even when I try.

      Ryan gritted his teeth at Mason Bastion’s drunken slur. He’d heard similar remarks all night. The Hughes twins were identically lovely, with their long dark hair, eyes an unusual shade of grey, and the most kissable lips. Not to mention fantastic bodies with curves in all the right places. They’d always been a source of male interest in their small community. But with Ashley permanently spoken for, Taylor ended up as the twin the guys focused on. The tables had turned, though.

      “I think I’ll go ask her to dance,” Mason announced before heading that direction.

      “Your shot, man.” A frustrated voice interrupted Ryan’s eavesdropping. He glanced at his brother, whose booted toe tapped the weathered wood floor. At a guess, Blake had been calling his name for a while.

      “Sorry,” Ryan muttered, and forced himself to focus, yet again, on the game.

      After missing his shot, he moved to the tall round table in the corner. A long swig of cold beer settled him while Blake took his turn. However, from this vantage point, watching Blake meant he could see the dance floor where Mason and Ashley were now. Twice Ashley had to reach back and adjust Mason’s hand from her ass to her back.

      Ryan missed his next shot, too.

      “Your head is not in this game,” Blake complained.

      “Sorry.” Ryan ran a hand around the back of his neck. “Rough week, I guess.”

      At least his excuse rang true. His suspicions about the accountant keeping the books for their family ranch were a major source of concern he had yet to share with his family. He wanted to be sure before accusing anyone. Hopefully, Ashley would be able to put his fears to rest in that quarter.

      Dance over, he tracked Ashley’s progress as she threaded her way back to the table with Mason dogging her steps. She managed to squish herself to the middle of the booth, with girls on either side as buffer, but the man didn’t take the hint. From across the room, it looked as though she pawned him off on one of Taylor’s college friends, and Ryan had to contain a chuckle.

      As soon as Mason cleared out, Ashley made a beeline for the exit, lips pressed in a thin line. Did the woman have no sense? She’d freeze out there in her undeniably sexy, but certainly not weather appropriate, outfit.

      Not your friend any more to protect or help.

      Though her small wobble at the door had him concerned, he let her go. His was the last face she’d want to see right now anyway. A few minutes later, the song ended, and Mason headed outside himself, abandoning his dance partner on the floor.

      Ryan shoved his pool cue at Blake, whose jaw dropped in surprise. “Sorry, but I have to go deal with something.”

      “Hey!” Blake called after him, but he ignored his brother’s protest.

      December in this part of Texas typically leaned to chilly and drizzly, but tonight was an exception. Clear skies twinkled with millions of stars. The bar was situated at the far end of town, but the glow of white Christmas lights adorning the distant downtown buildings shed light over the parking lot. First glance showed him no one else out there, so he paused and took a closer look.

      “No, thanks, Mason. I’m going inside now, anyway.” An undercurrent of trepidation in Ashley’s voice hurried Ryan’s steps as he aimed his boots toward the sound.

      “Come on. Taylor won’t notice you’re gone.”

      “I’m her maid of honor. I can’t just leave her.”

      Ryan turned the corner around a large truck jacked up on oversized tires to find Ashley trying to pull out of Mason’s grasp.

      Fury burned through Ryan in a wave. He wanted to shred the man. “Excuse me, but I don’t think she appreciates your hands on her.”

      “This ain’t none of your business, McAdams,” Mason growled.

      “Seeing as that’s my girl you’re pawing, I’d damn well say it’s my business.” Ryan had no f’ing clue what prompted the claim. Except experience taught him Mason was the type of man who doesn’t take no for an answer unless the woman was taken.

      Mason paused and glanced unsteadily between Ryan and Ashley. “Since when?”

      Ashley scooted away from him and latched herself onto Ryan’s side. “None of your business.”

      Mason’s face flushed red with anger. “Why didn’t you say something earlier?”

      She hitched her chin up. “I was trying to be polite.”

      He swayed on his feet, as he transferred his glare to Ryan. “Better watch what she wears. If a woman dresses like a whore—”

      As quick as a striking snake, Ryan released Ashley and landed a hard punch squarely on Mason’s jaw. The man dropped to the ground like a sack of potatoes. Rubbing his knuckles, which hurt like a son of a bitch, Ryan turned to find Ashley, hands over her mouth, staring with wide eyes at Mason’s unconscious form.

      She raised her gaze to his. “You hit him,” she said through her hands.

      “I did.”

      A giggle escaped, and her eyes widened as though surprised at finding humor in the situation. She dropped her hands to her sides. “Why?”

      “He called you something not very nice and not true.”

      Her lips twitched and another giggle escaped. Titling her head slightly, she stepped closer and took his hand in hers, running her fingers over the throbbing knuckles. “Does it hurt?”

      A steel band squeezed his chest, and awareness punched through him at the warmth of her soft touch in the brisk night air. “Yeah.”

      Shock followed awareness, ricocheting through him, as she laid her lips over those same knuckles before she lifted her head and grinned at him. “My knight in shining armor. Who knew it would turn out to be you?”

      He did his best to slam a lid on the desire her innocent touch evoked. “I think you’re drunk, Hughes.”

      She pouted, and his gaze dropped to those lush lips.

      “Why won’t you call me Ashley?”

      Self-preservation. “Let’s get you inside.”

      “But I haven’t thanked you properly.” Before he could stop her or step back, Ashley wound her arms around his neck, gave a tug, and laid those sweet lips of hers against his.

      I’ll be damned.

      The second her lush body pressed against his, every honorable intention disappeared along with any vestige of his will. The desire she stirred in him swept through in a tornado of sensation and need. They had kissed only once before. A year ago. And the experience had left him craving more.

      With a low groan, Ryan pulled her closer and took over the kiss, deepening it, asking for more. Asking for everything.

      Her tiny whimper of need whispered across his lips as she opened her mouth for his questing tongue. She tasted of beer and berries, an intoxicating combination. The heat between them burned, igniting like a spark to dry tinder. Ryan smoothed his hands down her back. Cupping her ass, he lifted her, and Ashley wrapped her legs around his waist, rubbing against his erection. He hardened almost painfully at her actions.

      “Ryan,” she panted between kisses, her desire-laden voice stoking the flames higher.

      “Yeah?”

      “Take me home?”

      The breath locked in his throat as yearning battled with that darn honor ingrained deeply in him. She was drunk, and he had yet to see if she was over her nine-year relationship with Eric or not. Reluctantly, he lowered her feet back to the ground. “I don’t think that’s a good idea, honey.”

      Anger replaced the dazed desire in her eyes. “Right. Why would you want to be with someone who followed a guy around like a puppy dog for years? Guess that makes me too stupid to be good enough for you?”

      What the hell was she talking about?

      Bitterness twisted her mouth. “Never was. Never will be.”

      She spun away, then pitched forward and vomited.

      “Terrific,” he muttered. Careful to keep his best boots out of the line of fire, he held back her hair while she emptied her stomach of all contents. Eventually, she stood but swayed precariously, her eyes half-closed.

      “Oh, no, you don’t.” He grabbed her before she could tumble to the ground. Scooping her up into his arms, he strode across the parking lot to his truck. With a bit of maneuvering, he managed to deposit her inside. Lucky thing she was tiny. Otherwise, he would’ve had trouble lifting her up. He even got her seat belt latched.

      “Stay here, honey. I’m going to tell Taylor I’m taking you home.”

      “M’kay,” she mumbled.

      Back inside, he found Taylor chatting with Mandy.

      “I have Ashley all but passed out in my truck. Where are you guys staying tonight?”

      Her eyes widened. “You didn’t—”

      He shook his head. “No. Just helping out.”

      Her brows drew down over eyes a tad darker than her sister’s. “We decided to stay in town tonight.”

      No surprise there. The town lay a decent drive from the Hughes ranch. One that could be done after a night out, but given the alcohol involved, he wasn’t surprised they opted not to head back that night.

      “I’ll come get her,” Taylor said.

      “That’s okay. I was leaving anyway.”

      She eyed him, clearly undecided. “I don’t think—”

      “I’ll take care of her, Taylor. You enjoy your bachelorette party.”

      Finally, she gave in and handed over Ashley’s purse with an amused chuckle. “She never could handle alcohol. We’re staying at the Blue Moon motel in town. Her room key’s in her purse. I’ll close out her tab for her.”

      “Thanks.”

      He stopped by the bar and let Bud know about Mason, still unconscious in the parking lot, before heading back to his truck, where he found Ashley passed out cold. He allowed his gaze to roam over her. Undeniably gorgeous—long dark hair curling over a pert breast, dark eyelashes fanning out over creamy skin, a few adorable freckles across the bridge of her nose—even in all her drunken splendor. He shook his head at himself.

      “Knight in shining armor to the rescue,” he muttered under his breath as he fired the engine and put the truck in gear.
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        “Well, butter my butt, and call me a biscuit.” --Southern Expression

      

      

      Ashley peeled sleep-crusted eyes open to discover she’d somehow managed to make it back to her motel room. Her open suitcase sat on the bench thingy, her outfit for today on top, reminding her that she couldn’t hide out here all morning. Maybe she’d gotten lucky and been bitten by a vampire, because then she’d have to stay out of the light. Bonus—she’d have a medical excuse to miss today’s planned festivities.

      With a groan, she closed her eyes again as pain sliced through her head. She never drank much. After a bad incident in high school, she’d avoided getting that sloshed, having concluded the aftermath not remotely worth it. Until last night. She had wanted to loosen up a bit, but—between Taylor’s watchful gaze, bumping into Ryan, and the barrage of comments about Eric marrying her twin sister—she must’ve lost track.

      Idiotic thing to do.

      “Good morning, sunshine.”

      She gasped and twisted to see the source of the deep voice only to flop back on her pillow with a groan and fling her arm over her eyes, heart pounding from the scare and stomach rolling.

      “Ryan?” She croaked. “You scared the hell out of me. What are you doing in my bed?”

      She cracked an eye, peeking out from under her elbow, and caught his smirk.

      “You don’t remember?” he asked.

      “My head hurts too much to remember.”

      “You confessed your undying love for me and—”

      “I what?” She jerked her arm down to stare at him, eyes wide open now.

      He chuckled. “I brought you here, and you asked me to stay. You were in pretty rough shape, so I stayed.”

      Suspicious, she lifted the covers and took a peek. She still wore her red lacy bra and panties, but nothing else. She eyed him suspiciously. “Did you undress me?”

      “There was vomit down your shirt and skirt. I didn’t think you’d want to sleep in it.” He held up both hands, stopping her mid-question. “But I kept my eyes closed and didn’t do anything inappropriate.” Laughter lurked in his voice.

      She blew out a relieved breath, ignoring a tiny twinge of disappointment because ridiculous didn’t begin to cover a wish to be inappropriately undressed by Ryan.

      A glance confirmed he still wore jeans and a now rumpled button down, his usually mussed hair even more messy in an adorable way. Sleep lowered his voice to a sexy timbre. Meanwhile, she didn’t need a mirror to know what she looked like—dark mascara smudges to highlight the bags under her eyes, sweat-bedraggled hair, and smelling like yesterday’s garbage. This was Ryan, though, so why the hell was her give-a-shit-o-meter even spiking?

      “Very funny,” she snapped. “Feel free to go home now.”

      He tucked his hands behind his head, stretching out, annoyingly at ease. “That’s not what you said last night. In fact, there might have been begging involved.”

      Since Ashley couldn’t remember a blasted thing, she had no way to refute his claim.

      “And when you kissed me in the parking lot.” He gave a low whistle. “Holy moly, woman. Where’d you learn to kiss like that?” A lazy grin spread over his way-too-handsome face.

      “Yeah, right. I didn’t kiss—” She trailed off as memory flashed—patchy and bleary—but definitely involving tongue. “Oh.” Shock arrowed through her at the memory of how her body had leapt to life under his touch and craved his closeness, his scent, his taste. Ashley squeezed her eyes shut. Even now heat pooled low at the thought.

      Gah! What’s going on with me?

      More memories surfaced as to why she went to the parking lot to begin with. That asshat, Mason. She’d gone out there to hide for a bit, and he’d followed her. Ryan stood up for her, even punched the guy in the face. Then, after she oh-so-daintily vomited in the parking lot, he’d even brought her to her motel.

      “Oh my gosh, did you actually help me brush my teeth and take my hair down last night?”

      He shrugged.

      She cleared her throat. “Thank you for taking care of me.”

      A chuckle pulled her eyes open and her gaze to his. “You sound like a little girl schooled by her mother to politely thank her host.”

      Her thanks had been on the stilted side. She blamed the memory of that damn kiss and the fact that, lying here with Ryan now, she wouldn’t mind trying it again.

      Seriously. What is wrong with me? Must be the hangover.

      Still. He had been good to her, not taking advantage of the situation or leaving her to fend for herself. For once.

      She stiffly rolled to her side, waited for the room to stop spinning, and laid a hand on his arm, warm and steady under her palm. “Sorry. I really do appreciate all your help last night.”

      He gazed into her eyes for a long, achingly intense moment, and she held her breath.

      “Wow, Hughes. When you decide to play nice, you go all out.”

      There was the Ryan McAdams she knew so well. Why had she even bothered wasting a sincere thanks on the guy? How had she ever called him a friend? Of course, they hadn’t been friends now for as long as they were friends to begin with. Maybe the time had come to get over it.

      “Why don’t you ever call my Ashley anymore?”

      He raised his eyebrows as if she’d asked a crazy question.

      “You only call me Hughes. Ever since high school.”

      He gave a funny half-shrug and levered himself off the bed. “Yeah. I thought you liked it.”

      She rolled her eyes as she pushed up to sitting, keeping the sheet pulled up for modesty. No he didn’t. He just liked messing with her.

      “I need to get home.” He snapped up his keys and wallet off the bedside table. “You going to be okay without me?”

      She repositioned a pillow behind her back and tried to ignore the slamming going on behind her eyes. “I think I can handle it.”

      His lips quirked. “That’s my girl.”

      “I’m not your—” A knock at the door interrupted her rejection.

      Before she could stop him, Ryan strolled to the door and opened it. “Hey, Taylor.”

      Ashley groaned. Would pulling the covers over her head and pretending no one was there be childish? It had always worked for the monsters in her closet as a kid.

      “Uh…hey, Ryan.” Her sister, freshly showered and dressed—making Ashley, who felt grimy and sweaty and stinky, feel even worse by comparison—poked her head inside the room, eyes wide. “Ash? We’re going to breakfast at the Greasy Spoon.” She glanced at Ryan who leaned against the door, perfectly at ease.

      Ashley’s stomach heaved. “I can’t eat right now. I’ll shower and check out. Call me when you’re done.”

      “Okay. Don’t forget we’re going to the Christmas Festival.”

      Forget? I wish I had that excuse. How could she forget what her mother had signed her up for? If the military needed ideas for new forms of torture, they should talk to Linda Hughes. Plus, Eric would be there. While Ashley’s happiness for her sister came from a genuine place, she had yet to see Eric. She hadn’t seen him since January when she broke things off and moved to Dallas. What if she’d been fooling herself that she was over him all this time?

      A quick peek revealed Ryan watching her curiously. This holiday just kept getting better and better.

      Ashley held her expression carefully neutral, refusing to glance Ryan’s way again. “I remember.”

      “Can I bring you back something to eat?” Taylor offered.

      “No—”

      “Hash browns,” Ryan overruled her.

      “Um…” Taylor glanced between them.

      Ashely frowned. “What?”

      “Hash browns are a guaranteed hangover antidote. The greasier the better.”

      “Why? Because they’ll make me throw up?”

      “You already did.” He walked her way, dark eyes teasing in a familiar way she hadn’t seen in a decade and did not remotely trust.

      She glared, and he held up a hand. “Trust me. Hash browns, aspirin, lots of water,” His lips hitched in a sexy half-smile, and his voice lowered intimately, “And call me in the morning.”

      To her utter shock, he leaned down and planted a hefty kiss directly on her lips. A kiss she felt right down to her toes.

      “See you Sunday…Ashley.”

      He sauntered, great butt and all, past an open-mouthed Taylor and right out the door. As the impact of that look, and the kiss, ebbed, irritation surged to take their place. What was he thinking with that display? She was going to kill Ryan McAdams Sunday when she went over to look over his books. In fact, forget that. He could find another accountant.

      As soon as he drove away, Taylor swung around, grinning widely. “Ashley Hughes. You bad, bad girl.”

      Ashley shook her head, then winced. “Nothing happened.”

      “Yeah, right. I thought you couldn’t stand Ryan.”

      “I can’t—”

      Taylor wagged her finger. “Uh-uh. Don’t try that. The question is, was last night a random hook up? Or the beginning of a reunion and something special?”

      Ashley opened her mouth to argue, but a subtle shift in her sister’s expression—pure relief combined with sparkling happiness—stopped her.

      Taylor isn’t still worried about my feelings for Eric? Is she?

      Ashley had done everything she could, short of signing in blood, to convince her family she was not only over Eric, but happy about the upcoming marriage. Eric might not be the man for Ashley, but he was a good guy, and he loved her sister. The awkwardness would go away eventually. As well as her true feelings. She still wasn’t sure what she felt. Nine years was a long time with someone. Still, she hadn’t missed him once she settled in Dallas.

      Rather than refuting Taylor’s assumptions, Ashley sighed. “One night doesn’t mean anything.”

      “Sleeping with the man is a decent start.”

      “Or a one-night stand.” Always the more realistic of the two, Ashley couldn’t help but point that out. Not that anything had happened. “And he’s still the guy who decided I wasn’t worth being friends with.”

      “Yeah. I guess that’s true.” Disappointment tugged at Taylor’s lips.

      To say nothing about all the barbed comments about Eric. All through high school he’d been like a bad case of poison ivy. An itch she couldn’t scratch.

      Okay, so maybe he’d been proven right, and she wore blinders when it came to her boyfriend and their relationship. And he sort of apologized last night. But she was sure things would soon return to normal, and Ryan would be back to barely tolerating her. He helped her out last night, nothing more.

      However, Taylor’s relief still telegraphed through her eyes, which brightened, and her smile, appeared a tad easier than yesterday.

      Would it hurt to allow her sister to think Ashley and Ryan were starting a thing? Two weeks of time-consuming wedding and Christmas festivities, during which she’d be busy, and then she’d be out of here. She could “break up” with Ryan later. He’d never know. Even if he did find out, she figured he owed her.

      She’d let the hangover wear off and think about that idea some more. Ashley waved toward the door. “The girls are waiting on you.”

      Taylor laughed as she held up her hands. “I can take a hint.” Before closing the door completely, Taylor popped her head back inside. “Just one more thing…. Does Ryan know about the bachelorette auction Mama signed you up for today?”

      Ashley flopped back down and pulled the covers over her head with a groan. Double damn with a cherry on top.
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        “Family are like underpants…Some crawl up your ass. Some get a little sideways. Some are your favorite. Some are holy. Some are cheap and just plain nasty. And some actually cover your ass when you need ‘em to!” –Anonymous

      

      

      Ryan hunched into his thick jacket as wind whipped across the large open field where he worked patching fences with his brothers. Blake and Cody had been less than thrilled with the late start, but, for some odd reason, Ryan had been reluctant to pull himself out of Ashley’s bed this morning, waiting to see how she woke up.

      About how he expected—snarling and hissing like a kitten. The urge to kiss her awake and then kiss her into laughing with him had manifested as teasing. Because no way should he be thinking about kissing her. After years of waiting for her to get a clue, he’d finally walked away from those urges eighteen months ago when he’d finally washed his hands of her. And then he’d gone and given into that urge just as he’d been about to make his escape this morning.

      Her damn sexy lingerie, red lace against cream skin, had about killed him.

      “Ryan!” Cody snapped, yanking him out of his thoughts about a brunette who managed to get under his skin faster than a two-headed mosquito.

      He rubbed a gloved hand around the back of his neck. “Sorry. I didn’t sleep much.”

      Ashley had slept snuggled up to his side most of the night, and he’d been caught between a rock and hard place as his body responded to her nearness.

      Cody, having finished looping and twisting both ends of the barbed wire together, grinned as he reached for the stretcher. “Ashley Hughes that much of a wildcat in bed, huh?”

      “How did you—?” Ryan scowled as he looped and twisted the other end. “Blake?”

      Blake was working on another patch further down so couldn’t defend himself.

      “No. Word gets around when your truck stays outside her motel room all night. Small town, big ears,” Cody said.

      Damn. Should’ve known better.

      He held the line up as Cody ratcheted the section tighter, then Ryan pulled the fence pliers out of his back pocket. He cut the new section of wire fence and finished securing it through his loop.

      “Mama’s thrilled. Said something about how she knew when you were toddlers that you’d end up together—”

      “I didn’t sleep with Ashley. She was sick. I took care of her.”

      Rather than take exception to Ryan’s curt tone, Cody shrugged. “Too bad. Finally getting her out of your system could be a good thing.”

      Ryan eyed his brother. Younger by only one year, Cody tended to be the quieter of the three McAdams boys—and the more observant. Usually, though, he kept his opinions to himself. Anyway this time, he had it all wrong.

      Ryan had no intention of getting into an argument over it, so kept his mouth shut and moved on to the next section of fence awaiting repair.

      “Who are you talking about?” Blake appeared from around the side of the truck.

      “Ashley Hughes,” Cody said before Ryan could stop him.

      Blake’s grin had Ryan gritting his teeth. “Is that who you abandoned me for last night?” Blake asked.

      He turned to Cody. “Mid pool game, this guy”—He hooked a thumb at Ryan.—“just walks out. I didn’t see him again. Not even a text.”

      Damn. He’d completely forgotten. “Sorry about that,” Ryan muttered. “Ashley got sick and I took her back to her motel.”

      “I could’ve been out of my mind with worry.” Blake batted his eyes and wrung his hands.

      “Clearly that wasn’t the case.”

      Ryan’s earlier comment about Ashley must’ve sunk in with Blake because mid-climb into the bed of the truck, he paused. “You slept with her?”

      “He says he just took care of her,” Cody offered.

      Blake barked a laugh. “Yeah, right.”

      “Nothing happened,” Ryan gritted.

      Cody cocked his head and eyed Ryan speculatively. “So, if you’re not interested, maybe I’ll make a pass at her. She and Taylor are hot. And I saw Ashley’s name on the list for the ladies participating in the Christmas Date Auction today. If we finish up early enough, I may go bid on her.”

      Ryan stopped unwinding the spool of barbed wire and winced as a barb pierced his thick leather gloves. “Shoot.” He pulled the glove off and sucked at the small wound on this thumb before glaring at his brother. “What are you on about?”

      “The Christmas Date Auction. You didn’t know she signed up?”

      Blake hooted with laughter. “I hope you’ve been saving up.”

      Ryan scowled. “I’m not interested in Ashley Hughes.” Ashley had never signed up for that before to his recollection. And, yes, he remembered, though heaven help him, he shouldn’t. Irritation with himself spiked, and he went back to wrestling with the wire.

      “I think it starts at five this afternoon,” Cody commented idly.

      The man might be his brother, but he could be an interfering dick on occasion. As only little brothers could. Of course, older brothers could, too. Time to divert the conversation away from himself.

      Ryan hooked the spool of extra wire over the top of a nearby fence post. “Why are you so interested in the auction, anyway?”

      Blake cocked his head in interest.

      Cody tried to blank his expression, but he’d never had a poker face. “I’m not.”

      “Right. You bothered to look up the names and the time.” Ryan tipped his chin. “Who’s the girl?”

      “Kristina Lane,” Blake supplied, grin stretched wide. “He’s meeting her at the festival.”

      Irritation hardened Cody’s jaw, and he pointed his pliers at the wire. “Let’s get on with it. I want to be done by four.”

      “Sure.” Ryan turned back the post. “Got somewhere to be at five?”

      “Asshole,” Cody grumbled under his breath.

      Ryan chuckled.
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        “If the three wise men had been women, they would have…asked directions, arrived on time, helped deliver the baby, cleaned the stable, made a casserole, and brought practical gifts.”

        --Anonymous

      

      

      After plying herself with water and aspirin, and, yes, hash browns, Ashley felt marginally more human. A shower and clean clothes helped as well. Seeing as she was up for auction—the thought had her poor stomach churning again—she dressed up.

      Deliberately, she went with her favorite winter dress. Christmassy enough with red and black stripes. It showed off her curves and slim waist while hiding her too-wide—at least in her opinion—hips with a floaty, almost sheer skirt made decent by a built-in slip underneath. She paired the dress with tights and knee-high black boots. If she had to parade herself on stage, at least she’d bolster her confidence by looking decent.

      Now, bundled up with a knee-length pea coat, she wandered the booths at the festival with her sister and the rest of the bachelorette party. Counting down the last hours until torture.

      Like many Texas towns, the court house stood tall and proud at the center of downtown. Around it, forming a square, shops and restaurants and other establishments enjoyed the extra business brought by the annual Christmas Festival. The police shut down the streets, rerouting traffic, and vendors set up tents, selling anything and everything.

      Not a white Christmas—those were rare in this part of Texas—the spirit of cheer and goodwill filled the air nonetheless. Christmas carolers, dressed in traditional Dickensian garb, stood on one corner, singing old hymns and carols in lovely harmony. Many of the booths sold gifts or holiday decorations as befitted the season. In May, when the town held its May Fair Festival, the wares would change to spring and summer themed.

      Taylor had stopped at a booth sporting Santa figures. She collected them, so Ashley kept track of those paid the most attention. Might make a good Christmas gift. She’d completed most of her shopping but could use a few more.

      Her cell phone vibrated in her purse, and she pulled it out. Nerves fluttered in her stomach at the name on the tiny screen. Eric Landon.

      What could he want?

      His text gave her no clue. A simple —Hey, Ashley.—

      —Hey. Need something? —

      —Are you already at the festival? —

      Ah. He must be back from Austin and probably wanted to surprise Taylor.

      —Yes. We’re over by the booths close to the bounce houses.—

      —Any way you could ditch Taylor and meet me? I could use your help.—

      Okay. The word drew out in her head. What was he up to? Maybe a wedding or Christmas gift for Taylor?

      —Picking out a gift for Taylor, or something? —

      —How’d you guess? —

      Ashley chuckled. He never was good at picking out gifts. Give the man a chore to do or an errand to run, something to feel useful, and he was all over it. Ask him for a present, and he panicked.

      “Who’re you texting?” Taylor popped up at her side and Ashley tucked her phone away.

      To her surprise, Taylor snatched her phone out of her hand. “Must be Ryan, if you’re hiding things from me.”

      Taylor peeked at the screen, then blushed. “Whoops. It’s Eric.” Slowly she handed the phone back. Trying to be casual, but failing, she picked up a Santa. “So. What does he want?”

      “You didn’t see?” Ashley asked.

      “No.”

      “It’s a surprise. I’m not going to spoil it.”

      With a shrug, Taylor picked up a different Santa. “He’s going to buy me a present, isn’t he?”

      No use quibbling. “Yup.”

      “I’ll be sure to make myself suitably scarce.” They shared a grin of total understanding. “Get going.”

      “Any requests?” Ashley asked as she typed her text to Eric.

      —I can ditch her now. Where do you want to meet?—

      “Diamonds would be nice.” She put the Santa down.

      Ashley snorted a laugh. “Good luck with that.”

      “I know.” But Taylor didn’t look too worried about it. In fact, she glowed.

      —Meet me at Lucy’s.—

      A jewelry store. Perhaps Taylor was in luck.

      Lucy’s was situated on the other side of the square, so she cut across the street and through the courthouse lawn, rather than walk the perimeter. The bell above the door to the shop gave a little chime as she walked inside.

      “Phew,” Ashley muttered she reached the warmth of the jewelry shop. She pulled off her gloves and rubbed at her cold fingers. Bing Crosby softly crooned about white Christmases over the store speakers.

      Eric poked his head around a corner, checking behind her.

      “I’m alone,” she assured him.

      He smiled and her heart hitched a little. She’d always loved his smile. But this one lacked a spark that used to be there.

      “Thanks for coming.” He gave her an awkward hug with lots of space between them.

      They hadn’t seen each other since January when she broke things off. She searched his familiar face waiting for…what? Love? Heartache?  Jealousy? What was she supposed to be feeling right now?

      No answer came to her. “What can I help with?”

      “According to the guys at my bachelor party, I’m supposed to get her a wedding gift?”

      She pursed her lips against a grin. Yup. He was definitely in a panic. “That is a tradition, yes.”

      “Well….” He waved at the glass cases.

      “Diamond earrings would be lovely with her dress.”

      “Damn. I hoped you wouldn’t go with diamonds.” Eric groaned as she dragged him over to the glass cases filled with sparkling jewels.

      “Diamonds,” she insisted. After all, knowing Eric, Taylor wouldn’t get a ton of those jewels in her lifetime. “And don’t even think of bringing up price. This is your wedding gift to your bride, and I happen to know how much you have saved.”

      He gave a reluctant chuckle. “No fair. You’re my accountant. You’re not supposed to use that information against me.”

      “All’s fair in love and war.” She found the display of diamonds.

      While they bent their heads over the selection, he cleared his throat. “I heard something today about you and Ryan McAdams.”

      “Seriously?” Shock had her voice raising, and, at his shushing motion, she lowered it. “That was just last night.”

      He glanced at the other shoppers. “Word like that travels fast in a small town. I thought you couldn’t stand Ryan?”

      Ashely lifted a shoulder. “He helped me out last night. That’s all.”

      “So you didn’t sleep with him?”

      Now it was her turn to shush him. A glance revealed carefully averted faces, which meant nothing. “That’s not your business anymore.”

      Eric held up a hand. “I know. But I still care about you, Ashley. I remember how you and Ryan were friends until we started dating. After that, all I ever saw you do was fight, if you bothered to acknowledge each other at all.”

      “Yeah, well. I could do with a few less friends like him.”

      “But he helped you last night?” Now Eric looked confused.

      “Can I get anything out for a closer look?” One of the jewelers approached.

      Ashley latched on to the opportunity to break the conversation off. “We’d like to see these four.” She indicated the ones she thought Taylor might like best.

      Then she left him with the jeweler and wandered the store. She had zero intention of buying anything, but her gaze landed on a unique display of ornaments. Intrigued, she took at closer look. As she inspected the trinkets, she shot Eric a few covert glances. He appeared happy. Elated even.

      Tall and handsome, with dark blond hair and bright blue eyes, she’d always been proud to be his girl. Now that she wasn’t his girl, she felt…empty. The problem was, she wasn’t entirely sure that emptiness had to do with Eric or with simply being single over the holidays for the first time in ten years. Single in Dallas hadn’t been so bad. After the first few months, she hadn’t missed Eric. In fact, she’d thought more about a certain kiss, but she refused to acknowledge that fact. Single in her hometown, over Christmas, and standing up at the wedding of her ex to her sister. Yeah. That sucked.

      Eric made his selection and paid for it, then escorted her outside.

      “Do you like Ryan?” he asked bluntly, returning to their conversation.

      Damn. She’d forgotten how he could be like a dog with a bone. She wished he’d bury this one already.

      Ashley opened her mouth to give a truthful answer but stopped when she caught Eric’s hopeful look. Oh, God. Was he like Taylor? Did thinking Ashley had a love interest make him feel better about the situation in some strange way?

      “I don’t know how I feel,” she found herself saying. The truth. Granted, for her the truth concerned Eric as much as Ryan.

      He gave a slow nod. “He told me once, just before college, that I wasn’t right for you.”

      Anger surged. “He had no right—” she spluttered.

      Eric’s hand on her arm stopped her. “He was right. I adore Taylor.” Delight lit his eyes. “I still love you, Ash,” he hastened to add. “I always will. But what I feel for you is more like…”

      A hole settled inside her where her heart used to be. Blank. Numb. “How a brother loves a sister?”

      “Exactly!”

      “Me too.” At least, that was how she let herself feel about him now. Though, the pain she semi-expected didn’t come. That had to be a good thing. Right?

      They shared a smile filled with both understanding and a certain amount of relief.

      “Promise me one thing?” Eric asked.

      “What?”

      “Don’t settle. Like you did with me.”

      “I didn’t settle. You’re great.”

      He took both her hands in his. “You were comfortable with me, but not madly in love. You deserve someone who adores you like I do Taylor. Just as important, you should find someone you adore in return. Now I’ve found it, I want the same for you.” He checked her expression. “Do you get what I’m saying?”

      “I think I do,” she said slowly.

      “And if Ryan’s that man—”

      “He’s not,” she hastened to assure him. Sure, this morning, when Taylor had been so excited, she’d been thinking crazy thoughts about faking interest in Ryan. But that was a hangover and desperation. No way could she pull it off.

      Disbelief tinged Eric’s grin. “Whatever you say, Ash. Friends?”

      “How about brother and sister-in-law?”

      He yanked her into him for a bear hug. “That’s even better.”

      She hugged him back. Part of her waited for a familiar tug of the love she used to feel or a swirl of desire at his touch. But neither came. Just a bittersweet sensation. Nine years together was longer than many marriages these days. Hard to walk away from so much history. Especially when all her future held was a job away from her family.
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        “Scrooge is my personal Christmas hero.” --Anonymous

      

      

      Showered in his best jeans and button down under a thick leather jacket to ward off the winter chill, Ryan made his way through the large crowd gathered for the festival.

      Ryan’s stomach rumbled at the mouth-watering scents of barbeque and kettle corn filling the air. Thanks to a distracting brunette, he missed breakfast this morning and had rushed lunch to help Blake and Cody finish work on time. He ignored the hunger pangs and made his way through the laughing, chattering crowds only to stop when a flash of red caught his attention.

      Ashley—he knew instinctively it wasn’t Taylor—stood outside Lucy’s Jewels with Eric. From this distance they appeared to be holding a serious conversation. Where was Taylor? He did a quick sweep of the area but couldn’t find her. As his gaze returned to the couple outside the shop, he watched, dumbstruck, as Eric yanked Ashley into his arms for an exuberant hug.

      If he kisses her, I’m out of here. Why he’d bothered to come in the first place, he still didn’t know.

      But the two didn’t kiss. Instead, they turned and headed his way. Ryan, feeling like a total idiot, ducked behind a booth as they passed. He assumed they were making their way to the same place as he. The auction would be starting soon.

      At a slower pace, he followed, debating with himself the entire way. What was he doing here?

      A makeshift stage sat on the courthouse   lawn. Instead of the live band or other entertainment, Linda Hughes, Ashley’s mother, currently held the mic, laying out the rules for the Christmas Date Auction. An annual tradition for the past thirty years, Ryan had never bothered to participate before. Dates were one of the things he was never short on.

      He caught a glimpse of Taylor and Eric now standing together off to the side of the stage. Taylor had been the Hughes twin up for grabs in previous years. Looked like, with Eric out of her life and her sister spoken for, Ashley now got that honor.

      Bet she’s thrilled.

      Ryan caught sight of her behind the stage and, despite his continued misgivings, grinned at her expression—resigned horror. The center of attention was not where Ashley Hughes enjoyed being.

      Stare-worthy in a figure-hugging dress of red and black stripes with long sleeves, a wispy skirt, and black boots that gave her a bit of edge, his body perked up at the sight of her. The Dallas polish was showing today. Ryan suspected Blake had been right. Based on several other men’s stares, she’d have a lot of bids. He wouldn’t bid, of course. He’d come out of curiosity only.

      Ashley turned her head, her gaze colliding with his, and her eyes widened, then narrowed. In answer he held up a hand in a friendly wave. Obviously caught between wanting to ignore him and not being rude, she held her own hand up in a perfunctory gesture that could’ve meant either “hello there” or “get lost.” Knowing Ashley, it probably indicated the latter.

      “I guess you couldn’t keep away.”

      Ryan crossed his arms as Cody appeared beside him. “What are you doing here?”

      Imitating Ryan’s stance, Cody surveyed the scene. “Ashley Hughes always was your kryptonite.”

      Ryan glanced at his brother, prepared to deny it, but why bother? Cody, the family member he talked to most, knew him better than just about anyone, and he wasn’t entirely wrong. Ryan’s childhood friendship with Ashley had been turning more serious in high school. He’d been gathering the courage to try to change their relationship when Eric had asked her out. “That was a long time ago.”

      Cody stepped in front of him, suddenly serious. “You wouldn’t be here if you didn’t feel something. Why have you been standing on the sidelines all this time?”

      Ryan lifted an eyebrow, refusing to let the questions rile him. “I haven’t. I wasn’t exactly saving myself or pining all alone all this time, you know.” He glanced over Cody’s shoulder to catch Ashley’s gaze directed his way again.

      “No, but you never got serious about any of those girls, either.” Cody pulled his attention back.

      He had no intention of discussing this further in the middle of the crowd. Time to shut things down. Ryan held up his arm next to Cody’s face and pretended to inspect the difference.

      Cody swiped at his hand. “What are you doing?”

      “Trying to see if the pot and the kettle are the same color black.”

      “What does that mean?”

      Tossing his arm over Cody’s shoulders, Ryan lowered his voice. “It means, little brother, that if you’re going to deliver home truths, you could use a few as well. There’s a certain blue-eyed blonde you never did get around to asking out? Am I right?”

      Cody narrowed his eyes. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “No? Isn’t Kristina Lane taking part in the auction?” Ryan held up a flyer which listed all the ladies’ names. She wasn’t listed.

      Cody grabbed the sheet out of Ryan’s hands and scanned the list before snapping his head back up with a glare. “No, she’s not.”

      Ryan peeked at the paper. “Oh, she’s not? I swore I saw her name on there.”

      His brother glowered, face as dark as a thundercloud, only to pause at Ryan’s twitching lips. The brothers stared each other down for a long a second before they both broke out in grins.

      Cody held up his hands. “Okay, I get the point.” He turned his attention back to the stage. “So are you going to finally make a move on the woman?”

      Ryan shook his head. Why was Cody so adamant about this anyway? “I thought you said you got the point?”

      “Sure. But I didn’t say I’d leave it alone.” He jumped back as Ryan’s fist flashed out in a brotherly punch.

      Cody laughed as he backed away. “Tell you what…I’ll ask Kristina out as soon as you get off your ass and do something about Ashley. Like you should have done any time in the last ten years.”

      “Hey! She’s the one who stopped bothering with our friendship before I did. And she was taken.” Very taken. Not in a good way, like she couldn’t live without Eric. Ashley’s loyalty always seemed more about familiarity—she shared a comfort level with Eric and therefore didn’t bother asking herself if she missed out on spectacular by staying in a so-so relationship.

      Cody glanced over at the stage. “She’s not taken now.”

      Might as well be. Besides, he’d finally crossed Ashley off his “worth the effort” list eighteen months ago. They’d had a hell of a fight, and she’d made it clear she wanted nothing to do with him.

      So why am I even here?
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        “Just remember, a first date is your opportunity to mess up a relationship forever.” --Anonymous

      

      

      Ryan didn’t have to wait long, as Ashley was the first date up for grabs. Her date included dinner at Jambalayas, his favorite Cajun food place, dessert at the Ice Cream Bucket, and flowers for her from the Flower Pot.

      As a promotional event for the town, various shops and restaurants volunteered their services or goods to create a date package for each lady up for bid. All dates were supposed to be taken that night, under the watchful eyes of the entire town, to avoid potentially bad situations, in case the date didn’t go so well or the guy wasn’t that altruistic in his intentions.

      No awkwardness there.

      Ashley stood on stage, head held high, bright smile in place hiding her nerves from everyone but him. Mrs. Hughes gave the usual spiel about the date followed by Ashley’s biography. Then she opened the bidding.

      Several guys he recognized put their offers in, but when Mason Bastion shouted out a bid, Ryan scowled. So did Ashley. Her expression morphed from faked pleasantness to irritation to subtle horror as Mason continued to raise the stakes until each of the other three contenders dropped out.

      Aw, hell. I’m going to have to bail her out again.

      “Two-hundred dollars.” He doubled Mason’s last bid.

      Several heads whipped in his direction as an audible gasp ran through the crowd. On one side of the stage, Taylor’s grin could’ve lit up New York City. On the flip side, Eric gave Ryan a hard stare.

      Meanwhile, Ashley searched him out in the crowd, her expression a comical combination of relief and exasperation. Ryan cocked his head both in challenge and question. He could walk away if she really didn’t want his help. But a vulnerability evident in how stiffly she held herself caught him like a low blow. He couldn’t let Mason have her.

      Returning his focus to his bidding adversary, Ryan peered at Mason with a cocky half-smile, waiting for the bid he knew wouldn’t come. For his part Mason glared at him with narrowed eyes, spit on the ground, and walked away.

      “Highest bid goes to Ryan McAdams. Come claim your prize, Ryan.”

      Ryan limited himself to a triumphant wave. If her giant grin was any measure, Mrs. Hughes, at least, appeared thrilled. Mother cast daughter a look he couldn’t interpret, and Ashley shook her head.

      Wonder what that’s about?

      Ryan shouldered his way through the crowd and met Ashley at the stage. He held out a hand. After the slightest hesitation, she placed her fingers in his, skin cold against his, and climbed down.

      “What are you doing?” She gritted the words through clenched teeth as she a forced smile for the crowd.

      “Saving your ass. Again.”

      She opened her mouth to argue, but he tugged her behind him. “Hold on a second, Hughes. I have to pay for our date.”

      “It’s not a real date, McAdams.”

      He stopped and held a finger to her lips. “Shhh. Let’s not argue on our first date.”

      She glared at him, but beneath his fingers the twitch of her lips tickled as if she tried not to laugh. She’d always been too serious. When they were kids, he made it a personal goal to bring levity into her life. Granted, most of the time she got angry rather than laugh. After their friendship faltered, she only ever got angry. But sometimes, like right now, he caught a secret smile and knew he’d succeeded.

      He paid at a table set off to the side while Mrs. Hughes introduced the next lady up for auction. As they dealt with the payment, Eric and Taylor appeared.

      “How generous of you, Ryan,” Taylor enthused.

      “Very,” Eric murmured, not as jubilant as his fiancée.

      Ryan ignored him and signed the receipt. The woman at the checkout handed him a bouquet of roses, which he gave to Ashley with a flourish and a crooked grin.

      She accepted, albeit reluctantly, but her face softened as she gazed on the crimson blooms. “I love roses,” she murmured, flashing a quick smile of thanks to the checkout lady.

      “Shall we go?” He offered his arm.

      Slowly, she slipped her hand through the crook of his elbow.

      “Have fun, you two,” Taylor called.

      “McAdams,” said Eric. “She’s still family. Take good care of her.”

      Taylor snuggled into Eric, seeming to appreciate the comment, but Ashley’s grip on his arm tightened. Why? Was she afraid he’d be bothered by the comment? Or embarrass her? Or maybe she didn’t like Eric’s comment. Was she still in love with her ex? Either way, the gesture Eric made was a decent one, and Ryan would address it as such.

      “I will,” Ryan assured the other man, offering a hand to shake.

      Eric took it with a firm grip and a nod only two men could understand.

      Ashley cast him a searching glance as they walked around the square to their destination. Evening had come, long shadows turning to night as dusk fell, and the festive lights adorning all the buildings around the square cast a heavenly glow over them. They skirted the carolers, who sang “Silent Night” in poignant harmony, then crossed the street to the restaurant. He held the door open for her, and she paused to pat his cheek.

      “You know, McAdams, every once in a while, you shock me and actually act like a decent human being.”

      Ouch. “We have to do something about all this antagonism you have toward me, Hughes.”

      She choked, then laughed. “Like what?”

      He shrugged. “They say there’s a thin line between love and hate. Maybe you should just sleep with me and get it out of your system.”

      He’d meant it as a joke, but the mental image of Ashley in his bed was suddenly no laughing matter. The hostess chose that instant to returned to her station, and Ashley snapped her mouth closed around whatever she was going to say in return. The hostess led them to a romantic table for two in a private corner of the restaurant, lit with candles and set with fine linens.

      As soon as they ordered, Ashley leveled a direct look on him. “I’m not sleeping with you, McAdams, if that’s what you’re hoping for.”

      “I didn’t bid on you with sex in mind. I was teasing you.”

      “Then what on earth were you thinking?”

      He cocked his head. “About what?”

      “Bidding for my date. What else would I be asking?”

      He took a sip of water and shrugged. “You could have been asking what I was thinking about how you look in candle light. Beautiful, by the way.”

      She ignored him. “Bidding on my date was a foolish thing to do.”

      “I thought you’d be grateful. I’ve saved you from Mason Bastion twice now.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “My mother asked me if we had safe sex last night.”

      Ryan sat back in his seat and managed to keep a straight face. He didn’t think Ashley would appreciate laughter in the face of what she apparently viewed with mortification. “What did you say?”

      “That we didn’t sleep together, of course.”

      “Then what’s the problem? Can’t get any safer than that, right?”

      “She didn’t believe me.”

      Ryan picked up his napkin and laid it in his lap. “Would you like me to talk to her?”

      “No!” As several heads turned to stare, she cleared her throat and lowered her voice. “No, thank you. I can handle my mother. However, your bidding on me doesn’t help the rumors apparently stampeding through this town. Are you trying to mess with me? Is that it? I’m already having a crappy holiday, so you shouldn’t bother.”

      All thoughts of laughter fled. Ryan sat forward and covered her hand with his. “What if I bid on you because I wanted to?”

      She raised her gaze from his touch with wide eyes.

      

      “Do you ever think about that kiss at New Year’s Eve?” He tossed the question down between them like a gauntlet and waited for her response. If he were honest, he’d thought of that kiss often. Had she?

      She searched his face, and Ryan waited for her answer. Wariness tightened her mouth and she pulled her hand out from beneath his. He wanted to pull her back, even as she slipped from his grasp.

      “I don’t think you’re funny,” she hissed in a low voice.

      He sat back. “No, I guess not. I used to make you laugh. You lose your sense of humor?”

      Narrowed eyes stared back at him. Suddenly, a smile broadened those lush lips.

      One he didn’t trust. “What?”

      “I’ll make you a deal.”

      A thousand childhood memories flooded him. She used to say that all the time, but the deals somehow always worked more in her favor. “What kind of deal?”

      “I’ll help you with your accounting issue…”

      “If?”

      That Cheshire smile again. “If you stop making comments like that one. And you pretend to be my boyfriend until I go back to Dallas after Christmas.”
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        “She’s so confused, she doesn’t know if she should scratch her watch or wind her butt.”

        --Southern Expression

      

      

      Ashley sat in front of the TV, still clad in her favorite red plaid flannel PJs despite the fact that breakfast had long since passed. In fact, a dribble of syrup from the pancakes her mother served remained on her flannel top. Oh, well.

      Dad, Eric, and Taylor were all out working on the ranch, so Ashley felt no rush to dress. Instead, she lounged around, half-watching an old Rudolf Christmas movie she always loved as a kid, while absentmindedly assembling wedding favors. Taylor selected Christmas as her wedding theme—go figure. The favors were mason jars filled with ingredients for peppermint hot chocolate, and Ashley had a terrific assembly line going. One requiring zero concentration, which gave her plenty of time to think about Ryan McAdams and the deal she’d made with him last night.

      What the hell had possessed her? Maybe he’d say no. She’d told him to think about it and get back to her.

      Lately, he’d popped up everywhere, and she’d been beating him back down, like a game of whack-a-mole. The man could make a preacher cuss—bidding on her date and then bringing up that kiss.

      He wasn’t talking about the kiss in the bar parking lot the other night, either. Ryan’s reference involved a previous kiss last year. She had tried so hard to forget, too. Didn’t he realize she wouldn’t want to discuss it?

      [image: ]
* * *

      She’d graduated in December two years ago. After college, she and Eric came home to work on her family’s ranch, Eric’s parents having always lived in town. She claimed the role of financial manager, taking over from her father and giving him more time outside, which he preferred. Eric worked beside him along with Taylor, who had earned a degree in Ranch Management.

      But, after only six months home, things felt off. Something she couldn’t put her finger on. A nagging feeling that wouldn’t leave her alone. She assumed at the time her angst had to do with Eric not proposing. Given how long they were together, she’d expected a ring for graduation. When that hadn’t happened, she hoped at her birthday the following June, but the day came and went without one. About that time, she’d had a horrible fight with Ryan too. Six months later, no ring at Christmas either. Then she, Eric, and Taylor attended the New Year’s party the community put on every year.

      Ashley had been talking to a group of old high school friends she hadn’t seen in a while, not paying much attention to how long she took or Eric’s whereabouts, when their favorite song came on. She went in search of him, only to discover he and Taylor were already on the dance floor. They weren’t doing anything crazy, simply smiling and chatting as they danced.

      But Ashley saw it. And she knew.

      Two people perfectly in sync without even trying. When Ashley danced with Eric, they managed to step all over each other. It had even become a bit of a family joke. But, with no effort, Taylor and Eric’s steps matched. He twirled her in an intricate series of spins without a single misstep, all while they talked.

      Eric didn’t talk to Ashley that way or smile that way. The blatant connection between her sister and her boyfriend smacked Ashley between the eyes. How had she missed it? Yet, deep down, hadn’t she always known? Those two were always laughing and sharing things. Nothing heavy. Goofy things. Ashley had been thrilled her sister and her boyfriend got along so well. Stupid. Stupid. Stupid.

      Shock, along with a tumult of mixed up emotions, drove Ashely outside, despite the snap in the winter air. Reluctant to return inside for a jacket, she’d tucked herself into a dark corner of the wrap around porch attached to the sprawling community center.

      “You okay, Hughes?”

      Ryan’s deep voice feathered on the air, and for once his mere presence didn’t irritate her.

      Thanks to her discovery, she felt like the coyote in the cartoons with little tweety birds and stars circling her head as she sat in a dazed stupor. Anger should have been her reaction at Ryan finding her in this raw emotional state. After all, the guy had severed their friendship nine years ago, then proceeded to spend years bugging her about how Eric wasn’t the right guy for her, teasing her about still being with him. He made his disappointment clear in her choice to follow Eric to a smaller college when she got into Texas A&M.  Finally, six months ago, he’d really cut the ties after their blow out fight concerning an engagement that hadn’t happened. Granted, so had she. They hadn’t spoken since.

      But right then, faced with a life changing revelation about her choices in life, she appreciated Ryan’s steady presence. Odd.

      “You were right. About Eric.” She couldn’t keep the bitterness from her voice.

      Ryan crossed his arms over his broad chest. “What do you mean?”

      She shrugged. “He’s not the man for me. Turns out…” She took a shuddering breath and put her heartbreaking thoughts into words. “He’s the man for Taylor.”

      Ryan jerked, stunned shock written across his features in the moonlight, and Ashley felt marginally better. The all-knowing, all-seeing Ryan McAdams hadn’t picked up on it either.

      “He’s cheating on you?” Righteous anger filled every syllable. “Where is he? I’ll kill him.”

      Ashley rushed forward and put her hand on his arm. “No. I don’t think he even realizes the truth. I’m not sure either of them do. I could just…see it.” Her throat constricted around the words and tears burned the back of her eyes. Tears she was determined not to shed in front of Ryan.

      “Oh, darlin’,” He yanked her close, wrapping her in those big, strong arms, the heat of his body warming her. “I didn’t want to be right, you know. For your sake. If he made you happy.”

      Rather than push him away, Ashley laid her cheek against his chest and absorbed the comfort he offered. Strangely, Ryan McAdams happened to be the only person on the planet who understood.

      With a gentle hand under her chin, he tipped her face up to his. “You’re going to be okay, Ashley Hughes. This is the start of the best years of your life, not the end. Do you hear me?”

      The tears that had been threatening spilled over, steaking down her cheeks in cold, wet rivulets, and her lips wobbled as she tried to hold her reaction in.

      “Don’t cry.”

      If a tumult of emotions weren’t overwhelming her, she might’ve laughed at the panic in his eyes. She’d cried in front of him only once before, when they were thirteen, and he’d reacted the same way. Like a printer with a paper jam that brought it to a screeching halt. Funny to think of a big, capable man like Ryan being brought to his knees at the sight of a woman’s tears.

      “Please darlin’,” he begged.

      Need—for comfort, for connection—pulsed through her and she quieted, her tears slowing as she stared at Ryan. With a hitch to her breath, she went up on tiptoe and laid her lips over his. A quick peck, but her need burned hotter even as she pulled back. Rather than release her, Ryan groaned low and took her lips in the most profoundly gentle kiss she’d ever experienced.

      Surprise parted her lips, which he took as an invitation—maybe it had been unconsciously given—and he deepened the kiss. The man could seriously kiss, too. In an instant, she moved from black despair to fire in his arms. Every stroke of his tongue against hers, every sweet movement of his lips as they clung to her own, the spicy scent of his aftershave, the heat of his body. She couldn’t get enough, wanting to climb into his lap and stay there forever as deep- seated longing bloomed in her chest.

      A gasp of awareness and realization hissed out of her, and Ashley jerked back, startling Ryan enough to break his hold. She raised a trembling hand to her lips, which still tingled from his kisses. What had she done?

      “Ashley—” He reached for her, but she backed up, shaking her head hard. Without another word, she fled.

      Rather than ruin the party, she waited until the next day to break things off with Eric—a heart wrenching, tear-filled conversation. Following that, she’d been frankly honest with her sister about why, telling Taylor in no uncertain terms that if Eric was the man for her, she should grab tight with both hands and never let go.

      Taylor, stricken, refused to talk about it, but Ashley knew her twin too well. Which meant she needed to give her sister space to figure things out on her own. Consequently, with zero job prospects, she left for Dallas a few weeks later in mid-January.

      Hardest thing she’d ever done in her life. She spent the first three months finding a job, getting settled, and dealing with a pathetically constant state of tears. At the same time, she hadn’t missed Eric as she’d expected. She missed her family, the ranch, his companionship, and her plans for her life. Eventually, she made friends and built a new life—and the pain lessened. Faster than anticipated. If anything, in quiet moments alone, her mind dwelled not on Eric, but on a certain New Year’s Eve kiss and the infuriating man who held her that night.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “It’s for you.”

      Ashley blinked away the memories to find her mother standing in front of her holding the house phone. “What?”

      “It’s Ryan McAdams,” her mother mouthed, a twinkle in her eye.

      Ashley ignored a stomach- clenching sensation, putting it down to irritation, because no way could it be anticipation. She set down a half-finished jar of hot chocolate ingredients and took the phone. “Hello?” Out of the corner of her eye, she made sure her mother left the room.

      “Hi.” His deep voice sent a zing through her, which was even more irritating.

      He didn’t go on, so she waited. He’d called her—therefore, he could get to the point. The question was, would he agree to her terms or not? At dinner the previous night, she’d told him to think about the deal she’d offered.

      Ryan cleared his throat. “I agree. I’ll be your boyfriend for a few weeks.”

      Ashley wrinkled her nose, even as her heart faltered. “Good.”

      “So you’ll come over and look at my books?”

      She had planned to go even if he said no. Fraud was a serious matter she wouldn’t wish on her worst enemy. But this was better. “No more teasing and stuff? I have your word?”

      “Scout’s honor.” She pictured him holding up the two-fingered salute. If memory served, he made Eagle Scout, so he would take the vow more seriously than most. Odd that she even remembered that about him.

      She sighed. “What time?”

      “I’ll pick you up around noon.”

      No way. Her mother practically had them married already. While she wanted their deception to work, she didn’t it to work too well. “I know where you live, McAdams.”

      “I’ve recently moved into a new house on the family ranch.”

      Huh. “Okay. How do I get there?”

      He rattled off the directions.

      She checked the clock. Noon gave her about forty-five minutes to change and get out there. “Okay. I’ll see you in a bit.” She hung up and ran upstairs.

      Twenty minutes later, dressed in jeans, boots, and her favorite white sweater, which clung to her in a subtle, yet flattering, way, she hustled downstairs.

      “Mama?” she called out.

      Her mother appeared in the kitchen doorway. “You’re going out to lunch with Ryan?”

      “No. I’m going to check over his books. He thinks he has an accounting error.” She wouldn’t say fraud until she knew for sure.

      Linda Hughes twisted her mouth in distaste. “That’s too bad. I hope you can help him with it.”

      “I’m just being neighborly.” A blush warmed her cheeks. Shouldn’t she be hinting that they were dating? He’d agreed to the charade after all. But the words stuck in her throat.

      Her mother crossed the room and took Ashley’s hand. “I’ve never said this, because I want my girls to make their own decisions in life, but I often wondered if Eric was right for you.”

      Ashley’s mouth dropped open.

      Her mother held up a hand. “He’s a decent man and perfect for Taylor. She needs a softer touch. Eric is helpful on the ranch, but it’s probably a good thing he won’t be running his own someday. I think the stress of the decisions would be too much for him, and, in the long run, he would’ve irritated you with his lack of initiative. You need someone more ambitious, with broad shoulders to take on a lot of responsibility. Eric will share the load with Dad and Taylor here, so everything works out.”

      Having come to the same conclusion about Eric, at least from a logical standpoint, her mother’s words didn’t sting so much as reinforce her reasons for breaking things off. “Why are you telling me this now?”

      “Like I said…Your life. Your decisions. Besides, Eric wasn’t bad for you. However, now I suspect you’re doubting yourself. I know you and Ryan had a falling out in high school.”

      Understatement.

      “But he’s a good man. He’s strong and tough but also loyal and kind.”

      “Kind? He ended our friendship because he thought I spent too much time with Eric.”

      Her mom tucked a strand of hair behind Ashley’s ear. “Did you?”

      Honesty meant she didn’t answer that, lips clamped shut. “Ryan’s criticized every decision I’ve ever made.”

      Her mother squeezed her hand. “Ryan reminds me of your father. Caring for that man comes out in the form of what he thinks are direct discussions and what I used to take as criticism or commands. Really, his heart is in the right place.” She rolled her eyes. “His communication skills just need work.”

      Fondly familiar with how her Dad’s gruff ways were his version of love, Ashley got what her mom was trying to say. But, no way.

      However, she needed people to believe she and Ryan were dating now. She might not be able to lie to her mom, but she could be vague. “Maybe. It would be…nice to know he’d actually cared all these years. But today he only needs my accounting skills.” She didn’t have to force the blush that accompanied those words. An odd ache of yearning banded her heart. Did she want him to care? If she were really honest, she often missed her old friend. Missed his teasing. And the way he’d listen to her.

      “Okay. But think about this. Why did he save you from Mason’s bidding last night?” her mom asked. “And take care of you the night before? Christmas charity?”

      “He’s been in direct competition with Mason since grade school. That was more about them than me.” The excuse felt as flimsy as a used tissue, even to her.

      “You would know better than I would. But at least give Ryan the benefit of the doubt.”

      Supposed to be dating him, dummy. “Maybe you’re right, Mom.”

      “That’s my girl.” Her mother seemed oddly satisfied about their discussion, a knowing smile gracing her mouth.

      Walking out to her car, Ashley nibbled at her lower lip. Asking Ryan to pretend to be her boyfriend might have been her most idiotic idea ever. She’d been thinking of Taylor and Eric—easing their guilt over her so they could enjoy their wedding—but not how others would react. She’d asked Ryan because his actions at the bar and the auction had already set the stage. Now that she sort of got things rolling, however, getting her mother’s hopes up didn’t seem right either.

      She sighed. What a mess.
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        “What happens under the mistletoe, stays under the mistletoe.” --Anonymous

      

      

      Ryan did another pass through his house as he waited for Ashely to arrive. Naturally tidy, the place didn’t need much straightening, but, strangely, he wanted her to be impressed. His new home was a point of pride.

      The doorbell chimed, and he waited a beat before moving to open it, reluctant to appear eager. Reluctant to admit to himself that he was. He pulled back the rustic wood door to find her standing on his front porch. Damn. Gorgeous didn’t even begin to describe Ashley Hughes. And off limits, as her stiff shoulders and smile screamed. Frustration tugged at his gut. When was he going to give up on her?

      Fine. She wants distant and polite? I can do that. He’d be interested to see what changed when they had to parade their fake relationship in front of people. She’d have to loosen up around him. A lot.

      “Come on in.” He opened the door wider, closing it quickly after her to shut out the cold and blustery winter wind.

      She glanced around as she shrugged out of her jacket, revealing a white sweater that highlighted her assets. Not f’ing fair.

      Maybe this whole dating scheme of hers was a horrible idea. He gave a mental snort. Horrible didn’t cover it. Pretending to date her and be romantic in public might be a slow form of torture given her attitude toward him and his convoluted feelings concerning her, including his body’s apparently uncontrollable urges. What had he signed up for?

      “Your house is terrific,” she said, still looking around. “And I’m impressed you put up Christmas lights outside. I bet it looks lovely at night with that large porch and being two stories. And icicle lights are my favorite.”

      “Thanks.”

      “I didn’t remember two houses on your ranch.”

      “There weren’t.” When he eventually got married and had kids of his own, he wanted his family to have their own space rather than live with his parents and siblings in the sprawling main house. “I built it.”

      She turned surprised eyes his way. “Wow! Did you buy plans for a layout or something?” She ran her hand over the banister.

      “No. I designed it.”

      “Again, wow!”

      So, she’s impressed. So what? No need to get a big head about it.

      “It suits you,” she commented.

      “Yeah?” He glanced around, trying to see it through her eyes.

      “Yeah. Kind of rough around the edges rustic, but smoothed over with clean lines and an open feel to it. And you always loved two-story houses.”

      Ryan hid his amazement she remembered that, let alone recognized all the things he loved most about his home in one quick glance. The open and airy layout--with a kitchen, dining room, and family room on the first floor and all the bedrooms upstairs—sported large windows, which seemed to bring the outdoors inside. The family room and foyer rose all the way to the second story, giving his home a more spacious impression.

      “It’s not your typical bachelor pad,” she added.

      “No. I built it with a family in mind.”

      “Oh.” She flicked him a glance he couldn’t interpret. “Are you seeing someone? I didn’t know. Is our—errrr—situation going to cause problems?”

      “I’m not seeing anyone. Don’t worry. No cheating or jealous girlfriend to be concerned about.” He’d promised to be all business today, so stopped there, though he was tempted to tease her more. “The office is this way.” He led her down a small hallway off the family room.

      After a short hesitation, she followed. At the office door, she paused, taking in the space. “I love the built-ins!”

      Ryan watched with interest as she crossed the room to admire the floor-to-ceiling bookshelves stained in a dark wood. He’d even installed a ladder rail. She turned to him, face glowing with pleasure. “I’ve always wanted a library with a ladder that slides along a rail. I’m so jealous.”

      “Thanks.” He squashed the swell of satisfaction at her admiration and waved toward his laptop on the desk. “All my financial records are on the computer.”

      The delight on her face faded, but she’d set the rules. “Right.”

      He spent twenty minutes explaining the general setup and his concerns. Her brows drew down in a cute frown—the same one from childhood. “Got it. Give me an hour to look things over.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” He walked to the door, but paused. “Can I get you anything? Water? Coffee?”

      She leaned back in her chair. “That’s kind of you.”

      His raised an eyebrow. He couldn’t help it. “I can be kind sometimes, Hughes.”

      Her lips flattened, but for once her irritation didn’t seem genuine, almost as though she forced it. “I know that, McAdams.” She focused on the computer.

      “So, something to drink?”

      “No, thanks.”

      “Okay. I’ll be out in the barn.” She nodded, though he could tell her concentration already moved to the numbers on the screen.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Ryan?” Ashley’s voice floated across the yard into the barn where he was wrapping up his work. A few seconds later, she appeared in the doorway, a shadow against the dull, cloud-covered early afternoon sun.

      He waved to catch her attention. “Almost done.”

      “Okay.” She waited while he hung a bucket of oats for Charlie, his best horse, then closed and locked the stall behind him.

      Quickly, he put away the rest of the gear and joined her in the doorway. “Did you find anything?”

      Ashley was swamped in one of his jackets. He liked it on her. With her cheeks rosy from the chilly winds, she’d obvious wrapped up to ward off the cold. She glanced up at the rafters, then jerked her gaze back to Ryan. “Yes. I’d like to show you.”

      “All right. Bad?”

      Another quick peek upwards. What was she looking at?

      “You’re right about the fraud.”

      Her comment distracted him from whatever she was looking at. A cold rock dropped in his stomach. Fraud. He’d put his trust in someone, and they had stolen from him. He clenched his fists. Violated didn’t begin to cover it. “Can we prove it?”

      “It’ll take more digging to be definitive.”

      He ran his hands through his hair. “Damn.”

      He caught yet another upward glance, and curiosity overruled his anger. “What are you looking at?” He followed her gaze and burst out laughing. Mistletoe hung, nailed in the doorway, and he knew he had his mother to thank. She put the stuff all over his house. At the time he’d thought the act futile, as he wasn’t dating anyone. Now…

      Ryan dropped his gaze to Ashley, who shifted her weight, then tipped her chin up in a show of bravado. He found himself—ridiculously—captivated. Such a little gesture. Why would it trigger an instant slash of desire?

      “Do you want to see the books now?” Ashley asked.

      Ryan crossed his arms to keep from touching her. “What I want is to back you against the barn door and kiss you silly.”

      Rather than shoot back with an angry retort, as he expected, Ashley’s mouth dropped open and a squeak escaped her.

      His lips hitched. “But I won’t. You’re here to help, and I promised I’d be a gentleman.”

      Was that disappointment in her eyes? Ryan McAdams you’re a damn fool. She never was and never will be interested. He sobered.

      He leaned down and tapped his cheek. “A quick peck to satisfy tradition, then let’s go look at those books.”

      “Fine.” She went up on tiptoe, bracing herself with her hands on his shoulders. Her lips were warm and soft against his skin, and he caught the strawberry scent of her shampoo before her hands dropped away and she stepped back.

      “Let’s go.” She marched back to the house.

      Ryan followed at a slower pace, unable to keep his eyes off the view, even hidden under his oversized jacket. Too bad, because the girl owned a first-rate ass. Besides, her innocent touch had ignited a craving inside him, leaving him hard as a rock, and he needed a second to calm down.

      How was he supposed to ignore her, inside his house, the rest of the day now?
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        “Dear Heart, Please stop getting involved in everything. Your job is to pump blood. That’s it.”

        --Anonymous

      

      

      Ashley couldn’t believe how tempted she’d been to lay a kiss on Ryan’s oh-so-kissable lips, rather than his cheek. He smelled fantastic—his spicy aftershave combined with the sweet smell of hay and horses. And he gazed at her as if she were the only other person in the universe, his entire focus solely for her. The intensity of that look about took her knees out from underneath her. His dark-eyed stare held no teasing, only want. In response, her body had slammed her with a full-frontal needy assault as heat swept through her and pooled low.

      Had her body turned traitor? Her reaction to Ryan made zero sense. How could she want the person who had dropped their friendship as though it meant nothing to him. Who patronized her and made no bones about how stupid he thought her decisions all those years.

      Though, to be fair, he never used the word stupid. Plus, the last few days, he’d shown a different side. Still fun-loving and teasing, but gentler. Like he   used to be before. He protected her from Mason. Twice. He dealt with Eric at the auction in a man-to-man way.

      She found herself genuinely liking Ryan, remembering why they’d been friends in the first place, and that realization scared her more than the bungee jump Taylor purchased for their last birthday.

      The cold wasn’t what had her hustling inside. The man behind her, combined with her rampant desire, were motivation enough.

      She made it safely behind the computer long before he arrived. The back door slammed, followed by two thuds—Ryan taking off his work boots in the mudroom. A few seconds later, he appeared in the doorway. Sure enough, he wore only socks on his feet. Ignoring the knowing smirk on his face—did he guess why she’d hurried inside?—she jumped straight to business. Business equaled safe.

      “So here’s what I found—”

      She trailed off as he came around the desk and leaned over her, one hand on the back of her chair, one by the keyboard, surrounding her with his size. There went his addictive scent swirling around her again. Maybe she could set a new record for breath-holding?

      Oh holy hell. This was going to be a long day.

      Over the next thirty minutes, Ashley walked him through the discrepancies his accountant hid. Many could be written off as mistakes, but Ashley’s gut and experience, especially from the last ten months in Dallas, told her these were deliberate.

      “How do we prove it?” Ryan asked when she finished.

      “A good accountant is going to need several more hours, maybe even a day, to comb through things.” She grimaced. “Hopefully not longer.”

      Ryan scrubbed a weary hand over his face, a heaviness settling over his shoulders, which hunched forward. Suddenly, the man before her was not the strong, confident face he showed the world, but a worried rancher whose family relied on him.

      It took everything she had not to wrap him up in a hug. Ryan might be arrogant and bossy, but his heart was in the right place. Her mother had been right about that—just like Dad. More importantly, no one deserved to be taken advantage of like this.

      Ashley had to help.

      She placed her hand on his forearm, trying to ignore the impact of his lean muscles and warm skin under her palm. “I’m doing wedding stuff the rest of the week, but tonight I don’t have any plans.”

      He dropped to a crouch in front of her and pinned her with a searching gaze, which had her heart jumping around.

      “You’d do that? I mean, I’d be happy to pay you.”

      Determined to play it casual, Ashley leaned back in the chair and shook her head. “No need to pay me. I’ve already come this far; it’ll be faster for me to finish from here than bring in another set of eyes.”

      Before she had any inkling of what he planned to do, Ryan took her face in his hands and laid a hard, pulse-pounding kiss on her lips. Every nerve in her body jumped to thrilled, tingling life, even as he pulled away.

      “You’re an angel.”

      She blinked at him, trying to gather her wits, which had been swept up in a Texas twister of sensation and scattered to the winds. “Yup. I get that a lot.” Did her voice sound choked? She hoped he didn’t notice.

      “What do you need from me?”

      “Um…” It was just a kiss, and he’s Ryan. Pull your head out of your ass and think, girl. “I may have questions as we go along. Will you be around?”

      He stood and took a couple of steps back, but the distance didn’t help her lack-of-oxygen situation. “I planned to decorate my Christmas tree this afternoon.”

      No way. A small part of her froze, arrested by his simple statement. His Christmas tree? Did men do that? Dad always grumbled when Mom made him help with the tree. So did Eric. But Ashley always harbored a silly romantic vision of decorating the tree with her husband and, eventually, their children. Now she sat here in a puddle of turned-on goo, because Ryan McAdams happened to decorate his own Christmas tree. When she got back to Dallas, maybe she should find a psychiatrist who specialized in delusions.

      Some of her thoughts must’ve shown on her face, because he grinned. “Mine doesn’t take much decorating.”

      “Oh.”

      “I’ll cook dinner, too. You like your steak medium rare, right?”

      “Yes.” Her answer came out distracted as her mind remained on the Christmas tree thing.

      “Mashed or baked potato? Mashed right?”

      His comments finally penetrated. Wait. Either he was an amazing guesser, or he actually remembered that. She waved a hand, feeling a bit like a bug run over by an eighteen-wheeler on a highway. “Either.”

      “Right. I’ll leave you to it.”

      An hour later, the soft strains of Christmas music reached her. Ashley paused in her work and listened. Usually, when she worked from home, she did so on the couch, computer in her lap, with the TV on or music playing. Sitting in this back office seemed…lonely. On the other hand, if she went out to Ryan, she’d have to be around him.

      What bothered her most about that idea was the way her stomach clenched in eager anticipation.

      But he’d promised to behave. And he had, if you discounted the kiss he gave her in a moment of gratitude. How dangerous could tree decorating and a steak dinner be?

      Having mentally talked herself around, she decided no harm could come from working from his couch. Why change her habits just because Ryan happened to be close?

      She snatched up his laptop along with her notepad and pen and followed the sound of music. She discovered Ryan in the family room—showered and dressed in jeans and a t-shirt sporting the logo for the best football team in Texas, with the sleeves pushed back, of course, and holey socks on his feet. Maybe she’d get him some socks for Christmas. He was playing the role of her new crush, after all. A gift would be expected. Right?

      The crackly fire cast a lovely glow over the dimly lit room, reminding her of campfires with its burnt cedar scent. The TV mounted over the mantle, softly played holiday tunes. He hummed under his breath as he haphazardly sprinkled silver strands of tinsel over the most pathetic Christmas tree she ever saw.

      “You’d have been better off using that one for firewood.”

      Ryan startled, threw a glance over his shoulder at her, then turned back to the tree. “Don’t listen to her. You’re perfect,” he half whispered at the scrap of bark and pine needles. The thing was more like a bedraggled branch than a tree.

      She grinned, amused despite herself. “Are you talking to the tree?”

      He chuckled. “The best trees are the sad ones no one wants. I give them a home.”

      “So you have a soft spot for lost causes?”

      He turned those deep brown eyes her way. “No one is ever a lost cause.”

      There went her oxygen again. The air whooshed out of Ashley’s body as she plopped onto the long leather couch facing the fireplace. Ryan’s sad tree stood lopsidedly to the right of the hearth.

      He couldn’t have meant her, but it sure felt like he had. What would having Ryan’s friendship again feel like? She shooed the crazy thought away. He’d been the one to ditch their friendship. Yes, maybe she’d spent all her time with Eric, but Ryan could’ve supported her happiness. Right?

      “So…did you figure everything out? Can I go after this asshole?”

      Ryan’s voice pulled her out of her own head and strangely wishful thinking. She blinked, trying to catch up, and he nodded at the computer in her lap.

      “Oh! No. I just don’t like working in an office. If that’s okay?”

      “Sure. Work wherever you want.”

      “Thanks.” She lifted the laptop lid to log in while Ryan went back to decorating the tree. Ashley lost herself in the numbers again and relaxed. Ryan’s solid presence in the background became almost soothing as he quietly went about his task, humming to the music in an off-key baritone.

      She glanced up at one point and choked back a laugh.

      Ryan turned. “What? Too much?”

      “I think you missed a spot.” She sniggered. Silver tinsel obscured the entire tree.

      He tilted his head, assessing his work. “Maybe I should pull a little off,” he mused.

      “If you don’t want it to collapse under the weight, that might be a good idea.”

      She turned her attention back to his finances, but hadn’t got very far when silver rained all around her. “Hey! What’s the big idea?” She laughed, brushing clinging strands of tinsel from her face and off the keyboard.

      “That’s for questioning my tree decorating skills.”

      “I didn’t question. I gave you a helpful suggestion.”

      “In the form of an insult.”

      She slapped both hands to her cheeks in mock-horror. “Oh, the poor wittle cowboy got his feewings huwt?” she cooed.

      In retaliation he dumped another handful of tinsel on her, and Ashley laughed. “Okay, okay. I have work to do, McAdams. Do you want me to figure this out or not?”

      He narrowed his eyes, glowering with faked anger. “Are you blackmailing me, Hughes?”

      She held up both hands. “Just telling it like it is. I took a leaf from your book. Hard Truths As Seen By Ryan McAdams.”

      As soon as the words shot out of her mouth, she wanted to toss out a lasso and yank them back. Why had she gone there?

      Ryan sobered suddenly, then, to her consternation, dropped to the couch beside her. She grabbed for the computer as it jiggled, her personal space alarm going off at his nearness.

      “I was a big jerk to you over the years. Wasn’t I?” he asked.

      And, just like that, in the face of sincere regret staring her down, she wanted to forget those past insults. Forget his betrayal of their friendship. She’d played her own part in that, constantly obsessing over her new boyfriend. Look at how easily they’d slipped into their old companionable ways today. Again, her mother’s comparison popped into her head. Had all those comments and his disappointment in her come from a place of actual caring, rather than criticism or blame?

      She lifted a piece of tinsel off her lap, smoothing the strand with her fingers. “I believe the last time we talked, you told me, ‘Any woman who let a man dictate her life was no better than a dog on a leash.’”

      Ryan winced. “I’m sorry, Hughes. Please blame it on being young and stupid. And frustrated. I never wanted to hurt you. I just…” He ran a hand through his hair, ruffling the thick dark strands so they stood up at odd angles. Ashley had the weirdest urge to smooth them down for him.

      He shifted to face her more directly. “When you started dating Eric, you suddenly had no time for me. I was hurt and jealous and fifteen. I should have talked to you or handled it better. Hindsight and all that.” His lips crooked in a bitter smile.

      “The day I said that about the leash, when we had that fight? I noticed you didn’t have a ring, and you told me Eric hadn’t proposed. That you were waiting. For what? You’d been together eight or nine years, and you deserved” —He shrugged.— “more. You followed him all through high school, didn’t seem to mind losing me as a friend, gave up Math Club because he wanted you to do 4H with him, gave up going to a big university on scholarship to follow him to the smaller college he got into, and you were waiting again. For him to get off his ass and propose. You were willing to wait for a lukewarm proposal. Something as huge as the-rest-of-your-life should come from a man who’s so in love with you he can’t wait to start that life together. Look at Eric and Taylor.”

      Ouch.

      He broke off with a grimace. “I’m doing it again, I guess. I don’t say that to be mean. But look at how fast he moved to propose when the right woman turned up. You deserved that, too. You still do. Someone to adore you and want you to reach your full potential. Look what you’ve done at the accounting firm. Promoted already, after less than a year, I heard.”

      Wow. Just, wow. Ashley gulped. She had no idea. “I’m sorry about my part in our friendship, too. You were right. I was love blind, I guess. And also young and stupid.” She licked her lips. “As for all the other decisions. A big university wasn’t my scene. I wanted to go to a smaller school. What I wanted most was to come home and work the ranch with my family. Eric might have been an additional factor in my decisions, but he wasn’t the driving reason.”

      Ryan stared at her, as if trying to see into the truth inside her soul. “Is that true?”

      She gave him a sad smile. “Maybe what I needed was a friend to point out any concerns—gently—then stop and listen to me. Instead of someone who made me feel as if I were an idiot for every decision I made.”

      He ran a hand over his jaw, the soft scratch of his early-evening stubble loud in the silence. “I couldn’t be your friend, Ashley. It would have been too self-serving.” Regret, and an elusive emotion she couldn’t put her finger on, laced his voice.

      “What does that mean?” She cocked her head, confusion pursing her lips. Had he liked her? As more than a friend?

      He blew out a long breath and levered off the couch. “It doesn’t matter anymore.”

      Her heart constricted at his words, and she shivered at the loss of his warmth beside her.

      He faced her, purpose hardening his mouth. “You are a smart, capable, beautiful woman. Someone I always admired and liked. I’m sorry if my words or actions ever hurt you.” He held out a hand. “Maybe we could start over? As friends. Again.”

      Friends. She shouldn’t feel disappointed about the label. But she did. Jeez. What was going on with her anyway? Did she want more? That couldn’t be it. Maybe the wedding stuff, combined with being single during the holidays for the first time since she was fifteen, was getting to her.

      Ashley shook his hand. “Friends it is.”

      Awkward silence descended as they stared at each other. Reluctantly, she pulled her hand out of his grasp and waved at the computer. “Okay, friend, I’d better keep working on your fraud issue.”

      “Right.” He turned away and went into the kitchen, where he rattled around for a bit, the clang of pots and pans reaching her where she remained on the couch.

      Ashley did her best to ignore him until the sound of popping filled the air, followed by the buttery scent of popcorn.

      “Popcorn with steak?” she called.

      He held up a bowl of cranberries. “I’m stringing it for the tree.” He grimaced. “Mom’s suggestion.”

      “Ah.” Until today she would’ve placed seeing Ryan string popcorn and berries for his Christmas tree at the same level of likelihood as catching a leprechaun. “Don’t you have any ornaments?”

      He brought the bowls, along with a needle and thread, into the family room and sat beside her on the couch, laying it all out on the coffee table. “No. All the ornaments on my parents’ tree growing up represented a memory. Each one reminded us of a trip or a big occasion or a family member. I want to do that, too. Until then, tinsel and stringed popcorn and berries work fine.”

      She’d forgotten about his family’s tree tradition. “Huh.”

      “What?”

      “Nothing. Just…Ryan McAdams. Captain of the football team, class president, prom king, and big, tough rancher, has a secret marshmallow center.”

      “What can I say? I’m the total package.” He grinned, dimples flashing.

      “Let’s add modest to the list.”

      He tossed a piece of popcorn at her, which she plucked off her lap and popped into her mouth. The burst of buttery flavor on her tongue had her reaching for a handful from the bowl, only to have her hand smacked.

      “Hey!”

      “Get to work, woman.”

      “How can I look away from all your manly awesomeness?” She used her best southern accent and batted her eyelashes at him, damsel-style.

      He speared a piece of popcorn with the needle and stabbed his finger with the pointed end. “Damn.” He jerked back with a glare for the needle and stuck his bleeding finger in his mouth. Catching her amused gaze, he winked. “Not exactly my thing—I’m better with horses and cows—but someone has to do it.”

      Ashley chuckled and turned back to the computer, supremely conscious of the man at her side. She tried to ignore the fission of attraction pulsing through her. Apparently, she found a work-hardened cowboy like Ryan decorating a tree, somewhat ineptly granted, sexy as hell.

      Damn.
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        “Dear Santa, Save yourself the trip and skip my house this year. I’ve decided to join the naughty list instead.”

        --Abigail Owen

      

      

      “I think…” Ashley paused to type a few more notes. “Yup. I’m done.” She hit save with a flourish, flopped back against the couch, and let out a long sigh, her brain fuzzy from hours of continued, detailed concentration.

      Ryan lowered the Texas Cattlemen magazine he was reading, having cleaned up from dinner and finished decorating long before. “You’re joking?”

      When she’d gotten sick of his asking how things were going—she’d never been able to do homework with him for the same reason—she’d teased him by pretending to be done. A couple times.

      This time she meant it. Leaning forward, she deposited the computer on the coffee table, next to the empty popcorn bowl. “I’m an accountant. We don’t joke about numbers.”

      She winked at him, then stood and stretched. Other than a break for the scrumptious steaks he grilled, she’d been sitting on the couch for hours. Darkness had fallen ages ago, and a smattering of rain now tapped against the tin roof. Ryan kept the fire going, which crackled merrily away behind a lovely iron grate.

      Ryan stood, too. “And?”

      She dropped her arms. “What I found is definitive. You should give it all to your lawyer. They’ll work with the police to prosecute.”

      “So you can prove it?”

      “Yes. And it wasn’t easy.”

      Before she finished talking, he swept her up in a bear hug, lifting her feet off the ground, and buried his face in her hair. “I didn’t want it to be true. I’ve heard about cases where they couldn’t prove it. All that money lost. I’m relieved I don’t have to go to my family and tell them we have no recourse.”

      “Can’t breathe,” Ashley squeaked.

      He huffed a laugh and lowered her feet to the ground, but his arms stayed entwined around her. “I’m serious. Thank you.”

      Those simple words combined with how he looked at her—as though she was precious—lightened her heart. She could have floated away on a cloud. She hadn’t realized until this moment exactly how much she’d missed Ryan McAdams. The friend, not the guy he’d been the last ten years. Ashley smiled. “I’m happy to help.”

      Ryan’s gaze dropped to her lips, and his smile slowly faded.

      Ashley cocked her head. “What?”

      He shook his head, laser-focused on her in a way that made her stomach clench. “You never smile at me anymore, is all. It’s…nice.”

      There went all the oxygen. Again. How did he have this effect on her air intake? “Oh.”

      She gave a mental wince at the inane response, but her verbal skills deserted her along with the air.

      “I want to kiss you.” He held himself stiffly but didn’t let her go.

      Ashley bit her lip as her clamoring body begged her to let him. But, this was Ryan McAdams. Sure, they’d cleared the air a bit, and he’d shown her the side she’d forgotten—the likeable, patient, fun-loving man who enjoyed laughing with her. However, as wrong as she’d been about Eric, she didn’t trust her instincts any more.

      Good grief, girl, it’s a kiss. You’re not marrying the guy. The voice in her head didn’t need to give her more reason than that. Besides, she found she couldn’t walk away.

      “I want you to kiss me,” she whispered.

      With a tortured groan, he lowered his lips to hers in a kiss that passed “go” and went straight to “jail.”

      Heat swept through her at his touch, as she responded to the demands of his lips against hers. She opened to him, reveling in the sensations he built inside her as he pulled her lower lip between his teeth, then soothed the nip with his tongue, which he swept against hers. She shuddered, letting loose a small whimper of need.

      Groaning, Ryan gathered her closer, his arms wrapped around her and fitted her perfectly against him like a puzzle piece. He smoothed his hands down her back over the indent of her waist. He cupped her ass, bringing her even closer, and making her intimately aware of the hard, thick length of him straining against his zipper. All the while, he never stopped kissing her, demanding a response, which she was all too eager to give.

      Heat spilled through Ashley, stoking her hunger for him and burning away her shock at what they were doing. She wanted his hands, his lips, all over her body. She craved his touch, his taste. Sensation took over from rational thought and, heaven help her, she wanted him. All of him. Now.

      She smoothed her hands up the hard planes of his chest, over his broad shoulders, and tangled her fingers in the silky thickness of his dark hair. Her body scorched, and she wanted to wrap herself around him, but she settled for tugging him even closer.

      As he trailed his lips to her neck, then to her ear, his warm breath feathered her hair and sent shivers of awareness through her. She needed more. She needed his skin against hers, to feel his heat against her with nothing between them.

      She brought her hands to the top of his shirt and hastily undid the buttons. She snuck her hands inside, needing to explore every inch of his muscled chest, hard and warm against her fingertips.

      With a shuddering breath, Ryan closed his hands over her wrists and stepped back. Ashley stared at him in dazed confusion.

      “Don’t stop,” she begged.

      He shut his eyes, his jaw clenched tightly. “If we don’t put the brakes on now, I won’t be able to stop until I have you in my bed, under my body.”

      The image of the two of them together flashed starkly clear in her mind, and Ashley sucked in a gasp. A small part of her marveled at the intense desire wrapped around Ryan McAdams. Not in a bad way, more like a shock. “You don’t want me in your bed?”

      He opened his eyes, trailing his intense gaze over her flushed face and down her body. Ashley felt that gaze like a physical brush against her skin. Her nipples tightened, tingling for his touch, and her body throbbed.

      “I don’t think I’ve ever wanted anything more,” he admitted, his voice harsh with need.

      “Then why—?”

      “You’re still getting over the man you spent nine years loving. And, we’ve only just become friends again. I don’t want to be a rebound for you.” Even saying the words, he couldn’t keep his gaze from trailing her body.

      Emboldened by his gaze and his words, she stepped closer, pressing her body against his and relishing the shudder that wracked him. “You’re not a rebound. I want you, Ryan McAdams.”

      She hoped like hell he didn’t ask her why, because she wasn’t ready to answer that question. Not even to herself. Though the honest side of her suspected she’d always been attracted to him. Until they were fifteen, he was one of the most important people in her life. His rejection and criticism over the years wouldn’t have hurt her as much as it did otherwise.

      Granted, she still wasn’t sure where her feelings stood with Eric. After their talk in the jewelry store, though, she was fairly certain romantic love was no longer part of the equation. More telling, at this moment, was the fact that anything she ever felt for her long-time boyfriend paled in comparison to what she felt for the man in her arms. Eric never engendered this level of desire in her. Ever. She didn’t want to examine the reasons too closely. Not yet.

      Ryan gripped her shoulders as if to push her back, but his dark gaze caught and held hers. He gave his head a shake, as if arguing with himself. Before he could say no, Ashley framed face in her hands. “Ryan. Make love to me.” She’d been reduced to begging.

      She squeaked in surprise as he swept her up in his arms and strode through the house. “Heaven help me. I can’t say no.”

      Delight, triumph, and anticipation burst through her. Never one to wait to open her presents, she took the opportunity to explore his neck, laying nibbling kisses against the taut skin there, inhaling his clean scent, loving the tangy taste of him.

      “Woman, you keep that up and we might not make it to the bed.”

      As much as the mental image of his taking her up against the wall, hot and sweaty and fast, turned her on, Ashley wanted this moment to last and last. “Damn.” She pulled back to the sound of his chuckle.

      Ryan walked through a doorway into a dimly lit room. She barely had time to notice the heavy, masculine oak furniture and navy comforter and décor before his fevered gazed dropped to her. “Are you sure?”

      This fell under the headings of insane and unexpected, but, oddly, she’d never been more sure of anything in her life. “Yes.”

      With care bordering on reverence, he lowered her feet to the ground and took her lips in the sweetest kiss she’d ever known. He sipped at her before brushing her bottom lip with the tip of his tongue. The fire that had raged between them, which had turned to smoldering embers for a second, now stoked higher with each touch, each caress.

      Slowly, he undressed her, taking his time and paying homage to every newly exposed inch of skin with his hands and lips and tongue until she stood naked before him. Seized with a sudden bout of shyness, she glanced away, only to have him tip her chin up to meet his gaze.

      “You’re the most gorgeous thing I’ve ever laid eyes on.”

      His hot gaze told her he meant every word, and her shyness melted in the face of his desire. She grinned. “I would say the same, but one of us is wearing too many clothes.”

      His eyes crinkled and his delighted laugh rumbled out of him, melting something in her heart she hadn’t known was frozen. In a frenzy of movement at direct odds to the way he’d taken his time with her seconds before, Ryan jerked off his clothing, discarding it chaotically to mix with hers on the floor.

      Ashley hungrily absorbed every exposed inch of him—the ridges of his stomach, the power of his legs and chest, the smattering of hair that led down to his bulging erection. She jerked her gaze to his. “You’re too big.”

      She wasn’t faking the panic in her voice. Ryan laughed as he yanked her into his arms, and her brain overheated at the sensation of skin against skin, hard against soft.

      “We’ll fit. I promise.”

      Why his words settled her, she had no idea. He swept them both onto the bed, bringing his body down on top of hers. Instead of taking her lips in another series of explosive kisses, he lowered his head and pulled an eager nipple into his hot mouth. Ashley gasped and arched up into him as he sucked, hard, every pull shooting straight to her core.

      At the same time, he trailed his fingers down her abdomen, over her hip, down her thigh, and back up the inside of her thigh straight to her clit, which throbbed in anticipation. Ashley couldn’t have stopped her moan of reaction as he touched her there, brushing against the bundle of nerves in the most tantalizing way. She became lost in a haze of desire as he played her body like a fine instrument, building the ache inside her, stoking the fire.

      She undulated her hips, chasing his touch, and he pressed harder, sucked harder at the tip of her breast, not letting up on either, building the pressure inside her. Higher. Higher. Until she came. Hard. Stars burst behind her closed eyes. Ashley whimpered as her orgasm crested over her in waves of tingling sensation. Ryan never stopped touching her until he wrung every ounce of pleasure from her body.

      Panting and languorous in the aftermath, she returned his smile when Ryan lifted his head. He levered off her body, and she reached for him. “Wait.”

      “I’ll be right back.”

      As she watched, he hurried to his bedside table and pulled out a condom, which he quickly rolled on his straining cock before returning to her, settling between her thighs. He claimed her lips with a kiss both possessive and satisfied in an utterly male way, and she smiled against the kiss, suppressing the strangest urge to giggle. Happiness wanted to burst from her.

      He took both her hands in his, threading their fingers together, and raising her arms above her head. He stared into her eyes, and she couldn’t pull her gaze away from the intensity of his. He reached down between them, brushing his fingers across her slick entrance, and she sucked in sharply as pleasure washed through her at his touch. Could she orgasm again? She never had that quickly.

      He aligned his cock, pressing the tip into her. Pressure at her entrance gave way to stretching as he slowly pushed into her body until he filled every inch of her in the most exquisite way. Fully inside her, Ryan let go a breath she hadn’t realized he’d been holding, the puff feathering against her neck.

      Gaze still locked to her, almost as though he worried that if he looked away, she’d disappear, Ryan moved his hips, slowly at first, letting the pleasure build again, before setting a steady rhythm.

      She was all set to enjoy the ride, having always liked sex but never having an orgasm from penetration, when a familiar, agonizing pressure started to build inside her again, burning at the base of her spine.

      “Oh!” she gasped.

      He canted his hips to hit a spot inside her, spinning her even more out of control. “Oh!” she moaned now, shocked at what he could make her body do and feel.

      Ryan grinned and captured her lips, his pace increasing as they both neared the precipice.

      She couldn’t have stopped the moans and gasps coming from her throat as he pumped into her, even if she’d wanted to. “Harder,” she urged.

      “Yes,” he hissed. He increased the pace, almost slamming into her, letting go of the control he’d shown up to this point, and she silently reveled in the fact that she could make him lose it like this.

      “Come for me, baby,” he whispered into her ear. To her utter shock, she did, her body clamping down on his as wave after wave of blissful sensation wracked through her.

      At the same time, Ryan gave a loud shout, thrusting into her with long hard strokes as his body came and came. Eventually he slowed, then stopped. He leaned on one arm and smoothed the sweat-soaked hair from her face, a tenderness in his gaze she’d never seen before, making her stomach clench in stark reaction.

      “I’ll be damned,” he muttered.

      She grinned, replete and satiated. “I hope not, because I’d have to join you there.”

      Ryan chuckled and pulled out of her. She shivered as cold air brushed over her body as he got up to dispose of the condom.

      Shyness overtook her again. She’d only ever been with Eric, and their first time had been a year into dating—a long time ago. What was she supposed to do now? Did Ryan want her to stay? Would they make love again, or were they finished?

      “I can see you thinking, Hughes.”

      She tipped her head and eyed him. “And what am I thinking?”

      He flopped down on the bed beside her, pulled her up against him with an arm around her stomach, spoon fashion, and murmured in her ear. “How have you lasted this long out of my bed? Am I right?”

      Ashley did her best not to stiffen in his arms, because he was close to the truth. She’d been wondering how she could’ve missed the attraction between them. But she’d been focused on Eric so long. Plus, where could they go from here? After the wedding and the holiday, she’d go home to Dallas, and they’d only bump into each other every now and then, when she came home to visit. Maybe a phone call or two about the fraud if the lawyers had any questions. Even a strong friendship seemed out of her grasp. A thought which settled like a rock in the pit of her stomach

      To cover her churning mind, she stifled a yawn with her hand. “Still arrogant, even in bed.”

      He chuckled. “Especially in bed.”

      She rolled over to face him, pleased he kept her in the circle of his arms. “I can’t stay the night.” Small towns and wagging tongues had already landed them in trouble, and that was when they hadn’t done anything.

      He brushed the back of his hand against her cheek. “I know.”

      Oh. She’d sort of expected an argument.

      “But I hope you’ll stay a little longer.”

      He did? God, her emotions were like a frickin’ roller coaster. Up and down and all around. “Yeah?”

      He drew a pattern over her belly with the tip of his finger, leaving a trail of buzzing nerves in his wake. “I want to try an experiment.”

      She frowned, not following. “What do you mean?”

      “I want to see if sex with you is that amazing every time.”

      An unaccustomed blush started at her cheeks and flooded every inch of her skin, the heat leaving a trail. Ashley bit her lip to hold back a giddy grin. “Sounds like an experiment worth repeating a few times.”
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        “If I tell you a duck can pull a truck, then shut up and hook the sucker up.”

        --Southern Expression (means “trust me”)

      

      

      Ryan woke to a dark room illuminated only by the light from the bathroom to find Ashley dressed and ready to leave. Already her place in his bed had cooled, and he wanted her back beside him.

      “Wait,” he mumbled in a sleep-roughened voice. “I’ll walk you out.” He tossed back the covers and pulled on the pair of jeans he discarded earlier. Turning to find her eyeing his body with interest, he couldn’t help his grin and laughed as she rolled her eyes.

      At the door she fished her keys out of her purse. He snuck in closer while she was distracted and snatched her lips in a long, lingering kiss when she glanced up.

      Reluctantly, he pulled back to another of her sweet smiles, the one that could bring him to his knees.

      “I’ll never forget tonight.”

      Her words sounded ominously like good-bye. “What do you mean by that?”

      The smile slipped from her lips, and confusion dimmed the light in her eyes. “Um. Did I say something wrong? I know this was only for tonight. I mean, after Christmas, I’ll be back in Dallas, and you’ll be here.”

      His heart plummeted. “You’re saying this was a one-night stand?”

      She glanced away from the accusation he knew reflected in his expression. “That’s not what I—”

      “Right.” Ryan clenched his fists at his side as impotent anger pumped through him—at himself, at her. He’d been a damn fool, believing, even for a second, that he meant something to her. “Of course. Being around Eric and Taylor must be hard. I’m glad I could help.”

      “That is definitely not what happened here.”

      “No?”

      Ashley blanked her face, every emotion hidden from him just as she used to do. “There you go ruining beautiful things again. I guess I shouldn’t expect trust or anything different from someone who walks away from his friends so easily.”

      She should’ve known better? What about him? He crossed his arms. “I think you should go.”

      She shook her head and jerked the door open. “Forget it. And forget the whole dating story. I’ll figure something else out. See you around, McAdams.”

      Ryan didn’t follow her out into the cold night air. Ashley had no right to be angry with him. At the same time, he didn’t want to admit that driving his fury was a gut-wrenching level of disappointment. Up until the last five minutes tonight, he’d hoped—

      Ryan banged a fist against the doorjamb as Ashley’s headlights flashed through the window before she sped away. He’d been an idiot to hope anything where Ashley Hughes was concerned.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Wakey, wakey, eggs n’ bakey.” Taylor’s sing-songy voice interrupted Ashley’s already fitful sleep.

      Ashley groaned, ignoring the hugely annoying invitation to wake up and, instead, rolled over, shoving her head under her pillow. After she’d finally got home last night, she hadn’t been able to sleep, thinking about the awful way she and Ryan left things. Why’d he have to be such an ass about it? At least she hadn’t blurted out an admission of Ryan’s superiority in the sex department. At least for her.

      Taylor shook her by the shoulder. “Wake up, sleepyhead.”

      “Go away,” she grumbled, her voice muffled by the pillow.

      “No way. I want to hear all about what happened at Ryan McAdams’s last night.”

      Ashley remained under her pillow, only now she was hiding. What had happened last night? Everything. Nothing. Taylor would know in an instant something was up.

      “Come on,” Taylor wheedled, flipping the pillow to the floor and dragging the covers back. “Talk.”

      Ashley flung an arm over her eyes. “Later.”

      “It’s ten in the morning. Get your ass out of bed, you lazy bum. Unless you’re still exhausted after a bout of blow-your-mind sex with Hottie McAdams.”

      How to get out of this? Before Eric and Taylor, Ashley would’ve told her sister everything. If she was honest with herself, she missed their closeness this last year. Would it be so bad, telling her this part?

      With a long-suffering sigh, Ashley lowered her arms and scooted up in the bed, blinking at the bright sunlight streaming into her room from the window. Apparently, Taylor pulled back the curtains. She held out a hand for her pillow, which Taylor handed over, and got it situated behind her back. “Great sex might be part of why I’m exhausted.”

      Taylor released a squeal of delight worthy of a teenager and hopped about on the bed, jiggling Ashley around. “I wondered. I mean, I know you two had that falling out, but the sparks lately.” Taylor whistled. “I’m thrilled you finally found happiness with the right guy.”

      Why, oh, why had she started that “Ryan is my new boyfriend” thing? Technically rumor had started it, fed by Ryan’s actions. But when he agreed to her plan, she might’ve texted Taylor and implied things. Things she couldn’t take back now. What was she going to do? Ashley closed her mouth and let her sister keep going.

      Taylor took her hand, gripping it hard. “I’ve been feeling so guilty. Stupid, I know. I mean, I know you don’t love Eric any more. But I want you to be as happy as we are, and this whole wedding thing with you unhappy…”

      Ashley reached out to grip Taylor’s arm and stop her right there. “I haven’t been unhappy.”

      Taylor cocked her head, a you can’t fool me glint in her eyes. “Of course, you have. I’m your sister. You think I didn’t know? You don’t like Dallas. I know you stayed away to give me and Eric a chance, time to figure things out.”

      Ashley shook her head. “I love my job.”

      Taylor crawled over and snuggled into her. “You want to work on a ranch. Isn’t that what you’ve always wanted?”

      Had she been that obvious?

      “But,” her sister continued, “If you marry Ryan, it’s perfect!”

      Ashley held up her hands. “Whoa! Slow down there, Tay. I’m not marrying Ryan.”

      “But…” Confusion and disappointment dimmed Taylor’s glowing happiness. “You had mind-blowing sex.”

      Ashley had suspected, but hadn’t known for sure until this moment, how much her happiness—right at this instant—would impact Taylor. She could see in her sister’s jubilation how Taylor needed her to be happy in a relationship in order to feel easy about her own.

      Despite months of assuring Taylor over the phone that she felt nothing but pleased for her and Eric—okay, so she’d left out not knowing her own feelings for Eric— Taylor’s soft heart meant she couldn’t accept it without proof.

      And Ryan McAdams was proof.

      Which meant she had to keep up the charade to help make her sister’s wedding as happy as possible. Could she manage it without Ryan? After last night, she’d have to. “We did sleep together. And he was…incredible.” That darn blush heated her cheeks. She never blushed. Grrrr.

      Taylor clapped, her happy glow back. “And?”

      Ashley sighed. Time to play it up. “I think I’d marry that man if he’d get his head out of his rear end.”

      The second the words were out of her mouth, she had the strangest moment where they felt true.

      “What do you mean?” Taylor interrupted her thoughts.

      Ashley bit her lip and ploughed ahead. “He thought I used him as a one-night stand, or maybe a stand-in for Eric. Of course, I didn’t.” See, still the truth.

      Taylor nodded sagely. “But you’re in love with Ryan?”

      Ashley hesitated. “I don’t know. I mean…he was my best friend, and the next day he was only ever mean.” Of course, he’d explained that a bit, and apologized.

      “All because he was jealous of Eric?” Taylor asked.

      Ashely sucked in an immediate denial. “Maybe. But since bumping into him at the bar, he’s been, well, nice. Like we used to be. I realized—” She cut off the words which felt too real.

      “You could fall for him?”

      Taylor’s easy assumption was hard to take. “Something like that.”

      “I’m sure if you explain things, he’ll stop being a jerk about Eric.”

      Doubtful. Enough of her thoughts must’ve shown on her face, because Taylor clucked. “You have too much pride sometimes.”

      Ashley chuckled. “Maybe.”

      “So you’ll talk to Ryan?”

      She had to, if they were going to keep her lie going. Just, not today. She was still too mad at him. Or maybe she could fake it without him. The wedding and Christmas would keep her busy. She could make up some excuse for his missing the wedding. “Absolutely.” She’d tell Taylor after the wedding that things hadn’t worked out. No harm, no foul, and her sister could marry guilt free.

      “What on earth was all that squealing?” Eric poked his head inside.

      Taylor crawled off the bed and hurried to his side. “Ashley and Ryan.”

      He raised his eyebrows and turned a searching gaze Ashley’s way. “Oh?”

      Shit. He didn’t believe her. The doubt in his eyes was hard to miss. Of course, he and Taylor had witnessed the failure of her friendship with Ryan. But Taylor believed her, so why didn’t Eric? “It’s still early,” she hedged.

      “You don’t even like Ryan.” Skepticism filled every word.

      Every part of her rejected those words, but she pushed her reaction aside.

      Was this the strangest conversation ever? Sitting in bed in her pajamas, trying to convince her ex-boyfriend, who was about to become her brother-in-law, she was falling for the guy she had always hated after he stopped being her best friend? Sounded more like a soap opera than real life. “We had a chance to clear the air.”

      “That quick, huh?”

      Taylor elbowed her fiancé. “Give her a break. Anyone can see the sparks fly when they’re together.”

      Eric shook his head, giving his bride an amused smile Ashley could tell fell short of his eyes. He seemed almost concerned. Not in a possessive way but in a Doubting Thomas kind of way. He definitely wasn’t buying her story.

      “Well…Ryan’s a good guy.” Eric glanced at Ashley. “Is he coming to the wedding as your date?”

      [image: ]
* * *

      After Ashley left, sleep had been as elusive as a jackalope sighting. Eventually, around four in the morning, Ryan gave up and started his day. Work for the day out of the way early, he decided to run errands in town rather than sit around his house and brood. What he needed was a stiff drink, but Ryan settled for grocery shopping instead. He was getting low on eggs.

      “Hi, Ryan.”

      At the sound of Ashley’s voice behind him, he slowly turned. Only the woman in front of him wasn’t Ashley, but Taylor. He’d always been able to tell them apart. Ashley’s voice was a little lower, with a sexy rasp to it, her grey eyes a tad lighter. And his body didn’t respond to Taylor like it did Ashley.

      Taylor was dressed like Ashley—white button down over designer jeans and flashy little boots, rather than Taylor’s usual jeans, sturdy boots, and sweatshirt. Maybe she came to town for wedding stuff. “Hi.”

      She shifted on her feet and flashed a nervous smile. “I wanted to apologize for any…misunderstandings last night.”

      Okay. Ryan was thoroughly confused. What was going on here? He crossed his arms. “Yeah?”

      Taylor cleared her throat. “Yes. I know you think I’m still in love with Eric, but we were over long before I ended it.”

      Clarity broke over him. Apparently, Ashley’s twin decided to step in and “help” her out. He’d heard rumors of them changing places in school. Most people couldn’t tell them apart, though the difference to him was as obvious as chocolate and vanilla.

      “I see.” What had Ashley told Taylor? And why was Taylor trying to patch things up between them? And what did he do now? Play along and see what happened? Or call Taylor out? Curiosity overruled his earlier anger with Ashley, and he reached a snap decision. Play this one out.

      She reached out and placed her hand on his arm. Only Taylor’s touch felt nothing like Ashley’s. No zing to his heart. Or other parts. “Do you really?”

      He placed his hand over hers. “I think so. You want our one-night stand to turn into more?”

      Taylor’s eyes lit up. “I wondered if we could at least give it a chance.”

      “I’d like that.” He would, if the woman in front of him happened to be Ashley. After she’d left, and he’d cooled down, he had to admit his inappropriate level of anger might have something to do with his feelings for Ashley. Finally, he got honest with himself and admitted he’d loved her this entire time. He’d spent most of the day trying to figure out what the hell, if anything, he should do about it. Thank god for interfering twin sisters.

      An imp of mischief made him lean down as if he’d kiss Taylor. Ryan tried hard not to laugh out loud when she hastily back stepped.

      “Maybe we should take it slow.”

      He grinned. “I guess kissing in a grocery store isn’t exactly romantic.”

      Again, he had to hold back laughter as relief flashed across her face. “Not particularly. Why don’t you come to the house tonight for dinner? Seven o’clock?”

      And spring this reunion on her sister? This would be interesting. “I’ll be there.” Wild horses couldn’t drag him away from the fireworks show about to go off in the Hughes’ home.
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        “Dear Santa, I’ve been really good this year… Well, I’ve been okay this year… Oh forget it, I’ll buy my own presents.” --Anonymous

      

      

      Ashley sat beside Taylor on the couch, comfy in her oldest, softest jeans and a well-loved—a.k.a. ratty—college t-shirt, and poured the ingredients for hot chocolate into yet another mason jar.

      “How many more until we’re done?” She was so over assembling wedding favors. Mental note. If she ever got married, her wedding favors would require little to no assembly.

      Eric, lounging in the overstuffed leather arm chair, grinned at her over the top of his book.

      “Only another twenty!” Taylor chirped.

      Taylor, on the other hand, seemed to be enjoying herself. Of course, she was also the one who loved baking cookies to take to the neighbors, which was Ashley’s idea of torture. Not the neighborliness, but the time spent baking. Ugh.

      “Whose idea was this mason jar thing anyway?” Eric hid behind his book after asking the question, turning the page with a quiet rustle of sound. Ashley still caught the subtle shake to his shoulders as he was overtaken by silent laughter.

      “Mine,” she owned up.

      Tilting her head to send him a wide, fake-as-Mandy-Walker’s-diamond-ring smile, Ashley gestured to the table. “Feel free to join us. Three sets of hands go faster than two.”

      “I’ll pass.”

      Taylor tossed a ribbon at her fiancé. “Leave her alone, or you deal with me.”

      Eric lowered his book, his gaze, filled with laughter and love, focused entirely on her sister. Ashley glanced away, not wanting to intrude, and perhaps a tiny bit jealous. Not because of Eric-- she was sure her feelings for him were only sisterly now. But wouldn’t it be nice to be on the receiving end of a look like that?

      Ashley’s stomach rumbled as the hearty scent of Mom’s pot roast wafted through the house. She missed breakfast and hadn’t claimed much of an appetite at lunch. Now she was starving, and her protesting stomach wouldn’t let her forget it.

      The chime of the doorbell was a welcome excuse to stop assembling. “I’ll get it.”

      Before she could hop up, Taylor grabbed her by the arm. “I have a confession.”

      Panic widened her sister’s eyes. What on earth? “Okay?”

      Eric set down his book. “What’s going on?”

      Taylor swung to him. “Do you mind answering the door?”

      He glanced between them, a frown lowering his brows, before he levered up off the chair. “Sure. Far be it for me to get between you two,” he muttered on his way out.

      Taylor slowly faced Ashley, twisting her hands in her lap. “Um….”

      “Spit it out, Tay.”

      Taylor grimaced, then confessed in a rush of jumbled words. “You know Eric and I met with the minister today in town, and I borrowed an outfit.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Well…I might have pretended to be you when I bumped into Ryan at the grocery store afterward.”

      Ashley froze. Even her heart decided pumping blood was overrated and stopped. “How?...Why?...”

      Taylor waved away the question. “Not important. The important thing is, he accepted your apology for any misunderstandings and wants to see where your relationship might lead.”

      Ashley could barely process the combination of elation and dread through her shock. What? Wait— “Who is at the door, Taylor?”

      “Ryan came for dinner.” Taylor flung out her arms, jazz hands and all. “Surprise!”

      Before Ashley could say another word, a watchful Eric and a delighted Mom appeared at the doorway, followed closely by Ryan.

      Discombobulated was a word Ashley always considered rather goofy. Who would ever use it, right? But now, the term totally described her. She stared up at Ryan, dressed in nice jeans and a navy button down, sleeves rolled up as usual, which had her lust kicking into high gear, and carrying a bouquet of flowers—roses no less. She loved roses. But she was still mad at him and he at her. Weren’t they?

      Brain still on blackout, she didn’t even think to stand up because all systems had short circuited.

      “Hi,” Ryan’s low tones skittered down her spine.

      Damn, she was in for a world of trouble. One word and she turned to jelly. Only, he came here under false pretenses. But he’d shown up. What did that mean? Of course, he’d also believed Taylor was Ashley, which hurt in a stupid way. Couldn’t the man tell the difference? Then again, even Eric and her father had trouble sometimes.

      “Hi,” she squeaked.

      “I’ll help you finish up dinner, Mom,” Taylor said. “Come on, Eric.” Her sister dragged their audience out of the room.

      Just like that, she and Ryan were alone.

      He crossed the room and dropped down beside her on the couch, handing her the roses. She took them automatically, manners drummed into her since childhood finally overriding her shock, and appreciatively sniffed their delicate scent. “Thank you.”

      “So…” He searched her face with an intensity which had her heart pounding in response. One arm on the back of the couch behind her, caging her in, he leaned closer. Was he going to kiss her? Every cell in her body pleaded for him to lay his lips over hers.

      “Want to explain why Taylor impersonated you in the grocery store today?”

      Ashely came down from anticipation with an almighty thump and disappointment twisted inside her. “You knew it was her?” No use denying it.

      “Let’s just say the difference between you is pretty obvious to me.”

      Now why did that give her a giddy sensation in her stomach? “Oh. I’m surprised you didn’t decide to mess with me for a while.” She wouldn’t have blamed him if he had.

      Ryan’s easy grin flashed. “I planned to, but I’m done playing games with you.”

      “Oh.” She winced at her broken record impersonation.

      “So tell me why she did it, and we’ll go from there.”

      Ashley scrunched up her face. How to even begin? “Taylor noticed how late I got home. This morning she wanted all the details, and…” Nerves did a can-can dance inside her stomach, and she set the bouquet of roses behind her on the couch.

      Holy hell, this was awkward.

      “And?” he prompted.

      “Based on the way she was acting, I realized exactly how right I was that she’s still worried about my being unhappy about her marrying Eric.”

      He listened quietly, and didn’t say anything to that—not even a snide remark—so she continued. “I’ve told her a thousand times, I’m happy for them, and the field was clear for her. But I think she finds it easier to believe if I…”

      “If you’re involved with someone else.”

      She winced at the grim undertones to his words, the way his jaw hardened. “Yes.”

      “So you slept with me just to make your sister feel better? I already agreed to fake the boyfriend thing. You didn’t need to take it that far.” Pissed didn’t begin to describe Ryan’s reaction if his glowering expression and the harshness in his voice were anything to go by.

      Denial had her reaching for his arm, strong and warm under her fingertips. “No!” She glanced at the doorway and lowered her voice. “No,” she repeated. “Sleeping with you just…happened. I didn’t realize how much Taylor needed me to be happily taken until this morning.” Honesty insisted she amend that. “I mean, I obviously suspected, or I wouldn’t have asked you to help me. But I didn’t see how big a deal it could be until now.”

      He didn’t move a muscle, not even a twitch. Simply sat there and studied her face, his expression unrelenting. “Let’s say I believe you. That still doesn’t explain why she tried to patch things up between us.”

      She shifted in her seat. “I didn’t want to lie to her face, so I told her we had sex and then you misunderstood me when I left and concluded I still love Eric. She insisted I try to reconcile things. I figured by promising I would. I’d get her through the wedding. Then I could “end” things with you, so to speak, after they are happily married.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “Did I misunderstand you? When you left?”

      Her breath locked up in her throat. “I’m not in love with Eric.” The words felt true to her soul, and a lightness accompanied the affirmation of what she’d slowly come to realize. Maybe what she’d known for a while now. “And I wasn’t using you.”

      Admitting more was not an option, because her emotions where Ryan was concerned were a jumbled up, confused mess.

      Ryan ran a hand over his face. “I’m not sure I believe you. About your feelings for Eric.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you were with him for years and followed him around like a puppy dog. Then you ran away to lick your wounds after you broke it off.”

      “That was true a year ago. Maybe. Even then I’d started to have doubts, if I’m frank. It’s certainly not true anymore.”

      He lowered his hand, disbelief patent in the questioningly lifted eyebrow. “Yeah? What changed?”

      Ashley flopped back against the couch, spent and tired of trying to convince people. “You’re not going to believe me anyway.”

      “I promise to try.”

      She glanced his way to find him watching her, an earnest expression in those dark eyes. She discovered she wanted Ryan to believe her, to know the truth. “I realized I’m as happy on my own in Dallas as I was at any point in my relationship with Eric. I didn’t miss him as much as I didn’t want to deal with the dating scene. I also missed working on the ranch and being with my family. Then, coming home, I waited to see if I felt more. Felt anything other than friendship.” She twitched a shoulder. “I don’t. I think I was comfortable with him after such a long time together, but my heart wasn’t in it. Not like Taylor. The way they look at each other…”

      Suddenly a mental image of Ryan looking at her that way—as if he couldn’t imagine his life without her in it, as if she made his day better purely by being part of it—popped into her head and settled in her heart. A crazy thought, totally out of her reach.

      “So what do you want to do now?”

      She sighed and stood up. “I guess it’s time to go confess things to Taylor.”

      He stood too, and she had the strangest urge to wrap around him and be surrounded by him in a hug, lay her head against his chest and listen to his steady heartbeat.

      “Or I could still help you out,” he suggested.

      She was halfway through planning her explanation to Taylor as his offer sank in. She blinked up at him. “What do you mean?”

      He shrugged. “I agreed to play along, and I’ll still do it. Be your date to the wedding. Appear suitably smitten by you. As you said, after Christmas you go back to Dallas. I don’t mind pretending a while after the holidays if that helps, and then you can break things off. If you want.”

      Ashley opened and closed her mouth like a fish gasping for water once it landed in the boat. “Why would you do that?”

      He flashed his cockiest grin. “Because I’m a nice guy. You just never noticed, Hughes.”

      She pursed her lips. Was that really it? He was being nice? Or did he have some humiliation or retribution planned for her? Because it couldn’t be this easy. However, Ryan had never publicly shamed her, keeping his comments for her ears only in the past. So that didn’t make sense at all either.

      “Hughes, the DMV doesn’t take this long. What do you say?”

      Could she do this? Fool her family with a guy she’d thought hated her, with whom she slept yesterday, for whom her body still lit up?   She pushed that bit aside and instead focused on how relieved Taylor had been this morning and how bubbly and happy all day today. Could she do this?

      “Dinner!” Taylor called. By the sound of her voice, she was heading their way.

      “Answer quickly, Hughes.”

      She glanced over his shoulder and back up at him. “Okay.”

      Before she could blink, he reached out and yanked her body against his, bringing his lips down on hers. Ashley melted into him instantly, opening her mouth to his kiss, as desire, which had been waiting in the wings since he showed up, slammed through her at his taste, his touch, the warmth of his body against hers, all now familiar.

      A discreet cough had him pulling back, and Ashley blinked dazedly, her body still all tingly after what actually amounted to a brief kiss. She followed Ryan’s lead as he turned to glance at Taylor, who stood in the doorway grinning, with Eric, whose gaze held more, not annoyance-- skepticism, maybe-- at her side.  Seriousness, certainly.

      “I hate to break things up, but dinner’s ready,” Taylor said.

      Ryan’s arm tightened around Ashley. “We’ll be right there.”

      Taylor practically skipped out of the room, dragging Eric with her, and Ryan waited a beat before turning his gaze to her. “I think that’s a good start.”

      Reality smacked her in the head like that baseball in third grade P.E. that gave her a black eye. All of this was for show only. Right. She stepped back and refused to allow herself to miss his warmth as he let his arms fall way. “A good start. Yeah.”

      What had she signed up for? Again. Sisterly love had a lot to answer for.
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        “Might as well. Can’t dance, never could sing, and it’s too wet to plow.”

        --Southern Expression

      

      

      Ryan had had every intention of watching Ashley squirm when he showed up at her parents’ place last night, but one look at her face—a smorgasbord of emotions, including shock, panic, and regret—and he couldn’t do it. Besides, her reasons had been jumbled but honest and rooted in a love for her sister, which he could forgive. He still wasn’t sure of her feelings for Eric. He got the impression she didn’t really know herself. However, he found himself suggesting they play things out. Because his particular brand of stupid apparently knew no limits.

      To top it all off, he kissed her—all a show for Taylor, of course. But Ashley kissed him back, responding in his arms like every secret fantasy he’d ever had about her. No way could she react like that to him and not feel something. Even if her feelings toward him were rooted in lust, that was a start.

      So he’d come to a decision. He would use this time as Ashley’s fake boyfriend to mount a full on assault on the woman’s heart. The plan was to show her what things could be like if they were truly together and pray she recognized the potential for them that he’d seen ten years ago when he’d been too young to act on it appropriately. Now he had to convince her.

      Starting tonight.

      Impatience had the day looming long ahead of him.

      No. Starting right now.

      Shoveling a forkful of eggs into his mouth, he whipped out his cell phone while he chewed and rattled off a quick text.

      —Morning, gorgeous. I woke up thinking about you.—

      Completely true. He chuckled as he imagined Ashley’s face when she read that one.

      A short pause preceded her answer. —This is Ashley, you doofus. And it’s 6am.—

      Ryan snorted out his coffee as he read her reply. —I know whom I texted, angel. What if your sister reads your texts? Shouldn’t we have some? And you’ve gotten soft in Dallas. 6am is almost lunch time around here.—

      —So you’re going to send me fake texts on the off chance Taylor checks my phone?—

      —Or reads over your shoulder. Just go along. All about the details.—

      —I should’ve known you’d be a practiced liar.—

      —I won’t ever lie to you, baby.—

      Another long pause. —Whatever. No calling me things like baby, or angel, or gorgeous.—

      —I’m a romantic guy. I’d call my girl a special name.—

      Was she rolling her eyes or grinding her teeth now? Probably both.

      —Fine. You get one term of endearment. Only one. Nothing that’ll make me gag, please.—

      He already knew what to pick. He’d been calling her by one name for years. —Hughes it is.—

      —I should’ve guessed. You’re real romantic, McAdams.—

      Ryan grinned as he put down the phone and cleared his breakfast things. Would Ashley ever figure out that when he called her Hughes, he actually meant every possible endearment? He’d started the little game when she first started dating Eric. At the time he’d assumed she and Eric wouldn’t last that long. Wrong.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Five hours later, he and Cody were wrapping up repairing the fences along the southern border, while Blake and Dad worked on the northern border, when his cell phone buzzed in his back pocket, alerting him to an incoming text.

      Ashley probably. She was at a last fitting for dresses for the wedding, and he insisted she send a picture of her in the dress as part of their pretense at dating.

      After Cody secured the barbed wire around the t-post, Ryan put the coil down, yanked off his thick leather gloves, and fished his phone out. “Give me a second.”

      Cody tipped his chin at the phone. “Ashley?”

      Ryan shrugged.

      “Is it about the fraud stuff?”

      “No. Our lawyer’s dealing with it for now. I haven’t heard much back since it’s the holidays.”

      “Makes sense. I hear you’re dating now?”

      Ryan pretended to misunderstand. “Our lawyer? Larry’s a fifty-five-year-old man.”

      Cody snorted. “You know I meant Ashley.”

      Another shrug. “It’s still early.”

      “Don’t let her break your heart.”

      Ryan hitched up onto the tailgate of the truck. “First you practically push me into bidding on her, and now I’m supposed to be careful?”

      Cody hopped up beside him. “She’s always managed to get you twisted up.”

      His younger brother had always been an observant bugger. No one, including Ashley, realized that about Ryan, but Cody did.

      “That said, if you can work it out, go for it.”

      “I’m working on it.”

      Cody nodded and took a swig of coffee from his insulated travel mug. Ryan huddled in his jacket and turned to his phone. Sure enough, he found a picture of Ashley wearing a fancy white dress. Her expression could only be described as less than thrilled. Knowing Hughes, trying on bridesmaid’s dresses wasn’t the problem.

      —White? Isn’t that the bride’s color?—

      —Taylor’s doing a Christmas theme. Different, but cool. You’ll see.—

      —Okay. You look beautiful, Hughes. Why the long face?—

      —Unending questions about you.— She included an eye-rolling emoticon.

      —Really? Like what?—

      —The girl equivalent of locker room talk.—

      —I hope you’re being kind to me.—

      —A lady doesn’t kiss and tell. I’m letting their imaginations do the work.—

      —Shall we mess with them?—

      —Already on it.—

      —How?—

      —I told them you wanted to try a threesome.—

      Ryan dropped his phone. It hit the rocky ground with an unfortunate clatter. “Damn.” He hopped down and grabbed it, checking that it survived the fall. He got lucky, no cracks.

      —Dropped the phone. You can’t spring something like that on a guy.—

      —LOL. Where’s the fun in that?—

      —Tease. Any takers?—

      —You wish.—

      —Actually, you’re the only woman I want in my bed.—

      If she could play with him, he could use the truth to do the same.

      —No one is reading over my shoulder, McAdams.—

      He was supposed to be wooing her, but he just couldn’t resist the urge to be a little bad.

      —Good. Then I can tell you I wouldn’t mind hearing your sexy moans again. Or watch your face as I make you…—

      —STOP!—

      He chuckled, able to picture her exactly. Ashley Hughes needed more fun in her life. He intended to bring it to her.

      —What?—

      —You’re unbelievable.—

      —Finally, you figured it out.—

      —And impossible.—

      —You know you love it, Hughes. BTW. What time should I pick you up tonight?—

      —Huh?—

      —Your mom told me you don’t have anything planned tonight. I figured an official date might be a good idea.—

      —I’m going to have an early night, and wake up when it’s next year.—

      —Come on, Hughes. We’ll do something low key. Dinner? Rent a movie, maybe?—

      A long pause greeted his suggestion, and he waited, impatient. What was taking so long?

      —This is Taylor. She’ll be ready by 6pm. Can Eric and I come?—

      Ryan barked a laugh. Once again, thank goodness for meddling sisters. He hadn’t planned on a double date, but having them there meant more opportunities to touch her and play it up. He could work with that. —Sure. Put Ashley back on.—

      —It’s me again. I’ve been ambushed.—

      —We’ll have fun. I promise.—

      —Get back to work McAdams. CU at 6.—

      [image: ]
* * *

      That night, showered and dressed in casual jeans, boots, and a red button-down shirt with a thick leather jacket—he’d been doing a lot of dressing up lately—Ryan knocked at the Hughes’ door. Ashley opened it almost immediately and stepped outside. She, too, was dressed casually in jeans, though her boots were the fancy girly kind that went over her pants and up to her knees. She wore a black jacket over the top.

      He was on a date with Ashley Hughes, even though they had company. Giddy wasn’t a manly emotion he’d ever cop to, but Ryan couldn’t deny his excitement. Granted, she was under the impression this was a simple ruse for her family. However, he was determined she’d enjoy it.

      Ashley raised her eyebrows. “Something wrong?”

      He held back a laugh at the simple and yet utterly complicated question. Rather than answer, he leaned forward and pressed a light kiss to her lips. Lips which clung to his as he pulled back, parting in a soft gasp. Her strawberry shampoo scent surrounded him, and Ryan suddenly needed to adjust the hard bulge in his jeans.

      “What was that for?” she asked. Not angry, just…curious. Progress perhaps? A few weeks ago, she would’ve slapped his face.

      “All part of the plan, Hughes.”

      A frown pleated her brow, and he reached up to smooth it away for her. “Stop worrying so much. You might find you enjoy tonight.”

      She grimaced. “You’re sure you don’t mind. About Eric and Taylor? I figured we could put on a bit of a show. I think Eric suspects we’re lying.”

      “No problem.”

      Relief filled her gaze. “You’re the best.”

      He threw up his hands. “Finally, she gets it.”

      She crooked a smile. “Let’s go, then. I’ll text them where, and they’ll follow.”

      If Ashley thought she’d find safety in numbers, she had another think coming.
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        “Bless your heart.”

        –Southern Expression (which sometimes means “Bless your heart.” And sometimes means, “Are you really that stupid?”)

      

      

      Ashley gritted her teeth as she hid behind her menu and contemplated murder. After all, she was a smart woman. She was fairly sure she could make Eric and Taylor disappear and cover her tracks. Ryan might even agree to help.

      Here they were, surrounded by romantic lighting, soft music, and the mouthwatering scents of Italian food, and all she could think about was how long they had to stay before they could ditch her family.

      They’d driven separately from Eric and Taylor and had been here twenty minutes, having encountered a wait at the door. In that short amount of time, Eric, who clearly didn’t believe and Ryan’s and her story, managed to slip in some kind of comment about how Ryan had treated Ashley in high school at least three times. Taylor, meantime, practically had them married off, if her questions about their future dating plans were any barometer.

      “Pssst.” Ryan scooted over on the bench and joined his raised menu to hers, putting a wall between them. He placed his lips at her ear and whispered. “Houston, we have a problem.”

      “Ya think?” she hissed back.

      He laid his arm along the back of the booth behind her. “Taylor’s on board, but Eric doesn’t believe we’re into each other. That’s why he’s acting like this.”

      He didn’t sound offended or frustrated, more amused. Ashley turned her head only to become entangled in Ryan’s dark gaze. The man was truly attractive in a breath-stealing way, as her starved lungs could attest on a regular basis, but what she liked best, if she were being honest with herself, were all the indications of his fun-loving personality. Especially those laugh lines set into the deeply tanned skin around his eyes—a hallmark of outdoor work.

      “Hey…you have flecks of gold in your eyes.” Had her thoughts popped out of her mouth? What happened to her filters?

      Those sexy-as-sin laugh lines deepened as he grinned in response. “Maybe I’m good as gold, and it’s showing.” He waggled his eyebrows.

      Ashley shocked herself as a giggle escaped her.

      “What are you two talking about behind there?” Taylor asked from across the table.

      Before Ashley responded, Ryan moved the hand resting on the bench behind her to lift a strand of her hair, exposing her neck. He leaned forward and trailed a series of butterfly kisses over her shoulder, now exposed by the wide neckline of her tunic, and up her neck. “You smell so damn amazing, Hughes,” he murmured in her ear, his warm breath sending a shudder of delight through her.

      “It’s my shampoo,” she mumbled, unable and unwilling to pull away from his touch.

      He shook his head. “It’s you.”

      A hand snagged Ashley’s menu and lowered it. Ryan looked over, but didn’t pull away, his hand now playing through her hair.

      “Hey,” Taylor’s grin said she noticed Ashley’s flushed cheeks and the intimate way he touched her. “Don’t forget we’re here, you two.”

      Eric, meanwhile, watched closely. “Ashley never did like public displays of affection,” he lectured, missing Taylor’s questioning glance.

      His claim wasn’t true, anyway. Eric didn’t like it, not her.

      Not wanting to start a “he said/she said” argument, Ashley didn’t address Eric. Instead she turned to Ryan and gave him a slow, soft kiss. “I could get used to it,” she murmured, in a voice supposedly for his ears only, but which she deliberately pitched to carry across the table to her annoying ex-boyfriend.

      Looked like she’d have to put on more of a show than she thought tonight, with Ryan’s help, of course. Problem was, his acting chops were better than hers, and her heart might be in danger of believing the lie. As long as she remembered this was all play, she’d be fine. Another shiver shimmied through her as he stroked a finger down the side of her face, his focus solely on her, as though they were the only two people in the room.

      What had she started?

      Taylor cleared her throat. “I think I’m going to have the spaghetti and meatballs. What about you, Ash?”

      She and Ryan pulled apart, the action appearing reluctant on his side as he left his arm draped across the back of the bench behind her. For her part, she needed the space.

      “The fettucine alfredo here is excellent,” Ryan said.

      She flicked him a surprised glance. “That’s my favorite dish.”

      “I remember.”

      The waiter finally appeared beside her, snagging her attention. “Can I start anyone off with a glass of wine, or, perhaps, a bellini?”

      “Wine sounds good,” Taylor said, with a sweet look for the waiter. “I like white. What would you recommend?”

      “The Napa Pinot Grigio is particularly nice.”

      “I’ll take that.”

      “So will I,” Ashley tacked on. She could use some alcohol to survive the night.

      Eric’s face pinched. He waited to speak until the waiter left. “Is wine such a good idea?” he asked Ashley. “You know how much of a lightweight you are.” He gave Ryan a commiserating grin. “I mean, after Friday night, you agree, don’t you?”

      What had gotten into him? He wasn’t usually such an ass. Across the table, Taylor’s eyebrows flew up. If she didn’t hit Eric soon, Ashley might dump her wine over his head.

      Ryan reached under the table and squeezed her thigh. “Friday involved a large amount of tequila and a good reason to party. One glass of wine won’t hurt her. I’m sure Ashley knows what she can handle. She’s a big girl.”

      Ashley’s anger seeped away in the face of Ryan’s show of solidarity. That, plus she found his large, warm hand on her thigh much more interesting than whatever Eric had to say.

      “Besides,” Ryan turned his head to grin at her. “I’ll take care of her if she decides to let loose.”

      She tried not to quiver as he inched his hand higher. Was there a double meaning in his words? Glory, she was having trouble interpreting his signals. Doubtful Eric or Taylor could see exactly where he touched her, and Ashley had to wonder why he bothered. However, a fog of awareness-induced need took over her brain.

      Ryan chatted amiably with Taylor and Eric, but she had difficulty focusing on the conversation. Mostly stuff about the wedding. Whatever. Her burning question was, would he take his hand away? Or go higher?

      Ryan leaned back in his seat, ostensibly to get more comfortable, and that tormenting hand strayed further up her thigh. Part of Ashley couldn’t believe he was teasing her like this. At the same time, a secret part of her yearned for his hand to continue the torment. The part that hadn’t been able to forget their night together. Ryan, and her reaction to him, overwhelmed her senses and made her feel all woman.

      But that was screwy. She wasn’t the kind of girl who got off on teasing. Holy smokes, his hand inched higher, while at the same time, his long fingers brushed the inside of her thigh. Just shy of the sweet spot which now throbbed in anticipation.

      Only he didn’t continue.

      Instead, their waiter placed their salads in front of them. Ryan removed his hand and sat forward to eat.

      “Tease,” she muttered under her breath.

      He leaned closer to whisper in her ear. “Sorry. I forgot for a moment there that this isn’t real. Won’t happen again.” He kissed her cheek and went back to his salad.

      Slowly, because her body still resembled a bundle of live electric wires, she followed suit. Picking up her fork, she took a bite of salad she didn’t taste.

      “Unless you want me to,” he tacked on casually.

      Ashley had to stop chewing. Either that or spew half-chewed salad all over the table as she struggled to inhale.

      “Want you to what?” Taylor asked, glancing between them.

      Ashley froze, then a spark of devilry took over. Two could play this game. She rolled her eyes expressively. “Ryan keeps insisting on getting me this gorgeous set of diamond earrings I saw at Lucy’s. You know, the shop down the street? But I keep telling him it’s too soon in our relationship to spend so much money on a Christmas gift.”

      A quick glance revealed amusement twinkling in those dark eyes, rather than irritation or concern. She gave him a sunny smile and reached over to pat his thigh, making sure to brush his crotch as she did. Only to yank back when she discovered he sported a hefty erection. Her heart rate kicked up a couple gears. So Ryan wasn’t unaffected by touching her. Was he thinking about their night together? Cause she sure was. In glorious, technicolor detail.

      Time to focus elsewhere or she’d combust right here on her seat.

      “Where did you get Taylor’s ring, Eric?” Ryan asked casually.

      Had he lost his mind? They’d take that as a sign he was thinking of proposing.

      “Why, Ryan? Are you looking for engagement rings?” The delighted sparkle in Taylor’s eyes had Ashley cringing on the inside. Damn, she hated being right sometimes.

      “Of course not,” Ashley trilled a laugh as she rested a hand on the nape of her fake boyfriend’s neck. “We’ve been dating about five minutes.” For good measure, she pinched the back of his neck, hard.

      To give him credit, Ryan didn’t even jump. Instead, he took Ashley’s hand from his neck and brought it around to kiss it, then held on tightly when she tried to tug away.

      He addressed her rather than their companions. “Not any time soon. But we’ve known each other all our lives. We were good friends once, and I hope again. And I’ve been in love with you since we were fourteen, so there’s no need to wait too long.”

      Ashley blinked, her smile slipping. She knew he was playing his part, but her heart wanted those words to be true.

      “I always wondered if you had a thing for Ashley.”

      He turned his charm her sister’s way. “Alas, Eric beat me to it then. But he’s with the right woman now.” He tipped his wine glass in Taylor’s direction. “And I have a second chance to win the woman for me.”

      Eric reached over to cuddle Taylor, who gazed up at him with adoring eyes. When Eric wasn’t being an ass, like most of tonight, his adoration for her sister, and she for him, practically radiated heat.

      An ache settled in Ashley’s heart as a wish to be loved like that overtook her. Not by Eric, of course. But… suddenly, a crystal-clear mental image of Ryan looking at her in such a way popped into her head, and not for the first time.

      Oh. My. God. I’m in love with Ryan McAdams.

      Sledgehammers had less impact than that realization. Ashley wanted to weep. How had she missed the strength of her feelings for this man all these years? Granted, he’d made it easy in high school when he put as much distance between them as he could in a small town.

      And the bitch of it all, he played a role now. Nothing he said or did with her tonight was true. Granted, he’d taken her to bed, but lust had a lot to answer for. What would it feel like if he actually did care for her? Love her? The knowledge he didn’t intensified the ache in her heart.

      She glanced away from Eric and Taylor to discover Ryan watching her, his face a portrait in disappointment. In her. The same look he gave her all through high school and any time she bumped into him when she came home from college. What did she do now?

      “What?” she mouthed.

      “Nothing,” he mouthed back.

      The waiter arrived just then with their main courses. Rattled, Ashley glanced away and concentrated on forcing herself to eat her meal. World flipped upside down, she had no idea how she’d go back to normal after Christmas.

      Why had she bothered to come home at all?
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* * *

      “Do you mind if we skip the movie?” Ryan’s question dropped into the silence of his truck cab as they pulled away from the restaurant. “I’m more tired than I expected.”

      “Oh.” Disappointment popped the balloon of anticipation she’d been riding, and she dropped back to earth with a thud. He’d been a bit chilly since their dinners were served. “Sure.”

      He nodded, and the silence between them grew thick with unspoken words. They made it halfway to her house before she spoke up. “Something wrong?”

      She caught his glance. “Wrong? Not really.”

      That was a non-answer if she’d ever heard one. He always had been an internalizer, preferring to work out his issues by himself. “Speak up, McAdams, if you’ve got something to say.”

      His jaw tightened. “You don’t want to hear what I have to say. You never have.”

      “Spit it out anyway. I’d rather deal with—”

      “You’re still in love with Eric.” No accusation rang in his voice, more resignation.

      “How do you figure?”

      “I saw how you were watching him. With Taylor tonight. Your emotions were plain to see. I’ve never seen such longing.”

      So the problem now was, in order to explain the longing, she’d have to fess up about her feelings for Ryan. Too raw and new, she still needed time to process herself. Besides, the mood he was in, he’d probably laugh her out of the truck.

      “I was wishing someone might look at me that way some day.” The most she was willing to admit.

      Doubt flattened his mouth.

      “You don’t believe me?” she asked. Anger started to replace hurt.

      “I get it. You want your sister to be happy, and so you lied.”

      “So you don’t believe me.”

      He blew out a long breath. “Let me put it this way. When you started dating Eric and I said you were spending so much time with him that your other friends were being left in the cold, did you believe me?”

      Ashley crossed her arms. “Those friends should have been happy for me and waited until the initial thrill faded.”

      He grunted his disagreement. “And when I said you were staying with him more out of comfort than true passion, you said…”

      She seemed to remember her exact words were “f off.”

      “And when you were still waiting for him to propose, and I told you that was wrong…”

      She’d not-so-politely asked him to stop talking to her at all.

      Apparently having made his point, Ryan nodded. “Maybe you don’t even realize you still love him. But I saw it, Ashley.”

      “I wasn’t thinking about Eric. I was thinking about—”

      She cut off abruptly. Damn. Her tongue tended to loosen up when she got angry.

      “About?”

      “Someone else,” she muttered, turning her face away to hide her expression from him.

      “You can’t even admit it to yourself.”

      Having this conversation was like talking to a freaking brick wall. “Agree to disagree before I hit you.”

      “Fine.”

      She fumed in silence for a long minute, at the same time debating telling him the truth. However, the truth was, she wasn’t sure she trusted her heart any more. Nine years with Eric was a long time to be wrong about someone. She wanted to be sure of her feelings this time.

      She wasn’t ready. And, based on this conversation, he wouldn’t believe her anyway. Maybe after they got past the wedding and Christmas and stopped their fake romance.

      “Are you still going to help me?”

      His shoulders stiffened, and she could see his rejection of the idea.

      “Taylor still deserves to be happy on her wedding day. Please help me do that for her.”

      “I’ll help. But just the wedding day.”

      So not the rehearsal dinner tomorrow night. “Fine. I’ll tell people you had plans you couldn’t rearrange at such short notice.”

      He gave an abrupt nod. “Fine.”
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        “I was married by a judge. I should have asked for a jury.” --Groucho Marx

      

      

      Ashley’s parents, dressed and ready for the wedding, paused at the garage door. “Are you sure you don’t want to come with us? Ryan can meet you at the church.”

      She waved her mother’s offer away. “I’m sure he got held up with ranch stuff. He’ll be here any minute.” And if he didn’t show, Godzilla would have nothing on her in the destructive rampage department.

      Her mother glanced out the window at the long empty drive leading to their home. “Okay. Don’t wait too much longer. You’re the maid of honor.”

      As if she was about to forget that fact. She’d already spent the day helping Taylor get ready, as well as getting herself ready. Taylor had left in the limo with the other bridesmaids but insisted Ashley wait for her date. “I’ll be there in plenty of time.”

      Finally, they left, as evidenced by the muted sound of the garage door lowering followed by the crunch of tires on the gravel drive. Silence settled over the house along with an odd sense of loneliness. Ashley checked her phone for the hundredth time, but no message waited for her.

      Please don’t stand me up. How embarrassing would that be?

      Ashley had to admit she looked forward to seeing Ryan. She missed his goofy, sexy texts and constant teasing. She even missed him yesterday at the rehearsal dinner. Her heart was in for a world of hurt when she went back to Dallas.

      She wiped her palms over the silky folds of her dress. Lights flashed across the window, and she inched back the curtain to peer outside, relief whooshing through her at the sight of Ryan’s truck. She wrapped her thick, knee-length jacket around her and was waiting in the foyer before he even got out. The doorbell chimed, followed by a flutter of anticipation.

      She opened the door to find him standing there, tall and handsome, dressed in his best formal suit—dark charcoal grey paired with a silver tie which peeked out from under a nice black wool coat. An unexpected bolt of desire lanced straight through her. Damn, he looked amazing all dressed up.

      And, shit, was she in trouble.

      For two days she’d debated her sanity and her feelings for him. But, standing here in front of him with her tummy churning, a happy glow inside her heart, and desire pulsing through her body—all sensations in direct contrast to the bleak mood she was in before his arrival—any doubts she was falling for Ryan McAdams rolled away. Like a two-ton boulder down a mountain.

      If they held a Stupidest Person on Earth Contest, she’d definitely be in the running.

      “Hi,” she said. Inwardly she groaned, but she couldn’t think past the shock of her discovery.

      His dark-eyed gaze traveled the length of her body like a caress and back up to meet her eyes. “I’d say you look lovely, but you’re all hidden under a coat.”

      Her heart dropped. His semi-compliment had been rote, and he still held himself back.

      When she didn’t answer, he continued. “I’m sorry I’m late. I got held up at the ranch talking with our lawyer. Then my cell died or I would’ve called on the way over.” He gave her a chagrined grimace.

      “I figured it had to be something like that.” Because he wasn’t the type of man to let a girl down. “What’s happening with your lawyer?”

      “Good news on that front. They’ve made an arrest. The police and our lawyer seem to think our case is pretty cut and dried. Thanks to you, of course.”

      Despite his rather cool delivery of good news, warmth radiated around the region of her heart. “I’m glad I could help.”

      “Me, too. We’d better get going.”

      He eyed the backpack she hefted over her shoulder.

      “I have a surprise for Taylor and Eric.”

      A familiar spark of amusement lit his eyes for a millisecond. “And it involves a backpack?”

      “What’s in the backpack. Yes.”

      “Right.”

      She shivered as he blanked his expression, cutting off their connection as he sobered. Where’d the fun guy she’d bumped into at the bar go? Or the guy who sent her those flirty texts? She liked that guy better.

      Ever the gentleman, Ryan escorted her to his truck. They didn’t talk much on the way to the church. As soon as they arrived, Ashley got swept up in the wedding activities and Ryan took his seat at the front of the church behind her parents.
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* * *

      As soft strains of music played, and the grandparents and mothers were seated, the music changed, and, one at a time, the bridesmaids started their processions down the aisle. Like the picture Ashley had texted him a few days ago, they were dressed in sparkling white gowns in a sheer material over a more opaque one in the same shade. Ryan didn’t know what material the dress was made of. Didn’t care. He just liked how it lovingly hugged her body.

      Ashley, her long dark hair swept away from her face and curling down her back, made him think of angels. This was how she would look as a bride, walking down the aisle. Only her face would glow with happiness and pride as she moved to her groom’s side.

      The image sucker punched him in the stomach, as he clearly pictured her making that walk. To him. Except she was still hung up on another man.

      Ashley kept her eyes forward for the most part, though she darted glances at those gathered in the quaint old church pews. Then her gaze landed on him, and she smiled. A real smile, just for him, which lit her grey eyes with happiness.

      An act of course, for their intended audience. But, in the space of less than two minutes, he got sucker punched again. Down for the count. Head over heels in love with Ashley Hughes.

      Irritation sliced through him, and he had to relax his clenched fists. Irritation with her for dragging him into this lie, even if she had good reasons. Especially irritation with himself for entertaining emotions that had zero hope. For loving a woman for ten years who loved another man, even when that man was marrying her sister.

      As Ashley glided to a stop at the front of the chapel, Ryan firmed his original plans for tonight in his head. Play along with her, help her by acting smitten, and then cut all ties. Time for him to move on.

      The music changed, announcing the entrance of the bride. Ryan stood, along with everyone else, as the double doors were thrown back, and there stood Taylor. An Ashley look-a-like, but they never once fooled him.  Neither his body nor his heart ever reacted to Taylor the way they did to Ashley.

      Taylor wore a gown of claret red with white fur around her shoulders, the cuffs of her long sleeves, and the train. A true Christmas present for her bridegroom. So that’s why the bridesmaids were in white. Taylor had flipped the tradition.

      Ryan glanced over the heads of those around him to see Eric—shoulders back, tall and proud—who never appeared happier as his bride walked toward him. Finally, his gaze moved to Ashley, who didn’t even spare a glance for the bridegroom. Her radiant smile was for her sister alone.

      Despite his resolution, he couldn’t drag his gaze from Ashley for the rest of the ceremony, even if he wanted to. Luckily, he had the excuse of dating her, as far as the entire town was concerned, to justify his focus. Might as well put on a full show. He’d promised, after all.

      Several times, when she angled toward the front, her gaze flickered his way. The fourth time that happened, he mouthed, I want you, and her checks turned a delightful pink. He also caught the hitch to those lovely lips, which he guessed held back a laugh.

      The ceremony ended soon enough, and after the bridal party walked back down the aisle, the congregation dutifully filed out after them, a pew at a time.

      At Linda’s request, he followed Ashley’s parents to where the bridal party and family gathered—a generic side room, which appeared to be where the choir dressed if the hanging robes were any clue. He approached Ashley from behind, giving the blonde from the bar last weekend a friendly, though distant, smile of recognition. He slipped an arm around Ashley’s waist and whispered in her ear. “You look gorgeous.”

      She spun in his arms with a laugh that shot straight to his heart. His groin too, for that matter. “And you’re impossible. I can’t believe you said that in church.”

      He put on his best innocent expression. “I didn’t say anything.”

      She raised a skeptical eyebrow.

      “I mouthed it.”

      She shook her head at him but laughed again, and he tightened his arms around her in reaction to that gut- clenching sensation. Tonight was going to suck—fighting himself and her the entire evening.

      “All right everyone,” Linda Hughes called, interrupting them. “Time for pictures. Let’s go back to the sanctuary.”

      Ashley pulled a comical face. “I’m in the limo with the bridal party after pictures. Why don’t you head to the reception, and I’ll meet you there?”

      “Sounds good.”

      The reception was being held in what had once been a private club for the town’s wealthy elite—lovely with an antebellum design, all columns and white paint. He waited for Ashley in the foyer. Pictures took a while, but a waiter spied him and brought a beer.

      “What next?” he asked when Ashley finally showed.

      “I’m going to help Taylor bustle her train.” She waved toward her sister, who was gathering up the long red train as they spoke. “The dinner seating is assigned, and you’ll be next to me. Meet me at the table?”

      “Sure.” He leaned down and kissed her. He’d meant for it to be quick and sweet, but she leaned into him, and he had to sip at those luscious lips a moment longer, awareness zinging through him.

      With a jerk he pulled back. Cody had been right. Ashley Hughes was his kryptonite. To cover his odd actions, he resumed his part and smiled down into her dazed eyes. “Guess we jumped the gun and got dessert first.”

      Her lips twitched even as she rolled her eyes. She gave him a playful shove toward the door. “Cheeseball. Get going.”

      Ryan followed a few stragglers through the ornate double doors. Inside, the well-oiled mahogany wood gleamed. A sweeping grand staircase led upstairs, while the guests stayed downstairs in the ballroom, which boasted the original intricately carved bar from the 1800s and matching fireplace on the opposite wall. Soft lighting created by crystal chandeliers overhead established an appropriately romantic atmosphere, and a DJ played equally romantic music in the background. The entire room was lit with tiny white Christmas lights and decorated with holly and Christmas roses. The spicy scent of evergreen filled the air.

      Ryan found the table sporting mason jars filled with hot chocolate mix—so that’s what Ashley had been doing when he went to her parents’ for dinner that night. Their family room had been littered with these jars, assembly-line fashion, only he’d been too focused on her to ask.

      Attached to each jar was a name and table assignment. Both his and Ashley’s jars in hand, he wandered over to the long table where the wedding party was seated and claimed two seats for them. For now, he was alone.

      “So you and Ashley Hughes, huh?”

      Ryan glanced up to find Laurie Jackson standing beside him. They’d dated several years back, but he hadn’t seen her in a while.

      “Hey, Laurie.” He stood and gave her a hug.

      She grinned and pushed his shoulder playfully. “You’re not getting out of telling me how you ended up with Ashley Hughes. Is she the reason I broke up with you?”

      Ryan crossed his arms. “I thought I broke up with you?” He winked to take the sting out of the words.

      Laurie laughed. “No way. So…what’s the story?”

      Ryan sobered. Time to play a part. “You know we were good friends once. Now that Eric’s out of the way, we’re giving it a go.”

      Laurie’s teasing fell away as well, replaced by genuine happiness shadowed by concern. “Really, though. Is she the reason you never gave us a chance?”

      He had no intention of admitting as much, not wanting to hurt Laurie. “I’m going to marry that girl, if she’ll let me.” The truth to uphold the lie.

      “I hope so. Because if she’s the girl you couldn’t move past, I’d say you’re worthless for any other woman.”

      Ouch. Exactly his concern, because if that was true, his future did not hold much happiness. “Gee, thanks.”

      “Hi, Laurie.” Ashley’s soft voice interrupted them.

      Ryan slowly turned to find her standing behind him. Her expression offered no clue as to how much she’d overheard.

      “Hi, Ashley. It’s been a while.” Laurie moved to give her a hug, which Ashley returned while sending him a quizzical glance over Laurie’s shoulder.

      Laurie turned to Ryan. “Save me a dance, lover.” She winked and sashayed away.

      Ryan shook his head. Laurie’d always been a handful.

      “Take a seat… Lover.” Luckily, Ashley giggled over the last word. At least she hadn’t appeared to take Laurie seriously.

      “Don’t you think that was taking it a bit too far?”

      Her question had him turning to face her. “What?”

      She rolled her eyes and dropped her voice to imitate him. “I’m going to marry that girl, if she’ll let me.”

      She was trying to tease him, but he caught the flash of doubt in her eyes. His slow burn of irritation heated to anger. “And what if I meant it?”

      Ashley glanced around them, but no one else had joined them yet. They were, essentially, alone. “No one is around to hear you. You can cut the act with me.”

      Ryan clenched his jaw. “Right.”

      She opened her mouth to speak, but Taylor and Eric chose that instant to make their entrance.
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* * *

      While Ryan sat beside her, they didn’t have much privacy as the wedding party talked weddings in general. “Where would you want to go on your honeymoon?” she asked Ryan, wanting the easy conversation they’d shared earlier this week back.

      He considered her question. “I’m happy to travel just about anywhere, so I guess I’d like to take my bride somewhere she’s always wanted to go.”

      Before she could comment, he leaned around her to address Taylor on her other side. “Do you know where Eric is taking you for the honeymoon yet?”

      “He told me to pack for warm weather and beaches. Beyond that I have no idea.”

      He glanced at Ashley. “I bet you know.”

      She did but wasn’t telling. “Maybe. Maybe not.” She winked and caught the hitch to his lips that almost constituted a smile.

      He had been running hot and cold all evening. Not that she was all that surprised. He still believed what he thought he’d seen at the restaurant. At least he’d showed tonight. She wished…

      Pushing aside her questions and crazy wishful thinking, Ashley stood and snagged her backpack, which she’d stashed under the table. “I’ll be right back.”

      Setting up her surprise for Taylor and Eric took only ten minutes as she’d already discussed things with the reception coordinator, who’d made sure to have a projection screen and projector set up and waiting. As soon as she had things ready, Ashley moved in front of the bridal party table and faced the rest of their gathered loved ones. When no one paid her much attention, she grabbed Taylor’s knife and tapped it against her glass.

      “What are you doing?” Taylor half-whispered, half-hissed.

      Ashley grinned. She’d been waiting to share this surprise for weeks. Had worked to have it ready long before she arrived home so there’d be no chance of anyone accidentally seeing it ahead of time. “You’ll see.”

      She turned back, satisfied she now had everyone’s attention—the murmur of voices quieting and all eyes turned her way. “I’ll make a formal maid of honor speech during all the speeches later, but, first, I have a surprise for my little sister.”

      “Younger only by ten minutes,” Taylor groused behind her, garnering a chuckle.

      “When I asked Taylor if she needed any pictures for the traditional wedding video, she said they weren’t doing one. Apparently, she and Eric have only a few photos of the two them together because their courtship was on the short side.”

      A few folks shifted in their seats uncomfortably, but Ashley didn’t worry about them. She wasn’t about to ruin the evening with drama.

      “What Taylor didn’t know then is I’d already gone through most of my old pictures before I’d talked to her. Do you want to know what I found?”

      She clicked the button to turn on the video and a picture of Taylor and Eric, laughing together at a pool party a few years earlier, appeared on the projector screen off to the side.

      “I discovered a love story going back years. Taylor and Eric may only have realized their love for each other recently. But I think you’ll all agree when you see this… Their love is true, and wonderful, and beautiful.” She turned to face them. “This video is for you. I love you both.”

      Her mother might’ve sobbed quietly as Ashley moved back to her seat, but she didn’t look. Best not to, or she’d be a goner as she had a strict no-crying-alone-in-my-presence policy. Instead, she focused on Ryan, whose expression remained inscrutable. Still, he provided a steadiness she needed at that moment.

      The music came on and a series of photos flashed on the screen, starting with Taylor and Eric growing up separately—adorable baby pictures, silly faces, and horrible fashion choices. The video then moved into pictures of Eric and Taylor together. She hadn’t exaggerated about the love story she’d discovered. She found tons of pictures of Taylor and Eric together through the years—all very innocent, always laughing or talking, or hanging out in a group. While pure, their connection showed through, obvious in every single photo.

      The video ended with their engagement picture.

      Taylor turned to her with tears in her eyes and flung her arms around her neck. “You really are happy for us.”

      Ashley squeezed her back. “Finally, you believe me! I don’t know why you ever doubted it.”

      Taylor sat back and grabbed her napkin to dab at her face. “You aren’t happy in Dallas. Don’t tell me you are. I could tell every time I talked to you. I worried…”

      Ashley put a hand over Taylor’s. “My happiness or otherwise has nothing to do with you and Eric. I’m thrilled you found each other. Finally.”

      “And now you’ve found Ryan.”

      Ashley stiffened, but managed to smile. “You enjoy your wedding and honeymoon and stop worrying about me.”

      “She’s my worry now.” Ryan’s laughter-laced voice interrupted. He was back to putting on a show.

      “Good luck,” Taylor told him.

      “Hey,” Ashley protested.

      A strong arm wrapped around her stomach, and he pulled her backward off her chair and onto his lap. She swung her head to protest and warm lips brushed hers in a chaste kiss which still left her tingling.

      “If I get to worry about you every day of my life, Hughes, I’d count myself a lucky man.”

      Her heart constricted. Ashley wished, with all her heart, he meant those words.

      “Too bad you missed out on having a double wedding today,” Taylor teased.

      In a bit of a haze, body and heart pounding after his actions and words, Ashley turned away from the man whose desire was making itself known in the form of a hard bulge currently pressed against her hip. Usually an even-tempered person, Ashley struggled with all the ups and downs Ryan was putting her through. A yo-yo got less action.

      “I think we need more time before we’re at that stage.” She managed to squeak the words out as she scooted off his lap and back into her own seat.

      Taylor laughed. “Judging by the sparks you throw off, don’t wait too long.”

      An ache settled in Ashley’s heart. After tonight, she wouldn’t see him again, other than as casual acquaintances when she bothered to visit home.
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        “When a person kisses another person, then they are married.” –A.J., age 5

      

      

      Ashley woke Christmas morning, and her first thoughts were of Ryan. All night they had cuddled and kissed and acted out their parts. And her heart had cracked a little more with every passing second. Long before the wedding, she’d found herself wishing their pretense were real. By the end of the night, she’d had to clamp her mouth shut around those words.

      Ryan had played the perfect gentleman the rest of the night, and when all the celebrating wrapped up, he’d driven her home. She stood on her parents’ porch expecting him to say something.

      Instead, he looked down at her and smiled. “Merry Christmas, Hughes.”

      “I…” She honestly hadn’t known what to say. Hope wanted to blurt out her love for him, but her life’s experience held her silent. She knew now Ryan’s harsh words in the past were driven by thinking she deserved more. Better. Her heart had let all their old animosity go that day at his house when he’d tried to explain. But that same heart had assumed she’d marry Eric. For years. Could she trust herself?

      “Merry Christmas,” she murmured instead.

      Ryan had kissed her forehead and walked away—shoulders strong, head held high. And she’d let him go.

      She thought of nothing but him all day yesterday—Christmas Eve. Checked her phone a thousand times while helping her mother cook the Christmas Eve meal. Considered sending her own message. Even looked for him at the candlelight church service but didn’t see him. The disappointment had been acute, her chest constricting.

      Now, lying here in her bed alone, she pictured herself married to Ryan. The image crowding her mind loomed crystal clear—living in his house, sharing meals, working side by side on the ranch or the books, playing with their children. An aching need consumed her.

      Christmas was supposed to be a season of hope and belief.

      High time she believed—in herself and in love.

      Ashley had no idea when she had fallen in love with Ryan McAdams. It had come on slowly perhaps, over the years, or all in a rush when they’d made love, or perhaps a little of both as she came to recognize the fun- loving, kind, strong, dependable man she’d been friends with as a child, and whom she’d been too blind to see as an adult. Until now.

      She flipped her comforter back, shivering in the chilly morning air, and hopped up. As fast as she could, she showered and dressed in her favorite red sweater paired with black slacks. She took the time to do her hair and makeup, wanting to look good. Then she grabbed her purse and the wrapped gift she’d left on her dresser days before and rushed out of her room.

      “Mom?” she called.

      “In the kitchen,” came the muffled response.

      She hurried to the back of the house and found her mother already whipping eggs for breakfast.

      “Merry Christmas.” Linda Hughes smiled over her mixing bowl.

      “Merry Christmas. Mom…. I have to go out.”

      Though she didn’t appear too surprised, her mother raised her eyebrows. “Ryan?”

      Ashley nodded. “It’s important.”

      “Should I be concerned?”

      At this point the answer to that question was a toss-up. Fifty-fifty she’d come home thrilled or heartbroken. “Don’t wait for me.”

      Linda put down the bowl and gathered Ashley up in a hug. “Whatever you need to do, I hope it’ll work out.”

      “Me too,” Ashley whispered.

      “I suspect Ryan will be happy to see you.”

      God, she hoped so. She gave her mother another squeeze, then headed out through the garage to her car, parked in the driveway.

      The trip over to Ryan’s house took forever. She rehearsed what she planned to say all the way there and still wasn’t entirely sure of the words. Her hand shook as she raised it to ring the doorbell.

      Was she about to make a total fool of herself?
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* * *

      Ryan frowned mid-swipe of the razor over his jaw. Did someone ring his doorbell? He cocked his head, listening. Silence. With a shrug, he went back to shaving. He’d been up before the dawn, getting his work done before coming in to eat and shower. As he made one last swipe, the doorbell chimed again. This time he was sure he heard it.

      He grabbed a towel to wipe off any residual shaving cream and made his way through the house. Who’d come to visit on Christmas morning?

      He opened the door, and his heart stuttered to a stop as he got an answer to his question. “Ashley?”

      He’d been damn tempted to take her back to his place after the wedding. He wanted to ask her if she meant it—her happiness for Eric and her sister. Because on their date, he would’ve sworn to a judge in court that she wasn’t over her ex-love. The longing in her face when she watched Taylor and Eric cuddle each other had been like a knife to his heart.

      But then Ashley showed that video at the wedding. Seemed to him a woman couldn’t put together something so emotional—and make it as nice as she had for Taylor and Eric—if her feelings were still tied up with the guy in question.

      Basically, she had Ryan twisted into knots.

      Late night after the wedding hadn’t been a good time to talk. And yesterday one of their cows had got wrapped up in a broken barbed wire fence, requiring his full attention with the vet until late.

      “May I come in?”

      She appeared nervous, her gaze not quite meeting his. He fought to contain the urge to yank her into his arms and kiss the questions from her eyes. What was she doing here?

      He stood to the side and waved her in. “Of course.”

      She stepped inside, and he closed the door behind her. With a deep breath, she pivoted to face him, her sweet, strawberry scent wrapping around him. She searched his face for a moment before she held out a small square box wrapped for Christmas.

      He glanced at it, then at her. “For me?”

      “Yes.” She thrust it toward him.

      Curious, he ripped the paper off and opened the box to discover an ornament. Three separate pieces of metal hung off a ring. One in silver was shaped like a house, with the words “1st Christmas at Home” etched into it. One was copper and shaped like a key, with his address engraved along the long edge. And the third piece was gold and shaped like a heart with “McAdams” engraved in the center.

      Hope and excitement thrummed through him, though he hardly allowed himself to believe. “My first Christmas ornament.” He glanced up from the gift to find her watching.

      She smiled and reached out to run her finger over the heart. “I saw it at the jewelers and had to get it for you after you reminded me about your tradition.”

      “You left your family on Christmas morning to come give me a gift?”

      Again she searched his face for a long moment, and he stared back, waiting.

      “I’d like to give you something else, if you’ll have it.”

      He glanced down, but her hands were empty. “Okay. Where is it?”

      In answer, she took his hand and placed it on her chest. “My heart.” The words came out in a whisper.

      Every cell in his body froze at her words, his gut clenching in reaction. Did she mean what he thought she meant?

      His palm warmed despite the soft sweater between her skin and his. He stared at her hard. “I need you to be very clear. What are you saying?”

      She drew back her shoulders, and the sweetest smile curved her lips. “I’m saying I’m in love with you. I’m saying what you thought you saw as longing for Eric was really for you—”

      She let loose a squeal of delight as he swept her up in his arms. “Thank God,” he breathed before claiming her lips. He meant the kiss to celebrate having finally won her, but it quickly caught fire, as the sweet taste of her burst on his tongue.

      Ryan groaned low in his throat but, managed to pull back enough to gaze into her beautiful face. “I love you, too.”

      Ashley giggled, even as tears sprang to her eyes, the sound and sight shooting straight to his heart. And his dick. “I hope so. Because if this is how you let a girl down easy, we need to work on your communication skills.”

      He chuckled but shook his head at the same time. “I’m never letting you down again.”

      She reached up to frame his face with her hands. “Let’s get one thing straight…You have never let me down.”

      “I was too harsh. I cut off our friendship—”

      She placed a finger over his lips. “You were a true friend, and you wanted the best for me.”

      He lifted an eyebrow. “I was jealous as hell and wanted you for myself.”

      He received a quick kiss for his effort. “Now you have me, what are you going to do with me?”

      He swung her up in his arms, heading for his bedroom with purposeful strides. “I’m going to open my Christmas present.”

      Laughter bubbled out of her. “Both of our families are waiting for us.”

      His steps didn’t even falter. “Mine aren’t. I was going over to your house this morning.”

      She unbuttoned the top button of his shirt and laid her hand inside against his skin. “Really? Why?”

      Slowly, he lowered her down on his bed, her dark hair fanning out on his comforter, a come hither look in her eyes inviting him to join her. Knowing she was his now, that he’d get to do this with her often—see her lovely face in the mornings—filled him with happiness. Sure they had some dating to do, and they had to figure out her job in Dallas. However, he didn’t intend to wait long before putting a ring on her finger. He’d waited over ten years for Ashley. They didn’t need a long courtship.

      “To convince you to give me a chance, Hughes.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “Why do you always call me Hughes?”

      Ryan laughed. “Ever seen The Princess Bride?” He leaned down and nibbled kisses up the side of her neck.

      “Uh-huh.” Her response came out breathy and distracted, and he smiled against her skin.

      “Hughes is my version of As You Wish.” He cupped her breast, enjoying the weight of it in his hand.

      She arched into his touch. “But you’ve called me Hughes since high school.”

      He tugged her earlobe with his teeth, delighting in her shudder. “Yes.”

      She pushed at his shoulders, so he leaned back. “You’ve been in love with me since high school?”

      “I was going to ask you to Homecoming our sophomore year. But Eric beat me too it.”

      Ashley’s eyes widened. “Why didn’t you say something sooner?” she whispered.

      Ryan shrugged. “You seemed happy with him at first, and then you never broke up. Besides, I did say something. Lots of somethings which you took as—”

      “As you criticizing me, lecturing me, and hating me.”

      He smoothed the hair back from her face. “I never hated you. Ever.”

      She licked her lips. “I think I took your disappointment in me hard because I wanted your approval. Maybe I’ve been in love with you this entire time too and just too blind to see it.”

      Ryan gathered her to him and kissed her with every ounce of love in his heart. He pulled back. “No more looking back, blaming, or wishing. We have our entire lives to be together now.”

      She feathered kisses along his jaw. “You are a good man, Ryan McAdams.”

      He shifted position, settling between her legs in a way she couldn’t fail to notice how much he wanted her. “This good man would like to do very bad things with you.”

      She wiggled under him in a delicious way. “I think it’s time to open your present, McAdams.”
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      It was December the twenty-seventh, definitely not Christmas, but it smelled and sounded like Christmas in the kitchen while Martina opened the oven, using a baster to pour some of the juices the enormous turkey was being cooked in all over the fat breast.

      “This will keep it from getting dry,” she said.

      Isla nodded, impressed as she watched, even though her face was close enough that she could really feel the heat. She had no idea how Martina was handling it, but the older woman seemed determined before covering the turkey again and closing the oven.

      She stood, smiling up at Isla.

      Isla wasn’t much taller than her, so she was still sometimes left with the impression that she was staring down at her mother.

      A mother who wasn’t constantly fighting with her father and in the middle of divorce proceedings, that is.

      “Are you sure you can do that?”

      Isla nodded. “I can do it.”

      “At least every half hour, otherwise the meat will dry.”

      Isla stared around Martina at the oven. It wasn’t that she was a terrible cook. She knew how to do the basic things, and she was the all time queen of a microwave, but the way Martina seemed to go about everything put all of Isla’s efforts to shame.

      Apparently, the silence was too long for Martina’s liking. The older woman sighed. “You, peel more potatoes and put them in that pot. We’ll boil them an hour or so before the turkey is ready.”

      The tone to Martina’s voice left absolutely no room for an argument. Isla ducked her head, nodding. “Right.”

      She was already in her apron, so it wasn’t like it mattered.

      Peeling the potatoes turned out to be a relatively easy process, at least. Isla’s family had been well off her entire life, but everything Arturo owned was worthy of a Gordon Ramsey style kitchen. The knives and utensils were professional. Isla’s wrists didn’t so much as get tired while she peeled the potatoes, and it allowed her to read while she worked. At least this was something she could do for Martina and do well.

      Isla looked at the brand name on the peeler. She was going to have to buy whichever set this peeler had come from. Martina, meanwhile, pulled out glass bowls of varying sizes before measuring her spices, onions, and garlic, putting some of them into bowls so tiny Isla had to wonder what the point of them was outside of holding spices. They were like the tiny bowls used in cooking shows, more there for decoration than anything else. Martina seemed to know what to do with them, however.

      Isla quickly checked her phone when she felt it vibrate. A quick glance at Martina to make sure she wasn’t about to get in trouble was all for nothing when she spotted the other woman, still focused on measuring her spices, but with the corner of her mouth curved up in an entertained smile.

      Isla ignored the heat in her face, which was almost comparable to what she’d felt when her face had been so close to that industrial oven.

      It was a text from Arturo. Okay, now the heat was a little worse.

      Miss you <3

      The heart emoticon made her insides melt. It was just a stupid text, but Isla couldn’t help herself.

      Ever since they’d gotten back together, and started dating again, for real, Arturo had been a little more open about everything. That included sending her sweet nothing texts like they were in high school.

      He hadn’t done that at first, however. He’d needed some gentle coaxing from Isla, which she was able to get away with whenever she texted him first. Then she sexted him a couple of times, and he was more than on board with it. No contracts required, except he did make sure to show her how to prevent her phone from backing up pictures to the cloud before she sent him any nudes.

      God, had she ever been happy he’d done that.

      Isla texted back a quick message, that giddy feeling she got whenever she was messaging him during work rising up in her stomach.

      Miss U 2. Cooking right now. Come home soon.

      Can’t wait to eat you ;)

      There was no way in hell that was a texting error or that he was talking about the food, and that caused heat to pool between Isla’s legs.

      Right, leave it to him to get her all hot and bothered when she was literally heating up in his kitchen and trying to concentrate with knives all around.

      He could be so sweet sometimes.

      Fool. Don’t distract me!

      Kisses

      She was going to make him pay for this later tonight.

      Isla resolved to ignore her phone for now, even when it buzzed again. Arturo was probably trying to tell her where he was specifically sending those kisses, and she needed to concentrate.

      She was just getting to the chopping part when Martina finally spoke up. “Why don’t you leave the rest of this to me?”

      Isla tensed. “What? No, I should be helping you!”

      Martina smiled, cleaning up the cloves of fresh garlic and lemons. “It would not be my first time cooking a meal by myself.”

      Except this time Isla had made sure the rest of the staff would have the day off, and it would be the first time that Orlando, Silvio, and hopefully Sebastian would be here to eat as well.

      “This is different. I should be helping you.”

      “You are.” Martina took the leftover spices and put them on their shelves. Everything else went to the double door stainless steel refrigerator. “This is very helpful, but you are the woman of the day here.”

      Isla shook her head. “No, I’m not.”

      Martina turned back to face her. She still had on that mothering smile on her face. There was something so light and pure in her expression that Isla didn’t have the words for it.

      “But you are. For the first time in years, all the boys have a chance at eating a meal together under the same roof, and they won’t have the weight of their father hovering over them. I think this will be their first proper Christmas meal together. I can already imagine them enjoying it. That is because of you. You did this for them.”

      Isla laughed nervously. “Well, next year I’ll hopefully be able to get this to happen on Christmas day.”

      Three out of four brothers worked for Calendri Corp, with Arturo leading that well oiled machine, so he had the most work. She didn’t know what Sebastian did for a living, other than he owned his own small business as well. Even a small business would require a lot of time away from home, and since Sebastian didn’t have the best relationship with his brothers, Isla could very well be praying for an after Christmas miracle here, but she was still going to hope for the best with this one.

      “The boys will be happy no matter what day it’s on. I know I am very happy right now. This was a wonderful thing you did, Isla.”

      Isla smiled at the other woman, and she decided to accept the compliment. “I’m glad you approve.”

      Martina didn’t seem to realize how important her approval was in this house.

      Isla still wanted to stay in the kitchen and watch over things, but the doorbell rang, and with no one else in the house to answer it but the two of them, that left Isla to go get it.

      “I’ll be right back to help out. Don’t do anything else without me.”

      “Like open the bag of baby carrots and put them into the pot? I can manage.”

      Isla really wished she was a better cook. All the little things Martina had wanted her to do were so trivial in comparison to everything else.

      She didn’t argue. The doorbell rang again and she had to go.

      Isla already knew who was there before she opened it, and in a gush of wind and snow Silvio and Orlando rushed inside. Flurries followed them before Isla shut and locked the door again, as if that would keep winter from breaking into the house where it was nice and warm.

      Silvio was the first to shake the snow out of his hair. “Jesus Christ, it’s windy as hell out there.”

      Orlando grinned, pushing the snow off his shoulders and shrugging out of his jacket. “Cursing on Christmas.”

      “It’s not Christmas!”

      “It’s Christmas dinner, so shut the hell up,” Isla chimed in before remembering she was supposed to be acting like a good host. “Give me your jackets.”

      Both men smiled, doing as they were told so Isla could spin around and hang the jackets on the hooks that were literally two feet away.

      “We could have done that,” Orlando offered, though he seemed more amused than anything else by this whole thing.

      Isla put her hand on her hips. “Nope. You’re both esteemed guests today. No work for you.” She looked at them. “You are both done working, right?”

      Silvio laughed. “We are.”

      “Arturo is still at the office, checking up on some accounts. When the snow started he sent us home early. I guess he’s going to do our share before coming back.”

      The word snow brought back the swift reminder of what had followed the two brothers into the house. Snow. Lots of it.

      Isla pulled up the blinds next to the window beside the doors. Her shoulders sagged.

      “It wasn’t this bad when we left,” Orlando commented, standing over her shoulder.

      It wasn’t a complete white out, but it was so damned close that it was a small miracle Orlando and Silvio hadn’t gotten into a car accident on the way home.

      Isla’s phone vibrated again. She pulled it out of her pocket to have a look.

      Gonna be a little late. Love you.

      Isla stared at the message and then stared at it some more before looking back out the window. “Well, shit.”
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      Well, just because Arturo was going to be late, didn’t mean that Isla wasn’t going to go through the almost Christmas dinner she had planned. She sent him a quick reply text, telling him it was all right, not to put himself in danger hurrying home, and that she would save him some pie.

      She knew better. There was no way in hell he was going to be able to drive through that mess outside. Not unless he also happened to own a snow plow and kept it hidden in that big garage beneath his office building with the rest of his cars.

      She sincerely doubted he owned a snow plow.

      “I’m sure he’ll be here,” Orlando said, smiling in that pleasant, easy way he always managed to pull off.

      The look on his face was almost enough to give Isla a sense of hope, but not quite enough to make her forget about the blizzard that was happening outside. “Right, well, come on inside and have something to drink. Martina showed me where you guys keep all the good booze.”

      “Where is Martina?” Silvio asked.

      “Right here, right here.”

      Martina walked down the hall, wiping her hands on her apron before opening her arms. Silvio and Orlando grinned wide as they rushed towards her. Isla almost felt as if she was imposing on something private, but she also couldn’t look away.

      Martina held Silvio tightly, kissing his cheek before Orlando swooped in for a hug of his own, giving her his cheek and then kissing hers.

      Isla couldn’t stop smiling at the sight. It was such a beautiful thing to see, and even though Arturo couldn’t be here, Isla was glad she’d set this up.

      “Do you need anymore help in the kitchen?” She asked.

      Martina waved her hand. “No, everything is set. I need to check on the food from time to time. Everything will be ready in a few hours. You should spend some time together while it’s getting ready.”

      “Hopefully before the power goes out,” Isla said.

      “Not likely.” Silvio stuck his hands behind his head. “There’s a couple of generators in this place that’ll make sure the lights barely flicker if the main power goes out.”

      Isla shook her head. “Right, of course.”

      Her phone buzzed in her pocket. She reached for it.

      Silvio grinned. “That Arturo?”

      Orlando was a little more serious. “Is it Sebastian?”

      Isla didn’t know who she wanted it to be more in that moment, but when it was Arturo’s name, she was still relieved.

      “It’s Arturo.”

      The relief melted away when she saw his question. “He’s asking if Sebastian showed up.”

      Martina didn’t miss a beat. “Well, just let him know we haven’t seen him yet. The storm could keep him from making it on time.”

      That was very true, and more than a valid excuse.

      It was also just an excuse. Martina had to know that, but Isla sent along the message anyway.

      She waited for a response, and when the little ellipses appeared, she held her breath.

      Arturo returned a smiley face with his text.

      That’s fine. See you tonight.

      He was still going to try making it?

      Of course he would. He was sweet like that. He couldn’t help himself sometimes, that was the best part about him.

      “What did he say?” Orlando asked.

      “That he’s still going to try to make it home.” Isla sent her text back.

      Don’t get killed or anything.

      Silvio clapped his hands together. “All right, so I was promised alcohol, and Arturo keeps a good stash, so…?”

      He trailed off, but Martina shook her head at him. “This way, please.”

      Orlando snorted, looking to Isla and shrugging his shoulders as if to ask what could be done about his other brother.

      Isla shrugged back, following the other three to the sitting room.

      “Thanks for inviting us and setting this up, Isla,” Orlando said when Martina let them into the sitting room. “This was a great idea.”

      “Definitely.” Silvio plopped himself down onto the leather sofa, reaching for the tablet on the coffee table and turning it on. He activated the app required to work the projector in the ceiling, and he turned on the Sports Channel. The Rogues had just started their game against the Ottawa Senators. Isla had purposely picked today to have the Christmas dinner because she’d wanted to watch the game with Arturo’s brothers.

      She’d known Arturo would likely catch the last period, but that had been fine. Now she wished he would get here so she could watch any part of the game with him at all.

      Martina went to the wooden cabinet and pulled out some bottles of expensive brandy and Vodka. The bottles were opened, but still mostly full and good for a small party.

      Isla went to the other woman to help her. Martina looked at her, but then smiled and softly shook her head and allowed Isla to help her. Martina poured two drinks, and Isla poured another two.

      Martina frowned.

      Isla lifted the glass. “This one’s for you.”

      Martina’s dark eyes widened. “No, I couldn’t.”

      “Yes you can, live a little!” Silvio called. “I will!”

      Isla smiled, walked over, and handed him his glass.

      “I shouldn’t.”

      “It’s just us,” Orlando said, looking back at her. “You should relax a little, watch some TV with us.”

      “Yeah, you’re part of this family, too,” Isla said, knowing that sentiment would be mirrored by Arturo if he was here

      “Come on, Martina, do it. We’re going to pressure you until you do,” Silvio singsonged.

      Isla lifted the glass to her. Martina took it reluctantly, a soft blush on her olive skin.

      “You should come sit with us.”

      “I’ll refill drinks when needed,” Martina said, lifting her glass. “But I will also enjoy this.”

      Isla smiled back at the other woman.

      It felt strange, hosting a Christmas dinner party in Arturo’s house, especially when he wasn’t here, but it felt almost right. She could definitely get used to this.

      Slow down, cow girl, it wasn’t like they were getting married any time soon.

      Isla had placed bags of potato chips in the room earlier for snacks while they watched television. Silvio had found one and was eating right out of the bag. Isla shook her head, opening one of the bags and pouring some dill pickle into a large plastic bowl. She set it along with some dip on the coffee table before Martina could do it first.

      She grinned at the other woman, who smiled softly back.

      Martina didn’t often get a real chance to relax, and it was more than clear that had nothing to do with the Calendri boys overworking her. She was too high strung with her job, and Isla was going to make sure she had just as much fun as everyone else.

      Her phone vibrated again. Isla pulled it out of her pocket. It wasn’t Sebastian, something Isla was slowly getting used to, but it was Arturo.

      Call me.

      Maybe he was on break.

      A thrill of pleasure rushed through her body at the idea, and at the chance she had to talk to him.

      “I, uh, need to take this.”

      “Oooh, it’s Arturo, right?”

      “Silvio, shut the hell up.” Orlando tossed a pillow at his brother.

      Silvio laughed and tossed a handful of chips back at him, but then scrambled to his feet to pick up after his mess when Martina moved to clean up after him.

      “I got it, I got it.”

      Isla grinned and headed for the doors. “Make sure they behave themselves, Martina.”

      The older woman nodded, setting her glass down and glaring at the man with crossed arms. “I always do.”

      It was beyond hilarious watching Silvio, a billionaire, get shamed by the intensity of Martina’s gaze.

      Isla would have liked to see more, but she had stuff that needed to get done, and Arturo was waiting for her.
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      “What are you wearing?”

      Isla couldn’t stop the wide smile from pulling at her lips, not for all the money in the world. “You’re stuck at work while I’m trying to make you a nice Christmas meal and the first thing you do is ask about my clothes?”

      She made sure to lock the bedroom door. “I like it. So romantic.”

      Arturo groaned on the other end of the line. “I promise I’m not trying to take forever. I’ll be home as soon as possible. The drive might be longer, though.”

      “So you’ve managed to look outside your window and see this?”

      “Nothing to see. It’s a total white out.”

      Isla smiled at that before walking over to the king sized bed and sitting down. “Don’t rush if you don’t have to.”

      “I want to be there.”

      “I know you do.” Isla briefly pressed her lips together. “It’s not like it was before. I know you’re not avoiding me or your family for work, and I know you did want to be here—”

      “I will be there.”

      Isla smiled again. “You are so damned stubborn.” She got serious in that moment. “I’m not playing head games with you. I’m telling you it’s all right if you can’t make it but am really thinking how much I’ll kick your ass if you don’t. It’s all right. This is a blizzard. I don’t want you to get into a car accident for this. I don’t think your brothers or Martina do either.”

      The line was silent for a few long seconds. “At least Silvio and Orlando made it all right.”

      “You should have seen it when they tracked snow into the house. Snow in their hair, and it took only a couple of seconds before they were dripping wet when it melted.”

      “Did Sebastian show up?”

      Now Isla was the one who stayed silent for a couple long seconds. “Not yet.”

      The yet in that sentence was something Isla didn’t know if she could trust. She didn’t want to tell Arturo how she suspected he wasn’t coming. Not at this point.

      If she told him he was here, Arturo would get nervous. If Isla told Arturo his brother was not here, then he would be sitting around in anticipation, and if she told him Sebastian hadn’t texted her to so much as make an excuse about the weather, well, that could piss him off to hell and back.

      Arturo sighed. “Well, keep me up to date if he does contact you.”

      “I will, definitely.”

      Isla needed something better to put her mind on. Her first thought was mentioning how amazing the house smelled right now, but that could just as easily make him regretful for the things he was going to miss out on.

      Arturo and his brothers had already missed out on a real Christmas dinner. Isla couldn’t spend Christmas alone with Arturo because he’d been busy closing a deal. Not that she’d been alone. Isla had her brother who was briefly home from university, and even though her parents were still fighting and divorcing, they were making an attempt to eat together during the holidays.

      As if Isla and her brother were both children whose fragile mental states would be put at risk if their parents were caught screaming their heads off at each other.

      Isla had expected to miss out on a couple of holidays and birthdays just by being with a billionaire who owned and ran his own company. He’d barely managed to get some time off for Thanksgiving, though that had been a somewhat awkward event at her parents house.

      Not because of him, or how they’d gotten together. Isla’s mom and dad still didn’t know anything about the arrangement she and Arturo had come to, but it was just sitting with her parents, who had been trying desperately to be civil that might have spoiled the mood.

      When Isla found out Arturo didn’t really get Christmas time off, that he and his brothers didn’t sit down to eat a proper dinner together, instead eating turkey sandwiches during lunch hours at the office, well, that was when Isla got her idea, and she brought Martina in on it, too.

      Of course they’d had Christmases when they were children, but Christmas in this house had always been a dour thing, especially after their mother’s death. Isla needed to fix that. She helped put up the decorations, and even when Arturo was dead tired after coming home, she didn’t let him go to bed until he stuck at least one ornament on the tree, or put a wreath on the door.

      He’d bitched a little, but he’d also liked it, and Isla let her plan grow like the evil villain she was.

      The brothers would take a short day at work, come home, and for Isla’s sake and Martina’s (mostly Martina’s) they would sit down like a proper family for the first time in years.

      Only this time, it would be a happy affair and their father wouldn’t be around to put a dark cloud over their heads.

      “You’re quiet on me. Are you okay?”

      Isla swallowed, getting caught up in all the emotional drama she was thinking about. “Yeah, yeah I’m good.” She stroked her hand over her collar bone. “You wanted to know what I’m wearing?”

      A soft, throaty chuckle sounded on the other end of the line. “Do I ever.”

      “Mmm,” Isla let her hand stroke softly over her chest. “I’m wearing that sweater you gave me.”

      “Are you?” Arturo sounded delighted. “What’s under it?”

      Isla chuckled. “A saucy little number you’re going to get to see, whether you get here on time or not.”

      “This is why I love you.”

      Isla never stopped feeling that warm and cozy sensation whenever he said that to her. She loved hearing those words. She loved it when Arturo said them to her more, especially in that low throaty voice that was like a physical caress on her skin.

      “You’re going to love me even more when you get back home tonight.”

      “Why? You have a surprise for me? I already opened it a couple times before, but I can act surprised if you want.”

      Isla laughed. “You asshole. Not that! Well, kind of that. A nice set of panties came with my new bra, but I’m being bad. I’m walking around the house not wearing them.”

      “Seriously?”

      Isla nodded even though he couldn’t see her. She was loving this a lot more than she thought she would. “Seriously. So how bad are you going to punish me for not wearing panties while your brothers are around?”

      “As badly as you want me to. Do they know you’re going commando?”

      “I don’t think so. Not unless guys can tell through a woman’s jeans.”

      “Guys can totally tell.”

      Isla blinked. “What? No they can’t.”

      “Of course they can. Why wouldn’t they?”

      Isla was struck speechless, and for a horrifying moment, she was left with the intense fear that she’d been walking around this house with Martina and two of Arturo’s brothers, not wearing any underwear, and that Silvio and Orlando had been able to tell all along.

      Would Martina be able to tell? Probably since she was always so attentive to seemingly every detail.

      Isla was so caught up in the horror of this new potential problem, that she almost didn’t hear the way Arturo chuckled at her expense.

      She flew up into a sitting position. “You asshole!”

      Arturo full on laughed out loud, he didn’t even try to hide it.

      His laughter was infectious, and Isla found herself laughing right along with him. “You’re a bastard.”

      “But it was funny.” Arturo moaned. “Wish I could have seen the look on your face.”

      Isla let herself fall back onto the bed, she looked towards the ceiling high windows, and the fat, cotton ball-like flakes of snow that rushed the glass. There was something comforting about being inside, on the bed she and Arturo sometimes shared, warm and safe, while it was cold outside.

      “This trapped in a cabin feeling I’m getting would be a thousand times better if you were actually here with me right now.”

      “Hmm, maybe I should take you to one of my cabins and we can be trapped together there; without my brothers getting in the way.”

      “They can chop the firewood for us. We’d have to shut off the generator you probably have. Do you really have a cabin?”

      “A log cabin on a crystal clear lake with a real fireplace.”

      “Not something I would need a remote for? Speaking of which,” Isla reached for the remote and powered on the fireplace. She sighed. “Now it really feels like a cabin experience in here.”

      Arturo chuckled. “I’ll have to take you.”

      “Ah, I think the entire point of being trapped together in a log cabin is that we go there before the snow storm settles in. We couldn’t get there now anyway.”

      “Hmm,” Arturo said, and Isla shook her head when she realized he was thinking about how it would be possible to get them both there.

      “No way. We’re not going in this.”

      “I could buy a skidoo and we could totally drive ourselves there. Would be a pretty great fantasy. Locked up and all alone, with nothing to do but pleasure each other for entertainment and warmth.”

      “You have a generator.”

      “I could turn it off for an hour. Or just pretend to turn it off. That seems like the safer option.”

      Isla laughed again. “I’m slipping my hand under my sweater. Touching around my bellybutton, and sliding my fingertips up toward my bra.”

      Arturo’s voice lowered in the receiver. “I’ve got another five minutes left. Tell me what it feels like.”

      “I’ll do better than that. I’ll tell you what it feels like, and what I’m going to do to you when you get back tonight.”

      Isla wished with everything she had that she could see Arturo’s face. The lusty look in those dark eyes was always exciting, always enough to make her heat up as if she was lying real close to that fireplace over there.

      Picturing what he looked like was almost as good.

      “Hurry,” Arturo said, his voice sounding just on the right side of that breathy need and desire that always had Isla hot and bothered.

      “When you come home tonight, make sure to come to your bedroom. That’s where I’ll be.”

      Isla could almost picture in her head the way Arturo loosened his tie. He always loosened his tie whenever he wore it during work sex.

      She’d come to know these little things about him pretty intimately ever since they got back together.

      “What will you be doing when I get there?”

      Isla ran her fingers over her nipples. The lace of her bra made it easy to stimulate herself. She pinched them, arching her spine at the sensation she left herself with. “I’ll be topless, wearing my jeans, of course. Something about being barefoot with skinny jeans and a bra seems sexy in my head.”

      “Not just your head.”

      “Which one?”

      Arturo chuckled. “Both?”

      “I’m touching myself right now.” Her heart also raced from playing with her nipples. “Are you sure you can’t join me?”

      A groan sounded over the phone. “I would love to, but I’ve got one more meeting before I can get out of here.”

      “Mmm, too bad. This feels good. And what kind of assholes show up to work for a meeting on a day like this.”

      “They were already here,” Arturo growled. “It’s a casual thing at this point. I just have to deal with them and send them on their way.”

      “And not get sued for having them in to work on a day like today anyway, right?”

      “Get back to undressing yourself for me. Legal work isn’t sexy.”

      Isla loved this game they still played. They toyed with each other, but now, unlike when they’d first got together, there was nothing behind that playfulness other than the need to feel good. That was the only thing Isla wanted.

      “Would legal work be sexy if I dressed myself up in a nice short skirt suit with glasses and called you my boss?”

      Arturo was silent for a couple of seconds. “Hell yes that would be amazing. Would you come to the office and pretend to work?”

      “Like your real secretary?”

      “Funny. Don’t let her hear you say that. She’ll start fucking around with my coffee.”

      Isla brought her hand to her other nipple, sliding her fingers over the nub and sucking back a deep breath at the spark of pleasure that shot down between her legs.

      “Don’t worry. I won’t be a bad girl and tell your receptionist things that might get you in trouble.”

      “Good girl.” Arturo sighed, then cursed. “I need to go.”

      Isla paused what she’d been doing, then let her hand come down from out of her sweater. “Do you have to?”

      Arturo’s voice had that familiar note of regret. “Yeah. I’m getting a couple of texts. The meeting’s about to start. After this I can try getting home.”

      “Take your time on the road. I don’t want you getting into any accidents.”

      “I am a master driver,” Arturo promised. “Also, to keep you blushing and ready until I get back, I’ve got something for you.”

      Isla smiled. “Really? What is it?”

      The smile in Arturo’s voice was obvious, and sexy as all hell. “Check under the bed, I know you wanted us to exchange presents after dinner, but I wanted to get this for you.”

      And Isla was a greedy enough girl that at the mention of presents, she could hardly put any real control into herself.

      “Well, it’s not like I made it into a firm rule, right?” She already slid off the bed and was on her knees, searching beneath it. The small square package was instantly within sight.

      “It’s got something firm inside.”

      The box wasn’t wrapped, but was designed to look like it was, with a big red and white sparkly bow on top and everything.

      All she had to do was take the lid off to see what was inside.

      She gasped, then laughed. “Seriously?”

      “It’s just my size, and it should remind you of me whenever you get lonely.”

      Isla reached into the box, pulling out the comically oversized dildo. She couldn’t stop herself from laughing. “There is no way this is your size. Jesus, you’re big, but not this big.”

      “I’m insulted. Are you insinuating something about my manhood?”

      “Never.” It wasn’t the only toy inside the box. Beside it were handcuffs with fuzzy, black feathers.

      “No pink?”

      “I thought this might be a little more elegant.”

      Of course. Arturo would enjoy having toys in his room to tantalize Isla with, but he wasn’t even close to being a tacky sort of guy.

      Which was why, when Isla spotted the gems imbedded into the handcuffs themselves, she gasped. “Tell me these aren’t real diamonds.”

      Arturo snorted. “Of course not. They’re crystal.”

      Still expensive, but at least Arturo hadn’t actually put diamonds into the sex toys he planned on using on her.

      Did he realize that fuzzy handcuffs with glittering crystals in them was kind of, in their own way, a little tacky?

      Probably not, or else he wouldn’t have bought them.

      “Lift up the cover. There’s more beneath.”

      “Really?” Isla did as she was told, pulling away what she’d thought had been a black cushion, only to see that it had been a silk cloth.

      “The cloth doubles as a blindfold,” Arturo whispered, and even when it sounded as if he was moving around his office, scurrying to get to where he needed to go on time, he still managed to sound perfectly in control of himself, sexy and powerful.

      “That other toy is something a little closer to my size. More realistic you could say.”

      That was for sure.

      Isla pulled out the second dildo. It wasn’t as big or ridiculous looking as the first one, and she was pretty sure it wasn’t Arturo’s size either.

      “You said you wanted me to think of you when using these?”

      “That’s right.”

      “This one looks a little smaller than you.”

      “Of course.” Arturo said it as if it should be obvious what he’d been going for. “I said I wanted you to think of me and miss me. I don’t want you to replace me.”

      Isla grinned. “No toy with three vibrator settings could ever replace you.”

      “I know, but my insecurities and all that.”

      Did Arturo have insecurities? Seemed highly unlikely.

      “I have to go.”

      “Knock ‘em dead. And stay safe if you get on the road. Don’t if it’s too dangerous.”

      “Don’t stay alive or don’t go on the road?”

      “Go on the road!” Isla laughed.

      “Yes, dear.”

      “Okay, I love you.”

      “I love you, too.”

      Then Arturo hung up, leaving Isla to stare down at her new presents, and she wasn’t going to pretend otherwise, even to herself, she wanted to give her new toys a round. She wanted to break them in.

      When Martina called her name, Isla knew she’d been gone for long enough. She wouldn’t get to use Arturo’s toys today, but soon enough she would get her chance.

      For now, she had to go back to being a proper Christmas hostess.

      Of course, that didn’t mean she wasn’t planning on sending Arturo some naughty texts to keep him a little distracted during that meeting.

      She put her phone between her teeth, lifted her sweater, quickly undid her bra, took a quick photo and sent it to Arturo. That should keep him just on the right side of distracted until he got home tonight.
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      The hockey game was great, even if the home team lost. Isla had never spent so much time with Arturo’s brothers before. Not without Arturo around at least. It was fun being friends with them, and booing at the game when the Rogues lost right before they threw popcorn at the wall where the game was being projected.

      Then they had to quickly clean it up before Martina could step in and do it for them. Orlando laughed at them for that. He was enough of a gentleman to not throw popcorn and chips at the losing team, though he was helpful enough to bring the vacuum around for them, and watch as Silvio and Isla cleaned up.

      When her phone eventually buzzed again, she was quick to reach for it.

      Of course it was from Arturo. His text sounded almost angry, but the accompanying picture of his perfect chest suggested something a little more playful and revenge oriented.

      Nice try. Now you’re going to be waiting for me to come home.

      Isla groaned at the picture. She was already waiting for him to come home, but his intention was clearly to make her as antsy for it as she’d made him with her own chest shot.

      She needed to act calm and collected. She thought about her reply again and again before sending it.

      Guy chest shots don’t count. Give up the goods if you really want to have an effect ;)

      Isla clicked send, grinning, and knowing fully well that Arturo was not going to send her a picture of his dick. He wouldn’t do that at work. He liked to think he was a bad boy, but there was no way—

      Her phone buzzed again.

      “I feel bad for Martina if this is what cleaning everything all day is like,” Silvio moaned, using the hose of the vacuum to get into the corners and cracks of the room.

      “Uh huh,” Isla said, almost sweating as she opened the text.

      He wouldn’t. There was no way in hell…

      Oh God, he absolutely did, and if seeing Arturo’s chest had made Isla a little on the jumpy, half horny side, then seeing his cock up close, his fingers delicately placed along the shaft, as if teasingly stroking himself, was enough to send her over that sweet edge.

      If he’d been here right now, she would have jumped his bones. As it was, she needed to keep her cool because there was no way in hell Isla was going to give off any signs that she was anything other than completely calm and composed in this situation.

      “Hey Isla, you okay?”

      “Yeah.” Isla cleared her throat. Fuck, that sounded like a frog’s croak. “Yeah, I’m good.”

      Silvio raised a brow at her, then grinned. “Yeah, whatever. Stop sexting my brother and help me figure out how to empty this thing.”

      Isla blinked, then huffed. “I’m not sexting him!”

      “Sure you’re not. You’re trying to make him come back sooner, aren’t you?”

      Isla didn’t know what was worse, that she had a photo of Arturo’s cock in her hand or that his brother was a few feet away teasing her about it.

      And he didn’t know what precisely she had on her phone.

      “Let me sext your brother in peace or I’ll tell Martina that you were…that you said her cooking was subpar.”

      Silvio’s eyes widened. He actually fell back a step. “You wouldn’t do that.”

      She glared at him. “Try me.”

      She, of course, wouldn’t tell Martina something so mean, even to spite Silvio, but luckily, he took her at her bluff as he scowled and dragged the vacuum cleaner out of the sitting room, muttering under his breath.

      Good. She didn’t want Silvio pestering her while she was already getting hot and bothered over the things Arturo was sending her.

      If Arturo wanted to tease the ever loving hell out of her, then Isla didn’t want to be disturbed while he was at it.

      Dinner’s going to be ready in a couple of minutes.

      She waited for Arturo to send the text back. He did within a minute.

      Eat and enjoy. This is your event. Don’t wait for me.

      Isla’s heart sank.

      She wanted to wait for him. She wanted him to be here for this, even if he was stuck at the office, and it was still snowing outside.

      Isla looked out the window, squinting at the weather. Actually, this looked a little bit better than it had been a couple of hours ago.

      You sure you can’t make it?

      Great. She’d been telling him she didn’t want him to risk his life getting here, and now she couldn’t seem to stop herself from begging him to come home.

      I’ll do my best. Almost done here. Eat when the food is ready. You don’t want Martina’s food to get cold.

      That was true. Martina made amazing food, and despite the little help Isla had been able to give, it really was Martina’s meal they would be eating.

      Isla silently calculated in her head the amount of time it would take Arturo to get back here if he left right now. Way too damned long. That’s how long it was going to take. If he finished with everything and left the office right now, the weather would make sure he didn’t make it back here for at least another hour or two.

      Well, he said he was almost finished with the meeting. They could keep the food on the hot plate for an hour, right? And potatoes and carrots only took a short amount of time to actually boil. Martina would need the most of her time adding in her spices and mixing the turnips and sweet potatoes.

      Right. They could wait a little while longer. Hopefully.

      Orlando opened the sliding doors of the sitting room. “Hey Isla, Martina says the food’s almost done. What should we do?”

      Isla bit down on her bottom lip. She looked down at her phone, torn.

      “Let’s wait a little bit longer. The food will keep.”
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      Arturo didn’t make it back in an hour. Not an hour and fifteen minutes, and by an hour and a half, Martina didn’t need to be told to put on the potatoes and carrots. She said the turkey was going to dry out, the stuffing would be ruined, so she put them on to cook before coming back.

      Everything should be completely ready by now, which was a good thing since Silvio had started complaining about how hungry he was.

      He ate some of the chocolate truffles that were supposed to be for coffee after dinner. He’d pilfered them from the kitchen earlier, and Isla didn’t have the heart to stop him from eating them. They’d all gone back into the sitting room for more sports and TV, but really, everyone was just getting hungry, bored, and a little tense.

      Orlando was too polite about everything. He didn’t complain about being hungry, but if Silvio was talking about it, then it was more than likely that Orlando was at the very least thinking about it while he scrolled through his phone.

      Isla was starving, too. Her stomach constricted painfully and she couldn’t ignore the smell of Martina’s food anymore, and using Sebastian as an excuse was no longer enough either.

      He wasn’t coming, and the three people around her already knew Isla was really waiting for Arturo.

      Martina put her small, delicate hand on Isla’s shoulder, squeezing it. “The effort is appreciated, and so is your loyalty, but if Arturo’s brothers starve, he might question our sanity.”

      That much sounded true enough.

      With a heavy sigh, she gave the go ahead, but she did it with a bright smile. She was going to be smiling for this entire thing, too. This was an important dinner, even if it wasn’t actually Christmas, and she was going to enjoy it with Arturo’s brothers, and the woman who was almost like a mother to him and his brothers.

      If Arturo couldn’t show up, that didn’t mean Isla was going to let the food grow cold and his family starve.

      She clapped her hands together, keeping that bright smile on her face. “We’re starting without him.”

      Orlando and Silvio looked at each other, and then back at her. Their expressions were careful, and they said nothing.

      Isla didn’t get it. “What? What is it?”

      “You sure about that?” Orlando asked, still not getting up from where he sat on the arm of the sofa. “You’re totally all right with having to start without Arturo?”

      Maybe she’d made it a little too obvious how much she wanted Arturo to be here.

      “Perfectly fine.”

      Orlando and Silvio still gave her that annoying stare. The one that said how much they definitely didn’t believe her.

      Martina smiled softly as she stood off in the corner. Isla hadn’t known the other woman for very long, but what she did know was enough to give away that Martina would not be fooled either.

      Of course Isla wasn’t a hundred percent all right with this. Arturo wasn’t here. He either wouldn’t be here or he’d be so late that it wouldn’t matter, and who the hell was Isla kidding? She’d set up this dinner and made plans, but Arturo was a billionaire who had an active hand in the way his company was run. It had been enough of a nightmare trying to make sure Orlando and Silvio had the time to be here, and plans or no plans, Arturo wouldn’t be able to keep to Isla’s schedule for things like this. He might be able to do it some of the time, but definitely not enough that these little misses would go unnoticed.

      Of course, Sebastian hadn’t shown up either, and that was another member of the guest list Isla was positive wouldn’t be making an appearance any time tonight. He wasn’t going to so much as show up for coffee and dessert, and Isla didn’t think it had much to do with the snow storm outside. His past with his brothers was too much to ignore for the sake of a family dinner.

      Isla wasn’t sure if Arturo had left yet, and she didn’t want to text him to ask. She didn’t want to come off as pressuring him.

      Just as Isla’s smile started to waver, Orlando was the first to get to his feet and plaster on a fake smile of his own. “Well, we’re still here, and the food smells amazing. You both did a fantastic job and I wouldn’t want any of this to be wasted.” Orlando looked up at all the decorations Isla had placed around the sitting room, no doubt thinking of the rest of the house as well.

      “To be fair, Martina did most of the decorations. And the cooking. I was just her helper.”

      Martina nodded her head. “You were a wonderful helper, Miss Isla.”

      Isla still beamed at that. Even though Martina had to put Isla on potato peeling duty, it was still nice to be complimented by her. Anything that could be boiled and mashed or opened with a can opener, Isla had been on top of that. Otherwise, Martina maintained that she hadn’t wanted Isla doing much at all. Isla had offered to put the turkey on the carving plate, but Martina had promptly declined the offer.

      Now the food was waiting for them in the dining room, and Martina was here to escort them.

      “Come, it’s time to eat. You will all waste away and then what will I do?” Martina said, her tone mock annoyed.

      Isla was annoyed herself. At Sebastian for being too stubborn to get here, at Arturo for being stuck at the office, and strangely enough, at the food as well.

      That lasted a grand total of two seconds before it melted away. Now she was glad, seeing the eager expressions on Orlando’s and Silvio’s faces as the four of them walked to the dining room. With Martina doing all the spice and oven work, it was basically guaranteed that the food wouldn’t be dry, burned, or over spiced.

      Isla was glad in that moment that she hadn’t been given too much to do. She would have ruined the meal, and Silvio was making Martina blush as he told her about how much he missed her cooking and couldn’t wait to eat her food anymore.

      Martina put her hand over her mouth as she tried to hide her embarrassed smiles and chuckles.

      Isla’s heart warmed to see that. This was Arturo’s family. As broken as it could be, she wanted to be good to them. She wanted to impress them, and wanted them to love her. Maybe not as much as she loved Arturo, but she wanted that bond to be there.

      Which was why, when they made it to the softly lit dining room, she also pulled out Orlando’s chair before he could sit down.

      He blinked at her, clearly not having seen the move coming before he smiled and went with it. “You’re really going all out on this aren’t you?”

      She nodded. “You’d better believe it.”

      Silvio yanked out his chair and quickly slid into it before Martina could even think of pulling his chair out.

      The older woman shook her head at him. Silvio simply smiled sweetly up at the older woman. “What did I do, Martina?”

      “Being a pest is what you are doing. Miss Isla? Where are you going?”

      “I’ll be back!”

      She’d hoped Martina wouldn’t notice her sneaking away and that Silvio would be enough of a distraction. Nothing got by her.

      Of course Martina didn’t hold still, she followed Isla into the kitchen where all the food had already been plated over hot plates on little dollies with metal trays. It was the kind of thing that looked as if it belonged in a five star restaurant.

      Martina frowned. “Miss Isla, I should do this.”

      Isla should have known she wouldn’t be able to sneak off and bring the food in before Martina noticed. There was more than one food cart, so Isla would have needed to make two trips anyway. A third for the rest of the beverages.

      “I’m helping you out,” Isla said. “My mother would kill me if I didn’t, and it’s to make up for being a terrible helper with the cooking.”

      She was already pushing the cart towards the door. Martina didn’t make an attempt to stand in her way, but the worry on her face was clear, and it vibrated around her. “I know things are different in your home, but you must allow me to do this. This is my job.”

      “And you’re amazing at it. Arturo wouldn’t get you in trouble for this.”

      Which was absolutely true. He wouldn’t. In fact, Isla was convinced the only reason why Martina was so remarkable in her job was because of the way she’d mothered the three brothers for as long as she’d been able to. She had to know Arturo would never let her go for something so trivial. She could mouth off to Arturo if she wanted and her job would still be secure.

      Martina sighed. Isla didn’t look back, but she knew the other woman followed her with the other cart back into the dining room where Silvio and Orlando were waiting.

      Silvio had a guilty expression on his face for not being enough of a distraction. Isla mouthed to him that it was all right.

      Orlando tucked his phone away quickly at the sight of them. Maybe there had been a strict no texting rule back when he’d still lived in this house with his father and stepmother. Arturo texted and read at the table all the time, but he was as different from Orlando as the responsibilities he carried.

      Silvio clapped his hands together “Wow, I thought it smelled good before. That smells amazing.”

      “You think so?” Isla nearly pulled the lid off the turkey, but this had definitely been Martina’s baby, so she gestured for the other woman to step closer. “Would you like the honors?”

      Martina smiled, and if Isla wasn’t mistaken, there was even a small blush dusting at her cheeks as she nodded and approached the bird. She picked up the carving knives, clearly in her element here as she lifted the lid.

      Despite the amount of time they had waited, everything felt as fresh as could be. A cloud of steam wafted away from the meat, and Orlando and Silvio both made the appropriate oohing and aahing noises required when they were very impressed with the meal they were about to get.

      Isla grinned, and while Martina carved slices off the bird, the meat so juicy and tender it looked as if she was carving slices of butter, Isla focused on scooping out mashed potatoes and plating her, Orlando’s and Silvio’s plate.

      She also plated one more. Putting a nice helping of mashed potatoes, stuffing, and that turnip and carrot mix that Martina had thrown together. She made sure not to forget the cranberry sauce. Martina must have noticed. As Isla began buttering the rolls, she noted the slight frown that furrowed the older woman’s brow. “Is Arturo returning home sooner than we thought?”

      Isla nearly licked butter from her thumb before she realized what she was doing and stopped herself. Polite company required napkins after all.

      Isla shook her head. “One could only hope, but probably not in this weather.”

      Martina’s eyes widened slightly, a glimmer of hope shining there. “Then, Sebastian?”

      Now Isla felt like a complete asshole. “No, he didn’t respond to any of my texts or calls.”

      “Oh.” The hope faded away.

      Orlando quickly chimed in. “It’s okay if he’s not here.”

      Isla frowned. “It is?”

      Silvio was apparently just as confused. “Yeah, I thought the whole point of this was to make friends with the asshole?”

      Orlando gave Silvio a dirty look. Silvio shrugged. “Just saying.”

      “Well I’m just saying that it’s okay. Martina, it’s okay. The point is that Sebastian got an invitation. The next time we do anything like this, we’ll send him another invite, too. He’ll know the door is open, and he’ll show up when he’s ready. Until then, we keep leaving the door open for him.”

      That sounded so utterly profound and wise that there wasn’t a damned thing Isla could think of to say against it. Arturo would tell her it was because she was too hopeful, but Isla wanted to keep hoping. She wanted this family to be repaired from how their selfish mother and asshole father had left things.

      “Those are kind things to say, and I’m glad you think that way,” Martina said. “But I do not understand. Why the extra plate? If you wrap it like that, it will not retain its flavor. It needs to stay with the rest of the food for now.”

      Isla couldn’t stop smiling, and she nodded to the two Calendri brothers at the table. “Which one of you wants to tell her?”

      “It was your idea,” Silvio said, the smile on his face telling how much he was enjoying himself.

      “You guys helped a bit.”

      “I do not understand,” Martina said, looking at both brothers, awaiting an answer from them.

      Orlando stirred his fork into his mashed potatoes and gravy, grinning the most wicked, cat with the cream grin she’d ever seen on his gentle face. “That’s your spot, Martina.”

      The older woman blinked those big dark eyes at Orlando before looking down at the plate Isla was preparing for her. Her response seemed a little delayed, but was also predictable as she stepped away. Her hands rushed to her chest and she shook her head. “No! I couldn’t!”

      “Yes you could.” Isla took some wine and started pouring Martina a glass. She set it down next to the ten pieces of expensive silverware on either side of the gold rimmed plate before stepping towards Martina, the biggest smile on her face that Isla could muster. This time it was real. “You’re practically their mother. Sit down and have a Christmas dinner with us.”

      “I would never presume to be their mother.”

      Martina seemed frozen, so Isla put her hands on the other woman’s shoulders, gently leading her towards the seat she’d set out for her.

      “You don’t have to presume anything. It’s how they feel about you already.”

      Martina walked, but it seemed to be more on a horrified autopilot than anything else.

      Isla was struck with a brief second of regret. Shit. Maybe Martina really wasn’t the type who would allow this sort of thing to happen. She might actually feel too put off, too much of an outsider from the family she’d raised for this.

      But then Silvio grinned in Martina’s direction, and when Isla managed to get the other woman to sit, he reached out and grabbed her hand before she could get up and walk away. “That’s your seat. We want you here.”

      Color flooded up Martina’s neck as she glanced at Orlando, who nodded. “Isla didn’t just put this together for us. This is for you, too. You’re practically my mother. I want you to sit there. You never could do that before.”

      Martina’s chest seemed to constrict when she heard such words, then she suddenly gasped for breath. She looked back up at Isla, and Isla’s eyes started to burn when she noted how Martina’s dark orbs were swimming.

      “Stop it, you’re going to make me cry.” Isla wiped her fingers under her eyelids, trying desperately to keep from touching and ruining her makeup. Much as Isla just wanted to let go, she didn’t want to have raccoon eyes either.

      Martina laughed at that, in the way that was funny when someone was surprised, and the people around them were happy right along with them. She laughed, and then she cried a little harder, covering her face with her hands.

      Orlando and Silvio both stood, as if getting ready to go to her. Martina shook her head. “I’m fine. I’m very well.” The way her voice cracked would have said different, had it not been for the way she smiled. “Thank you for all of this.”

      Orlando and Silvio both sat, though Silvio reached out and took Martina’s hand again, squeezing it tight. “You sure you’re all right?”

      Martina nodded. “This was a lovely surprise.”

      Martina shocked Isla by reaching back for her, taking her by the hand as well. “Thank you for this.”

      Warmth rushed into Isla’s chest, and just like that, it was all worth it. The secrecy, the planning, all of it. The only thing that would have made this any better was if Arturo could be here.

      He wasn’t here. That was fine. This was Arturo’s family, and she was going to make the most of this.

      Isla swallowed hard. “You’re very welcome. Now sit tight, I’ll get some turkey on your plate.”

      Martina nearly got to her feet to do it herself, but Isla shushed her and made her stay in her seat. “You do enough all the time. Let someone else serve you for once.”

      “Uh oh, that’s a tough one, Martina,” Silvio singsonged.

      Martina smiled, still bashful as she allowed Isla to put some of that heavenly smelling protein on her plate, thanking Isla softly, but then smiling at her boys.

      Isla watched the other woman from the corner of her eye, desperately trying to hold back a smile, but she ultimately needed to pick up the wine glass to cover her mouth before anyone saw it.

      This was probably the first time Martina had ever been able to sit down with her boys, and it was amazing being able to see it. Isla couldn’t name the giddy excitement swirling inside her, but it was there, and she had helped to bring this out.

      Okay, so she was totally proud of herself, but considering how well this had gone down, how could she not be proud?

      Orlando buttered some bread and passed it across the table to Martina, who smiled much brighter now, taking the roll while Silvio told some dirty jokes, and laughing when Martina slapped him on the arm.

      “Don’t say that at the table!”

      Silvio continued to chuckle like a fifteen year old caught doing something naughty. They were all so into this. So into acting like a normal family that Isla had to wonder how long Orlando and Silvio had been waiting for this as well.

      Arturo was missing it.

      Isla shoved away the regret in her gut. It didn’t matter. It really didn’t. Arturo was a big boy, and when he got home, Martina was sure to show him all the love and affection that was due to him for his part in this as well.

      Silvio pointed his fork down at his plate. “So are we saving some of this for Arturo or am I going to be eating it all?” He was clearly implying the rest of the food on the trollies, but seemed to be half serious.

      Orlando glared at his brother. “Obviously we can’t finish it all off, idiot.”

      “Maybe you can’t. I can eat whatever the hell I want. I’ve got amazing metabolism.”

      Orlando grinned at his brother, but something glinted in his eyes. “Uh huh, not like you’re getting old and that could fade away.”

      “Never gonna happen.”

      “Hey Isla, you should tell your friend Jane how fat Silvio’s been getting. See how confidant he is then.”

      “Shut up!”

      Silvio lifted a bread roll and threw his arm back, as if he was about to hurl it at his brother.

      Until Martina grabbed him by the ear, silencing him and halting his tirade.

      “Enough of that. You act like a child sometimes.”

      Isla’s heart pounded watching the scene unfold.

      Silvio lowered the bread bun, and it was adorable the way he pouted. “Sorry.”

      Orlando laughed openly at his brother’s expense. Isla couldn’t help herself, she did, too.

      Fighting at the holiday dinner table. This was getting to be like a real Christmas after all. The only difference was the fighting wouldn’t end with Isla and her brother eating alone while their parents shouted over the divorce proceedings. This almost seemed friendly, like a sitcom, and it was so perfect except for one major thing.

      The thumping noises got louder. Isla put her hand over her heart before realizing it wasn’t her. She wasn’t hearing her heart, even though it was still slamming against her ribs.

      Orlando, Silvio and Martina looked to the ceiling briefly before the three of them smiled. Martina pushed herself to her feet before Silvio grabbed her by the wrist.

      “I don’t think so.”

      “But—”

      “Arturo is a grown man, and besides Isla, you’re the guest of honor. He can get his own ass down here just fine.”

      Martina sat, but Isla couldn’t.

      She’d thought that sounded like Arturo’s chopper. After realizing it wasn’t the sound of her heart, that is.

      Isla pushed back from her chair and ran from the dining hall. Martina called after her, but Isla didn’t stay.

      Her man had made it home for Christmas dinner, and she was going to greet him.
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      He’d flown here. Holy shit. In the crazy weather outside, he’d actually flown here. Isla ran up the stairs, and then to the third floor. The entrance from the roof was by the attic, which was nothing at all like a normal person’s attic and more like another foyer, only with a ceiling that wasn’t so high and wooden flooring instead of marble tiles and a hanging crystal chandelier.

      He was here. He was actually here in time for dinner. Dinner was almost over but that so didn’t matter because he was here and that was all Isla cared about.

      Except for one thing. How eager she was to see him. And to give him an insane amount of shit for flying here in this crazy weather.

      Just as Isla turned to run up the stairs to that third entrance that only Arturo had the key for, he was already walking down the stairs, hands scrubbing through his black hair, removing the sticky snow before he pulled at his scarf. A cold gush of wind raced downstairs after him, as if he’d just shut the door.

      He didn’t seem to notice Isla standing at the foot of the stairs until he was almost in front of her.

      He was already tall, made even taller by the fact that he was still on the second stair, but in that moment, his larger than life aura was larger, more magnificent than ever before.

      He looked like a man Isla hadn’t seen in forever. Which was insane since she’d spent the night last night. She’d shared Arturo’s bed. Isla had woken up to Arturo already gone to work, but she’d fallen asleep in his arms and there was really no reason for her to be looking at him like it had been months since she’d seen him.

      She couldn’t help it, however. This was too good.

      Isla smiled at him, and this time she really could hear her heart thumping through her chest. Even after she punched him in the arm. “Idiot!”

      Arturo’s dark eyes flew wide. “What?”

      Isla shook her head. “God, I am so happy to see you right now, but you actually flew in that weather outside? Are you nuts?”

      Arturo shrugged. “It wasn’t that bad when I started the engines. I was getting worried when it came time to land.”

      The tiny muscle beneath Isla’s right eye twitched. “Getting worried?”

      If Isla had thought for one second he would try to fly in that mess outside, she would have called his office and made security keep him on lockdown.

      She probably didn’t have the authority to do that to him, but it was nice to think about. Better than thinking about Arturo flying in a blizzard.

      “Visibility was almost zero by the time I had to land. I thought I was going to land in the pool before I realized where I was.”

      Though he was standing right in front of her, proof of life and all that, a sick horror rose up in Isla’s stomach, and she felt queasy. “Are you serious?”

      Isla was going to tear her hair out. She couldn’t believe what she was hearing, and Arturo was laughing, shaking his head. “No, of course not. I know how to get home, what heights to stay at, and the exact longitude and latitude of my house. And I turned on the night vision for landing,” he added.

      Isla didn’t understand that right away. “Night vision will work in a blizzard?”

      Arturo made a seesawing motion with his hand. “Not really. The house is so nice and warm that I was able to use it here. Anywhere else might’ve given me some trouble.”

      He went back to grinning that sexy grin at Isla, the look on his mouth that Isla had been fantasizing about all day while making their dinner with Martina.

      “Were you really worried about me?”

      He practically sang those words.

      Isla wanted to be angry. She wanted to punch him in his stupid head for that. She wouldn’t. She knew how to contain herself, but the urge was there.

      Until Arturo’s fingers touched her skin.

      His hand was wet with melted snow, and cold when he touched her collar bone. A drop of that cold, melted snow splashed on the dead center of her chest before sliding wet and cold down, down, down between her heated breasts.

      The contrast of hot and cold was intense for the few brief seconds she felt it.

      Isla sucked back a harsh breath, her nipples immediately budding as warmth spread through her legs. When the drop of water warmed on her skin, the lust still lingered, making goosebumps rise across her flesh.

      “I swear to God, if your brothers and Martina weren’t downstairs waiting for us and eating dinner right now, I would grab you and drag you into one of these rooms.”

      Arturo’s sexy grin melted away as he cocked his head to the side, then he smiled again. It was more open and less playful. “You got Martina to sit down with us?”

      “I kind of peer pressured her into it, but yeah. I told you it would get done.” Isla reached for Arturo’s jacket, feeling like she should get him out of his wet clothes before he dripped water all over the place and made himself sick from the chill.

      She also wanted to get him out of his clothes. She wouldn’t be able to get him naked, but at least this gave her hands something calming to do.

      He’d said the weather hadn’t been so bad when he’d taken off, but how bad could it have really been if this was how covered he was with snow just walking from the helicopter to the door?

      Isla swallowed. “Silvio and Orlando are downstairs, too.”

      “Not Sebastian?”

      Isla shook her head. She wasn’t going to bother mentioning Sebastian hadn’t so much as replied to her invitation, or a single one of her texts. Arturo would have already known that.

      Arturo was already on bad enough terms with his brother, and the way he scowled and shook his head was proof enough of that.

      “That fucker. Selfish cocksucking—”

      “It’s okay.” Remembering the conversation she’d had with Orlando downstairs, Isla took Arturo by the shoulders. “It’s okay. We’ll try again next time.”

      “There’s not going to be a next time.”

      “Yes there is, and when he’s ready to accept our invitations, he’ll come. Until then all I’m happy about is that you made it. Alive and well, that’s a bonus since you were stupid enough to fly, but you’re here now and I don’t want to think about anything else but how perfect this is.”

      This was their first Christmas together. It wasn’t really Christmas, but Isla was still going to count it, and now it was going to be a special memory.

      Maybe next year she would have Jane here, sitting next to Silvio.

      She had to stop being so stubborn first, but it was still something to hope for.

      Isla put her hands on Arturo’s cold cheeks, looking him in the eyes.

      That seemed to do it. The tension that had gripped him when Sebastian’s name had been mentioned melted away, and Isla breathed. The weight on her chest finally seemed to melt away, and Isla pulled Arturo to her. Even when he was on level footing, she still had to stand on her toes in order to hold him tight. “I’m so glad you’re here.”

      Arturo’s strong arms were cold as they wound around her waist. “Sorry I’m late. Wouldn’t miss it for the world.”

      Isla burst out laughing against Arturo’s shoulder. She couldn’t help herself. It was too funny and this was too perfect.

      “I meant it,” she said. “I really want to take you to our room right now.”

      Especially with the way Arturo’s hands continued to slide over her hips, making her wild and needy.

      Arturo made his voice do that sinfully sexy thing it did whenever he wanted to tease her. “I guess that picture I texted you had the right effect?”

      Isla shivered. “Yeah, that might be the case.”

      Arturo chuckled. “Let me guess, I should go down to dinner first?”

      Isla kissed Arturo’s cheek. “It’s Martina’s food. I know it won’t be too painful for you to wait.”

      Arturo’s half smile showed off the whites of his teeth. “Her food is almost better than sex with you, but only almost.”

      Isla shook her head. “Thank you so much for that.”

      Arturo nodded, faking a serious tone as he and Isla walked back downstairs to the dining room. “Anytime, sweetheart. The longer we make ourselves wait, the better it will be when I get that sweater off you.”

      “And you have a picture of what’s underneath to amuse yourself with at the table.”

      “I might frame it and put it in my desk for those special occasions.”

      “Don’t you dare.”
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      Martina rose from her seat quickly when Arturo walked into the room. Isla noted the light tension in her shoulders, as if she was waiting for Arturo to berate her for sitting down at the table. Arturo had to notice it, but he was good enough to pretend not to as he opened his arms, walking towards the woman who was more like his mother than his real mother had ever been.

      “You’re here! Good.”

      Martina immediately relaxed and went into Arturo’s arms.

      Isla got that same sense of glee and stomach filling pride and love as she watched Arturo hug Martina, kiss her on the cheek, and wish her a Merry Christmas.

      Martina held his hands tightly and wished him a Merry Christmas as well, right before she nearly left his side to make him a plate.

      Isla beat her to it. “You’re supposed to be sitting and eating,” she said, pointing a spoon at Martina, and the seat Martina was supposed to be sitting in.

      “Arturo, you can move my plate to the side. You can sit on Martina’s other side and I’ll sit next to you.”

      Orlando bristled. “Oh, so I just sit on the other side of the table by myself?” He stood with his plate, sighing. “I guess I can put up with sitting next to Silvio.”

      Silvio flipped his brother off while drinking from a wine glass.

      Isla shook her head, and she let herself fall back into the pleasant sense of being part of a family.

      She wished they were her family too, but they felt real enough, and at the very least, Isla hoped it would be all right with Orlando and Silvio if she considered them to be her friends. For now, she wasn’t going to bring that up. This was a special day for Arturo and his family. Isla’s pride came from helping to pull this off.

      Martina spoke with more animation and happiness than Isla had ever seen out of the other woman. She was still stunned, and flattered, that Isla and her boys had pulled this off, though Isla figured it must have been hard to eat, considering the way Silvio continued to take her right hand and squeeze it whenever it was free, and Arturo did the same with her left.

      They were utterly doting on her as they let her know what she really meant to them, how important she was to them, and Isla was definitely having fun as she got up from time to time to pour more wine, and offered Silvio seconds, which he happily took.

      Arturo moaned when he did manage to get some food into his mouth. “All of this is beyond amazing. As usual.”

      “Isla did the potatoes,” Martina said, then lied. “She perfectly added in the spice and butter, just as I told her.”

      “Well, in that case, I’m sorry Martina but I might have to say that the potatoes are my absolute favorite.”

      Arturo winked at her in that moment. Isla had no idea if that was because he knew Martina was lying to make Isla’s contribution seem like more than what it was, or simply because he was enjoying teasing her.

      Isla was insanely full, but not too full for dessert. By that time, Arturo had started talking about the office, not work, but what had been happening as everyone scrambled to catch up for the day most of the office had taken off, which had been Christmas.

      Apparently, one or two of the guys in the office meeting Arturo had to attend had been sweating through their shirts.

      Arturo meant that literally, too. He’d described both men as being soaked through, and the one poor woman forced to work with them who continued to push her chair as far away from her partners as humanly possible.

      Isla couldn’t blame her if what Arturo talked about was true.

      “I couldn’t wait to get out of there.” Arturo glanced at his brothers, before gazing affectionately at Martina, who patted his hand, but his eyes held Isla’s the longest.

      Isla’s breath caught when she realized it, right before her heart rate burst through the ceiling.

      And this time she wasn’t hearing Arturo’s chopper.

      He’d wanted to come home to her. Martina and dinner with his brothers was absolutely important, but she caught this message loud and clear. He’d wanted to be here with her, and Isla’s chest warmed. Her entire body did.

      Luckily, no one seemed to notice, and if they did, they were kind enough to not mention it.

      They spent another hour at the table after everyone finished eating. Martina gave orders for everyone to go watch television while she cleaned up the food and plates, but Isla sure as hell wasn’t about to let her do that without her help.

      She hadn’t expected Arturo, Silvio, or Orlando to get up and insist on helping with the cleanup.

      And Isla and Martina were outnumbered.

      Isla was stunned when Orlando showed off how well he knew how to work the dishwasher. Isla would never have thought that Orlando, sweet as he was, would know how to use it at all, but he did. Silvio washed the plates, pots and pans that had the most stuck on residue while Isla dried them. Everything else went to Orlando, and Arturo and Martina cleaned off the last of the meat from the turkey before putting it away.

      Martina seemed pleased with the leftovers, and she talked about making her boys soups and sandwiches for work for the next week and a half.

      Normal people would get sick of having turkey for so long, but these men had been raised on Martina’s cooking, and no one complained.

      Silvio openly talked about how he couldn’t wait to go back to work with Martina’s lunches, to which Martina told him not to kiss up too much.

      Isla was going to have to learn how to cook for real if she was going to keep up with Martina.

      Orlando and Silvio got sloshed as they took their small party back to the sitting room. Orlando actually put on A Christmas Carol, but no one paid attention to it. Everyone was too busy talking.

      Martina didn’t have another glass of wine to drink. She’d barely gone through half her glass at the dinner table. Apparently some habits were going to be impossible to break out of, and she wanted to stay somewhat professional. Isla didn’t put any more drinks into her hands. It was enough for Arturo and his brothers that she was part of this dinner at all, instead of simply preparing it and watching from the sidelines.

      Isla didn’t think she was drunk by the end, but she was definitely feeling pretty good with everything when it all started to wind down.

      Orlando was sleeping on the couch. Martina brought a spare blanket from somewhere and was tucking him in. Silvio seemed to be barely awake and yawned wide every other minute. He seemed to be getting ready to fall asleep in the chair he was in, but Martina coaxed him to his feet.

      It wasn’t that late, so it was kind of amusing how tired everyone seemed to be. It was almost as if that enormous meal made everyone a lot more exhausted than they otherwise would have been. Or it could have been all their weeks of hard work at the office catching up. It wasn’t even midnight.

      But Isla was feeling kind of tired herself. She leaned against Arturo’s shoulders. They were on the love seat, and she wouldn’t mind being left to doze off on him just now.

      Arturo was all hard muscle, but he could be a comfortable pillow when he wanted to be.

      Apparently, he didn’t want to be, because he gently shook her shoulder, forcing her to open her eyes.

      “Aren’t you tired?” Now Isla was yawning.

      “A little.” He kissed the spot below her ear. “But, I also have a surprise for you.”

      Isla closed her eyes and smiled. “You already gave it to me, remember?” She snuggled closer to him. “Haven’t had a chance to try them out yet, though. We can do that together tomorrow.”

      “Not sure I want to know what you mean by that.”

      Isla kept her voice down, not wanting Orlando to wake up and hear her, but she couldn’t help but smile as she spoke. “Well, you did give me two sex toys.”

      Arturo tensed before replying. “Don’t even think about it.”

      Isla shook with the effort it took to hold back her laughter.

      “Oh, you think that’s funny, do you?”

      “I promise I would make you like it.”

      “Hmmm, how much would I like it?”

      Isla opened her eyes wide before she looked up at Arturo. “You’d really let me do that?”

      “Nope.” Arturo had that same grin on his face he always got whenever he was playing with her, and Isla mock glared at him, shaking her head. “You suck.”

      “I’ll be sucking on something else later tonight if you come to bed with me.”

      Isla’s body immediately reacted to those words. Her blood turned hot in her veins and seemed to be travelling south. Warmth pooled between her legs as her skin suddenly felt a little too tight.

      This should not have been happening. After several months of dating, and countless encounters doing the naked tango, there was no reason why she should be still feeling so hot and bothered, so abso-fucking-lutely horny.

      Arturo nonchalantly allowed his fingers to trail a line down to Isla’s breast. Through the cashmere sweater, he seemed to find her nipples. With just a lacy bra under the sweater, it made things all too easy for him to tweak and tease them, despite the extra material in the way.

      “Your brother is right there.”

      Even when Isla said the words, she couldn’t help but let out a hard groan.

      Arturo pinched the nub of Isla’s nipple between two fingers, purposely making her wild with desire.

      “Yeah, we better get out of here before he wakes up.”

      Isla glared up at her lover.

      Arturo smiled back down at her. “Still too tired for your surprise?”

      “It better be an amazing surprise.”

      “The most amazing surprise you’ll ever get.” Arturo got to his feet, pulling Isla up with him.

      “Come on.”

      Isla went with him, suddenly a little excited to see what he had in mind. If it was sex, then it would still be an amazing surprise.
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      Isla was anything but tired when Arturo brought her up to the bedroom they shared whenever she happened to be spending the night.

      Lately, that had become more and more often, which was why she had enough clothes and toiletries here to make overnight stays comfortable.

      Since it seemed as if she was about to have another wild and fantastic night with Arturo, with one of his surprises, that meant she was definitely spending the night.

      “I like staying here with you.”

      “I like it when you’re here with me,” Arturo countered. “Besides, there is no way in hell you’re going home in that.”

      He pointed to the window. The snow was still clearly visible as it flurried against the window, thanks to the garden lamps that were glowing outside.

      Of course, in Arturo’s enormous garden, those lamps were the equivalent of street lights.

      “I don’t want to go home.”

      The words were out of Isla’s mouth before she could stop herself, but she didn’t take them back. She didn’t want to take them back. It felt good to say them, right, and though she couldn’t stop the flush of embarrassment from climbing her neck, she didn’t take the words back.

      Arturo continued to look at her, those dark eyes seeing everything inside her, and it was a corny thing to think about, but she couldn’t help herself. It was true.

      She was stupidly in love with this guy.

      “What if you never left?”

      Isla glanced up at him, but she could hardly hold his stare. “What are you talking about? I’m almost always here anyway.”

      “That’s exactly what I’m talking about.” Arturo took Isla by her hands, both of them. He held them tight and levelled himself in front of her. “You’re here a lot. I like it when you’re here. It’s gotten to the point where I feel strange when you’re not here.”

      This sounded like something that Isla didn’t want to give a name to. If she named it, even in her head then she might jinx it and make it not real.

      “Do you know what I’m getting at?”

      Isla’s heart banged around in her chest like it was trying to escape. “It sounds almost like you want to propose to me, but I don’t want to say that because it might sound a little too weird.”

      Which made it too late to keep her mouth shut because she stupidly let the cat out of the bag.

      And Arturo was smiling at her, but not in that sexy way that told her how much he wanted to get her naked. This was different. This was a look Isla had only ever once before seen on Arturo’s face.

      The look of excitement and nervous tension. Arturo was a billionaire used to getting what he wanted, and this was something he might not get.

      “This place was always home, in a weird, twisted sort of way. Even when my mother was alive and my father was out of prison. This place was fucked up, but it was home. I never realized how dark it had gotten, despite the security lights and cameras everywhere. I never needed them. You came here and you made everything better. My brothers were here eating Christmas dinner, it’s a late Christmas dinner but I don’t care. Martina was with us, and that means more to me than you could possibly know, that she was actually part of the dinner instead of cooking it. I never thought that was going to happen, and then it did.”

      “It wasn’t that hard. We just, kind of steered her towards the seat and Silvio held her hand.”

      Arturo smiled at that, as if it was the most heartwarming thing he’d ever heard in his life. “I want you here. I want you to live here with me, permanently, and I want you to have my last name, and my kids.”

      Isla wanted to say something, anything, but the only thing that came out of her throat was a hard gasp. Her eyes burned and holy shit, she was going to start crying. She was going to cry because Arturo had said he’d wanted her to have his last name. That meant one thing. That meant one very important thing that could not be overlooked.

      When Arturo reached into his back pocket and pulled out a ring with an enormous pink diamond on it, Isla’s knees started to shake.

      “Oh my God. Oh my God!” She covered her mouth with her hands. She couldn’t stop herself from crying and her tears poured over her fingers as she looked at the ring, and then up at Arturo.

      Arturo seemed to realize that he was still standing as Isla looked up at him, and he dropped to one knee.

      Isla laughed at that, because it was too perfect. He was too perfect, and there was nothing that could make this better right now.

      Except for when Arturo made the proposal a little more formal. “Isla King, will you do me the amazing honor of being my wife?” he smiled and shrugged. “Of making a real arrangement with me, for the rest of our lives?”

      Isla laughed. “A proper contract?”

      “Fifty-fifty,” Arturo promised.

      “That’s…” Isla’s voice croaked. “That means absolutely everything to me.”

      Arturo looked at her. Isla looked at him.

      Which was when Isla realized she hadn’t given him a proper answer. “Yes!”

      “Yes?”

      “Yes!”

      “Yes!” Arturo grabbed her around the knees and pulled her into the air. Isla squealed when she was suddenly over Arturo’s shoulder, and he was spinning her around in circles.

      She couldn’t stop laughing, but she was also getting dizzy as all hell. “Stop! Stop!”

      “I don’t want to!” He still put her down, took her by the hands and lifted her wedding finger. “I’m putting this on you right now. Hold still.”

      “I’m holding still!”

      No she wasn’t. She was totally jumpy and trembling and barely able to hold herself together while that ring was slid onto her finger.

      Isla choked on her breath, looking at it. Only then did she notice that the pink diamond was in a heart shape. A couple of smaller stones accented it, making the design that much more spectacular. She wished she’d been the one to design it.

      Then she frowned at it, noting it did look kind of familiar.

      “Don’t get mad,” Arturo said. “I went through your design book and picked out a couple of things. The heart shape on one, the accents on another.”

      “You did?”

      “I didn’t know what to get for a woman who designs jewelry for a living, and I needed it to be perfect.”

      Isla nodded. “It is perfect. Fuck, I’m going to start crying again.”

      It was seriously the most romantic thing Arturo had ever had done for her. Her husband to be had pilfered through her books to find the perfect design, meaning he thought only she could design the perfect ring.

      “I love you so much.”

      Arturo’s eyes blazed, desire and so many other things in his eyes that Isla couldn’t keep her hands off him. She pulled at his shirt, eager to get it off him, to touch his skin. Arturo followed her lead, taking the hem of her sweater and lifting it above her head with a low, sexy growl.

      “After you sent me those pictures, I think I’m going to need to see the real thing.”

      “Did it make you uncomfortable in your meeting?”

      Arturo sighed. “You’d better believe it.”

      Isla laughed as Arturo unhooked her bra, but she was the one who pushed him towards the bed. It was time for them to have their celebration, Christmas sex.

      

      The End
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      “It’s a toy—”

      Somebody snorted.

      “—for your pet.”

      Nobody said a word. Especially not me. We just all stared at the large, orange…dog toy. At least, Mrs. Swift said it was a dog toy and, well, the tag said it was a dog toy. I was skeptical, and judging by the snickers that randomly punctuated the silence, I wasn’t alone.

      God love her, Mrs. Swift had managed to bring the Bluebonnet Book Club Secret Santa Gift Exchange to a screeching halt with a 12-inch long piece of latex —I slowly wagged it back and forth, mesmerized as it swayed in my hand—or whatever, that looked a lot more like a dildo than a dog toy.

      “Do I even want to know where she found that?” Betti Boudreaux muttered from my right.

      “No,” I replied, keeping my voice low, “and neither do I.” For the love of football, it was even Longhorn fucking orange. My least favorite color. Furthermore, and most importantly, I did not own a fucking dog, or a cat, or a bird, or even a gerbil.

      I sat there for the rest of the party silently praying somebody would steal the doggie dildo thing. A pained smile firmly in place, I kept telling myself that maybe someone would want to use it as a gag gift. Luck was not on my side and I said my good nights an hour later amid pitying looks and knowing, smirky grins from some of the other ladies. Including my sister-in-law, Louisiana.

      “Enjoy that…dog toy,” she said as we walked down the sidewalk not an hour later.

      “Better a dog toy than a teething ring,” I muttered under my breath. My nephew Moses was teething, and during the party, Louisiana had gone into very graphic detail about how many times he’d bitten her this week. Then a few of her friends had pitched in with their own baby biting horror stories. It was enough to make me want to double up on my birth control pills. When I suggested she stop breast-feeding, the Mommy Mafia had stared at me in horror. I might as well have suggested giving my six-month-old nephew Kool Aid, what with its sugar and Red Dye number 666.

      “Oh,” she groaned dramatically and clutched at her chest, “I’ve got to get home and feed Moses before my boobies explode.”

      We should be so lucky.

      She circled my brother Marsh’s truck and unlocked the doors. “You coming, Matilda?”

      “I’ll walk, thanks.” I turned left, away from her and the rest of the departing partygoers.

      “Oh, Mattie, don’t be like that,” she shouted.

      “I’m not being like anything,” I called over my shoulder. One would think the Mommy Mafia would appreciate the fact that I was walking the two blocks home, instead of wasting gas and trashing the environment their little monsters would inherit one day. “Good night, Louisiana,” I said, saluting her with the, ahem, dog toy, that I planned on ‘losing’ in someone’s bushes along the way.

      Yeah, that was my real reason for walking.

      The truck rumbled to life behind me and took off, circling the block. My brother liked to joke that you could hear him coming a mile away. I didn’t bother texting him to let him know that Louisiana was on her way home. Instead, I just kept walking, snug inside my North Face jacket, my boots scuffing on the sidewalk and occasionally crunching a leaf. Two weeks till Christmas and it’s forty-five degrees out. Welcome to Texas.

      I was almost halfway home when Louisiana, who’d circled the block, turned and zipped past me, pulling into my brother’s driveway with a bounce and a grinding sound that came from a truck that probably need new shocks. Or brakes. Or both. I wasn’t a mechanic. Neither was my brother, and on a teacher’s salary, and with a new baby, he’d put off the repairs. Guess what he was getting for Christmas from yours truly? I’d already made all the arrangements with Petey, our local mechanic.

      In the meantime, I still had to find a yard to re-home my little, ugly, orange friend in. Thanks to the Christmas parties, Christmas lights, and Christmas shopping, there were more people out and about in the evening than normal. I damn sure didn’t want to get caught tossing a large orange piece of latex into somebody’s yard. Luckily for me, the lovely Mrs. Echols, who lived three houses down from me and who was creeping up on eighty, had this Yorkie…

      Merry Christmas, Dexter.

      I tossed it between an oak tree and the line of shrubs that separated her front yard from Jeannie Latimer. Jeannie had a dog, too. A pitbull named Jupiter. She was sweet as the day was long, and had, on occasion, made me wish for a dog to keep me company. Then one morning I’d woken up to the sound of Jeannie’s screams.

      Cell phone in hand, I’d dashed out of the house in my boxers and tank top while hollering at the 911 operator that my neighbor was being brutally murdered and to send help now. Imagine my embarrassment when I’d burst into Jeannie’s house and discovered that Jupiter had eaten one half of a brand-new pair of very expensive winter boots.

      Thus the screams.

      I’m not sure who’d been angrier, me, Jeannie, the cops who’d shown up four minutes later, sirens blaring and tires squealing, or Louisiana, who’d given birth to Moses just two weeks prior. Marsh, as usual, had taken it all in stride, choosing instead to focus on me in my boxers, clutching my cell phone. He’d asked with his usual silly grin in place if I’d been planning on taking pictures of the murderer as he ran away. I’d flipped him the bird and taken my embarrassed self home. I’d also decided I was never going to own anything big enough to chew up a boot.

      No sooner had I discreetly rehomed Big Orange, than I spotted it parked in front of Marsh’s house. The biggest, shiniest, fanciest, motherfucking pickup truck you would probably ever see in Bluebonnet, Texas. As if driving a pickup truck somehow made him blend in. What a complete and utter load of BS that was. I sneered at the truck as if it had personally offended me. A couple years back People magazine had done an article on the great Boomer Kendall, star running back of the Houston Texans, hottie Texas bachelor, blah blah , gag, and featured his home just outside of Houston. He had a six car garage that held the truck, four very expensive looking sports cars, and a black Chevy Tahoe with fancy oversized rims—that just so happened to match the rims on his stupid truck. My pace slowed and I kicked at some errant leaves. I fucking hated Boomer Kendall. Hated him in the most juvenile, childish, stupidest way possible.

      And I did not care. Not one bit.

      I hated his fancy house. I hated his fancy girlfriends. I hated his fancy sports cars. I hated his face. I hated his name. I mean, really, who the hell named their kid BOOMER?

      But most of all, I hated him.

      I guess you could say I held a grudge. Truth be told, I held many.

      

      I’d almost made it into the safety of my own little home when the sound of laughter and a screen door slamming reached me from across the street. Color me surprised, Louisiana wasn’t standing on the front porch, whining about Boomer and Marsh waking up precious baby Moses. It was a universally acknowledged fact that once my sister-in-law got to bitching, you could hear her all over town. Then again, she loved Boomer possibly even more than I hated him, and would never ever say anything against him. Sheesh! Between Marsh kissing Boomer’s ass and Louisiana shining up his halo every time he came home, I couldn’t even begin to imagine how exhausting it was being Boomer Kendall.

      “Hey, Mattie!”

      I took a deep breath and shoved my hands deep in my jacket pockets, taking a moment to clench and unclench them. I’d spent the weeks since Thanksgiving preparing for Boomer’s imminent return—for this moment right here. I held up my middle finger and kept walking. “Welcome home, Boomer!”

      And merry fucking Christmas, you asshole.
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      “I see your sister still hates me.” I stared at Matilda’s curvy backside, choosing to focus on that, rather than the stubby middle finger she held in the air. When she was nine she’d asked to play football with us. We’d let her, only because my mom had given us the stank eye. Then I’d made the mistake of pointing out how short her fingers were, and that so, she’d have trouble catching the ball. Apparently, even at nine, Matilda had been sensitive about her stubby fingers, as well as her height, because she was, in a word, short. Something she hadn’t appreciated me pointing out to her—even accidentally. So from that point on, I’d made sure to do it often.

      “Aw now—” Marsh sucked in air, preparing to spit out his usual excuses.

      She may be short, but Matilda Lucile Johnson was also lethal. A freckle-faced brunette who came equipped with an ass that could stop traffic and a temper that could set the town on fire.

      I waved it off with a laugh I didn’t feel and descended the porch steps. Twenty years of mud pies and verbal arrows later, I was glad the poorly lit porch light hid my sad smile. “I know I’m really home when I’ve choked down Mom’s meatloaf and gotten shit from your sister.”

      “She’s been having a hard time at work.”

      “She wouldn’t be having a hard time at work if she worked for me.” A year ago I’d asked Matilda to come on board and help me run my charity. She turned me down in no uncertain terms, then informed me that she didn’t need charity. Her words had stung so much, I hadn’t bothered telling her that I was in over my head, that I needed her help, and that it wasn’t charity. Plus the added bonus of getting to see her a couple times a week. “For that matter, you, too. You know I’d love to have you.” Plus I paid a hell of a lot better than the school district. But it was an old discussion: I’d ask and he’d say no.

      Marsh shoved his hands deep in his pockets and shuffled backwards with a slightly pained grin. “I can’t leave my kids, man. You know that.”

      From inside the house came the sound of Moses fussing and Louie blathering about baths and bedtime. Even with the haphazardly hung Christmas lights along the eaves and around the windows and the porch that needed a fresh coat of paint, the outside seemed just as cozy as I knew the inside was. For a second, a long, deep, dark second, I was jealous. I acknowledged my jealousy for what it was, and then stuffed it back down where I wouldn’t have to look at it for a while or deal with the anger that inevitably followed. I nodded and said, “I should get before Mom sends out the Sheriffs.”

      We nodded at each other and exchanged a few more awkward words before I took off with one final wave and one last glance at Mattie’s house. “See you in the morning!”

      

      Ten minutes later I pushed open Mom’s kitchen door, wincing as it scraped against the linoleum floor. It was her early warning system. Needless to say, I’d rarely gotten away with breaking curfew while growing up. She was sweet, as sweet as Mattie Johnson was sour, but not much got past her. It’d taken me until my early 20s, but I’d finally figured out that Mom’s sweetness was her special superpower. She used it to get what she wanted from Dad, for me, from life, but—and this was the important thing—she never abused it. She only used her powers for good. And the occasional guilt trip.

      Other than Marsh and Maddie, who I’d grown up with, I’d never admit this to a living soul, but even at 29, I’d rather take an ass-whooping from my dad—with the belt—than have to hear my mom say those four magical words: I’m so disappointed in you, Boomer. Okay, so that was six, but you get the point.

      “I’m still up.” Mom stepped into the dimly lit kitchen, tucking her robe around her.

      “You didn’t have to wait up.”

      “You know better than that, Boomer.” This was the same conversation we’d been having since I’d gotten my driver’s license.

      I crossed the kitchen and hugged her, inhaling the scent of Dove soap mixed with hairspray. She hugged me back, hard enough to raise a lump in my throat. I swallowed hard and exhaled, releasing some of the tension I’d been holding in since I’d left Houston early this morning. I’d gone to college, gotten a degree, won a football championship, been drafted to the NFL—in the first round—and won two Super Bowl championships, and my mom still waited up for me whenever I came home to visit. I wasn’t sure who appreciated our routine more, her or me.

      “Where’s Dad?”

      “In bed.” She patted my back and said, “How’s Marsh?”

      “Fine.” Better than me. I kept hanging onto her, not ready to let her go.

      “That Moses is getting so big. Before you know it, you and Marsh will have him out there throwing footballs.”

      Not if I could help it. Moses had plenty of time and plenty of options. But I kept my mouth shut, unwilling to speak words that’d raise far too many questions. Questions I couldn’t easily answer. Instead, I laughed and said, “He’s great. But I didn’t know babies made so much poo.”

      Mom chuckled and gave me one last pat on the back. “You better get to bed. You’ve got a long week ahead of you.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      She had no idea.

      

      My cell phone rang early the following morning, jolting me out of a deep sleep. I didn’t need to check the caller ID. I knew who it was. Instead, I turned the volume down and then rolled back over. Not today.

      I stretched, adjusted the covers, and closed my eyes, hoping for a few more minutes of sleep. The wind gusted so hard it rattled the windows and caused the old house to groan. I’d offered my parents a new house, but Mom had refused and I hadn’t pushed the issue. If she ever wanted a new house, she knew how to ask. Other than a very expensive new mattress, my room looked almost exactly like it had all through high school and college, minus the posters and trophies which I’d finally convinced her to pack up. White walls, navy plaid bedspread, and hardwood floors covered with rugs. The floors were new. One of the few “luxuries” my mom had asked for. That, and a new Buick, even though I’d gladly have bought her something fancier. I’d spent the last six months working her toward the idea of an upgraded kitchen. It’d probably take me another six months to completely sell her on the idea. She said over and over again that it was my hard work and my money, not hers. But that wasn’t entirely true.

      “Boomer! You up?”

      “Yeah, Mom,” I yelled back as my cell phone started ringing again.

      Not today, Joe.

      I grabbed it and put it in airplane mode for the time being. I’d come home for breathing room. As painful as coming home sometimes was, it was preferable to going someplace where no one knew me.

      

      He’d just have to wait. Never mind that my coach was waiting. My teammates were waiting. The whole world was waiting for me to sign that new contract. Hell, it’d been the first thing Marsh had mentioned.

      He’d laughed and asked, “What the hell are you going to do with sixty million dollars?”

      I laughed, too, and shrugged, because the question was rhetorical and the twinge of envy in his voice unmistakable. “Buy beer, of course.” And then I’d stepped past him, through cluttered living room, past the baby toys to the kitchen, and grabbed us both a beer.

      Four years; sixty million dollars. Twenty million guaranteed, plus endorsements. I’d be one of the highest paid running backs in the NFL. And in four years, when my contract was up, I’d be thirty-three years old—and probably even more busted up than I was now. But in four years I could retire and I’d still be young enough to have family and a life.

      “Better get moving, son,” Dad yelled.

      Tomorrow…I’d think about it tomorrow. Today, I had to go to the elementary and see Marsh’s students. It was tradition. And I had sixty-seven signed footballs to give out to his third-graders. I threw back the covers and stretched a body that ached much more than it should at twenty-nine.

      “Boomer, you’re going to be late.”

      I’d avoided talking about the new contract with my dad last night by ducking out to see Marsh. I’d avoid him this morning, too, thanks to the aforementioned sixty-seven third-graders. But my luck wouldn’t hold forever. Eventually he’d say how proud he was and I’d say thanks. As the fire chief, he made about seventy-five grand a year. What the hell did you say to your son, the millionaire? Hell, I still remembered him lecturing me about signing with an agent and about that first contract. It had been so painfully awkward that we’d never discussed my career again.

      “Okay!” I sat up and put my feet on the floor and stood, wincing slightly as my ankles popped and knees protested. I stared at myself in the dresser mirror. On the outside I was everything you’d expect a six-foot-one running back to be—sculpted, muscular perfection complete with washboard abs and a killer jaw. The inside was a whole ‘nother matter. Joints ached, tendons popped, and tight muscles protested being forced to move before they were ready. This was the Pandora’s box that I’d given my blood sweat and tears for. I nodded at myself and headed for the shower.

      Time to get the show on the road.

      

      Twenty minutes later I stepped into the kitchen dressed in jeans and the obligatory Houston Texans T-shirt and matching blue and red hoodie.

      “Day’s wasting, young man” Dad said.

      “Yes, sir.” I placed a hand on Mom’s shoulder before she could stand. “I can get my own coffee. Matter of fact, I can get you coffee, too.” I leaned over and kissed her on the cheek before doing just that. Catching my father’s eye, I held up the pot. “Refill, sir?”

      He held up his cup and nodded. “Been to see Coach yet?”

      Coach Weiland was as much a Bluebonnet institution as Miz Mae’s Café, the now-retired Sheriff Townsend, and my dad, the esteemed Fire Chief Bud Kendall. “I’d planned on going by to see him today after I got done with Marsh’s kids.”

      “Come by the firehouse when you’re done, too,” Dad said.

      “Yes, sir.” No, sir. Three bags full, sir. The play on an old nursery rhyme echoed through my head as I said my goodbyes. I carried my coffee cup outside, pulled the door shut behind me, and left my parents to finish their breakfast.

      Two people honked while I was loading the footballs in the back of my truck. I smiled and waved. When Mrs. Ford from next door stepped out on her front porch a few minutes later, I waved and call out a greeting. In return I got a brief nod. Trips home were always like this. Some bothered me more than others–the ooh’ing and ahh’ing and waving and honking. But as one of my teammates—also a fellow Texan and also from a small town—had once observed, football was to Texas as Mardi Gras was to Louisiana “It’s not just in our blood,” he’d said, “It’s in our DNA.” He was right. This was what I’d signed up for.

      So I’d learned to take all the attention in stride and do things like the yearly visits to Marsh’s classroom, or whenever Mama sent me to the store, I’d patiently answer the questions of high school football players who mostly had dreams bigger than their talent. That was the price one paid for being not only a big deal in a small town, but a football star.

      And I didn’t complain. Not once. At least not out loud. Not to my mom. Definitely not to my dad. Not to my best friend Marsh. Not to anyone.

      You weren’t allowed to complain because you’d won the lottery.

      

      It was a universally acknowledged truth that the week before Christmas vacation, Mr. Johnson’s third-graders got an extra long recess. The older kids didn’t begrudge them, since they’d gotten the same treat when they were in the third grade. The younger kids who cried it wasn’t fair were reminded that next year, or the year after, it would be their turn to spend the morning playing touch football with Marshall Johnson and yours truly—number twenty-seven, Boomer Kendall.

      I parked my truck on the side of the school closest to the playground, then dashed around the building and inside to hug and kiss all the ladies in the office. Most of them I remembered from my own elementary school days, and I’d be lying if I said I didn’t find it comforting to always see the same faces year after year.

      Even if one of those faces was Matilda’s.
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      I hadn’t planned on being a lunch lady. But then again, did anyone? The hours were long, the work was hard, the pay was shit, and the rewards were few—unless you counted dealing with smart-mouthed, entitled future sociopaths a job perk.

      I did not.

      “Mattie, as soon as you’re done serving breakfast, we need to get started on those potatoes for lunch.”

      “Yes, boss!”

      The only job perk–and this was iffy—was leaving early. And that’s what had allowed me to go to college, so one day I could get the hell out of here. Whether it balanced out against the aforementioned future sociopaths, smelling like canned green beans—or worse, onions—coming to work before the sun came up, and a boss who, up until a few weeks ago had been my coworker, was anybody’s guess.

      Tongs in hand, I silently slipped an extra biscuit on Joey Donovan’s tray and handed it to him. We didn’t make eye contact, and we didn’t talk about it. Occasionally Greta caught me giving out extra food and gave me her ferocious death-stare or yelled at me for it. Some shit about free and reduced lunch program rules and regs. I figured when Uncle Sam caught me red-handed and fined me or slapped cuffs on me and dragged me out of the school kicking and screaming, then I’d worry about it. Until then, every kid who came through my line ate. And if they ended up with a little sumpin-sumpin extra to slip into their backpack for the long walk home or whatever, well, who was I to say?

      Besides, two more days and I was out of here. Or one, since today was technically almost half over.

      A few minutes later, the warning bell rang.

      “Matilda, get on those dishes!”

      My eyes rolled so far back in my head, I was afraid they’d get stuck. “What about the potatoes?”

      “I put Linda on potatoes. You took too long.”

      Too long? Too long? I was serving up breakfast and cleaning up my area. But whatever. I’d wash her fucking dishes.

      With a smile on my face.

      I had plans. I had goals. I’d just gotten a little sidetracked by a life that had, for a few years, resembled one of those depressing old country songs, and college had taken a little longer than I’d planned. Okay, a lot longer. But I’d graduated last Saturday.

      I took a deep breath and grabbed a waterproof apron, unwilling to think about who hadn’t been at my graduation. That would only lead to thoughts of Christmas. This would be my fifth Christmas without Mom, and my eighth Christmas without Dad. I entered the wash area just as Joey appeared at the window to leave his now-empty breakfast tray.

      I blinked back the tears stinging my eyes and cleared my throat. “Have a good day, Joey.”

      He nodded and gave me a tiny, silent smile that did nothing to distract from the dark circles under his eyes. I’d miss him, and Maggie, and Bailey, and the other kids. But I had goals and I had dreams, too, and I couldn’t spend my life slipping extra biscuits to hungry children, now could I?

      

      Washing dishes was hard, hot work guaranteed to remove whatever makeup you’d bothered to put on before the sun came up and leave you sopping wet—but not in the fun kind of way. More like in the ‘I hate my life’ kind of way. I was on the home stretch, and kind of, sort of, looking forward to prepping the salad for lunch, when Boomer showed up. Just like he did every damn year.

      I could’ve almost set my watch by him. He’d park his truck, hug and kiss the office ladies, schmooze with Principal Skinner, and then come hug and kiss the cafeteria ladies. Half the women I worked with had served us lunch when we were kids, and they were a nice group of ladies. Even Greta, when she wasn’t being a dick-tater. So I didn’t blame him for popping into the cafeteria; I just didn’t want to look at him. Or be nice to him. Which I’d have to do. Plus, I was wearing a hairnet. Kill me now. I hung back, stalling the inevitable.

      “Where’s Miss Molly?” he demanded, arms outstretched as my co-workers moved closer. They were full of smiles and laughter and hands that fluttered to touch and pet him like he was someone’s new puppy.

      “She died,” I called out before anyone else could respond. Miss Molly had worked in the elementary cafeteria since–forever. She was an institution, like Susie Boudreauxe’s dancehall and the Alamo. And when she hadn’t shown up for work the Monday after Thanksgiving, we’d all known something was wrong.

      He turned to stare at me, a sad, confused frown on his handsome face. “What you mean ‘she died’? Why didn’t anybody tell me?”

      Because we figured you wouldn’t think it was Twitter-worthy? Because it’s not our job? I thought it and more but I didn’t say a word. And by anybody, I assumed he meant Marsh—or I don’t know, his parents. Why they hadn’t mentioned Miss Molly’s death was a question only they could answer. Especially since I did my personal best to avoid speaking to Boomer.

      I dried my hands on a clean dishtowel and fixed a tiny, fake smile in place. Because…you couldn’t be rude to Boomer Kendall. That was the equivalent of flipping off Mother Theresa. Or (in Bluebonnet, Texas, anyway) picking the University of Oklahoma over the University of Texas, which Boomer had done. The only reason he’d been forgiven was because he was a third-generation Sooner. They hadn’t been so quick to forgive my brother, who’d also chosen OU over UT. Some assholes had even said his football injuries were the price he paid for being a ‘traitor’ to the burnt orange and white. I knew that was bullshit. Marsh knew it was bullshit, too. But words still hurt. Almost as much as rehab.

      I gave him a sad little grimace and shrugged just as the cell phone in his hand started to vibrate. “That’s probably Marsh wondering where you are. You should get going.”

      Boomer stared at me like I’d kicked his dog—or him—nodded, and slowly said his goodbyes to the other ladies.
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      I stood in the hallway outside Marsh’s classroom watching the kids and wondering what had happened to Miss Molly. They squirmed in their seats, excited to get on with Boomer Day. That’s what they called it. I’d tried to change it our second year but Boomer Day had stuck.

      The few kids who spotted me started giggling, and whispering spread like a grassfire. One little girl with tightly-braided dark hair, decorated with red and blue ribbons, gave me a shy smile and waved at me. I waved back. Finally, Marsh put them out of their misery and told them to put their things away. Little braid girl ended up third in line, thanks to the maneuvering and elbowing of two boys a little bigger than her. If looks could kill, those two boys would have dropped dead on the spot. I coughed behind my hand to hide a laugh while Marsh dealt with issues toward the middle of the line. Across the hall, Linda Bradford was also lining up her third graders.

      It was time.

      

      Everything went like clockwork: balls were handed out, the boys lined up to toss the ball with Marsh and me, half a dozen little girls stood on the sideline practicing cheers they’d probably learned from their big sisters or cousins, and a handful of kids went off to play, completely disinterested now that they’d received their signed ball. More power to them. If there was anything I’d learned in the last ten years, it’s that there was more to life than football. Not that I could ever say that out loud.

      Thirty minutes in, it happened. Marsh threw a perfect spiral, one of the boys caught it, and then, just as his feet touched the ground, he got broadsided by a little girl. I stood there, arms at my sides, blinking as I struggled to process what I’d just seen. Marsh took off running toward the boy, and I followed at a slower pace. Miss Brown-Eyes-and-Braids, the one who’d smiled at me earlier, stood up and dusted herself off, looking incredibly pleased with herself despite a skinned knee.

      Marsh patted down the shaken boy, checking for injuries, and helped him sit up. He turned his focus on the little girl. “Bailey, you know better! What have I told you?”

      I held out a hand, and together, Marsh and I got the boy on his feet. While Marsh handed him over to Ms. Bradford, I turned to Bailey and gave her my fiercest scowl, but Marsh wasn’t done with her. “That’s not how girls behave.”

      “If I was a boy, you would’ve cheered.” She wound her braids around her hands again, her astute observation and very pointed stare making me squirm. She reminded me of Mattie—down to the freckles dotting her nose. And that stare. Holy crap. She could burn a hole through concrete with that stare. It also wasn’t lost on me that she’d tackled one of the boys who’d earlier cut in front of her.

      I looked at Marsh, and he looked at me. His bewildered expression was probably a mirror of my own. It certainly mirrored how I felt. “You could have seriously hurt him.” Even to my own ears the words sounded kind of lame, so I added. “Or yourself.”

      “It’s football,” she replied. “If you can’t take the hits, stay on the porch with your pom-poms and your sippy cup.”

      I could literally feel my eyes widening and my face burning. I’ll be damned if that didn’t sound like something Coach Weiland would’ve said. Which meant he probably had.

      A still-scowling Marsh said, “Girls don’t play football, Bailey. We’ve talked about this.”

      “Well this girl,” —she pointed her own chest— “does.”

      They might play on private teams—in San Antonio—and they might even get to play in some high schools–though not for Coach Weiland—but not in Bluebonnet, Texas. And definitely not at the college or pro level. Again, Marsh and I stared at one another, both of us at a loss for words. “Do we have girls’ league in town?” I muttered at him. I didn’t think so, but under the circumstances, I figured I should ask. After all, if no one had told me Miss Molly had died, maybe they hadn’t told me about a girls’ football league.

      Marsh shook his head ever so slightly.

      “Maybe one day you could help start a women’s league, like the WNBA,” I chimed in. Marsh and I nodded in tandem. “But tackling without pads and a helmet is dangerous, Bailey.”

      It sounded reasonable to us…but apparently not to Bailey, who sneered at me. Sneered. She was eight. “I’m playing in the NFL. Going to be the first female player ever.”

      I was officially in over my head.

      She wasn’t the first kid to tackle someone during our playtime, and she wouldn’t be the last. But, to date, she was the only girl.

      “Keep an eye on her,” Marsh muttered as he held up his hands to get everyone’s attention. He whistled, and then said, “It’s time to go in.” There were a lot of groans and moans, and a lot of nasty looks thrown Bailey’s way. “Line up!”

      Marsh held the door open while the kids trailed inside. They stopped to get a drink and then continued on toward the classroom so they could put away their footballs before lunch.

      He waited until after I stepped inside and the kids were few feet ahead of us before he whispered, his voice full of dread, “I need to punish her.”

      “If you do, she’ll just give you lip.”

      Marsh sighed. “She’s not the only one.”

      “You mean Mattie?” I asked with a grin. Every time Bailey opened her mouth she reminded me more and more of Matilda, who’d thrown mud pies and anything else she could get her hands on at me for teasing her. About her height, or her freckles, her braces, her cheerleading uniform. Hell, about anything, as long as it gave me an excuse to talk to her.

      He shook his head. “Probably, but I meant her brother James,” he said with a nod toward Bailey.

      “James?” I searched my memory but it didn’t ring any bells.

      “Ramos. James Ramos. Senior. Plays defensive tackle. Got a lot of looks from college scouts but I don’t remember if he’s declared yet.” He shook his head again as Bailey glanced over her shoulder at us just before turning into the classroom. “Now how the fuck am I going to punish her?”

      I laughed but otherwise stayed silent. I found it hard to believe that Marsh couldn’t remember which college the brother of one of his students had gotten a scholarship to. But I didn’t say a word. If that’s how he wanted to play it, then fine.

      “This teaching shit’s hard,” he continued. “It’s like being a dad, and sometimes a mom, a therapist, and a tutor all wrapped in one.”

      “Is it that bad?” I asked, a familiar twinge of guilt stabbing me in my solar plexus. Here I was, on the fence about the deal of a lifetime, while he spent his days chasing ten-year-olds. Not exactly how either of us had thought this would turn out.

      As we closed in on the classroom door, he laughed and said, “I’d trade places with you in a heartbeat.”

      I laughed too, and we nudged each other with our elbows, like kids, but that twinge of guilt grew exponentially and threatened to swallow me whole.

      That and envy.

      I stood in the doorway watching Marsh wrangle Bailey and the kids in the line, thinking to myself I’d trade places with him in a heartbeat. Bailey hung back on the walk to the cafeteria, taking a place at the end of the line and close to me. It’d been a long time since I’d worried about what anyone but Matilda thought of me—outside of a football game—but I felt fairly certain Bailey hated me. And it was a feeling I didn’t much enjoy.

      We’d just turned toward the now-empty cafeteria when she slowed her pace and glanced over her shoulder at me. She had those braids wrapped around her hands again. “Someday I’m going to have a closet full of Nikes just like you.”

      At a loss for words, I kept smiling and nodded. I’d seen that determined look in her eyes before, in someone else’s eyes. I kept pace with her, staring at Marsh’s broad back.

      

      Normally I went first, or close to first, and sat in the middle of a table surrounded by kids—mostly boys—the lunch tray in front of me mostly for show. I usually didn’t get time to eat, thanks to the constant barrage of questions. Even though kids could occasionally give sports reporters run for their money, I didn’t mind. But this time I went through the line last, right behind Bailey, my pace slow. I hung back, just inside the door, pleased to spot Mattie working the register.

      “What are you waiting for?” she asked.

      I can’t even lie. With a hairnet over her dark brown curls, questionable stains all over her apron, flushed cheeks and lips curved downward, she was a hot, sweaty mess. And not the sexy kind of hot, sweaty mess either. A thought that left me more jittery than my constantly buzzing cell phone. It went without saying that, Mattie was off-limits. If things went south, the long-term repercussions were unimaginable. Not only would I lose her, I’d lose my oldest friend, and more importantly, my mom would lose the closest thing she’d ever had to a daughter. I’d rather have Mattie call me an asshole than not call me anything at all, so I’d always kept my distance. Especially after she’d made it clear she didn’t want me around.

      Mattie sagged against the counter and fanned herself with a stack of wrinkled papers. “I’m sweating like a whore in church here, Boomer, and I can’t take a break till my line is empty.” In other words, pay her. Mattie took the five dollar bill I handed her and said, “You know Greta would have comped your lunch—”

      “—but you won’t,” I finished with a laugh. God love her, Mattie was a straight shooter. I respected that, if not her foul mouth.

      “No way,” she said, her full lips curving into a snarky smile. “School district’s too poor to be giving free lunches to the likes of you.”

      Ignoring her little jibe, I said, “Sorry I missed your graduation.”

      She shrugged and handed me my change. “You’re Boomer Kendall. You never have to apologize for anything!”

      Her words stung, but I took them as my penance—like always. “You ready for the party tonight?”

      She rolled her eyes and shook her head. “I’d rather peel 500 pounds of potatoes for Greta. With a paring knife. A dull one.”

      “Aw now. It won’t be that bad.”

      “Have you met my sister-in-law?”

      I covered my laughter with a cough. Louisiana could be pretty intense, but she seemed to really balance out Marsh who’d grown so damn mellow.

      Mattie put on what I liked to call her fake perky-serious face: wide-eyed, earnest and smiling. “Seriously, she’s at home right now hand-weaving napkins and churning butter for tonight’s dinner party.” She added with a nod, “While she breastfeeds.”

      “And we’re going to get to hear all about it at dinner, right?”

      “You better believe it. A day without one of Louisiana’s breast-feeding stories is a day wasted, Boomer.” She handed me back my changed. “You know that!”

      “Well, at least my parents will be there.”

      “Oh good,” she said brightly, “your dad can annoy you while Louisiana annoys the rest of us.”

      “Fair enough.” I nodded toward the tables full of children. “I should probably get out there.”

      “Before they riot.”

      “Bet you’ll be glad to be shed of this place,” I threw over my shoulder. Mattie’s agreement didn’t sound very convincing.

      Bailey sat alone at the end of the table, so I took a seat across from her. Fork in hand, she stared for a good twenty seconds or so before jabbing up some meatloaf. I did the same, and we ate in silence until Marsh joined us. From where I sat I could also see Matilda sneaking peeks at us before she finally disappeared for her break. Interesting.

      Frowning, I mixed my mashed potatoes and gravy, and then took a bite. “So, Bailey—”

      “My mom’s white.”

      Marsh choked and coughed.

      “What?” I said after I’d swallowed.

      “You’re going to ask about my name. Everyone does. My mom’s white or something. I don’t remember her. Dad and grandma both hate her so…anyway, she’s the one who name me Bailey. Bailey Ramos.”

      “That wasn’t my question, but okay.” I forced myself to take another bite of my lunch before I spoke again. “What position do you want to play?”

      “Wide receiver.”

      She never hesitated. Never blinked.

      “Really,” I said as a few brave kids quietly joined us.

      “Really. I was hoping to play for Coach Weiland, but he’s retiring–” she shrugged, “—it’s okay I guess, since he’s not a big fan of girls playing football anyway.”

      “Really,” I said, glancing in Marsh’s direction. He was avoiding eye-contact again. “I had no idea.” Even my dad had failed to mention it. Between this and the death of Miss Molly…I swallowed my irritation, filing it away to deal with later.

      “You can’t play football,” one of the boys said.

      I opened my mouth to speak, but Bailey beat me to the punch. “I can do whatever I want!”

      “No you can’t,” he said. “Boys play football; girls play with pom-poms.”

      Bailey’s eyes narrowed and still Marsh hadn’t said anything, so I did—before one of those little shits ended up with her lunch all over them. “Actually, that’s not entirely true.” I might not have been sold on the idea of Bailey, or any girl, playing football, but I wasn’t going to let her get pushed around. “You’re Philip, right? Philip Monte. Joe’s son?”

      Joe and I had played football together in high school. The ink had barely dried on his diploma when he’d gotten married. I seemed to recall tossing footballs with Philip’s older brother last year.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Well, Philip, many colleges have male cheerleaders. Same for some of the larger high schools.”

      “Douche-nozzles,” Phillips scoffed.

      Marsh and I both frowned in his direction. “I’ll see you after school for detention,” Marsh said.

      I also seemed to recall Philip’s older brother bloodying somebody’s nose with a football last year and getting detention, too. The Monte boys were making me never want to have children.

      Again Bailey opened her mouth, and again I interrupted her, “Women play soccer, lacrosse, rugby—have you ever seen a rugby game, Philip?” I leaned forward and stared at him, aware of Marsh in my periphery. Also aware of the phone vibrating in my pocket, and across from me, Bailey staring at me with a mix of skepticism and hero worship on her face. “It’s just as rough as football.”

      “So you’re all for women in the NFL then?” queried a very grown-up female voice from just behind me. Mattie.

      “No, but they can have their own league. I’m down for that.”

      Bailey rolled her eyes and went back to eating her lunch, Marsh groaned, and Mattie sighed. She rested her hands on my shoulders, gently digging her fingers into tight muscles. I wondered how much it’d cost me to get her to do that all day. Probably my soul, which I’d gladly hand over.

      “So,” Mattie said, “separate but equal then.”

      Lulled by the fingers working tension out of my shoulders, and thought of her touching me in other places, I nodded at Bailey. “Yeah.”

      Mattie give my shoulders one last, extra-firm squeeze and said, “That’s segregation, you asshole.” All the tension her magical fingers had worked out came rushing back and brought the start of a headache along for the ride. Talk about walking into a bear trap.

      “Yeah,” Bailey said. “That’s segregation.”

      I turned to scowl up at Mattie. “Do you really want to watch a 130-pound girl get tackled by a man two times her size…or more?”

      “Like a female football league wouldn’t have 200 pound linebackers?” Mattie countered.

      “Yeah,” Bailey said again.

      I looked to Marsh for help just as this phone in my pocket vibrated again. I’m not sure what was worse: dealing with the mess I just walked into or the mess I’d run away from when I left Houston two days ago.

      “Mattie, for the love of God, it’s Christmas,” Marsh finally jumped in, but I had a feeling he wouldn’t be much help if a reference to Christmas was all he could come up with.

      “Why? You know I’m right. The guy who tore up your knee was 257 pounds. And you were what back then? A buck-ninety? Not a huge diff, but still.” Her fingers dug even deeper into my shoulders. Deep enough to make me want to lean away, but I didn’t dare. Once Mattie got going, it was best to just leave her be till she ran out of steam. “What was his name again? Oh yeah, you don’t remember, but I—”

      “Jack Parker.” I jabbed my fork into my lunch, which was now stone cold, and pushed it away. “His name was Jack Parker.” Marsh might not have remember, but I did. And it didn’t surprise me that Mattie did as well. Kind of hard to forget when he’d been drafted by the Patriots in the second round the same year I’d been drafted by the Texans. Kind of hard to forget when he’d had such a profound effect on my life. “Why are we even having this conversation with you when you hate football?” I asked.

      The suspicious frown Bailey shot Mattie was almost worth the trouble.

      “I don’t hate football–”

      I stood to face her, happy to call her on her bullshit. By now the cafeteria had fallen almost silent with just the clang of pots and pans being banged around in the kitchen area. I’d bet money Matilda had forgotten about our semi-innocent and corruptible young audience. “That’s a lie.”

      “The fuck it is!”

      Three things happened simultaneously: I smirked, Matilda’s face turned red, and Greta shouted Matilda’s name from the kitchen.

      As she walked away I muttered, “Damn good thing this is your last week as a lunch lady, huh?”

      Her reply? “Fuck you, Boomer. You’re an asshole, you ruined my life, and I don’t give a fuck who knows it.”

      I forced my lips to curve into a smile and shrugged in Marsh’s direction. “Guess that’s going to make tonight’s party kind of awkward, isn’t it?”

      “Why do you do that to her?” A pained looking Marsh asked with a slow shake of his head.

      “Because I can?” I replied with a shrug. It was just the way Mattie and I worked.

      Someone had to call her on her bullshit.
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      After Greta got done chewing my ass out, I got put on dishes again. I didn’t mind. All those dirty, oversized pots, pans, and trays gave me something to work out my frustrations on. As soon as I finished, I pulled out my cell phone and texted Boomer: fuck you. Don’t come to my party. Asshole.

      It was childish. I was childish. But I was past caring.

      Needless to say, he didn’t listen. I hadn’t figured he would, since his parents had also been invited, but I felt marginally better for having said the words. I did, however, catch Boomer just as he pulled up in front of Marsh’s house. Mostly because I’d been waiting on him.

      Before he could even get the truck in park, I managed to open the passenger door, hike up my ankle-length skirt, and climbed in. The scent of men’s cologne mixed with leather made me a little dizzy and distracted me, but I’d be damned if I wouldn’t have my say. I leaned over the console and press my fingers against his lips to stop him from speaking. “I don’t hate football, Boomer. I hate you.”

      Boomer’s name blared from the truck speakers, and I reared back in the passenger seat. Apparently, I’d interrupted something. “Boomer, what the hell is going on?”

      “I’ll call you back, Joe.” Boomer punched a button on the steering wheel and turned to glare at me. “Happy?” he snapped.

      “Sorry,” I stammered. “But I know you think me calling you an asshole all the time and being rude to you is some sort of a joke, but it’s not.” I shook my head, and then looked him square in the eye and said, “If you hadn’t talked Marsh into going to OU, my parents would still be alive.”

      He visibly winced and opened his mouth to speak, but I wasn’t having it. I’d waited ten long years to have my say. “If you hadn’t talked Marsh into going to OU with you, he wouldn’t have torn up his knee, my dad wouldn’t have died in that accident on the way to the hospital, and my mom wouldn’t have ended up in a coma. But that’s what happened. While you got to be a big star, and win big fancy rings, and buy a big fancy house, and all your fancy fucking cars, I was here planning my father’s funeral, carting Marsh back and forth to rehab and, oh yeah, changing my mom’s diapers.”

      His lips thinned and his Adam’s apple bobbed up and down. I hadn’t just hit one nerve, I danced over all of them. And I didn’t care.

      “I’d be managing a farm by now. Or running my own. Instead I’m a fucking lunch lady who grows organic vegetables in a half-assed, too small greenhouse.”

      That’s when his lips started twitching and his eyes crinkled at the corners. “Farmer Mattie.”

      “You think this is a joke?” I screeched. “I worked my ass off helping Marsh get through his rehab and then college and then paying for my own college, Boomer. In case no one told you, lunch ladies don’t get full rides to the college of their choice. And neither do football players who can’t play football.” I shook my head again and leaned across the console as I jabbed a thumb toward my brother’s house and said in a shaky voice, “I could be the one married with children right now.”

      He reared back in his seat as if I’d slapped him and looked me up and down, with a sneer on his face. “Is that really what you want? A houseful of kids and a husband who drinks too much beer? Because that’s pretty much all you’ll get around here.”

      “So that’s what you think of us? That’s what you think of Marsh? Your oldest friend? The mighty Boomer Kendall here to grace us all with his presence like the freaking baby Jesus or something.” His face twisted and darkened in a way that almost frightened me, but this was Boomer we were talking about, and Boomer never lost his temper. I grabbed the door handle ready to bail but not before I finished having my say. “I don’t want you here. I don’t want you at my party. I don’t want to see you at the Christmas parade, I don’t want to see you at the dancehall for your cousin Susie’s party, and I don’t want to see you Christmas Eve when you open presents with Marsh and Louisiana. I hate you Boomer Kendall. You ruined my life. And that’s all I have to say.”

      “That’s what you keep—”

      Before he could finish, there was a rap on the window behind me. We both sucked in a breath and forced ourselves to smile because I didn’t need him to tell me that it was his mom knocking. His face said it. I opened the door, welcoming a blast of chilly, smoke-tinged air, and gushed, “Hi, Irene.”

      I had one foot on the running board, ready to step out, but Boomer’s mom wasn’t having it. She stood in my way, the sweet smile on her face forcing me to swallow angry tears. “What are you two kids plotting? It’s okay. You can tell me.”

      I opened my mouth, but Boomer was faster, “Fatty Mattie’s gonna be my elf when I hand out the kids’ toys Sunday after church.” He was so fucking dead.

      Last year he’d brought home his latest. She was pretty and sweet, and had an ass you could bounce a quarter off of. And did I mention pretty? She’d shown up at the church to help Boomer hand out Christmas gifts, which was all well and good. Boomer had worn a classic Santa hat with jeans and the ugliest red Christmas sweater ever to come out of a sweatshop. As Boomer’s elf, Teresa had chosen a snug green sweater over a white and silver leotard and paired it with equally snug green shorts and a pair of go-go boots straight out of the 60s. I have to admit she looked cute, but it most certainly wasn’t appropriate for church.

      That was all I’d heard about for weeks. I came home, I had Louisiana in my kitchen, telling me how to cook and how inappropriate Teresa’s outfit had been. At work? Same damn thing. “You’re peeling the potatoes wrong. Did you see Teresa’s outfit?” People watching me cook and telling me shit I already knew. I’m sure Irene and Bud had caught it worse. Boomer, of course, was long gone, back to Houston and then off to the playoffs.

      “Boomer Ray Kendall,” Irene scolded with a laugh. “That’s not how we talk to our friends.”

      “Oh, Irene,” I said as I finally managed to slip out of the truck, “Boomer and I aren’t friends.”

      That’s what he got for being such a fucking comedian.

      As parties went, my celebration dinner wasn’t much to write home about. Guess it was a good thing I lived across the street. That meant that:

      a) I could sneak out fairly early and

      b) escape Louisiana and her mighty exploding breasts and

      c) leave Boomer to his fan club.

      At least, that was the plan. I’d just come back from my latest trip to the bathroom. Lord help me, a girl could only fake pee so many times and could only smear on so much lip-gloss.

      Anyway…bathroom. I’d just come back my fourth trip to the bathroom and stuffed my lip-gloss back into my purse, finally ready to make my escape.

      “Wow,” I sighed, full of excuses and ready to run. But I was interrupted by bloodcurdling screams from down the street. Purse still in hand, I dashed across the living room and crashed into the storm door, pushing the lever for all I was worth.

      “Somebody call 911,” was the last thing I yelled before I went tripping outside and down the sidewalk. I couldn’t have planned it better. The sun had set, and the wind had picked up enough to carry the sounds of my neighbors yelling, mixed with the sounds of dogs barking. I’d just made it past Boomer’s truck and was standing in the middle of the road peering into the gloom and trying to sort out the who what when where how when Jupiter tried to kill me. There was no way to adequately describe what it felt like when seventy-five pounds of dog slammed into me going a hundred and fifty-three miles an hour–or thereabouts. I landed on my ass and kept going, grunting as my head smacked the concrete and air ricocheted out of my lungs, and then Dexter darted across me, bouncing off my boob and jumping for Jupiter.

      “What the fuck?” Boomer roared, a confused frown on his tanned face.

      Where the hell had he come from? Whimpering and rubbing the back of my head, I rolled over and pushed myself upright to find I had a front row view of Dexter and Jupiter having a snarling tug-of-war.

      Over my Secret Santa gift.

      Or rather, Dexter’s Secret Santa gift. I gathered up the spilled contents of my purse and reached for one of Boomer’s oversized truck tires, but he was faster. He reached down, yanked me to my feet and pulled me against him. He smelled like the inside of his truck, all cologney and leathery and manlike. My huffy glare earned me an unapologetic smile, but some sort of invisible magnet, and my very shaky legs, kept me plastered against the hard length of him.

      “Are you okay?” he asked, while attempting to brush off my skirt. One hand grazed my butt while another landed just south of my boob.

      Define… okay. That’s what I thought; that’s not what I said. I was at a loss for words. And did I mention my head hurt?

      I didn’t have to say anything because behind me everybody else was doing all the talking. Irene kept saying, “My dear Lord,” over and over again, while Bud kept muttering, “What in the world?”. Marsh was standing on the porch with Moses in his arms, leaning against a post and wheezing with laughter.

      “Is that a…”

      “It’s a dog toy!” Even to my own ears my words sounded lame and half-assed.

      “Oh my goodness,” Louisiana drawled as she appeared on Boomer’s other side. “Matilda, isn’t that your—”

      “No,” I practically screamed while Boomer’s sides shook with laughter at the show playing out in front of us.

      “Your what?” His voice was a low rumble in my ear while in the road, seven-pound Dexter jumped up and grabbed one end of the offending toy, obviously determined to get it back from that bully Jupiter. “Dog toy?”

      “No it’s not. It’s not anything of mine. I’ve never seen that before.” I freed myself from Boomer’s arms and headed across the street, ready to put my shitty graduation party and my shitty day behind me.

      I’d just stepped up onto the curb when Louisiana decided she couldn’t keep her damn mouth shut any longer. “I swear to God that looks just like your Secret Santa gift, Matilda,” she drawled at the top of her lungs. She pointed and added, “It’s even Longhorn orange, just like yours.”

      “It’s not mine!” I didn’t bother looking back; I just kept walking. I was two feet from my porch steps when Louisiana officially got removed from my Christmas card list.

      “Boomer! Boomer! Go get that for her. That’s Mattie’s. I promise it is.”

      “I’m sure that’s not mine, Louisiana!” I couldn’t look. I didn’t want to look. I didn’t want to turn around and see Boomer Kendall holding a 12-inch orange doggie toy that could double as a dildo. And laughing at me. Because no matter how often or loudly I denied it, we all knew that was my Secret Santa gift.

      And it’d just come home to haunt me.

      I pushed a hank of curls behind my ear and slowly climbed the porch steps while the mayhem in the street continued. Neighbors came out of their houses to see what the commotion was. Jeannie and Mrs. Echols joined their dogs, yelling and screaming about who owned what as they struggled to get Big Orange (because really, at this point, I had to call it something) away from the dogs and from each other.

      “Jupiter has a toy just like that,” Jeannie insisted. “I bought it because it’s Longhorn orange! It matches my Longhorn throw pillows and my Longhorn Snuggie!”

      “Dexter found it in our yard.” Mrs. Echols punctuated every word by jabbing her finger at Jeannie. “And possession is nine-tenths of the law. You know this, Jeannie Armstrong. Remember when you divorced that first husband of yours and the judge let him keep your Longhorn shot glass collection. Remember that? Huh?”

      “I swear to God, I swear to Gawd, if someone doesn’t listen to me—” It was Louisiana again, arms flailing. If there was a Santa Claus, he’d give me what I really wanted for Christmas and make her tongue fall out of her mouth. Barring that, maybe he could just dry up her breastmilk.

      Right then, at that very moment, I just wanted the earth to open up and swallow me. “Night, everybody.” I raised a hand over my head and gave them all a wave before I reached for the screen door.

      “Matilda,” Louisiana wailed. “Come and tell them this is your dog toy right now!”

      Holy, Jesus, I should have gone on a cruise for the holidays. I turned around. What choice did I have? Either Louisiana was officially the stupidest person in Bluebonnet, Texas, or she was a lot more cunning than I’d ever given her credit for. Jeannie, Mrs. Echols, Irene Kendall and myself all said pretty much the same thing: I didn’t even own a dog.

      That didn’t stop Boomer from wading into the fray and snatching up Big Orange before Jupiter gave Dexter brain damage from shaking him back and forth. He crossed my yard, leaves crunching under his feet, his very questionable prize held high so that it bobbed back and forth with every step he took. He climbed the steps and held out to me, giving it an extra shake. “Hook ‘em horns, my lady.”

      By this point, I’d had enough. I was sweating and nauseous, my head was killing me, and I was mortally embarrassed, so I went old-school and did what any self-respecting Southern Belle would do under such duress.

      I fainted.

      

      Just for the record, I don’t recommend fainting. There are way too many unknown variables. Unless you’ve had a lot of practice or have a couch to land on—or a big, hunky football player who you know will catch you—do not faint. Also, do not faint on a porch or near other hard surfaces. Especially if you’ve already hit your head in the last fifteen minutes or so. And you don’t have the aforementioned, big, strong running back to catch you.

      I woke up on my own couch, Boomer leaning over me with the weirdest expression on his face. “You’re heating the outside, Boom Boom. Were you born in a barn?”

      Lord, I’d forgotten how pretty his mouth was. That’s when I realized I’d hit my head much harder than I’d first imagined.

      He shook his head and sat down beside me, crowding me into the cushions. “Been a long time since you called me that.”

      “Yeah, well, we’re not kids anymore.” I scooted away from him and tried to sit up. That only caused my skirt and sweater to tangle around me, so I quickly gave up, but Boomer was sitting so close I couldn’t seem to think straight. I closed my eyes and counted to five while taking a quick silent assessment of myself. Other than a sore hip, some random aches and pains, and a very sore head, and the fact I had Boomer practically sitting on top of me, it seemed I might live. “You can go. I’ll be fine.”

      “You might have a concussion.”

      Damn him. Mostly because he was probably right. I felt like hell. But it was the grubby, pavement-licking hell that could only be cured with a hot bath and maybe some wine.

      “Should I get Louisiana?” he gave me a smirky grin that made his eyes crinkle at the outer corners.

      “Do you want to die?” My threat ended on a groan. I gave him a shove, hoping he’d take the hint.

      “You seriously might have a concussion. You hit your head pretty hard. Sit up and let me look.”

      “No,” I whined, and didn’t move. After all the mean things I’d said to him before the party, he’d probably jab my head as hard as he could. “I didn’t even lose consciousness.”

      “But you fainted on the porch, remember?”

      Except I hadn’t really fainted. I just closed my eyes and sagged against him. I’d been fully aware of him cursing, then picking me up, carrying me inside, and gently laying me on the couch. If I confessed, he’d probably laugh, and that also kind of made me an asshole. I should’ve just brought Big Orange home from the party and thrown it in the trash. Then none of this would’ve happened and Boomer wouldn’t be here in my house, on my couch, acting all concerned.

      “Mattie.” He snapped his fingers in front of my face. “You need to sit up for me, sweetheart.” Frowning at me, he grabbed my arms and dragged me into an upright position. He ignored my protests and pulled me against his chest. So there I was, rubbing the last of my makeup all over his designer plaid shirt and trying not to get distracted by how good he smelled or how awful I felt when Marsh came strolling in. I groaned extra loud and shoved Boomer’s hands away when he found the goose egg on the back of my head.

      “Mattie,” Marsh said as he slammed the door, “were you born in a barn?”

      “No.” Using Boomer’s thigh for leverage, I tried to maneuver myself into a more stable upright position and put a little distance between us at the same time. I failed miserably. “But apparently Boom Boom was ‘cause he’s the one who left it open.”

      “Because I was carrying you. I think she might have a concussion,” Boomer announced.

      “You gonna run her up to the clinic?” Marsh asked.

      “I don’t…I don’t—” appreciate you talking about me like I’m not even here was what I’d been trying to say. But my stomach had other plans, and I found myself scrambling to get off the couch. I’m not sure what Boomer was thinking, but he wouldn’t let me go until it was almost too late. I barely made it to the bathroom before I lost my dinner.

      The next thing I knew, Boomer was shoving a washcloth in my face and saying, “Told you she had a concussion.”

      “You should take her to the clinic.”

      “I don’t have a concussion. It was just listening to the two of you run your mouths that made me puke. You sound like a couple of old women. Now get the fuck out. Of my house. Please.”

      “I think I should stay the night,” Boomer said.

      No. No. A jillion times no. Boomer Kendall was not sleeping in my house. He was not sleeping on the floor. He was not sleeping on the couch. He was going out the door.

      “I could stay,” Marsh countered.

      “No you can’t. Not without Louisiana and Moses ending up over here, too.” Damn Boomer for being right.

      “But she’s my sister.”

      Even with my pounding head he sounded on the verge of giving in. “I’m also grown. Now stop talking about me like I’m not.” I wiped my face again and leaned against the wall, not quite ready to stand up.

      Boomer started to laugh. Then he started to snort with laughter. “Remember when she ate all those pudding pops at the fair, and then ran that relay race?”

      Marsh started tee-hee’ing like an animated chipmunk. “She barely made it to the finish line before she puked all over your cousin Ty.”

      “She had the biggest crush on him,” Boomer said with a shake of his head and more laughter.

      “I’ll be fine,” I sang at the top of my lungs. Anything to get them to stop. “I don’t need Boomer staying. I don’t need anyone to take care of me.” Dear sweet baby Jesus, I did not need him invading my personal space any longer than he already had. And I certainly didn’t need Boomer and Marsh over here reminiscing all night about all the horrible stupid shit I’d done as a kid. But then Irene showed up, and she, of course, thought that it was really sweet of Boomer to offer to take care of me since he was practically my big brother.

      Irene was like a mother to me and literally the nicest person I knew. In other words, not a woman you said no to.

      “I know more about concussions than any doctor,” Boomer assured her with a nod. “I’ll take good care of her. I promise.”

      Yeah, right after he killed me in my sleep. Resting my head against the soothing chill of my bathtub, that I now would not get to enjoy since I was having company for the evening, I closed my eyes and sighed, giving in. What choice did I have? I knew Marsh wouldn’t leave until he knew I was okay. And if I didn’t get him gone soon, Louisiana would be over here crawling all up in my business. “Fine.”

      Irene kissed Marsh and Boomer goodbye, and then crossed the bathroom and kissed me on the head. “I’m so proud of you for graduating. I’m as proud of you as if you were my own daughter, and I know your mom and dad would be proud of you, too.”

      “Thanks, Irene,” I whispered around a lump in my throat. I didn’t bother looking at the suspiciously quiet duo standing just outside the door. There was no need.

      Instead I watched from under my lashes as Boomer guided his mom out of the bathroom, a protective hand at her waist. He stopped just before he disappeared from view and said, “Stay put. Or else.”

      Yeah, right. He found me in the shower. Sort of. Since I couldn’t use my lovely soaking tub, I’d slammed the door and locked it, dragged myself to my feet, and gone for the shower. The last thing I wanted was Boomer in the bathroom with me, hovering like a gorilla-sized nurse while I showered. It was a thought that gave me pause as I stepped under the hot water. Along with the thought of him actually seeing me naked. I’d barely gotten my hair wet when Boomer was banging on the locked door.

      “I thought I told you to stay put,” he’d yelled.

      “I’m fine,” I yelled back.

      “If you pass out, be sure to make a lot of noise so I know you’re in trouble, okay?”

      The hot spray stung my scalp enough to make me wince, but it was a small price to pay for fifteen minutes of peace and quiet. Fifteen minutes I’d need to pull myself together. The huge bruise I found on my hip was the price I paid for ‘giving’ my Secret Santa present to Dexter.

      “You got it, asshole.”

      

      I found Big Orange on my bed. I’d popped two Advil, and slipped on clean panties, a tank top, and my robe before leaving the bathroom. Opening the door, all I could hear ESPN coming from the living room. I’d figured Boomer was otherwise occupied, and I was safe. I should’ve known better. He was not the living room. He was sitting on the edge of my bed, with Big Orange firmly grasped in his very large hands. The placement of Big Orange between his thighs was neither original nor sexy. But it did make me giggle.

      “Is there something you’d like to tell me?” Boomer asked as Big Orange slowly swayed to and fro.

      I leaned against the doorjamb crossed my arms over my chest, momentarily debating what to say, how to explain Mrs. Swift and last night’s book club Secret Santa exchange. Even in my head it sounded ludicrous. So I just shook my head and crossed the room to sit on the bed. I fished a clean pair of socks and some lotion from my nightstand.

      “You still do that?” Big Orange bobbed in my periphery as he spoke.

      “Gross feet are gross,” I said as I moisturized first one foot and then the other. I took my time working lotion into and between each toe, in an effort to ignore the living crap out of Boomer. I covered them with socks when I was done. Boomer, there, silently watching me was unsettling, to say the least.

      “How’s your head?” he finally asked, his voice low and slightly rough.

      “Fine. You don’t have to stay.” Thanks to the Advil and shower, the throbbing had been reduced to more of an annoying tick.

      “I know.”

      From the other room came the sound of a football update. From Boomer’s jacket pocket came the sound of a buzzing cell phone. I unwound the towel from my head and started picking out the tangles.

      “You gonna get that?” I asked after the fourth ring.

      “No.” He held out Big Orange. “What do you want me to do with this?”

      I snorted, he chuckled, and Big Orange shook. That was such a loaded question. “Poor Dexter.”

      “This is bigger than Dexter.” He sounded like a movie trailer voiceover.

      “Haha. Just give it back to him. After getting flung around by Jupiter, he deserves it.”

      “So this really is yours?” he observed.

      I took a page from Mrs. Echols. “Possession being nine-tenths of the law, Big Orange now belongs to you, Boomer.”

      He tossed it on the bed behind him and walked to the door. “I guess now it belongs to your bed, Mattie.”

      “Ha ha, Boomer. You’re hilarious.” Asshole. Once I finished detangling and braiding my hair, I hit the living room, where Boomer was sprawled out in my favorite chair, the oversized one with the smooshy cushions. He still had ESPN on, but his eyes were on his phone.

      “Do you want to sleep out here or in the spare bedroom?”

      “You have a head injury.”

      “It’s nothing.” Even a blind person could see where this was going. “I’m fine.”

      “Go to bed, Mattie. I’ll be in in a little while.”

      “The guest bedroom is as close as you’ll ever get to sleeping with me.”

      He chuckled as he finally looked up from his phone. “Not if you play your cards right.”

      Cheeks burning, I retreated to my bedroom and slammed the door behind me.

      I’d forgotten how stubborn Boomer could be when he wanted something. Why the hell he wanted to stay with me after what I’d said to him was anybody’s guess, but I was too tired to fuss anymore. I was half asleep when he came in and threw a blanket on the bed.

      “Be right back.”

      “No, Boomer!” I didn’t hear his response because he’d slammed the bathroom door. All I could do was repeat myself when he reentered the bedroom a few minutes later, wearing a pair of my brother’s sweatpants and nothing else. This could not be happening. “I said—”

      “I heard you.” He circled the bed and stretched out on top of the covers. “I promise to be a perfect gentleman, but you have a head injury, and I really shouldn’t leave you alone.”

      “You are so full of shit.” He was also full of muscle. Lots of well-defined muscle covered with dark brown hair that grew thinner the lower it went, until it disappeared altogether, hidden below the waist band of a pair of ugly blue sweatpants.

      He silently stretched out next to me, leaving maybe eighteen inches between us, and covered himself with the extra blanket. I got up, stomped to the door, and shut off the hall light. Back in bed, I assumed my usual sleep position, but it was no good. With a heavy sigh, I closed my eyes and spent a few minutes willing myself to go to sleep. But it was also no good.

      Every square centimeter of my body remembered what I’d spent the last ten years trying to forget.

      Before I hated Boomer Kendall, he’d been the love of my life.

      Not that he’d known. How cliché could a girl get? Falling for her brother’s best friend. It was like some low-budget chick movie. I sighed up at the ceiling. This wasn’t going to end well.

      “Can’t sleep?”

      I went for the snark. It was the most trustworthy weapon I had in my arsenal. It was all I had. “Well, nobody could ever call you dumb, could they, Boomer?”

      The bed shook as he chuckled. Then his head turned and I could feel his eyes boring into me. “Hey, whatever happened to Ty Boudreaux?”

      “He’s your cousin. Not mine.”

      “I know, but—”

      “He divorced—”

      “I know that.”

      “Then why did you ask?”

      “Why didn’t you make a play for him?”

      “Because I was busy working and putting myself through school. Because he’s out of my league,” I said on a yawn, then burrowed deeper in the bed. Because I wasn’t twelve anymore. I’d grown past junior high crushes. “And besides, he married Betti Blanchard.”

      He sat up and peered at me through the gloom. He held one of his hands out in front of his chest and asked, “Betti with the boobs?”

      “Yes,” I drawled, “Betti with the boobs. Now go to sleep, Boomer.”

      He lay back down and was blessedly silent. Silent enough for me to have just begun to doze off. “He’s not out of your league. No man is out of your league.”

      “Go to sleep, Boomer, for the love of God.”

      He rolled on his side and scooted closer so we were practically spooning, blankets or no blankets, and said, “Good night, Fatty Mattie.”

      Sue me, I didn’t have the heart or the energy to protest or move away. “Good night, asshole.”

      

      I woke up thirty minutes before my alarm was supposed to go off, fully aware of two things: today was my last day as a lunch lady…and Boomer had a hard-on.

      During the night, Boomer had managed to get his arms around me, and the extra blanket he’d shoved between us was long gone. So Boomer had me cradled against him and his hard-on was plastered against my backside. I was in a very dangerous place. A place full of things I shouldn’t want and most certainly couldn’t have. If I had any sense, I’d get up, or elbow him, or both. Then he pulled me closer, one hand gripping my hip as he ground against me. His breathing grew heavier and the hand on my hip slid across my hip, across my belly and into my panties. I bit my lower lip to keep from moaning, afraid if I so much as moved a muscle or breathed, he’d stop, while behind me, his breathing grew heavier as he moaned my name. His grip on me tightened, and then the motherfucking alarm went off.

      I gritted my teeth in frustration and smacked the snooze button, unsure of what to say. Behind me Boomer groaned as his fingers dipped into my wetness and then circled my swelling clit.

      “Boomer,” I rasped.

      “Hmmm?” His breath was warm on my shoulder as he squeezed one breast.

      I swallowed hard and forced myself to speak. To lie. “Stop.”

      For the love of God. Before I did something I couldn’t come back from.

      He stopped, easing away from me and moving his hand to my waist. Otherwise, we stayed like we were—spooning silently, and me slapping the snooze button until I absolutely positively had to leave the comfort of his arms. He chuckled softly as I finally pushed past the fog of need clouding my head and forced myself to get up.

      “Do you always hit the snooze button that many times?”

      I turned to look at him, fully aware of my bed head, my lack of makeup, and my morning breath. “Boomer,” I said in my most shocked voice, “did you forget? I fucking hate mornings.”

      “Then why the hell did you become a lunch lady?” he stretched out on his back, completely at ease in my bed.

      “Because the hours worked well for my afternoon and evening classes.” I stood and adjusted my panties, adding one parting shot before I ducked across the hall to the bathroom, “also, I wanted Miss Molly’s pineapple cake recipe.”

      Fifteen minutes later, I emerged from the bathroom with my teeth brushed, a little makeup on, and my hair tightly braided. I would have been out in ten but I’d spent five minutes convincing myself to leave the bathroom because Boomer Kendall sticking his hands in my panties and feeling me up was…no big.

      He stood in the hallway holding two cups of coffee and all my attention. I wondered if he even realized how much larger than life he was. “When do you have to leave?”

      “Let’s just say, I’ll need a travel mug.” I took the cup, silently raising it in thanks as I tried to maneuver around him.

      He finally shuffled backward. “I should probably drive you to work.”

      “Like you staying the night wasn’t ridiculous enough?” I slammed the bedroom door behind me, needing to put a little distance between us. Even if it didn’t last long. I was still wearing my T-shirt and panties, and he was still wearing those damn sweatpants and nothing else. The list of traits to describe Boomer was probably somewhere in the neighborhood of a mile-long, and stubborn was definitely in the top five. So was sexy. And now, well endowed. The bedroom door opened almost as quickly as I closed it.

      “You could’ve had a brain bleed. You could’ve died. I stayed for you, Mattie.”

      I blew a raspberry. “Like I said, ridiculous.” He’d stayed to annoy me. I set down my cup and yanked a pair of jeans off the hanger. If he drove me to work, the Bluebonnet gossip mill would go wild. My only saving grace at this point was that his truck was parked across the street at my brother’s house. I finished dressing in record time, very aware of a shirtless Boomer standing just a few feet away, watching me while he drank his coffee. Like he belonged here. Except of course, he didn’t, and that’s what I focused on. I grabbed my shoes and cup and shoved my way past him again.

      Out of sight, out of mind.

      That only worked when Boomer wasn’t around, and right now, he was about as around as a man could get. He’d even followed me into the living room. He reclaimed my favorite chair and turned on the morning news while I sat on the edge of the sofa putting on my socks and shoes as quickly as possible.

      Fingers thick with nervous tension made tying them difficult but I managed to get the first one finished just as Boomer stood up and said, “Here, let me.”

      “I’m not six. I’m a grown-ass woman—”

      “I know,” he replied, smirking at me over the top of his coffee cup while I tied my other shoe.

      “You’re not funny.” I was as ready as I’d ever be. All I needed was my purse and car keys. I paused, taking a moment to gather my frazzled nerves. “Where the hell’s my purse, Boomer?”

      He sank deeper into the chair, his 5 o’clock shadow somehow enhancing the smug expression on his face. “Wherever you left it?”

      “I left it on the front porch when I fainted.” I stood and started searching the living room. I wouldn’t have put it past him to hide it from me.

      “You mean when you fake fainted, don’t you?”

      “I did not!” That little shit! He’d known all along. He probably just stayed the night to annoy me. I glared at him then stepped into the kitchen, relieved to see somebody had left my purse on the table.

      “The hell you didn’t, Matilda Lucile.”

      I was too busy fishing my keys out of my purse to glare at him. That, and the fact he still wore no shirt. I’d always been kind of ambivalent about men with chest hair, but not anymore. Staring into the bottom of my purse, I fisted my keys and wagged a finger in his direction. “I. Did not. Fake. Faint. Boomer Ray Kendall. That’s low, even for you.” I was saved from any more lying by the ringing of his goddamn cell phone, which he never seemed to answer. “Now if you will excuse me, I need to get to work, and you need to answer your stupid ass phone.”
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      Matilda slammed the door hard enough to rattle the windows across the front porch. Then she turned around and came stomping back inside. She silently grabbed a clean apron out of the front closet, stalked right past me toward the kitchen and banged a few cupboard doors. I bit my lip at the sound of coffee being poured into travel mug and finally gave in to the urge and joined her in the kitchen.

      “Are you going to answer that fucking phone, or what?” she snapped as she twisted the lid on.

      The clock on the microwave read six seventeen, which meant it was either my dad calling to check up on Mattie, or Kotowski calling to check up on me. The Texans’ head quarterback liked to get his morning run in before his kids started rolling around. His words, not mine.

      “Well?” Mattie now stood next to me, one hand propped on her hip.

      I leaned down and pressed a kiss to her cheek. “You’re going to be late.”

      “Don’t ever do that again, Boomer.” And she was off and moving again, sliding into her coat and stomping toward the door, a fresh cup of coffee in hand. “And that thing in bed,” she stammered, “don’t do that again either.”

      “Have a great day, sweetheart,” I shouted just as she slammed the door.

      It opened just long enough for her to say, “You too, asshole.”

      I smiled at the closed door, but it didn’t last. I leaned against the archway dividing the kitchen from the living room. Yesterday evening, just before Mattie had climbed in my truck and ripped me a new one, Joe, my agent, had been ripping me a new one. I needed to make a decision before Christmas and put everyone out of their misery. If I didn’t want to stay in Houston, I had options, including Dallas—which would never happen—New Orleans, and Miami, but moving took time. Problem was, leaving Houston was not an option. I’d never move so far away from my folks—not if I could help it. Which Joe knew all too well. The burning question was, if Houston wanted me and I wanted Houston, why didn’t I just sign the fucking contract? He’d practically been foaming at the mouth when Mattie had climbed in the truck and started saying how much she hated me.

      Like I hadn’t already known.

      Like her blaming me for the accident that had killed her dad, and eventually her mom, and ended Marsh’s football career was news. As much as I’d blamed myself, while she’d never come out and said the words until last night, it hadn’t been that hard to figure out her change in attitude toward me. And while I knew Marsh didn’t hate me, that didn’t stop me from feeling guilty. It was my guilt that still hung between us all these years later. I hadn’t arm-twisted Marsh into going to OU with me, but I’d definitely given it the hard sell. I’d wanted UT. I’d wanted to stay close to home, but Dad had expected me to go to Oklahoma, and I’d been eighteen and scared and hadn’t wanted to go alone.

      Up until Marsh and I had declared for OU, the three of us had been fairly close. Or as close as you could be to your best friend’s kid sister. The accident had changed everything—for all three of us as well as between all three of us. Not that I could complain. I still had two good knees, for the time being, and two parents. But Mattie’s rant from last night had really gotten to me, especially the part about her having babies.

      Or rather, her having babies with somebody who wasn’t me.

      She might as well have kicked me in the balls. Sure she dated in the last ten years, and so had I, but dating wasn’t marriage or babies. Dating wasn’t forever. Marriage was. And I’d be damned if Mattie was going to spend forever with anybody but me. That’s what I’d decided while she’d been spewing all the reasons she hated me. She might be angry with me, and she might hate the curve balls she’d been thrown, but I knew she didn’t really hate me. That’s why I’d been such an ass about staying the night. Especially after she called me Boom Boom. She was the only one who did. She was the only one allowed to, but she hadn’t used that particular nickname in a very long time.

      Normally, she just called me asshole.

      Chuckling I poured myself another cup of coffee and then spent a few minutes tidying up. Mattie’s house had originally been her parent’s. It didn’t look anything like what I remembered from when we were kids. She’d knocked out a few walls, stripped the hardwoods and refinished them with Marsh’s help and skills she picked up during a couple of summer stints with Habitat for Humanity. The kitchen linoleum had been pulled up and replaced with two shades of tile laid in a green-and-white checkerboard and the old wood cabinets had been sanded down and painted a very noisy raspberry. The countertops and sink were new, but not granite. Something cheaper. Even the bathroom had been redone, enlarged by stealing a few square feet from her old bedroom. After I made Mattie’s bed, I sat and listened to the voice mail from Kotowski who assured me that if I wanted to talk, he'd be around.

      Across the street a light came on, and I crossed to the window, watching as Marsh kissed his wife, pulled up his hoodie against the cold and went for his morning run. Louie stood at the screen door watching him until he was out of sight. He never looked toward his sister’s house. I should go with him, but I didn’t have my running shoes. I probably could’ve borrowed an extra pair from him, but I wasn’t sure if he’d want me along. He hadn’t told me about Miss Molly and he hadn’t told me about coach retiring. I had a feeling there was more he hadn’t told me, and for a moment I wondered if he’d been holding out on his sister as well. As much as Mattie like to scream and shout, if there was something really wrong with Marsh, she’d tell me. Or she’d tell my mom, and my mom would tell me.

      And speaking of Mattie…I smiled into the bottom of my coffee cup and then drained it. Staying over had definitely been the right move. If nothing else, I now knew that Matilda Lucile Johnson hated me about as much as she hated those fancy English dark chocolate bars she had hidden in the back of her fridge.

      Which was to say, not at all.

      

      I grabbed a quick shower, dressed in last night’s clothes, rinsed out our coffee cups, set them in the drainer, and then went out back to Mattie’s little greenhouse. I knew she wouldn’t mind if I stole some tomatoes for my mom. Tomatoes that would hopefully distract her from asking too many questions about my sleepover with Mattie. The next couple of days were going to be long and rough as it was. By the time I left Mattie’s, the tomatoes secure in a paper bag under my arm, Marsh was returning from his run. Hands propped on his hips, he walked the last few feet to where I stood at my truck.

      “You’re the one who should be out here running, not me,” he panted. He used his hoodie to wipe the excess sweat from his face, and then sucked in a deep cleansing breath.

      “I know,” was all I said.

      “Those Broncos are gonna kick your ass next week.”

      “I’m ready.” I’d be going back to Houston, and back to my workouts Sunday after church. That didn’t give me much time to work on Mattie.

      He didn’t look at me as he nodded and asked, “How’s my sister?”

      “Ornery as ever.” To distract him I held up the bag of tomatoes. “If you see her before I do, tell her I took some tomatoes for Mom.”

      “Probably should’ve taken her to the clinic.” He turned toward the front door, then turned back and asked, “You coming?”

      The invitation was an afterthought, and I didn’t feel right intruding on his and Louisiana’s morning routine. “I need to get before Mom sends out the cavalry.”

      “Or your dad,” he finished with a breathless laugh. “Everything okay between you and Mattie? She didn’t give you too much trouble?”

      “Mattie was fine. She took a shower and slept like a baby.” I should know. I’d sat up half the night watching her.

      He nodded again and stared off thoughtfully in the distance. I’d had enough of his caginess and was ready to ask in what the fuck was going on, but then he started talking again. “We’re sure gonna miss her when she’s gone.”

      I set the tomatoes in the passenger seat and slammed the truck door. “What you mean?”

      “She’s supposed to start some farming internship up north of the Metroplex. Some co-op thing. No pay, but lots of experience and free room and board. She leaves after the first of the year. Can you believe it? A farming internship? Back in the day, I think they just called that free labor,” he finished with a laugh and another shake of his head.

      Yet another thing nobody had bothered to tell me. “How long will she be gone?”

      “Six months,” he said with a shrug. “She’ll be back—” he sighed and cleared his throat, “—before we even have time to miss her.” He laughed again and said, “You know what these to call organic farming back in the good old days?”

      “You’re scaring me, Marsh.”

      “Farming. Just farming.”

      We both laughed and for a minute, it was like it used to be, easy. Comfortable even. Then the outside Christmas lights went off and his front door swung open. And there was Louisiana with a smile on her face, nursing Moses in front of God and the whole entire neighborhood see. I respectfully turned my head, catching Marsh’s eye in the process. “Sorry.”

      The peaceful expression on his face and the smile he gave me said it all. He’d found peace or made peace with it all. With where he was and what he had. I couldn’t blame him. I was too busy envying him, and I envied him so much it hurt, and that made me angry. Made me want to take a dig at him. “You thinking about taking Coach’s job?”

      “Huh? What?” He peeled his eyes off Louisiana long enough to frown at me.

      “Coach’s job,” I said again.

      “No, I dunno. They offered it to me, but it doesn’t feel right.”

      “Morning, Boomer! Marsh, honey, you better get in here before you catch your death. The last thing you want is Santa Claus bringing you a cold for Christmas.”

      I blew out a heavy breath and said, “Morning Louisiana.” I’d called her Louie out loud just once. Marsh had had a fit, so I stuck with Louisiana.

      “Want coffee?”

      I shook my head and gave her a little wave. “Time for me to get going. Merry Christmas, Louisiana.” I patted Marsh on the shoulder and gave him a dude-hug. “Think about it. And Merry Christmas, brother.”

      “I’m pretty happy where I am…and same to you.”

      “We good?” I asked softly as we broke apart.

      “Always.” Much as I envied him and what he had, the answers I’d been looking for were coming into focus.

      I climbed in the truck and texted Joe: I’ll sign the contract, but not till after Christmas. At least that’d get one person off my back. Then I dropped my cell phone in the console and headed home. I ran upstairs to put on clean clothes and brush my teeth, then sat down to breakfast with my parents.

      “You never did make it by the fire department yesterday,” my dad said between bites of runny egg smeared on toast.

      “You never told me Miss Molly died.” I added hot sauce to my own eggs and began eating.

      “I’m sorry Boomer,” Mom said. “We just didn’t want to upset you.”

      “And coach retiring? Why didn’t you tell me about that?”

      Dad scowled at me over the top of his coffee cup. “What’s this about? Cause it ain’t too hard to tell you got something on your mind.”

      “This is still my home.” I spoke around the sinking feeling in my gut. In some ways, Bluebonnet had never felt less like home. Maybe I was reaching. “And Miss Molly and Coach, they’re people I care about.”

      “You couldn’t have gone to her funeral anyway,” Dad said. “It was on a Thursday. You were in Arizona. Playing the Cardinals.”

      For a brief, white-hot second I wondered if he was jealous. After all, he’d put that first football in my hand. And pushed and pushed. Then I let it go. If I’d learned nothing else today, I’d learned my jealousy was on me, which meant his jealousy was on him.

      “It still would’ve been nice to know,” I said softly.

      Mom sighed and Dad huffed. “If you care so much about coach, what didn’t you go by and see him yesterday?”

      “I ran late with Marsh’s kids. I’m going today, and then I’m going by the fire department see your guys like I said I would yesterday, and after that, I’m coming home to help Mom and the church ladies wrap presents for Sunday. And I think I might see if Mattie wants to go by the dancehall with me tonight to celebrate her last day on the job. I leave on Monday so if there’s anything else you need me to do before I go…”

      “Boomer, that’s very sweet of you.” Mom stood and grabbed the carafe to fill our coffee cups.

      “What about that new contract?” Dad asked.

      “It’s handled.” We glowered at each other.

      “And the ladies and I can handle wrapping the presents.” Mom’s attempt at getting us back on track.

      “I want to help,” I said.

      “You bought the presents.” She gave me a pointed look while nodding as if to drive her point home, even as she filled my cup. “That’s more than enough, son.”

      “I know.”

      Mom refilled Dad’s cup while he just sighed. I assumed he’d also gotten one of Mom’s pointed looks.

      

      My visit with Coach Weiland was short and to the point, driven as much by curiosity as respect. He jokingly offered me his job and I just as jokingly turned it down. We both knew, hell, the whole world knew, I had a contract on the table. Only a fool would give that up to coach high school football. And I was a lot of things but not a fool. I had plans for that money. Big plans.

      “Maybe in four years?” I joked while shaking his hand.

      He shook his bald head and said, “They’re thinking of bringing in an outsider.”

      “That’s what I heard.”

      He took a seat and leaned back in his chair, looking around his office at the posters and calendars and plaques on the wall. Detritus of a thirty year career. “You know, I tried to get Marsh to come over here couple years ago. He’s great with the kids, and I know he’d be great with my players.” He wet his lips, raised one bushy white eyebrow, and gave me a pointed look.

      “You want me to talk to him?” I offered even though I already had.

      “I think him and Reggie could do a hell of a job together.”

      Plus no outsiders went unsaid. “I’ll try, but I think he’s pretty happy where he is.” I shrugged and added, “Why don’t they just make Reggie head coach?” Hell, he’d been here for five years. Lord love Coach Weiland, anybody who could put up with his cranky old ass for five years deserved to have the baton handed to them.

      Coach’s shoulders shook as he chuckled. “You know the answer to that, son. To a lot of people, Reggie’s still an outsider.”

      Welcome to Bluebonnet, Texas. Not that we were any different than any other small town. If Reggie had been third or even second-generation, there wouldn’t have been any question about him becoming the new head coach. Reggie Lofton had joined the coaching staff five years ago when his wife Anna Beth took over as the new middle school principal. His son was a freshman, but rumor had it he was already getting looks from college scouts.

      Speaking of college scouts, I had one more order of business for Coach Weiland. I wanted to know everything I could about Bailey and her brother, and I had a lot to do before heading back to Houston.

      Including convincing Mattie to go out with me tonight.

      “Tell me about James Ramos.”

      

      I made it to the fire station in time for lunch with my dad and the guys. If they sensed the tension between us, they kept it to themselves, and I ducked out shortly after to spend two hours listening to my mom and a gaggle of church ladies fuss over the Christmas presents I had picked up for some of the town’s less fortunate families. My buying presents was one of the worst kept secrets in Bluebonnet, especially after I was dumb enough to include Texans jerseys. I’d stopped trying to keep it a secret after one little boy had looked me straight in the eye and said in the most serious tone possible, “I’m a Raiders fan.” Then he’d handed me back the jersey. I’m not sure who’d been more embarrassed, me or his grandmother.

      Anyway, lesson learned. No more Texans gear.

      I spent the afternoon assembling bikes and matching them with their color-coordinated helmets. I also played errand boy, fetching scissors, tape, more wrapping paper, and coffee whenever the ladies needed it. They put as much fuss and effort into wrapping the presents as they would have presents for their own families. Of course, I doubt Mom would have let them get away with anything less.

      Dad came in about six, carrying bags from Miz Mae’s Café. He looked me square in the eye and said, “I got you the meatloaf.” Then his lips twitched as he shoved one of the bags into my hand.

      The joke wasn’t lost on me. Mom was a great cook, except for her meatloaf. I’m not sure how you screwed up meatloaf, but she always had. And we’d always silently eaten it. There were some things you just didn’t complain about, and Mom’s meatloaf was one of them. That was as close to a peace offering as he’d get and we both knew it.

      So me and Dad were okay again. At least for now. By the time the ladies had cleared out and Mom had freshened up, we had dinner on the table.

      “You should have invited Mattie for dinner,” she said as she took a seat. “Since y’all are going out tonight.”

      I’d decided while assembling the bikes that it was probably best to spring our date on Mattie. No, it wasn’t nice, but if I called and asked, she’d just start rambling about what an asshole I was and hang up on me. Needless to say, if Mom knew what I had planned, she’d have a fit and probably take a chunk out of my ass. “There’s always Sunday supper.”

      

      Once the dinner mess was cleared away, I got cleaned up, put on a fresh shirt, and said goodnight to my parents. I was halfway to the truck when I realized I hadn’t heard my phone ring all day. I panicked briefly, then recalled I’d left it in my truck. All day. Shit. Fuck it. I’d made it this long without it. If there was an actual emergency, Joe and the coaches knew to call my parents.

      “Night, Boomer,” Mrs. Ford called from her front porch.

      I turned and gave her a wave and a smile. “Night, Mrs. Ford.”

      I regretted my impulsiveness the minute I spotted Mattie through her living room window. She was curled up in the oversized chair with an afghan that was probably as old as she was pulled over her legs. She stopped watching TV long enough to check her cell phone, then glanced up at the window. I breathed on the clear glass and wrote ‘HI’ backwards. She rolled her eyes and shook her head as she threw back the blanket. Tonight she wore a flannel shirt over her tank top and a pair of cut off sweatpants. I watched her cross the living room, then met her at the front door.

      “What are you doing here, asshole?”

      “I’m here for our date.”

      “Fuck you, Boomer.” The frown on her face didn’t hide the hurt in her eyes. “That’s not funny.”

      “I wasn’t trying to be funny. I…thought we could celebrate your last day as a lunch lady.”

      “Maybe you should’ve thought to call first.” She’d blocked the opening with her body.

      “I lost my phone.” It wasn’t a complete lie. I had lost my phone–all day. Then I found it again. But she did need to know that. “Maybe I left it here?”

      She shook her head the tiniest bit. “I didn’t see it, but if I do, I’ll drop it off at your mom’s.”

      She went to close the door but I stopped her with my hand. My very expensive hand. I really didn’t want her slamming the door on it. “One hour at the dancehall. That’s it. One hour, we say hello to Susie and the cousins, we drink a beer, and I bring you home.”

      She sniffed and ground out from between clenched teeth, “I had a really shitty day.” Then her chin started to tremble, and I watched in horror as a tear slid down her cheek. The last time I’d seen Mattie cry was at her mother’s funeral. She hadn’t even cried at Marsh’s wedding, not even when Louisiana had gotten up and made a drunken, yet heartfelt, speech about how much she loved Marsh. Even I’d gotten a lump in my throat at that, but not Matilda Lucile Johnson.

      I took my hand out of the door, and leaned back to give her some room. “Let me make it up to you. Come on.”

      “I just don’t feel like being around people right now, Boom Boom.”

      I knew I had her when she called me Boom Boom. “How about we just go for a drive then.”

      She sniffled again and looked up at me through wet, dark eyelashes. “Can I bring my wine?”

      “You can bring anything you want.”
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      The last person I’d expected to see on my front porch this evening was Boomer, so when Marsh had texted me asking why Boomer’s truck was parked in front of my house I guarantee I was a hell of a lot more surprised than my brother. I hadn’t even answered him. Just looked up to find Boomer writing on my living room window with his finger. And now here I was, for the second night in a row. But this time I wore sweats, and one of Marsh’s old flannel shirts, and I can’t even lie, I was clutching on to my wine bottle for dear life. “Sorry about the dancehall.”

      “Susie will understand. And there’s always tomorrow night.” He flashed me a grin as we pulled into the Texaco just a few blocks from the dancehall. “Be right back.” He put the truck in park and ducked inside, returning a few minutes later with a six-pack of beer. Fifteen minutes later we stopped again just outside the gates to Rosewood Ranch. Boomer climbed out, open the gates, drove us through, and then climbed out close them again. “Just like the good old days,” he assured me.

      “Yeah, except without the fire department and the police.” And without my big brother breathing down my neck and threatening any boy who came near me. Rosewood Ranch had been empty for so long that nobody knew who owned it anymore, but back in the day, we’d had bonfires out here. And kegs. And fights. And races. And it stood to reason that more than a few babies had been conceived out here. Until my junior year when some asshole had set one of the fields on fire, and Boomer’s daddy and old Sheriff Townsend had put an end to it all.

      Boomer drove out into the middle of the old bonfire field and parked. He opened the door but before he could climb out I said, “Where the hell are you going?”

      The field was so grown over, the weeds would probably hit me mid-thigh, and I wasn’t exactly dressed for traipsing around in the middle of the night. “Fuck, Boomer, it’s cold. What the fuck are you doing?”

      He leaned in and grabbed his beer and said, “I’m getting in the back.”

      “Are you crazy? It’s like forty degrees out there.”

      “I brought blankets,” he said as he reappeared and reached over the seat.

      My eyes followed his hand and watched as he lifted the promised blankets. “Those are mine, Boomer!”

      “I know. I grabbed them while you were changing.”

      “You asshole.”

      He just grinned and said, “Hand me your wine.”

      I slowly leaned over and passed it to him; he disappeared again with the wine bottle and blankets. My palms began to sweat despite the cold from the open truck door. I clenched fistfuls of my coat and counted to ten in my head. Being along with Boomer, in the dark, was a bad idea, especially after what had happened this morning. I should’ve stayed home. Even if it meant sulking all by my lonesome.

      Finally, Boomer reappeared. “You coming?”

      I was if I wanted my wine, and I wanted my wine.

      

      We settled in the back with the blankets wrapped around us. Boomer had fixed a cozy little spot in the truck bed for the both of us, but I wasn’t that far gone. That’s stupid. That drunk. Or that crazy.

      “Suit yourself,” he said, as I took the warmest blanket and my wine bottle and retreated to the other side of the bed. At least that put a couple feet between us, unlike this morning. Which I hadn’t forgotten. And I guess he hadn’t forgotten either, judging by the way he smiled at me over the lip of his beer bottle.

      I followed suit, working the cork out of my wine bottle and taking a long pull.

      “You want to talk about it,” he asked when I came up for air.

      “No.”

      “Suit yourself.”

      “Greta was a bitch to me all day.” I took another sip of wine while thinking I should probably slow down. I hadn’t thought to bring a second bottle. I sniffed and burrowed deeper in the blanket as a stiff breeze blew across the field. Then I took a tiny sip.

      “So—”

      “You know, it’s not like I expected party with a cake and balloons, or even a fucking card. Though it would have been nice.” I looked over at him, and he was sipping his beer, so I kept talking. “And it’s not like I went to work expecting special treatment since it was my last day and all.” He still hadn’t said anything, just kept nodding his head. I took another small sip of my wine, and added, “but I swear to God, Boomer, she rode me like a fucking two-dollar hooker–” I patiently waited for Boomer to stop coughing. “Are you okay?”

      He waved a hand in the air, but kept coughing for another minute or so. Finally, he said, “Next time warn a man.” Then he coughed again and cleared his throat.

      “About what?”

      He held up the finger and took a long pull off of his beer before he spoke again. “She rode you like a two-dollar hooker?”

      “Oh, well, she did. She was all, “Mattie do this…Mattie wash that”. And then she just…complained. All. Day. Like all day. She even complained about how I opened the green beans. Which by the way, are disgusting. Have you ever actually looked at canned green beans or canned spinach? Or canned anything? Canned vegetables are disgusting, Boomer, and have almost no nutritional value.” He grabbed another beer from his bag and eased closer while I talked. I was no dummy, though, and kept my feet in front of me so that our bodies formed a little square. I took another sip of my wine and said, “I wouldn’t eat them. I never eat them. That’s why I grow my own. I mean, I guess if it was, like, the zombie apocalypse or something and I didn’t have time—”

      “Hush.” He shifted so that one of his legs was over mine and one was kind of under. We were still in a box. Sort of.

      “What? Why?” I sat up and looked around my grip tightening on the neck of my wine bottle. There were coyotes all over this area. “What is it?” I was still looking around but I hadn’t spotted anything. Not a horse or a cow or a coyote. Overhead, the clouds blew clear of the full moon, which was fat and silvery white. I tilted my head back and took another sip of my wine, my eyes on the moon. “Wow,” I breathed.

      He shushed me again and popped the top on his second beer. “It’s beautiful.”

      “It sure is,” I said softly. Then I frowned and asked, “Why did you tell me to hush?”

      “Because the more you talk, the more I want to kiss you.”

      “That’s a bad idea. I can’t feel my face, Boomer.” I didn’t dare look at him or I’d forget about the wreck and the last nine years and do something really stupid and selfish.

      “Come get under the blanket with me, Mattie. I’ll warm you up.”

      I shook my head and took another tiny sip of my wine. “That’s a bad idea, too, Boomer,” I drawled. “A very bad idea.”

      “I don’t think it’s a bad idea. I also don’t think that kissing you is a bad idea.”

      I stared up at the moon and said, “It’s the worst idea ever. Even listening to you talk is a bad idea. Your voice is making me mushy—”

      “Mushy?” he asked with a laugh.

      “Yeah, like warm and fuzzy inside.”

      “What’s wrong with warm and fuzzy?” He opened the blankets, and I sighed. I was starting to shiver a little, so body heat and all that. At least that was the lie I told myself as I handed over my bottle.

      I should have made him take me home. Instead, I crawled into his arms and then let him arrange the blankets around us.

      “I mean it—”

      “You know,” he said as he handed back my wine, “Greta was probably just jealous that you’re leaving. Sometimes people get like that.”

      I clutched my wine bottle for dear life, acutely aware of every hard warm inch of him pressed against my side, of his arm around me, pulling me closer as I tilted my head back and looked up at him. “This is the awfulest idea ever.”

      “Who cares.” He shrugged, never taking his eyes off me. “Say Boom Boom again.”

      If I squeezed the neck of my wine bottle any harder, it might shatter in my hands. “No.”

      “I want to hear you say it.”

      Was he leaning closer, or was I just really really drunk? That was the last thought that crossed my mind before his lips touched mine. His tongue followed, coaxing and teasing its way past the last of my defenses. And suddenly I wasn’t cold anymore. It may have been the wine, it may have been Boomer, or it may have been our world-class make out session. Then again maybe it didn’t matter. All that mattered was us stretched out in the bed of his pickup under a cocoon of blankets. We came up for air, laughing like the teenagers who used to park out here as we tugged and yanked at each other’s shirts. Then his arms were around me, his stubble scraped my breasts, and then he was pulling one of my nipples into his mouth. His mouth was liquid fire, scorching me with every tug of his lips, every bite of his teeth, every lick of his tongue as I panted up at that big silvery moon and fisted my hands in his hair.

      I wanted him on me; I wanted him in me.

      I also knew this was probably the biggest mistake of my life, but Boomer had his hand inside my sweats, and his lips were on my neck. I spread my legs for him, and tugged at his hair, until he was looming over me laughing.

      “You’re so beautiful, and crazy, and beautiful, Matilda Lucile Johnson,” he said as he slipped a finger inside of me.

      I covered his hand with mine and showed him what I liked, letting my hips slowly grinds against his fingers.

      “Like that?”

      I nodded and bit my lip.

      “Nobody’s gonna hear you scream out here, sweetheart,” he panted just before he kissed me again. Nobody except him. His fingers dug in deeper and faster, stroking the walls of my pussy while his thumb caressed my clit and his tongue explored every inch of my mouth. He didn’t let me come up for air until my hand tightened on his. Then he sat up, and he had an almost feral smile on his face while I howled at the moon as the Earth shattered around me.

      When I finally caught my breath enough to shiver, he gently adjusted the blankets while his hand remained inside my sweats, his fingers inside of me. I closed my thighs against the aftershocks, my hand still on top of his as I rolled to face him. “Wow,” I breathed, then laughed softly. Not that anybody would or could have heard us. “Just so you know–” I paused to lick my lips, “—just so you know, I’m more than happy to reciprocate.”

      “I bought condoms at the Texaco.”

      He might as well throw in ice water on me. I pushed his hand away and sat up, tugging my sweats back into place. “Boomer Kendall! Are you out of your fucking mind? The whole town’s gonna know we had sex. Marsh is gonna know we had sex. Holy. Fucking. Shit. Louisiana is gonna know we had sex. And your mom! Oh my God. Your mom. I love your mom.” I shook my head as tears pricked my eyes and I sniffled a little. “We can never have sex, Boomer, because if we do, I’ll never be able to look your mom in the eye again.”

      He roared with laughter and kept laughing as I punched him repeatedly. “Stop it! Stop it, Boomer. It’s not funny.”

      “Relax,” he gasped, his bare shoulders still shaking.

      “Relax? Relax? We might as well be having sex in Miz Mae’s parking lot.” He kept laughing but I wasn’t. Instead, I punched him again and added, “During the lunch rush. I told you this was a bad idea.”

      He dragged me against him and kissed me until I quit struggling. Every naked inch of me from the waist up was plastered against every naked inch of him. Then his teeth were at my earlobe, gently biting before he whispered, “I didn’t really buy condoms at the Texaco, I brought them with me.”

      “Asshole.” I punched him one last time for good measure. “You’re an asshole.”

      “Yeah, but I’m your asshole.”

      I cannot tell a lie. I liked the idea of him being mine, and deep down inside I always had. That didn’t stop me from sticking my ice cold hand down the back of his jeans. He yelped, and it was on. We laughingly fought and bit and wrestled as we stripped away last of our clothes while doing our best to stay under the blankets. We failed miserably and were cold as often as not, but we didn’t care. He liked it when I pulled his hair, and bit him on the ass. Don’t ask, like I said, we were wrestling.

      I did not like it when he tickled my feet till I screamed. Somehow he managed to get my hair out of its braid, and every time I tried to pull it out of the way he smacked at my hands. That part I liked. I also liked it when he kissed my whole face with a reverence that left me stunned and silent. Finally, I was straddling his lap, lower lip caught between my teeth as I rolled a condom onto his big beautiful cock.

      “Hurry up,” he groaned.

      I hurried, sliding home, and then snuggled in the safety of his arms while I rode him. I buried my face in his neck so he couldn’t see, couldn’t know, how much it all meant. At first it was slow, hot and sensual, like earlier, but that didn’t last long. Boomer grabbed a handful of my ass with an almost pained moan and we were off, fucking faster and harder with every downward stroke, until I could barely keep up, until all I could do was hang on. Until I sank my teeth into his shoulder to keep from screaming as I came again, and Boomer came with me, his grip tight enough to steal my breath. He hollered so loudly they probably heard him in town, and I told him so when I finally could breathe a few minutes later.

      He rolled me over with a laugh and gave me a sweaty kiss and said, “I hope they did.”

      I wasn’t ready to go there. I relaxed underneath him, reveling in the feel of every hard muscular inch of him against me and the aftershocks of our mutual climax. Apparently, he felt the same because neither of us spoke or moved for the longest time. Finally he rolled away, being sure to cover me against the cold, while he took care of the condom. He returned with a beer which we silently shared.

      “What happened to my wine?” I finally asked. What I really wanted to ask was what happens next, but I was too much of a fucking coward.

      He pressed his head to mind so his lips were barely an inch from my ear. “I’m pretty sure you drank it all.”

      

      We stayed at Rosewood Ranch until one in the morning. Right about the time they were probably announcing last call at the dancehall. And we talked. Or rather I talked. It was hard not to when Boomer kept asking all the right questions. More importantly, he listened and didn’t laugh at the idea of me being a farmer—unlike Marsh and Louisiana. He nodded his head while I talked about organic farming and the community co-op I wanted to start after my internship and teaching the kids about growing their own food. And then he took me home, walked me to my door, and asked me to go to Susie’s Christmas party at the dancehall the following night. No was not an option.

      Other than the Christmas Eve parade, which Boomer wouldn’t be here for, Susie Boudreauxe’s annual Christmas party at the Bluebonnet dancehall was one of the highlights of the holiday season. Which meant, that pretty much the whole entire town came out for it. Which meant, that pretty much the whole entire town would know I was there as Boomer Kendall’s date. Including, but not limited to, my brother, Louisiana, her friends a.k.a. the Mommy Mafia, and Boomer’s parents. And the fire department. And, yeah, the whole town.

      Even though most people were pretty good about respecting Boomer’s privacy, I could just see some asshole posting a picture of us on Facebook or something. The thought made me nauseous. So I’d spent all afternoon digging around in my greenhouse and trying to think of ways to cancel on Boomer.

      I was elbow deep in tomato cuttings when Marsh found me the following afternoon. “You didn’t answer your phone.”

      I held up my dirt caked hands. “Little busy here.”

      “Well, Boomer asked me come and check on you.” He stood at the end of the bench arms crossed over his beefy chest which appeared to be stained with carrot purée, or maybe sweet potatoes. Whatever Moses had had for lunch, my brother was wearing it.

      “I’m fine,” I said as I dug back into my tomatoes, placing the last little seedling into its new container.

      “He says to tell you he’ll pick you up at seven.” Marsh set aside a basket full of gourds and took a seat on an overturned bucket. “Do we need to talk about this?”

      “No, we do not,” I practically growled.

      “You know what dating him means?”

      One hand on my hip, the other propped on my workbench for support, I turned to glare at him. With his receding hairline, he looked enough like Dad to make me blink a few times. He looked enough like Dad to remind me of how he’d been so inconsolable when Dad died. We both were, but he’d been injured, so at eighteen, I’d been the one to sit with our comatose mother, and later, pick out a casket for our father. I’d watched as, one by one, our neighbors had gone back to their lives. I’d driven him to rehab, I’d gotten a job to help pay what insurance didn’t cover, and given Mom plenty of sponge baths while he’d recuperated and gone on to junior college because I had everything under control. That’s what he’d said.

      I loved my brother but sometimes I wanted to use a two-by-four to beat some sense into him. Sometimes I hated him almost as much as I’d hated Boomer. I was no martyr, but goddamnit, it was my turn. “Yes, I know what dating Boomer Kendall means. I’m not stupid.”

      “I never said you were stupid, Mattie.”

      “You didn’t have to.”

      “Fine, but if I lose my best friend—”

      Leave it to Marsh to cut to the heart of the matter, focus on what was important, and shit like that. “I’ll try and make sure you don’t lose your best friend, big brother,” I said snidely. I sucked in a deep breath and swallowed the lump of anger and pain in my throat.

      “You know, Mattie, it’s not all about you.”

      “You know, Marsh, it’s not all about you either.” My face literally burned as I stood there choking on ten years of pain and frustration. “I’ve always supported you, been there for you—” I swallowed angry tears and waved a hand in the air, “—when have you ever supported me?” He opened his mouth but I beat him to the punch. “Never.”

      “I’m sorry,” he said lamely. “I’ll stay out of your business from now on.” He stood and dusted off his jeans, his eyes on the ground. “Christmas Eve, I’d really appreciate it if you would ease up on Louisiana. She’s really excited about Moses’ first Christmas.” He turned to go, pausing in the doorway to add with a sigh, “She’s really sensitive right now, too, and your comments about her breast-feeding–”

      “The only reason I make comments about her breast-feeding is because she acts like she invented it. Her and her Mommy Mafia and—” While I talked, Marsh shuffled backwards into my kitchen.

      “Oh my God. Oh. My. God.” He knew I knew, and he knew what was coming next. “Moses Marshall Johnson Junior, did you…is she…” He didn’t even have to answer. I could tell by the way he shoved his hands in his pockets and refused to look me in the eye. Hell, it was probably the real reason he’d come over. I rolled my eyes, shook my head, and sighed. “Well…congratulations. When’s the next bundle of joy due?”

      “Summer,” he said softly.

      Right about the time I’d be finishing up my internship and baby Moses would be learning to walk. I honest to God did not know what say. Not because I didn’t have words, but because I had too many words to choose from…like ‘idiot’ and ‘condom’ and ‘are you crazy’ and ‘selfish asshole’, but I’d learned a long time ago that Marsh was going to do what Marsh wanted to do, and damn the consequences. So I just stood there with my head bobbing up and down while I waited for him to get the fuck out of my house.

      

      Color me cranky, I couldn’t wait for Boomer to pick me up. Or rather, I hadn’t waited. I’d left for the dancehall at six-fifteen, and I was two drinks in by the time he arrived. I knew he’d arrived because I kept hearing, “Boom…Boom…hey Boom,” echoing around the bar like a ping pong ball. For a moment, or an evening, I’d forgotten he was the chosen one, and I was his best friend’s sister. The lunch lady. Popular only by association.

      “Boomer Ray,” Susie Boudreaux had hollered from her spot behind the bar (and directly in front of me). “Come here and give your Aunt Susie a kiss, sweetheart.”

      She wasn’t really his aunt but a cousin by marriage. It didn’t matter. He’d obliged in usual Boomer fashion, ducking behind the bar and letting her squeeze the stuffing out of him. Then he spent ten minutes serving beers to waiting patrons, who shouted and laughed over countrified Christmas carols. While people vied for his attention, he kept shooting questioning glances in my direction. It was an almost exact duplicate of the other day in the cafeteria when the ladies had gathered around him—except this time he had the bar between him and the crowd.

      Finally, he came to stand in front of me, the expression in his eyes inscrutable as he held up a hand and tuned out shouted requests for beer. “Need a refill?”

      I nudged my empty glass toward him and shrugged. “Sure.”

      He filled a fresh glass with ice and very clumsily made me a rum and Coke that was more rum than Coke while Susie watched, an amused expression on her face.

      She crossed her arms over her chest and flashed a smile in my direction. “He’s something else, isn’t he?”

      Boy was he. I nodded.

      He took a sip and pronounced my drink perfect. Instead of sliding it across the bar to me, he pulled a twenty from his wallet, kissed Susie on the cheek, and grabbed a fresh beer. I watched as he ducked under the counter and then got lost in the ever-thickening crowd. I got tired of trying to track his progress from the sound of his name, and turned my attention back to the ice in my empty glass. I should’ve stayed home. But I guess that wouldn’t have worked either, since Boomer would have probably dragged me out of the house against my will. By the time he finally made his way through the crowd to where I sat, I only had three pieces of ice left. He draped an arm over my shoulder and rumbled a hello in my ear as he set down my drink. He’d barely claimed the bar stool next to me before someone was asking for his autograph, which he willingly gave.

      “Why didn’t you wait for me?” he leaned over and asked once they were gone.

      “I was thirsty,” I said, fully aware of people hovering around, waiting to get a piece of Boomer.

      “You should’ve called. I would’ve picked you up early.”

      I took a sip of my drink, stalling while I scrambled for an answer, wanting to tell him what a selfish asshole my brother was, that my feelings were hurt and how much I hated Christmas. “Marsh—”

      “Can we get a picture, Mr. Kendall?” three kids from the high school football team asked. I knew they played football from their blue and white letterman jackets. The same kind Boomer and Marsh and even I had worn.

      “Of course,” he said as he slid off the barstool and set down his beer. “You’re John Ramos, aren’t you?”

      “Yes, sir,” a tall boy with dark hair said.

      “I met your sister, Bailey.”

      His friends started to laugh, while he grimaced at Boomer.

      “Let’s you and I talk for a minute.” He draped an arm around John’s shoulders. I’ll admit to being curious as he asked the other two boys if they minded and then had a private chat with Bailey’s big brother on the far side of the bar for a good fifteen minutes. First they both talked, then Boomer talked and John nodded a lot. Then I got bored and stopped watching, and John’s friends wandered off.

      Boomer came back and the adoration and the autograph requests started all over again.

      This went on for over an hour: us starting a conversation, us being interrupted.

      It was…painful for many reasons. Then the band took a break and Susie took the stage. She insisted Boomer join her and the crowd went wild. I swear, I thought the roof would collapse from all the noise. And Boomer, well, he just ate it all up like he always did, with a huge grin and a lot of swagger.

      Susie held up her hands for quiet. “I have an announcement! On Christmas Day…”

      “I love you, Boomer,” some girl shouted from the crowd.

      “Thank you,” he said with a tiny wave and a huge smile.

      “I wanna have your babies.”

      The crowd roared with laughter while Susie shook her head, and Boomer thanked the girl again.

      “On. Christmas. Day,” Susie continued, “the dancehall will be open so we can watch Boomer and the Texans take on the Broncos.”

      Insert cheering here. Also insert a headache, cause I had one.

      “The fire department will be providing the brisket and ham—and the smokers,” she added with a laugh.

      Yeah, more cheering.

      “And the rest of y’all bring a dish and we’ll have ourselves a good, old-fashioned pot luck on Christmas Day.”

      Pass.

      Then she gave it over to Boomer. He stood on the dancehall stage and proceeded to talk about how humbled and blessed he was, about how important his community was to him, his hometown. When he said hometown, the crowd cheered like he’d scored a Super Bowl winning touchdown.

      Frankly, the Boomer Kendall Fan Club Christmas Party was making me nauseous.

      It took me ten minutes of nudging and stepping on people’s feet to reach the front door. The last thing I heard was Boomer saying, “I love y’all so much…”

      

      I stepped outside to an Arctic blast. Welcome to Texas, where if you don’t like the weather, just wait five minutes. Or in this case, about two hours. We’d gone from cold and clear to a thick, damp wind blowing what felt like mist in my face. Also, no way could I drive. Not after that monster rum and Coke that Boomer had served me. A taxi would take forever.

      Greta and I weren’t speaking.

      Jeannie, my neighbor, was probably out on a date.

      And considering Marsh and I were barely speaking to each other, calling him would be kind of an asshole thing to do. I knew he’d come get me, but he wasn’t exactly quick on the draw under the best of circumstances, and I knew by the time he finally showed up, I could be home making hot tea and watching Netflix.

      Decision made, I zipped my jacket, shoved my hands in my pockets and cursed myself for not bringing a hat or gloves. Of course, I barely made it to the service road when Boomer caught up with me.

      “What the hell, Mattie? Why’d you leave? Mattie! Wait up!”

      I glanced over my shoulder, noted he was alone, and said, “Where’s your entourage?”

      “Mattie, Jesus.”

      I kept walking because, frankly, it was too cold to stand still for very long. Since Boomer’s legs were longer than mine, he had no trouble keeping up. “You should get back inside before they send out the cavalry. Or call the Sheriffs.”

      “Mattie, you’re drunk.”

      “I know. And thanks for that.” My face was getting chilled. But hell, this was Texas. Not like I could freeze to death on a three mile walk.

      He trotted a few steps and jumped in front of me, forcing me to stop.“Let me take you home at least.”

      “Here’s an idea. Let me tell you why this—” I pointed from him to me and back again, meaning ‘us’, “—will never work: You’re my brother’s best friend. And us dating could potentially ruin your relationship with him. That’s what he said earlier today. Don’t ruin my relationship with Boomer.” At that moment, I wasn’t one hundred percent certain of Marsh’s exact words, but I felt certain I was in the ballpark–or rather, stadium. “Two: You’re Boomer Kendall. Winner of two Super Bowls, underwear spokes-model, owner of fancy cars and a fancy house. And I want to be a farmer. Three: You’re an attention whore, Boomer Kendall. All that shit in there?” I pointed toward the dancehall. “You devoured it like…like Jupiter with one of her rawhides. And because you’re an attention whore, you can never go anywhere in this town, or even this state, and not be Boomer Kendall. You can’t date like an ordinary guy. Hell, we can’t even have a fucking conversation at the bar because you’re too busy giving autographs. Can you imagine if we tried to go out to eat?”

      “Are you done?” he asked softly. His face was grim. A lesser person, someone who hadn’t shoved mud pies in his face when he was a child, would have been afraid. But I’d shoved more than mud pies in his face. I’d bloodied his nose once when he’d made fun of how short I was.

      “Good.” He grabbed my arm and started dragging me across the parking lot.

      “What the fuck, Boomer!”

      “I’m taking your drunk ass home, Matilda.”
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      This night wasn’t going anything like I’d planned when I’d dropped Mattie off the previous night. At least I’d gotten her into my truck and left the dancehall before anybody came looking for either of us—or more specifically, me. Which I was sick of. I hadn’t even gotten to dance with her. Unfortunately, she’d gotten at least one point right. There was no way we could have a conversation in or around the dancehall without being interrupted. Which was fine with me. I’d accomplished the two things I needed to. I’d talked to John Ramos and made sure he knew that he had other options besides playing college football—if he wanted. His and Bailey’s mom had been AWOL since Bailey was a toddler, and according to the coach, their dad worked the oil rigs and was gone more than not.

      “I want to play college ball. And if I’m lucky, I’ll get to go pro,” John had said. “But if not, there’s always engineering. That’s the one thing Coach Weiland pounded into me, to get an education.”

      “Knees don’t last forever,” I said with a chuckle.

      “The odds ain’t in my favor.”

      “—and you gotta get what you need before the machine chews you up and spits you out.” Some things, like coach’s advice, never changed. And for good reason. Then I got serious. “This conversation, it’s just between the two of us, okay?” I’d waited for John to nod before I continued, “I don’t want to get in your business, but I talked my mom. I know your grandmother’s not young and not well. So my mom and a couple of the church ladies are going to keep an eye on things for you next fall when you go off to college. That way you don’t have to worry; you can focus on football and your classes. And I’ll be checking in on Bailey whenever I come home.”

      He’d swallowed hard, the disbelief and surprise clear in his eyes as I’d stuck out my hand and we’d shook on it. “Thanks—”

      “No thanks necessary. This is what you do.”

      I thought that, of everyone I knew, Mattie would understand. But I hadn’t even gotten a chance to tell her before she’d taken off in a drunken fit.

      Now here we were, sitting in front of Marsh’s house again, except this time I was the one doing the yelling, not Mattie. “You think this is fun? You think this is easy? Do you think I enjoy going to the grocery store for my mother, only to spend an hour signing autographs while she’s at home waiting on her chicken broth or flour or whatever the hell she sent me out for? Do you think this is what I wanted, Mattie?”

      She opened her mouth to speak but I jabbed a finger at her direction and shook my head. “Do you think I enjoy hearing underage girls, let alone any woman, yell things like I want to have your baby?” My mother’s face had turned beet red, and she wasn’t alone. “Did you ever stop to think about how hard it is to stand there and say something as lame as ‘thank you’ in reply to a comment like that? No matter what I do, especially in this town, I’m either grandstanding or I’m a snob.

      “I know—” I threw my hands in frustration, “—I won the fucking lottery. What right do I have to complain? Right? Do you know what I do for a living, Matilda? I let men hit me. I get hit for a living! I’m tired of the bruises, the ice baths and the cortisone shots,” I shouted loud enough to wake the entire neighborhood, but I wasn’t done, “I’m tired of the strained tendons and pulled muscles and waking up with the aches and pains of a man ten years older. Worst of all, I’m sick of not being able to say anything about it because I won the mother fucking lottery! Isn’t that what you’re thinking? ‘Boomer, you’re filthy fucking rich. What the fuck do you care what people think?’ Guess what? It’s not that simple.” I unhooked the seatbelt and turned to face her, the steering will clenched in one hand. “I care because this is my hometown, this is the place I always come back to, and these are the people who always supported me. This is where the people who mean everything to me live: my parents, Marsh, Louisiana and Moses.” I took a deep breath and exhale, counting to five before I added in my calmest voice possible, “You.”

      “Marsh—”

      “I don’t give a fuck what Marsh thinks. Not anymore. He’s happy, and now, it’s my turn. I paid my damn dues.”

      “I didn’t realize Marsh’s happiness was so important to you,” she said as she turned away and reached for the door handle.

      I snorted. “He didn’t tell you?” I asked as she slipped out of the truck and turned to face me, her expression unreadable.

      “That Louisiana’s pregnant again? Yeah, he told me earlier today.”

      I ducked my head and laughed. I laughed till my sides hurt, until I couldn’t catch my breath and tears ran down my face. I guess that explained Marsh’s squirreliness the last couple of days. “No, Matilda,” I finally said as I shook my head. “That I never wanted to go pro. Your brother did.”
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      For Christmas Santa brought me coal.

      At least, that’s what it felt like, and the sweet baby Jesus knew that I deserved it.

      Boomer had pulled away from the curb so quickly the other night, I hadn’t gotten a chance to even respond to his painful and pointed revelations. For that matter, I’d barely gotten the door slammed. His words had hit me like a bucket of ice water. I looked up at Marsh’s darkened house and briefly considered banging on his door and demanding explanations, but I was a little too drunk, and I knew if I woke up the baby, Marsh and Louisiana would take turns skinning me alive. I consoled myself with the knowledge that I’d see him after church the following day when we handed out the kids’ gifts.

      I should’ve known better.

      According to Irene, Boomer had gone back to Houston. The news, coupled with my hangover, made my Sunday even worse, and it was all downhill from there. Trying to hand out gifts with just Marsh and Boomer’s dad hadn’t been the same. Especially since Marsh and I were barely speaking. Every time I tried to talk to him, he blew me off. And when I sneezed during our Christmas Eve gift exchange, Louisiana suggested maybe I should go so I didn’t make Moses sick. I’d gone home and cried myself to sleep, resigned to spending another holiday alone. I probably could’ve crashed Irene and Bud’s Christmas Eve or even Christmas Day plans, but that just didn’t feel right; not after how I’d left things with Boomer. I could’ve even gone to the dancehall on Christmas Day to watch the football game, but I didn’t. Instead, I stayed home and cooked, choosing to eat dinner in front of the TV while the Texans did indeed beat the Broncos. After the game was over, I stood on my front porch listening to the horns blowing all over town in celebration. As punishment for my bad behavior, I forced myself to stay up till almost midnight watching every recap, summary, and post-game highlight while I polished off the last of my rum. I told myself it was for the cold I could feel coming on, but that was a lie.

      This had turned out to be the second worst Christmas of my life.

      I was miserable.

      And I missed Boomer. God damn him.

      

      That was my last thought as I dozed off in my big comfy chair. That was also my first thought when I opened my eyes many hours later and groggily shoved my hand down the side of the chair in search of my cell phone. “Hello?”

      “Matilda? Are you okay, sweetie?”

      “Irene!” I sat up straighter and cleared my throat, praying I didn’t sound as hungover as I was. “I’m fine. I just…” had a wicked headache and a tongue that tasted like I’d licked the floor of my greenhouse, “…woke up.”

      “Well get up, child. It’s Christmas over here at Kendall Central, and we eat in an hour.”

      Her invitation shoved away the last of the clouds clogging my head. Between the yelling and the laugher, it sounded like the Kendall’s house was a freaking circus. “Oh, Irene, I couldn’t intrude.”

      “Nonsense. It’s just Marsh and Boomer and…hang on. He says if you don’t come over, he’ll come get you.”

      “Hang up, Mom,” I heard him yelling in the background. “Hang up before she says no.”

      As if I could ever hurt Irene’s feelings like that. Plus I knew Boomer would wasn’t bluffing about coming to get me. “I’ll be there in an hour,” I said weakly.

      “Perfect.”

      Thirty-nine minutes later I pulled up in front of Bud and Irene’s. I was kind of glad Irene had called, because otherwise I would’ve slept through an absolutely gorgeous day. I’d grabbed a jacket but probably wouldn’t need it until the sun went down. For now, the sun was shining, the pale blue winter sky was cloudless, and the longsleeved sweater I’d paired with my favorite broken-in jeans was all I’d need. To my surprise, Boomer, Marsh, and John and Bailey Ramos were tossing a football around the front yard. Okay, not a complete surprise after seeing Boomer talking to John at the dance hall the other night. But definitely unexpected. Boomer tossed Marsh the ball and then came to hold my car door open as I grabbed my purse and climbed out.

      “What the fuck are you doing here? I thought you were in Denver. I thought you were mad at me.”

      “I was, but they have this great invention called an airplane. So here I am, having Christmas with my family and friends. And for the record, I am mad at you, but that doesn’t make me love you any less. You’re an ornery, prickly, pain in my ass, and you can’t hold you liquor for shit, but I love you, Matilda Lucile Johnson, and there’s nothing that would make me happier than to spend Christmas with you.”

      “Christmas was yesterday.” I struggled to process the fact that Boomer was standing not a foot from me and that he’d actually said I love you, not once, but twice. And the best I could come up with in reply was, ‘Christmas was yesterday.’

      “Not in my family. We have our Christmas the day after—or the day before—if I can’t be here. It’s one of the few things I asked my parents for when I started playing.” He slapped me on the hip, and said “Now get your ass in gear. We eat in fifteen minutes. And there are presents to be opened, woman.”

      “I didn’t get you anything,” I blurted out sadly. I’d dropped off my customary canned tomatoes and sweet and spicy pickles early on Christmas Eve for Irene and Bud, but other than the occasional gag gift, Boomer and I hadn’t exchanged presents since we were kids.

      “Yeah, you did. You went out and howled at the moon with me, remember?”

      Thank goodness I had my back to Marsh and the kids because my face was on fire. “Boomer!”

      “Get a move on, woman.”

      “We need to talk, Boomer.” About that stuff he’d said about Marsh and going pro. I glanced over at my brother, who seemed content to toss the ball with John and Bailey. He’d gained weight since college, so he was stockier now, his shirt was wrinkled and he probably had at least one baby food stain on it. I had a hard time picturing him in the NFL.

      “Later,” Boomer said, his expression serious as he tucked some stray hairs behind my ear. “We’ll talk later.”

      Nodding, I gingerly stepped around him. He wore a white turtleneck and overalls, which he somehow made look sexy, and boots. He looked good, despite the previous day’s game and all the traveling he’d done, he smelled good, and I knew from personal experience that he felt damn good, too.

      “Do you feel okay?” I quietly asked, his words form the other night at the forefront of my mind.

      “I’m okay, thanks.” He squeezed my fingers and slammed the car door. “Mom’s waiting,” he said. It was as if he’d read my mind and knew I needed a nudge.

      With a wave in my brother’s direction, I walked toward the front door. Through the storm door I could see Louisiana feeding Moses and Bud coming my way.

      “Morning, Matilda,” Bud said as he opened the door.

      “Morning, Chief Kendall.” I’d no sooner greeted him than Boomer was there behind me, his arm on my shoulder. I forced my lips to curve into the most painful smile ever while wondering what Bud though of Boomer’s arm around me. Of course, he might not have thought a thing. What the hell did I know?

      “Well come on in here if you’re coming.” He held the door open and let me pass. “Boomer, that dog stays outside till you teach him some manners, son. I will not have him pissing all over your mama’s house.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Dog?” I echoed, glancing back at Boomer.

      “You are taking him back to Houston with you.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Yeah, Boomer got a dog,” Louisiana practically shouted from the corner where she sat chatting with John and Bailey’s grandmother and Mrs. Ford from next door.

      Irene joined us just long enough to kiss and hug me, then she shooed us off, a gleam in her eye at the sight of her son’s arm around me. “Go outside and meet the latest addition to the family. Boomer says he’s a placeholder for all the grandbabies he’s gonna give me one day soon.”

      I bit back the curse word that hovered on the tip of my tongue and smiled until my cheeks ached. I could just imagine what Louisiana would have to say about that to me, and more importantly, her Mommy Mafia. Something about me and Boomer sitting in a tree K-I-S-S-I-N-G I’m sure. But if Boomer could suck it up and be Boomer Kendall and all that that entailed, I could handle a little PDA.

      “We’ll be right back.” Boomer nudged me through the dining room toward the glass sliding door that led to the Kendalls’ backyard.

      I dropped my purse and stared down at the little, floppy eared, blue-eyed, grey-and-white face on the other side of the door. “She’s adorable!” Her little pouty face begged for someone to hold her. “Where’d you get her?”

      “Fire station. One of the guys found a box of abandoned pit bull puppies and they’ve been taking care of them. Daisy and one other puppy were the last two needing a home so—” he shrugged and gave me an unapologetic grin as he leaned closer. “I always was a sucker for a pretty face.”

      Cheeks burning, I ignored his innuendo and said, “Is that why you stole Big Orange?” Which was lying next to the puppy on the flagstone patio. “For Miss Daisy there?”

      “Like I said, pretty faces. And I’ll get Dexter another…whatever that is.”

      I snorted while Boomer opened the door. I shoved my way past him, picked her up and then gave him my best stank-eye expression. It was easy to see why he chosen her. She had a sweet face and expressive eyes. “So you got a dog for Christmas. You do realize she’ll top out at about seventy-five pounds. And for the record, she doesn’t look like a Daisy to me.”

      “You can rename her if you want.” He took her from me and cuddled her in one of those big hands of his. “Since, you know, she’s actually your dog. Or, if you want, ours.”

      “Boomer…” I glanced over at the nearby kitchen windows, aware of his parents on the other side, laughing as they set the table.

      “They can’t hear us.” He held up a hand to stop me from speaking. “Not that they’re going to be too surprised about any of this. I want you to do your internship, and you can’t do that with a puppy. I can take her back to Houston with me and pay somebody to watch her when I’m out of town. And then after the season’s over, I want to come back here and build a new house.”

      “A dog and a new house,” I echoed weakly as I reached out to scratch Daisy under her chin. “Sounds like you’ve got it all figured out.”

      “I hope so. I think I do. But I love you, Mattie, and it won’t be any fun if I have to do this without you.”

      “I love you, too, Boomer,” I said awkwardly. After all these years, it didn’t come as naturally to me as it did to him. “I’m sorry for being so judgy and I promise I’ll always listen to you complain. But I don’t think I can help you figure out anything until you tell me what you meant about you and Marsh. That was quite a bomb you dropped.”

      He sighed and slid the glass door closed for privacy, then took a seat beside me. “I thought it was pretty self-explanatory. Your brother wanted to go pro, not me. Yeah, we talked about it. If you’re gonna dream, dream big and all that. He never said anything to anyone else, in case it didn’t pan out, and then he got hurt. He made me promise to keep going.”

      “And what?” I narrowed my eyes thoughtfully. “You sacrificed yourself on the altar of the NFL? For my brother?”

      “Something like that. Don’t get me wrong. I love the game, but all the stuff that comes with it—” he shook his head. “It’s just…not what I thought I’d end up doing. I thought I’d be the teacher,” he said with a pained laugh that cut me to the quick.

      “Really?” I swallowed the lump of tears in my throat.

      “Really.” He nodded for good measure. “And like I said, it’s not easy. But this is how it works. Everyone hates your or everyone loves you. Everyone watches you. Everyone measures your every move and looks for hidden meanings. But you don’t complain because you won the lottery.” He shrugged, his expression serious and sad. “You just roll with it.”

      “And then I did the same thing.” But worse. He wasn’t just ‘someone I knew from back in the day’ or ‘that guy from my hometown’, he was my brother’s best friend, my childhood playmate, my high school crush, the boy who’d gone off to college and left me before I could work up the nerve to tell him how I felt. And then I’d turned around and blamed him for Marsh’s injuries and my parents dying. I’d even called him an attention whore, for crying out loud. “Did you really want to be a teacher? Like Marsh?” I asked as Daisy crawled back into my lap.

      He ducked his head and tried to hide a big, cheesy grin as the wind ruffles his hair. “Yeah.”

      I squeezed Daisy a little tighter, trying to picture Boomer with a bunch of eight-year-olds and Marsh with a six car garage and two Super Bowl rings. And no Louisiana. Or Moses. “I bet you would have been a good teacher,” I finally said.

      He sighed and said, “It’s okay, but it’s a fine line to walk. Even with your brother, sometimes.” He laughed and shook his head. “How do I say, ‘Hey I’m thinking about turning down a sixty million dollar contract,’ when he’s living on a teacher’s salary?”

      My jaw dropped as I sat up straighter and stared at him. “You are?”

      “I was. And that look on your face? That’d be pretty much everyone’s response,” he said with a harsh laugh. “How do you say no to sixty million dollars? Plus the endorsements.”

      “Or why? Because if you did, you’d better have a really good reason, huh?”

      “Exactly. I’m tired, Matilda. I love playing ball, but I’m tired of the aches and pains, the hits and the injuries. That part gets old. I’m twenty-nine years old and on the inside, I feel ten years older.”

      “Did you say no? Did you turn it down?”

      “No,” he said, his voice low, his expression serious “I said yes. Now ask me why.”

      “Why?” I choked out, more than a little scared at what his answer would be.

      “Because I want to set up a need-based academic scholarship for kids like Bailey and John, and that takes money.”

      “Really?” I breathed, at a complete loss for words for maybe the second time in my life.

      “You’re starting to sound like Bailey, sweetheart,” he teased.

      “It’s too much.” It was huge. After all the scrimping and saving and sacrifices I’d made to put myself through college, I knew this wasn’t just because of John and Bailey. I also knew that Boomer’d always been there, even when I’d thought he wasn’t.

      “That’s what you do for family, for home, for the people that you care about.” He leaned against me, solid and reassuring. “It’s just four more years, Mattie. And in four years, I can walk away—while I’m still relatively young, and healthy enough to chase our kids around the farm.” He reached behind him, pulling an envelope from his pocket and handing it to me.

      “Our…” For once in my life I was speechless. My brain was stuck on a loop that echoed the words ‘kids’ and ‘farm’. All I could do was sit there on the porch step, tears clouding my vision, while Daisy licked my fingers and inside his parents were telling the kids to wash their hands because we’d eat soon.

      “Open it.” He motioned to the envelope.

      “I’m not sure I want to.” I wasn’t sure I had the strength. I sniffed and blinked a few times. The envelope in my hands had a return address from the local land title company. “I’m scared, Boomer.”

      “So am I.” He laughed. “I know jack shit about farming—”

      “Farming?” I couldn’t seem to catch my breath or stop nodding my head.

      “—So you better say yes, Mattie Johnson, cause I’m now the proud owner of a thousand acres.”

      “Yes? To farming? For real? Seriously?” I squeaked.

      “Relax! It’s too soon to put a ring on your finger. And besides you’d probably just get it all caked with dirt anyway. But I promise, after you finish your internship, you can have a proper proposal with any ring you want.” He nodded slowly, his customary smart-ass grin firmly in place as I finally opened the envelope and pulled out a sheaf of papers.

      He was serious. He was dead serious, and I had the proof in my shaking hands. “Boomer Ray Kendall,” I screeched. “Have you lost your fucking mind?”

      “Language,” Bud admonished loudly from inside.

      “Leave them be, Bud.” That was Irene.

      I swallowed the stress ball clogging my throat. “How much does your mom know?”

      “You mean, does she know we made love at Rosewood Ranch? Probably. Maybe.” He shrugged. “Does she know that I bought Rosewood Ranch and intend to rename it Rosewood Farms because my future wife wants to be a farmer, and start a community co-op, and teach little kids where food comes from and feed the world or at least the county? Yes. Absolutely.”

      “So you really want—” I narrowed my eyes, “—to be a farmer…with me.”

      “I want you and digging in the dirt sounds a hell of a lot more fun than getting tackled.”

      “We’re eating without you two,” Bud hollered.

      Boomer stood up and held out his hand.

      “I didn’t get you anything…” I gaped up at him, not even sure where to start.

      “Yes, you did.” He hauled me to my feet and kissed me while Daisy tried to gnaw on the rivets on his overalls, and from inside came the sound of more laugher. “You gave me you.”

      
        THE END
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