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      When a vibrant singing career brings her back to Temptation, R&B singer Cordelia “CeCe” Lennox, is secretly happy to be back in her hometown, where life moves at a slower pace during the holiday season—even if temporarily.

      Property manager, Rick Stewart is elated to learn that his newly renovated Holidays Inn, was selected as the location for the filming of a music video. Knowing that the video will bring home his high school crush, is going to be Rick’s best gift ever—especially since he’d never stopped loving her.

      But when Ms. Millie breaks her leg on the set of the video, Mr. Otis proposes on national television, Cordy finds out that Rick has been lying to her all these years, and a surprise guest shows up for Christmas dinner, the town of Temptation may have its merriest Christmas yet!
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      AUTHOR’S NOTE: This novella follows the Taylors of Temptation series (ONE MISTLETOE WISH, ONE UNFORGETTABLE KISS and ONE PERFECT MOMENT). From this point on, books featuring The Taylors and other characters in the town of Temptation will be published under the “Temptation” series title.
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      Dear Reader,

      We’re back in Temptation once again. I have grown to love this town and the people in it. That is why when the idea for Cordy, the singer and Rick, her best friend and real estate mogul, came to me, I knew I wanted the story set in this sweet drama-filled town.

      I hope you enjoy this novella and the holiday visits from some of the town favorites as well as a few newcomers. As always, I wish you a very Merry Christmas and happy reading!

      AC
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      For Christmas is always alive, if only in my heart. If only in my heart.

      “She sings like an angel.”

      Jasper closed his eyes and listened. He’d heard her voice before many years ago, but now her name had come up on his list. She hadn’t been ready before, even though her wishes had been flowing through the heavens like a torrential storm.

      “And you would know what an angel sounds like.” Laughter came quickly after the comment. A sound Jasper had been hearing quite frequently in the last months since he’d been made a supervisor and had taken on his first underling.

      Jasper ignored the noise just as he had in the past. Just as he was trying to teach this one to do. Single out every other sound except the one you are called to hear. The one whose heart you must work to mend.

      “I also know what loneliness sounds like.” Jasper’s reply was quiet and serious.

      “Oh no, you’re not going to start meddling again, are you?” Impatience radiated from this one like a sour stench and when he plopped down to sit beside Jasper, clouds scattered in warning.

      “I don’t meddle. I help. We help. That is our job.” Jasper couldn’t recall how many times he’d said that in the past few months.

      The underling looked down through the opening Jasper had made. “Even when folk don’t ask for your help?”

      “They don’t always know how to ask. So we’re here to give a little helping hand.” Jasper was rethinking the “we” he continued to reference. He wasn’t certain this one was ready for an assignment just yet. And Jasper definitely did not think he was going to work well in this special case.

      “Still seems like meddling to me.” He shrugged and leaned forward so that his big head slipped through the opening, poking out on the other side of the clouds.

      An airplane whizzed by, its wing cutting right through his ethereal form and he jerked back as if he were in a human body and had actually felt the impact.

      Jasper rolled his eyes further heavenward and sighed. “That’s precisely why I never ask for your opinion.”
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      “I wanted to take the holidays off this year, Myron.”

      “I know. I know. But that was before we knew the holiday CD was going to take off the way it did. And also, before we got the call from Monica and Alex Bennett for you to sing at their wedding. An opportunity that we could not pass up.” Myron had been saying that for the past four weeks.

      Cordy had to admit, the request had filled her with awe. She knew of the Bennett family from watching Adriana Bennett go from being a top model to acting. Cordy had studied everything about Adriana’s career as she was impressed with the woman’s tenacity and talent. And like Adriana, Cordy was planning to shift her career focus a little from music to acting because she wanted some sustainability. New and more talented singers were hitting the music scene every day. Cordy had been doing this for fourteen years, it was time to start creating a back-up plan.

      “Yes, I know and I enjoyed singing at the wedding and getting to meet Monica, Adriana and the rest of their family. But couldn’t we have scheduled the taping of this video the week before that? I mean, its December twenty-second now. If we don’t get this done on time, I’ll be working on Christmas Day.” And Cordy was not going to be happy if she had to work on Christmas Day. Not this year.

      Cordy stared out the back window of the limo and felt a tightening in her chest as they passed the heart-shaped sign with “Welcome to Temptation” in bright turquoise letters. After fourteen years she was back in her hometown of Temptation, Virginia.

      Myron’s voice filled the interior of the limo once more as he spoke through the speakerphone. “The crew is well aware of the timeline. They’re going to shoot all the scenes with you in them first and then get the shots of the town, the B&B, blah, blah, blah. You’ll get started first thing tomorrow morning and be done by the afternoon of Christmas Eve. Don’t worry.”

      Those were Myron’s favorite words, “don’t worry”. He never wanted her to worry and most times, where business was concerned, Cordy didn’t have to. But being back in Temptation was about much more than business for Cordy.

      “She’s calling in for two radio interviews this afternoon. And there’s a set of interview questions we need to submit to that television producer before her song is played during the movie premier on Christmas Eve.” Elsa, Cordy’s personal assistant, held a tablet in one hand, while her cell phone was on the back seat of the limo beside her.

      “Make sure she gets those questions done the moment you arrive at the B&B. We do not want to be late with that. This special feature of her and the Heart of Christmas song is the lead in to the video debut on Christmas Day. If we would have known how fast this single was going to soar to the top of the charts we would have had the video ready in time for the Christmas Eve movie premier. But it’s fine, like I said, the crew knows what to do. They’re going to shoot the video, get it edited and out to everyone on our media list pronto and sales are going to continue to soar for this CD long after the holiday has passed.”

      Cordy stopped participating in the conversation. She was used to Elsa and Myron talking about her, her schedule, her singing, her life, as if she weren’t there. Today wasn’t any different. For them, at least. For Cordy, the moment she’d stepped off the jet at the private airport twenty miles outside of Temptation, she’d known this trip was unlike any she’d ever made before.

      How often did a girl leave her hometown and everyone in it, become a star, stay away for fourteen years and finally return six months after her mother’s death? Once in a lifetime where Cordy was concerned.

      Cordy didn’t know how much longer they drove, nor did she know when Elsa disconnected the call with Myron. She’d been too busy staring out the window, watching as the paved two-lane roads gave way to a narrow one-lane passage that cut through flanks of mature trees and hillsides peppered with grazing cows and horses. In the distance, on top of those hills, were houses and farms. Trucks and tractors. People and their families.

      Cordy hadn’t lived in any of those big houses all those years ago. She hadn’t owned any livestock or had daily responsibilities that entailed milking cows, feeding chickens or pigs, or cleaning out stalls. Her mother rented a tiny apartment squeezed between the dry cleaners and the flower shop on one of the town’s main streets. Each morning Cordy awakened and dressed for school, easing out the back door and through the cluttered alleyway to walk three blocks to the bus stop. All of the other students had homes on the outskirts of town and stood at bus stops near their houses, so Cordy made sure she was at one of the bus stops too. She never wanted to be seen as different, especially not in a town as small as Temptation, population two thousand and one. Or at least that’s what it had been when she’d lived here.

      The first street lamps wrapped in red velvet stripes and huge live wreaths came into view and Cordy’s fingers began to tremble. She clasped them together in her lap and took a deep steadying breath.

      Hello, Temptation. The words sounded in her head. I’m back.

      

      “Reservation for Catherine Burton. Two rooms, preferably with a view. Not near any elevators or stairwells. Or vending machines.” Elsa rolled her eyes at the last words. Hotel reservations were always made under a false name. Myron kept a list of what names were used and when. He insisted they change quarterly.

      The pretty clerk with flaming red hair and a rich mocha complexion gave Elsa a tight smile.

      “We have seven rooms at Holidays Inn and they all boast quaint views of the lovely town of Temptation. Your rooms are facing the back and offer views of the gorgeous lights and decorations featured on our famed Main Street.” The woman’s words sounded like she was reading from a brochure, with just a hint of sarcasm tossed in. Cordy was certain Elsa was now frowning because there was no doubt her astute assistant heard the same tone.

      Cordy declined going to the front desk, even though she admired the Christmas tree that stood a few feet to the right of the desk which was adorned in all silver decorations. Instead she’d wandered over to the fireplace that was alight with a crackling fire. The Holidays Inn was a stately old Victorian house, its outside painted white with navy blue window shutters. It looked like a picture out of a historical book with its soaring turrets, intricately designed gables and scalloped siding. In line with the holiday season, a wreath hung by a strip of red velvet ribbon at each window. Garland and twinkle lights had been draped along the porch railing that stretched around to the side of the house. The bushes that marched neatly around the perimeter were each covered in white lights that blinked on and off festively.

      But it was the inside of the house that had taken Cordy’s breath away the second she stepped through the two narrow front doors. Her four-inch heel, over the knee boots were loud as she moved across the wood-planked floors of the vestibule. A few steps led her out of that space and her arrival became quieter as she now walked on a soft burgundy, cream and gold-colored rug. The walls here were painted a very soft white, columns and arched doorways separated the few feet which led to the front desk straight ahead and opening to two rooms on either side. That warm fire was what drew Cordy’s attention to the left side of the room. She wore thick gray leggings with an oversized cranberry-colored cashmere sweater and a hipster leather jacket. Although she’d only walked from the limo, up the front walkway, onto the porch and into the house, she’d been outside long enough to catch a chill in the barely twenty-degree temperature.

      The Christmas decorations had not stopped outside the house either. More garland flanked the mantel and around the doorways. Huge red and white poinsettias, sat on every available table and in the windowsills. An even bigger, live Christmas tree than the one in the foyer, was placed in front of one of the big windows. This one was decorated in all gold and red ornaments, ribbons and lights. While the tree in the foyer had a bright silver star on top, this one had a golden angel. But beyond the holiday additions, the décor in this cozy room was not what Cordy would have expected. For as much as the outside gave the appearance of an old vintage Victorian house, the interior had been refurbished with a modern touch. From the smooth soft white walls to this stone front fireplace with the attached bench and mantel overhead. The floor was a soft gray stained wood plank and there were two high-back chairs in the center facing the fireplace.

      Cordy walked between those chairs stopping just inches from the warmth of the fire. She extended her arms, lifting her hands palm-up and thrust them toward the fire. Once upon a time she’d lay on the floor tucked snugly in a sleeping bag in front of an electric fireplace—because that’s all they could have in the apartment. In the background Christmas carols had played while the smell of pot roast, macaroni and cheese and collard greens filled the air. Her mother loved to cook. She also loved Christmas.

      Cordy did not love Christmas.

      She didn’t hate the holiday so she was certain she wasn’t going to be visited by three ghosts on Christmas Eve. But it wasn’t her favorite time of year, especially not this year.

      “We’re all set. The driver will bring our bags up and I’ll be in your room in an hour to go over the interview questions and what you’re going to say on the radio.” Elsa always talked fast. She was direct and efficient. Sometimes she was also more serious than a single twenty-six year old should be.

      “That’s fine. You can give me my key. I’ll be up in a few minutes.”

      “You’re not coming with me now?”

      Cordy dropped her arms to her sides and turned to see Elsa starring quizzically at her.

      “No. I’ll be up in a few minutes.”

      “But why?”

      When Cordy only lifted a brow at her question, Elsa started to talk again. “I mean, is there something you need from down here? I can call for room service and have them get whatever you need.”

      “No. There’s nothing I need—” The rest of Cordy’s sentence was cut short as she heard the B&B’s front door open and a voice accompanied by heavy footsteps.

      A voice she hadn’t heard for fourteen long years.
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      “We need more white lights,” Rick announced as soon as he walked through the front doors. “One hundred and sixty-five feet of lights are not nearly enough to properly decorate this place.”

      His pronouncement was cut short as he pulled off his hat and spotted Meg jerking her thumb and nodding her head toward the sitting room.

      “You don’t want anyone that needs to be guided here to get lost because they can’t see the light.” The older man who came in behind Rick talked as he closed the front door behind them.

      Rick removed his coat and turned to hang it on one of the hooks on the wall of the vestibule. “Thanks, Jasper. I see what you’re saying. I’ll take care of it tomorrow.”

      Jasper removed the old tattered baseball cap he always wore. His thinning gray hair was curled tight to his head, a bright contrast to his smooth deep-brown skin. Jasper had been at the Holidays Inn for a week. The man had checked in moments before Verlie Peterson’s granddaughter Roberta—who Rick had hired straight out of culinary school three months earlier—fell in love with a guy she’d met through a dating app and ran off to get married and live in Portugal. As luck would have it, Jasper was also a cook, from his days in the Army and then owning a restaurant in Maryland for twenty-seven years. Rick had hired him on the spot.

      “I’ll run into town in an hour or so and get the lights. We can have them hung before it gets dark.” Rick didn’t know why he felt as if he had to explain everything to this guy. After all, Rick was the owner and manager of the Holidays Inn and his staff—which now consisted of Jasper, Meg Brimley who split her time between the B&B and her aunt Pearl’s diner, and Tessa Anders who owned a cleaning service and had given Rick a great deal on a contract to keep his budding new establishment in pristine condition—reported directly to him.

      “It’s the little things that count,” were Jasper’s next words.

      The man seemed full of wisdom and loved to talk. Rick discovered that on a few occasions when he’d assumed he was alone with his thoughts and Jasper had appeared saying just the right thing to make him feel better. Or at least to clear the jumbled thoughts in his mind, Rick wasn’t certain what would actually make him feel better about a situation he’d been struggling with for far too long.

      “I agree,” Rick told him as they moved out of the vestibule and walked along the runner toward the front desk.

      Rick looked to his left the second he knew he would be able to see into the sitting room. He needed to see her. Wasn’t that the conclusion he’d finally come to a couple weeks ago?

      Rick needed to see Cordelia “Cordy” Lennox in person, in Temptation, one more time. He would know for sure then. Once and for all he would know.

      “Hey Cordy,” he spoke the moment she looked up and saw him.

      “Rick.”

      Just like that. One word. His name. Nothing more.

      Rick walked with his casual gait into the room and immediately extended his hand to the woman standing a few feet away from Cordy. She was young and a little shorter than Cordy. Her dark brown hair was pulled back from her face and wide blue eyes stared back at him.

      “Hello, I’m Rick Stewart, owner of the Holidays Inn. It’s a pleasure to have you staying with us.”

      She offered a cordial smile as she shook his hand. “Thank you, Mr. Stewart. I’m Elsa. I trust that your establishment will be able to offer the utmost discretion during our stay.”

      Rick nodded. “That was discussed at length during my conversation with Myron two weeks ago. There are no other guests booked for this week, so you, the video crew and…Ms. Lennox, should be able to go about your work without any problems.”

      “It’s Christmas,” Jasper interrupted. “There ought to be music and food. Friends and family. Festivities. That’s what this place needs, some festiveness.”

      Rick turned with the intention of asking Jasper to go to the kitchen and get started on lunch for their guests, but the man was already walking through the French doors on the other side of the sitting room. He closed the doors behind him and was gone before anyone could address his comments.

      “Jasper, our cook.” Rick told them by way of introduction. “I can deliver your bags to your rooms while you get settled.”

      Elsa was shaking her head before he could finish his sentence. “No need. The driver is taking care of that.”

      Rick and Jasper had come from around the side of the house, walking along the wraparound porch talking about lights, wreaths and bells. Jasper also thought there needed to be more silver bells lined along the garland on the railings. So Rick hadn’t noticed any cars in the driveway.

      “Great. I hope you enjoy your stay and are able to capture the true spirit of the song through the video you’re going to record.” Rick spoke those words while staring directly at Cordy.

      When she only stared back but did not speak, he extended his hand to her.

      “It’s nice to see you again, Cordy.” Nice was an understatement. Rick’s heart had been thumping wildly since he’d set eyes on her.

      She was still the prettiest girl he’d ever seen. With her honey brown complexion and amber-colored eyes and that smile…well, she wasn’t smiling now. And she really didn’t look like his Cordy anymore. “His” Cordy. Rick mentally kicked himself for that obviously erroneous statement.

      “We should go CeCe,” Elsa stated. “We don’t want to chance anyone else walking in on us and we have those interviews to prepare for.”

      But Cordy took his hand. “It’s nice to see you again, too, Rick.”

      Her palm was warm, handshake strong, professional and her voice…it was no secret that she had a voice. Cordy had left Temptation when she was eighteen years old and had been sharing her glorious singing voice with the world ever since. But her speaking voice, the way she said his name, or had complained about how many crunches he was instructing her to do, would be forever emblazoned on his mind.

      Fourteen years ago, one day after she graduated, Cordy left Temptation. She was a year ahead of Rick in school and had lived in the apartment next to the dry cleaners that Rick’s father owned. Rick hadn’t seen much of her during their elementary and middle school years because he’d been busy with football and baseball, while she’d stayed in the church with her mother, Ms. Mari. When Cordy turned fifteen Ms. Mari had come into the dry cleaners and asked Rick’s father to give Cordy a job. Pryor Stewart, known to everyone in town as Papa Pryor, had gladly hired Cordy to help out after school. It was three years later, on a cool, rainy October afternoon that Cordy had come into the dry cleaners with a strange request. That, Rick recalled, was the day he’d fallen in love with her.

      “Can you help me lose weight?”

      Those were Cordy’s exact words that day. Earlier that afternoon Rick had overheard Saul Hampton commenting that Cordy had only been elected as the senior class student body president because she was round enough to cover all of the seniors’ bodies. Rick had slammed Saul into the locker so hard after he’d muttered those words that the idiot had lost his breath and looked as if he were going to puke the second Rick let him go.

      “Why? Because some idiot said something stupid about you?” Rick’s question had been immediate. His anger bubbling fresh.

      She’d looked shocked, as if she hadn’t known what was being said about her. Rick had felt like the idiot then.

      “No. I don’t care about anybody around here. I’m trying to get onto FTRT. I hear the television cameras add an extra ten pounds to you and I know I don’t need that. So can you help me or what?”

      That’s how Cordy always talked. Straight forward, succinct and without a care in the world as to how or if anyone had any adverse feelings about what she was saying. FTRT was Finding The Right Talent, a reality contest show where singers performed in different rounds until finally making it to the finale where only one would be crowned “The Right Talent” for that year. That title came with a record deal, so it made perfect sense to Rick that Cordy would want to go on that show. Cordy sang with the church choir and she was part of the glee club at school. There was nothing she loved more than singing.

      “Oh.” Rick had replied.

      From that day until the week before her graduation Rick trained Cordy in the basement beneath the cleaners. She’d lost fifteen pounds and looked more amazing than Rick had originally thought she was. The night of her graduation she’d been bubbling with excitement as she showed him the printed email message stating that she’d been accepted onto FTRT. She’d left the next day.

      And Rick’s life hadn’t been the same since then.

      “So that’s the famous CeCe Lennox.”

      Rick did not immediately respond to Meg’s comment because he’d been too wrapped up in his thoughts while watching Cordy walk slowly up the stairs. When she and her assistant, Elsa, were out of sight, Rick was still staring at the stairs.

      “She didn’t talk much. But I guess they don’t have much time for people like us,” Meg continued.

      “What?” Rick finally pulled his gaze away from the vacant stairs and walked over to the front desk where Meg was sitting. “Cordy’s from Temptation. She’s just like us.”

      Meg shook her head. “You’re dreaming. Maybe she was born here, but she’s definitely no longer like us. Did you see that diamond bracelet on her wrist? And that bag? It’s Givenchy.”

      Rick shrugged. “So.”

      Her eyes grew bigger. “So? That’s easily a thirty-five hundred dollar bag she’s carrying like it was nothing more than a bowling bag.”

      “Well, she is an award winning recording artist. I’d expect that to pay a little more than the average job here in Temptation.”

      “It probably pays more than all the jobs here in Temptation,” Meg quipped.

      Rick chuckled. He reached over the hutch portion of the desk and grabbed the mail from the tray where Meg always set it after she’d removed the advertisements and other junk mail.

      He was flipping through each envelope, noting who they were from and surmising what was inside. “I’m going to drop these off in my office and then I’m heading out to the store. I’ll be back before lunch. I don’t know what Jasper’s making today but if it’s anything like his other meals, we’ll all be stuffed and ready for a nap by two o’clock.”

      Meg nodded. Her red hair was styled in big fluffy curls that framed her face today. She had an adventurous streak, that’s what Rick had concluded when she’d come in one day last week with her new hair color. It was no secret around town that Ms. Pearl felt her niece’s adventurous spirit would result in her getting into a world of trouble if Meg didn’t get herself together. At twenty-four years old, Meg thought she already had it together. Rick remembered when he’d been that age and decided not to tell Meg that everything she thought she knew right now, was totally wrong.

      “Make sure they’re not disturbed,” he told her with a nod toward the stairs.

      “Why? Is she in hiding?”

      Meg’s tone was different and Rick wasn’t sure he knew exactly where it was coming from, so he decided to simply ignore it.

      “I’ll be back shortly,” he reiterated and walked out of the house without looking back at her.

      Rick couldn’t focus on Meg or why she seemed so irritated by a very good paying customer. His mind was totally full of Cordy, but that was nothing new. He’d always thought about Cordy non-stop. A fact Rick was sure Cordy had never known.
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      “You’ve been gone too long. The laugher and the music. The feeling that was always proud and strong.”

      Everyone was standing still as Cordy sat at the piano, her fingers only pretending to move over the keys, the words to her song playing in the background. She moved her lips as if she were actually singing the lyrics, her head and body swaying like the emotion she was singing about finding was actually coursing through her body at this very moment.

      It was definitely coursing through Rick’s. Each time he heard the song sang in her perfect voice, goosebumps pricked his skin.

      “CeCe Lennox, superstar R&B singer with the powerful voice that mixes soulful R&B with pop and jazz influences.”

      That’s what the very first article written in a music magazine said about her two weeks after the release of her debut single. And with each year and each subsequent record she released, she’d only gotten better.

      Rick was in awe as he stood watching her behind the cameraman and several other techs working on the video. They’d begun shooting a half hour after lunch was over, so Jasper’s very wholesome meal of grilled cheese sandwiches and homemade tomato soup wasn’t able to put anyone to sleep. They were taping in the formal living room of the Inn where the piano Rick had purchased from an estate sale in Arlington, sat a few feet away from the stone hearth fireplace with red and white stockings hanging from its mantel. Just behind the piano was one of five Christmas trees in the house—this one was decorated with antique ornaments, colorful lights and popcorn garland. The scene was the perfect blend of home for the holidays with candles lit around the piano and Cordy dressed in a red velvet gown. A gown that plunged deep in the front so that Rick’s gaze dropped easily from the glittering diamond choker at her neck, down to the smooth skin of her chest.

      “Listen to that gal sing. Lordamercy Mari would be clapping so hard right at this moment. She was always so proud of her baby girl.”

      Rick looked over his shoulder to see Otis standing there with his eyes affixed on Cordy as well. Otis did a little of everything around town, but he mostly helped Nana Lou over at the only other B&B in Temptation. As Rick was aiming to draw holiday travelers specifically into his establishment he and Nana Lou had no cause to become competitors. Besides, Nana Lou cooked a damn good baked pineapple ham every year for the Christmas play and she made sure not to serve one slice to anyone in town she didn’t like. Rick wasn’t ready to part ways with that ham so he’d had a nice chat with Nana Lou before opening his place. That’s how business worked in Temptation.

      “What are you doing here, Otis?” Rick had assured Elsa a private space for their video shoot. And while he was looking forward to the publicity the Inn would receive once the video aired, having the townspeople walking in off the street wasn’t what he’d imagined happening.

      “I was down at the bakery and heard Cordy was back in town. Figured she’d come here, with you owning the place and everything. So here I am,” Otis told him.

      He wore a navy blue jacket that had seen more than a little wear and tear. His salt and pepper hair was combed back neatly—a change that had just happened in the last few months. Before then—or rather before Eleanor Cannon—Otis hadn’t cared much about his physical appearance.

      “Who was talking about her being back?” Rick asked seconds before realizing his mistake.

      “Well, Betsy was in there to pick up her annual fruitcake. And Millie came in with her faithful sidekick Connie. Don’t know why Connie wasn’t minding her own business down at the coffee shop, but anyway, they came in talking about how Meg was complaining about there not being any high-end shops here in Temptation. Something about a purse or what have you, anyway, that’s how they found out Cordy was back. And Millie’s fit to be tied over you not telling her too. So you be on the lookout she’s aiming to come ‘atcha soon.”

      Rick hadn’t followed much of what Otis just said, mainly because he hadn’t needed to follow the words. It all lead to the same thing. Nobody could keep a secret in Temptation. Not ever.

      “I’ll go see her tomorrow and explain.” Even though Rick didn’t know why he needed to explain booking a private event at his establishment. Still, his father had told him a long time ago that it was best to keep the peace with the locals around Temptation. And Millie Randall, the Director of the Chamber of Commerce was as local as they could get.

      The director yelled cut and the music stopped playing.

      “Hey Cordy!” Otis called out to her and waved his hand in her direction.

      “Otis, maybe you should—”

      Rick’s words were cut short when Otis moved past him and pushed his way around a few other members of the camera crew to get over to where Cordy was still sitting. Rick followed behind him.

      “It’s good to see you, Cordy. You probably don’t remember me, but I remember when you came right here to me,” Otis said while pointing to a spot just above his knee. “You had flying pigtails and chubby cheeks.”

      Cordy gave him a tight smile and a nod, but she couldn’t move. One lady was brushing something over her face while another one touched her hair. Cordy frowned at that one. “Is Sharece here yet?”

      “No,” Elsa answered. She’d come to stand closer to where Cordy sat, but was shooting a sharp look at Otis and then Rick. “She missed her flight.”

      “Well, I don’t like what this one is doing. We have to find someone else or I’m going to look like Little Orphan Annie,” Cordy complained.

      “I’ll see what we can do, but until Sharece can get another flight out, we might have to make due,” Elsa told her.

      “What? You talking about your hair?” Otis asked.

      Rick put a hand on his shoulder. “Come on, Otis, let’s go out to the kitchen to get a snack.”

      Otis looked at Rick like he was speaking a foreign language.

      “I ain’t hungry. But if you’re talking about your hair,” Otis continued, returning his attention to Cordy. “There’s a big shot hairdresser in town for the holidays. Her name’s Gemma Taylor. She’s staying at her brother Gray’s house. Right down the block. She can probably be up here in a few minutes.”

      “Otis, let’s go,” Rick said, this time with more force.

      He tugged on Otis’s arm and was about to pull him along if need be, when Cordy stopped them.

      “How do you know she’s a big time hairdresser?” she asked.

      Otis turned to her. “Because she’s got her own shop in D.C. And she did Ms. Ida’s hair up real nice for the Christmas banquet at church on Sunday.”

      Cordy looked to Rick as if she thought he could corroborate. He had been in church on Sunday but he hadn’t noticed Ms. Ida’s hair any more than he did on any other day. Ms. Ida had talked to him and his father for a few minutes about an old coat she’d found in her basement and having it dry cleaned, but Rick had only noticed how spry the woman continued to look no matter how many years passed.

      “The Taylors,” he said when Cordy continued to stare at him expectantly. “They lived in the blue house down the road but then moved away when we were all pretty young.”

      Cordy didn’t look as if she remembered, but continued anyway, “If she’s a professional I’d like to see if she can help. This is not working.” She finally stood at that point, much to Tracy, the make-up lady’s dismay.

      Rick didn’t think her hair looked bad. It was much curlier than it had been when he’d seen her during lunch, but she still looked good to him.

      “Do you have a number for this woman?” Elsa asked Otis who had pulled his arm away from Rick’s grasp.

      “Don’t need a number when we can just walk on down there,” Otis said.

      “We’re not just walking down there,” Rick objected. “I’ve got Gray’s number. I’ll call him and inquire about his sister.”

      Cordy looked marginally relieved. “Thanks, Rick.”

      “Can you make that happen in the next ten minutes? We need to get in a couple more shots before we shut down for the night.” Elsa had her tablet in one hand and was moving her finger over its screen frantically. “We have to stay on schedule.”

      “I’ll take care of it. Otis you come with me,” Rick told him.

      “I’ll come too,” Cordy said.

      Elsa’s head snapped up from her tablet. “CeCe, we need you here for the moment they’re ready to shoot again.”

      “I’m not doing anything else with my hair like this.” Cordy gave Elsa a look that had Elsa’s mouth opening and shutting in record time.

      Rick nudged Otis in front of him. “Let’s go.”

      Fifteen minutes later, Gray, Morgan, Wendy and Gemma walked through the front door of Holidays Inn.

      “I cannot believe there’s a real live video shoot taking place in Temptation, and we’re gonna be in it.” Wendy took off her leather coat seconds after entering the house and passed it to her brother-in-law.

      “I know! It’s exciting!” Morgan quipped, giving her husband her coat.

      Grayson Taylor, who was now holding two coats, gave a stern look to the three women who had come into the house with him. “Now listen, Rick said they needed a hair stylist. Gemma that’s you, so you get to go in there and do your thing. But you two, you’ll stand out here or wherever Rick tells us too. He agreed to all of us coming down here if we stayed out of the way.”

      “Oh I’ll stay out of the way, just so long as I can see everything that’s going on,” Wendy added. “Rick knows me well enough to know I can be very cooperative when I need to be.”

      Rick’s cheeks warmed instantly when Wendy winked at him. Cordy hadn’t left his side since they’d moved out of the living room and went into the kitchen to make the call to Gray. She’d actually sat in the kitchen drinking a cup of hot chocolate while Otis talked incessantly about memories of her growing up in town. A few minutes before they’d come in, Gray had called Rick back to let him know they were out front. Rick, Otis and Cordy met them at the door.

      “If this can be fixed, all of you can come onto the set.” Cordy spoke up as she stepped forward and extended her hand to Gray. “I’m Cordy. Mr. Otis has been telling me about you and your family but I’m afraid I don’t really remember much from that long ago.”

      Gray accepted Cordy’s hand. “No problem. There’s not much to remember. I’m Gray and this is my wife Morgan. This is Morgan’s sister Wendy and my sister Gemma. She’s the hair stylist.”

      Gemma Taylor wore a red leather jacket, black jumpsuit and silver bracelets on both wrists. Her long black hair was pulled back into a loose ponytail that hung down her back and her face was impeccably made-up.

      “Hi Cordy,” Gemma replied and stepped close to Cordy looking at her hair. “Yes, honey, we need to do something with that. Come on, let’s get to work.”

      And just like that the two disappeared into the dining room which had been temporarily transformed into a dressing room. Otis escorted the excited Wendy and Morgan back to the living room, explaining what he’d seen of the earlier shoot as if he were now the resident expert on video production.

      “I’d ask how it’s going, but from the look on your face, I think I’ve got a pretty good idea.” Gray chuckled as he looked over at Rick.

      “Man, you have no idea.” Rick shook his head. “News travels faster than the speed of light in Temptation.”

      “You don’t have to tell me, I’ve been on the receiving end of Temptation’s gossip mill a time or two.”

      “Yeah, I know and I remember feeling bad for you and your family because of it. But now, I guess it’s my turn. Otis said they were talking about Cordy being back down at the bakery. Before the night’s over everyone will know a video is being shot here.”

      “Which I’m guessing is going to be great for your business in the months to come, not to mention next Christmas,” Gray said.

      “That’s what I was hoping for, the business part, I mean. The people of the town pouring over here, not so much.”

      “What’s that old saying? Be careful what you wish for.” Gray smiled again and clapped a hand on Rick’s back.

      “Yeah,” Rick nodded and fell into step beside Gray. “You’re right about that.”

      He had only wished to see Cordy again, not to have Cordy and a house full of people. But half an hour later when Rick was once again watching Cordy portray a woman coming home to find the heart of Christmas as the lyrics of her song played in the background, he couldn’t help but feel thankful that his wish had come true, even if only partially.
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      “Here’s something to keep you warm.”

      Cordy startled at the voice and looked up to see the older man named Jasper who had served the food during lunch and dinner. He was of average height with a rich velvety dark brown complexion, a grizzly gray beard and mustache. His voice was gravely but everything he said sounded knowledgeable, as if he were giving a lesson each time he opened his mouth.

      “Thank you,” she said and accepted the mug that looked more like a soup bowl from him.

      The delectable scent of chocolate wafted up to her nose via the billowing waves of steam. Cordy used both hands to hold the cup in front of her and smiled down at the mountain of marshmallows on top.

      “Did Rick tell you about all of my favorites?”

      Jasper walked to the railing and was looking out toward the front yard. There were more bushes in this area and more white lights. But these bushes also had red velvet bows on top as if each one was a gift.

      “The comforts of home,” he said when he turned to face her. “Everybody has things that remind them of home. Sometimes people try to forget those things. But they always come back.”

      Okay, that wasn’t a yes or a no. But it meant something, Cordy was certain. Unfortunately, she was too tired to try and figure out what. It was close to midnight and while her body felt exhausted from the travel, interviews and then shooting parts of the video, she hadn’t been ready to climb into bed just yet.

      “How long has he had this place?” she asked because she’d been wondering about a few things since she’d arrived.

      “This house has a good spirit. It has roots here in Temptation, just like the people. I reckon it’s gonna do well as an establishment. Opening its doors to people who wander into this town looking for something was a good idea. Rick’s got a good head on his shoulders.”

      “There’s nothing to find in Temptation.” Cordy had given up on trying to understand what this man was talking about. But she could state the obvious. “Just people and houses.”

      “I’d say that amounts to something.”

      “Oh, I didn’t mean any harm. It’s a nice place to live if slow, steady and reliable are what you’re looking for.”

      “Slow, steady and reliable sounds good to you doesn’t it?”

      Cordy had just lifted the mug to her lips and chanced a sip of the delicious smelling hot chocolate when the liquid singed her tongue and she jerked back.

      Jasper had stepped closer to her now. “Take your time,” he said and placed a hand gently on her shoulder. “No need to rush.”

      Cordy was watching him walk away as Rick stepped out onto the porch.

      “I see you’re being treated to Jasper’s fantastic hot chocolate again.”

      “Jasper,” she said his name and wondered if she’d met him somewhere before. Not that he seemed familiar. But he hadn’t seemed like a stranger either.

      Rick nodded. “Yeah. He walked through the doors about a week ago. Had a reservation for one night.”

      “And you hired him as your cook?”

      “It’s a long story, but it worked out.” Rick chuckled as he spoke.

      He still did that. Cordy remembered she used to wonder what was so great about his life that always had a smile on Rick’s face. Of course that, in turn, had her thinking what was so terrible about hers that she couldn’t seem to smile enough.

      “Did you tell him I was coming and to fix the things I liked to eat?” Why that had been bugging her so much since lunch, Cordy had no idea.

      “Grilled cheese and tomato soup, homemade hamburgers in gravy and onions with mashed potatoes? Those seem like pretty good meals to me.” He’d replied with a shrug that only made him appear guiltier.

      “It wasn’t necessary. But I’ll thank you for that and for calling Gemma to help me. She was a lifesaver.” As if to memorialize her words, Cordy reached a hand up to touch the soft waves Gemma had created with her hair. They were a wonderful change from those hideously tight curls.

      “Sure it was necessary. Cordy’s home. We had to make a statement about that. And she’s filming her video for the holiday song that debuted at number one on the Billboard charts, Heart of Christmas, right here at the Holidays Inn.”

      Cordy let her head fall back against the rocking chair and groaned. “I should have known that wouldn’t remain a secret, even with using the fake name.”

      “Yeah, about Otis, I didn’t mean for that to happen. When I talked to your manager personally about shooting this video here at the last minute, I was so excited about the opportunity and the possibility for exposure for the Inn that I didn’t think about the town. I forgot how fast news spread here.”

      “I’d forgotten a lot of things about being here.” A lot of things and a lot of feelings. Cordy was glad to have the mug in her hands as it was chilly out tonight.

      “Did you forget about me?” Rick asked.

      Their gazes met and held.

      Richard James Stewart. His mother had loved the actor Jimmy Stewart and her favorite holiday movie was It’s A Wonderful Life. So she’d named her only son Richard James Stewart, but Papa Pryor had been adamant about them not calling his son Jimmy. Rick had a root beer brown complexion and a muscular build. He worked out a lot, had done so when they were younger and obviously hadn’t slacked in that area. He was taller than Cordy. Six feet exactly, if she recalled correctly. Tonight he wore an olive green sweater, dark blue jeans and Timberland boots. His coat was black with a hood, but he hadn’t bothered to zip it. He stood with his backside resting against the railing. A quaint small town street and Christmas lights as his backdrop.

      It occurred to Cordy in those seconds that Rick could have been a model. He could have been the guy on the front of a romance novel, or even a CD cover. The man she poured her heart out to in a song. That last thought made her uncomfortable. She took another testing sip of the hot chocolate. The cold air was helping to cool it down so that she didn’t almost burn her tongue off again this time.

      “I never forgot about you, Cordy,” he continued when she didn’t answer his question. “I watched you on that television show and voted for you in every round. My dad and I would go over to your mom’s apartment and sit with her while we all watched. Ms. Mari was so proud of you.”

      Yes. Her mother had told her often how proud she was. And still, Cordy hadn’t come back home.

      “It was surreal,” she admitted, recalling her time on the show and the night she won. “I couldn’t believe I’d actually won.”

      “You told me you were going to win. You told all of us when you left Temptation that you were going to win, get a record deal and become a huge singing star. You did just that.”

      And here she was, back in Temptation again, feeling as incomplete as she had when she’d lived here.

      She drank from the mug again. “I’m living the dream.”

      He smiled. “And you’ve brought a piece of the dream to Temptation. The Christmas play is at the community center tomorrow night. Morgan hopes I can convince you to come down with me. The kids would love to see a real life superstar. And once Elsa tattled to Myron about people from the town showing up at the video shoot, Myron asked me put out a call for extras to be included in the video so I’m sure half the town will be on the front lawn beginning at six tomorrow morning. I don’t think that ended the way Elsa wanted.”

      Cordy didn’t reply. What she wanted to say about Elsa and Myron at the moment wasn’t going to be nice or professional. But she couldn’t help but think them. The fact that Myron had immediately linked her hometown to a great idea for the video had bothered her from the moment he mentioned it. But nobody said no to Myron. He was in charge and he’d delivered on every promise he’d ever made to Cordy. She was everything he’d sworn to make her into when they’d met the week after she won the contest.

      “What?”

      Cordy looked up at Rick’s question.

      “What?” she echoed.

      “Why are you looking as if I said something wrong?”

      She shrugged and leaned back so that the chair began rocking. “Guess I just don’t need you rattling off an itinerary to me. Elsa will do that the moment I step out of bed tomorrow.”

      He nodded. “Okay. Then what do you need me to do, Cordy?”

      When she didn’t immediately respond Rick pushed away from the railing and walked until he stood directly in front of where she had begun rocking in that chair.

      She took another sip from the mug and Rick leaned over. He placed his hands on the arms of the chair and stopped it from moving. He leaned in further until his lips were just a whisper away from hers.

      “Tell me what you want me to do, Cordy?”

      She hesitated as memories assaulted her. Cordy had spent so many years pushing those memories to the back of her mind, telling herself they were the past and that there was no room in her life for the fanciful thoughts anymore. Now they were back, front and center—figuratively and literally. She didn’t know what to do or say.

      I want you to wait for me.

      Her mind screamed the words she hadn’t had the nerve to say the last day she’d seen Rick.
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      “Thank you for letting us shoot the video here.”

      She’d stood up after those few very tense moments of staring at each other. It wasn’t the action Rick had hoped she’d take, but he wasn’t surprised by it either. This was not the same Cordy who had been the object of Rick’s every waking thought in his junior and senior year of high school. Of course, she’d been gone by his senior year, but that hadn’t stopped Rick from thinking about her. No amount of time or space between them had been able to stop that.

      “I’m happy to do anything that will help you, Cordy. You should already know that.”

      She was near the railing now, one arm folded over her chest, the other bent as she still held the mug a short distance from her mouth. The reflection from the twinkle lights danced over her skin, giving it a golden glow. She’d changed out of the velvet dress and now wore black sweatpants, boots and a long red shirt beneath a beige coat.

      “I knew that a long time ago.” She tilted her head so that a tuft of hair which had been dangling close to her eyes, tumbled back away from her face. “Everything has changed now.”

      Rick knew what she was saying, even though she wasn’t exactly saying it.

      “I disagree.”

      She chuckled. “That’s not new.”

      “Your crew is booked until the twenty-fifth, but your room is reserved until January third.”

      “It’s just a vacation. Nothing more.”

      Her response had been too quick and too curt. She stared at him over the rim of the mug as she lifted it to her mouth.

      Rick watched her lips touch the mug and thought of how soft her mouth looked, how warm it must be after each sip she’d taken of the hot liquid. He also thought of picking her up and carrying her to his room. There he would keep her until she came to her senses. The fact that the latter was creepy and illegal had him clearing his throat before speaking again.

      “I’m not over you.” It was as simple as that. “I know you thought it would pass. But it hasn’t.”

      She lowered the mug slowly. “I didn’t come back for this.”

      “No. You would have never come back for this.” He shrugged. “It doesn’t stop it from existing.”

      She lowered the mug from her face, her lips lifting at the corners as she gave him the “you don’t know everything” look she had perfected.

      “But here’s the deal, Cordy,” Rick began and took a step toward her. That was partially because he was having a hard time staying away from her and because he liked throwing her off balance. The more unprepared she was, the more likely she was to not think of the list of reasons she’d been reciting for way too long for why they shouldn’t act on their mutual attraction…again.

      “I opened this place as a way to spotlight the town and all the holidays we love celebrating. So having a multi-platinum R&B star shoot her latest video for her hit song here is better advertisement than I could have ever imagined. Thank you for that.”

      She opened her mouth to speak, but Rick stepped closer to her and touched his finger to her lips effectively halting her words.

      “But getting the chance to see you again, to touch you one more time…that’s what I want, Cordy. More than my next breath, I want you.”

      Rick felt like a horny seventeen year old again. Hadn’t he stood in front of Cordy on a quiet night fourteen years ago and confessed the same thing to her? He wondered if she was going to react in the same way this time.

      She took a step back and the hand that had been touching her fell to Rick’s side.

      “I’d appreciate it if you would wait to benefit from my being here, until I’ve left. I intended to come back to Temptation for a vacation long before this video idea came into play. So while I have to work for the first couple days of this trip, being hassled by extra press and paparazzi is not my idea of a vacation. If you cannot offer that assurance, I can find someplace else to stay.”

      She circled around him and walked toward the door. Rick did not turn to her. He did not say another word. If she didn’t want him, he would have to accept that fact. Hadn’t he told himself that for all the years she’d been gone? Rick could accept no for an answer, but she hadn’t said no.

      “And the rest?” Rick asked because he hadn’t heard the door open. “Are you going to continue to ignore what happened between us all those years ago?”

      “I’m not ignoring it,” she replied quietly. “I’m trying to forget.”

      “Why? Because it’s not what you want?”

      “No,” she said and then paused. “Because I want it too much.”

      The second Rick turned to look at her Cordy slipped into the house, closing the door soundly behind her.
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      Sex as a going away present.

      In her mind Cordy wondered if that was cheap. She thought about whether or not her mother would chastise her for giving up the goodies without a house and a ring. Of course she would, Mari made no qualms about teaching Cordy the dos and don’ts of being with a man. Or in this case, a seventeen year old she’d known forever.

      But Rick was kissing her now. Only seconds after he’d asked if he could and Cordy had immediately nodded her head in agreement, his arms had slipped around her waist and he’d pulled her close to him. They’d been close before while working at the cleaners or mostly when he’d been helping her work out in the basement, but he’d never put his mouth on hers.

      They were in the basement again. That’s where she’d asked him to meet her so she could tell him her good news. And that’s where she’d felt the first stirrings of sexual desire. Sure, she’d thought about sex. She’d watched movies where people had sex and she’d read dozens of books about couples having sex. But Cordy had never done it and she’d never really thought about the moment that she would do it. Until that moment was upon her.

      “Cordy,” Rick whispered her name as he pulled his mouth slowly away from hers.

      She’d wanted him to come back. She’d wanted to feel his tongue moving alongside hers again and those stirrings in the pit of her stomach that were moving steadily south. She’d wanted it all and so much more.

      “Yes?” she managed when she realized he was waiting for her to respond.

      “I want you, but we can stop. We can definitely stop. All you have to do is tell me and it’s done.”

      His words came fast and jumbled and all Cordy could think of was when he would shut up and kiss her again. “No,” she told him. “Don’t stop.”

      And he hadn’t, not until they were done and everything that Cordy had ever read, seen or thought she knew about sex had vanished from her mind. From the moment Rick had taken off her shirt, to the second he’d slipped inside of her and she’d cried out in both pain and a bit of pleasure, nothing in any book or movie could ever compare to the real thing.

      Nothing and no one. That thought had her waking with a start. Now, she lay on her side with her eyes still closed and an ache that had turned into a full-blown throbbing in her center. Realizing that she’d been dreaming, Cordy moaned and turned over on the bed. She reached behind her head, grabbed a pillow and stuffed it between her legs. Squeezing down on the pillow and keeping her eyes closed did nothing to squelch the desire building inside. She opened her eyes and stared into the dark room.

      Why had she come here of all places? She should have known better. She should have known that Rick would be here and that she would feel the exact same way she’d felt that morning when her mother had driven her out of Temptation to the airport. She still wanted him. The same way he’d admitted to still wanting her. It was ridiculous after all this time, but it was the truth. The problem was Cordy had no idea what she was going to do about it.

      That was wrong, she knew exactly what she was going to do—nothing. Rick’s life was here in Temptation. Hers was wherever she needed to be for a show, a video shoot, or a recording and hopefully in the new year, a movie. She did not have a home, nor did she want one. She had a vibrant and successful life and that was all that mattered. That was all that she’d ever cared about.

      Right now, Cordy cared about getting something cool to drink to hopefully cool down the heat that had been soaring through her body. She sat up, yanking the pillow from between her legs and tossing it across the room. Climbing out of the bed she found her slippers and her robe and headed for the door. It was a little after two in the morning so she wasn’t surprised at the silence of the house when she opened the door and stepped out into the hallway.

      Her steps were silent along the rug covered floors and she was pleasantly surprised when she got to the bottom of the stairs and saw that the white twinkle lights that were twined into the garland and stretched all throughout the house were still lit. It created a cozy feel as she walked through the foyer and past the front desk. She’d only been here a day but Cordy remembered the floorplan of this house as if she’d lived here the past few years. Probably because she’d walked through the downstairs area a lot during the afternoon video shoot. They’d taped parts in the formal living room, but then she’d mentioned how much she loved the view from the front window as well, so they’d come back into the sitting room where she’d been standing when she first saw Rick again.

      The lights were on in the kitchen and on a groan Cordy walked inside wondering exactly what type of drink it was going to take to get that man out of her head.

      “If you’re looking for more hot chocolate, Jasper left a carafe full next to the stove.”

      Cordy almost jumped out of her skin. Yes, for the first time in her life she knew what that fantastical saying meant as she literally jumped so that her feet left the floor. Both hands flew to her chest where she could feel the quick thudding of her heart and her eyes were now open so wide she felt they might actually be straining her eye sockets.

      “What the hell is wrong with you?” she demanded in a hushed but definitely irritated tone as she looked across the room to see Rick sitting at the kitchen table.

      In this room, the contemporary and modern touches of décor had not taken away from the old Victorian charm. The walls were painted a churned butter yellow color while glistening mahogany wood cabinets stretched almost to the ceiling. The wood continued to the hutch with its glass front doors and the large country-style table and eight chairs where Rick was currently sitting.

      “Apparently insomnia is the theme of the evening,” he continued with only an arch of his brows.

      He wore gray sweatpants, black t-shirt and gray socks on his feet. In front of him on the table was a mug similar to the one she’d had earlier.

      Dropping her hands from her chest Cordy rolled her eyes and moved toward the stove where a few inches away sitting on a gleaming black countertop, was the shining silver carafe he’d referred to.

      “Mugs are in the cupboard over there, on the second shelf.”

      Cordy paused for a moment at his words. She’d expected to open the cabinets on the wall above the counter. It had been so long since she’d heard anyone refer to a cupboard it took her a second of looking around the pristinely restored kitchen to find what piece of furniture he was referring to. When she did, she opened it with an inner smile as she glimpsed the heavy stoneware dishes that had been stored inside. The sight reminded her of her mother and how she’d taught Cordy to handle their dishes with care after she’d washed them because they’d belonged to Mari’s great-grandmother.

      “Need help?”

      Cordy startled again, but this time because she’d been leaning over staring into the cupboard she’d had something to hold onto.

      She looked up to see that Rick had left his spot at the table and now stood towering over her, with an amused look on his face.

      “No,” she snapped.

      Taking a cup off the shelf, Cordy held it in one hand, closed the cupboard door and stood. She took a step toward the counter but Rick was in her way.

      “You look stressed. Maybe you should try a little pick-me-up with your chocolate.”

      Cordy narrowed her eyes at her. “As far as lines used to get a woman into your bed go, that was horrible.”

      She stepped around him and headed to the counter. Her hand was already on the carafe when he spoke again.

      “Didn’t know I was trying to get you into my bed. But if I were, what would you suggest I say to make that happen?”

      She poured the steaming liquid into her cup, surprised at how hot the carafe appeared to have kept it.

      “Never mind,” she answered him with a shake of her head. “Forget I said that. I’ll just take this up to my room.”

      But when she lifted the mug into her hand and turned to leave, Rick was right there again.

      “What are you doing? Trying to make me fall on my face in the middle of your kitchen?”

      “Not at all. I just like being near you.”

      “You haven’t been near me in years and yet you seemed to have done just fine all this time.” Her words sounded bitter and she wasn’t quite sure why. It was no secret between them that it was her decision to leave and to never come back. Even when Rick had asked.

      “Appearances are everything. My dad always told me that.”

      Cordy sighed. Papa Pryor was always a bundle of wisdom. There wasn’t an afternoon that Cordy had walked into the cleaners after school that he didn’t have some story or anecdote to match whatever situation she’d found herself in at school. She’d never longed for a father until she’d started working for Papa Pryor.

      “I know a lot about appearances,” Cordy admitted. The last fourteen years of her life had been focused on keeping up the appearance that she was a successful superstar living her very best life. When in reality, most times she felt as if she were living someone else’s life.

      “Is part of your appearance to always be so skittish?”

      His question came with another step that immediately closed the small distance between them. She’d been holding the mug in front of her and she quickly set it on the counter. This lovely kitchen had suddenly become too small.

      “The Cordy I knew was never nervous. She knew what she wanted and she always aimed to get it. Nobody could stop her, not even me.”

      “I’m not that girl anymore,” Cordy told him. She had to force herself to remain still because she really wanted to forget the hot chocolate and run upstairs to her room.

      She was safe in her bedroom. When thoughts of wanting to feel Rick’s hands on her again surfaced, she could easily remind herself that she was here for another purpose and that there was nothing between her and Rick. Wait, that wasn’t true. Hadn’t she just run from her room because thoughts of Rick had seeped into her dreams?

      “I can see that,” Rick responded to her. He lifted a hand to touch her hair. She’d smoothed it back into a ponytail before getting into bed, but he pulled at the band holding it together and ran his fingers through the now loose tresses. “You’ve grown into a beautiful woman.”

      “That’s how growing up works,” she quipped. But her mood wasn’t nearly as light as she pretended. In fact, that incessant throbbing that had awakened her from the steamy dream had now resurfaced with a vengeance and she wished she had her pillow down here for assistance.

      “A beautiful and desirable woman that I’ve been dying to kiss since I saw you standing in my sitting room.”

      No!

      Her mind screamed the answer.

      At the same time her body felt as if it might spontaneously combust at any moment.

      “You’re not the same boy I knew before.”

      Her words were an understatement. While Rick’s body had been muscled when he was seventeen, at thirty-one he’d bulked up more, so that his arms were like cannons and his chest like a steel wall. He towered over her five foot five stature and slimmer frame. His eyes seemed darker as they filled with passion, his mouth was full and alluring surrounded by his very low cut beard and mustache.

      “No. I’m not,” he told her and let the hand that had been in her hair slide down to cup her cheek. “Would you like a taste of the man, Cordy?”

      Yes!

      Her mind screamed this answer, for once in tune with her body as her head nodded her response. A wave of déjà vu swept over her the second Rick’s lips brushed over hers, and in minutes her mind was right back in the basement of the cleaners being kissed for real, for the first time. Rick’s lips were fuller now, his tongue much more masterful as it moved over hers. While his one hand continued to cup her face, tilting her head so that he could take the kiss deeper, his other hand had slipped around her waist, pulling her even closer to him.

      While that motion could have been construed as forceful, Cordy moaned because it made her feel desired and safe. This was Rick, the person she’d known all her life, the one that knew things about her no other person on this earth knew. He’d been her closest friend and biggest confidant. And one night, a long time ago, he’d become her first lover. Tonight, despite her resolve where he was concerned these last fourteen years, Cordy was going to give herself to him again.

      It was that simple, and probably that complicated.

      But she wasn’t going to think of that right now. All she wanted to think about now, was getting her hands on him. In a rush she lifted her arms so that her hands now rested on Rick’s shoulders. His hard, muscled shoulders. She squeezed her fingers and tilted her head, opening her mouth wider to his assault. This kiss that had begun as soft and orchestrated was now full on hunger as Rick’s hand was once again in her hair. His blunt-tipped fingers scraped over her scalp while the other hand slid down to cup her bottom. Cordy ran her hands over his back and then up to slide along the smooth back of his head. He wore his hair close-cut, thick waves along the top and she loved the feel of it beneath her palms.

      When he suddenly pulled back, he was out of breath, his forehead resting against hers.

      “I know we should wait. We should do this right and proper. This is my place of business.”

      He was talking. Cordy couldn’t see him because her eyes were still closed from the kiss, but she could hear his words. She just wasn’t certain she was deciphering them clearly because as he talked, Rick was also pulling her robe open.

      “Dammit!”

      Her eyes popped open at the one word she’d heard loud and clear.

      “Why are you wearing this sexy little nightie? Why couldn’t you have on puke-colored long johns that covered every part of your body?”

      She almost laughed at that visual, but Rick was clasping his hands at her waist and lifting her off the floor, to sit on the counter.

      He pushed the robe off her shoulders and stared down at her body. Cordy followed his gaze along the purple nightie that brushed over the top of her thighs when she was standing, but was now resting just at her waist. The color of the nightie was a dark and vibrant contrast to her light complexion, the black silk of her panties peeking from between her legs.

      “You’ve got about two seconds to stop me if this isn’t what you want. After that…” Rick’s words trailed off and Cordy could have sworn she heard him asking the same question he’d asked all those years ago and earlier tonight, “Tell me what you want me to do, Cordy.”

      “Don’t stop,” she told him and felt the same nervous excitement she had that night in the basement. “Please don’t stop.”

      And he didn’t. In fact, he moved faster, because before Cordy could think of anything else to say, Rick had her panties off and that nightie laying on the floor beside them. Now she was naked, sitting with her robe beneath her on top of Rick’s kitchen counter. Not wanting to feel alone, she reached for his shirt, pulling it—with his help—up and over his head. He pushed his pants down to his ankles and then his boxers followed.

      He cupped her breasts and Cordy arched into his touch. He leaned in to touch his tongue to each nipple and Cordy arched her back to give him greater access. She reached between them until she found his length jutting forward and wrapped her fingers around him. He groaned and sucked her breasts deeper into his mouth, while one hand moved down her torso. He pushed her thighs further apart. The second his fingers touched her warm and tender flesh Cordy sucked in a breath. She wiggled her toes and tightened her fingers around his length as he pressed a finger deep inside her. She couldn’t believe she was doing this and at the same time she couldn’t wait for this to turn into more.

      “Wait!” A thought had occurred to her and she was going to scream if it meant this wasn’t going to happen. But she could not go any further without saying something.

      Rick pulled back and looked up at her.

      “Condom.” She spoke the one word quietly.

      He nodded. “Right.”

      Then he was bending down stuffing a hand into the front pocket of his sweat pants. He stood up again holding the black packet between his fingers triumphantly.

      “Condom!”

      Cordy resisted the urge to scream “yes!”  She did however, frown as he was opening the packet.

      “Who carries a condom around the house with them in the middle of the night?”

      Rick pulled the latex from the packet and set the paper on the counter. “The guy who was actually contemplating coming to your room in the middle of the night.”

      He gave her a sexy half smile and began smoothing the latex over his length. Cordy didn’t smile in return. She couldn’t. She was so busy watching his hands, the latex, his length and feeling as if she was going to explode if he didn’t hurry up and get inside her.

      Her wish came true in seconds as Rick must have been just as eager as she was. He pulled her to the edge of the counter and slipped inside her in one quick motion. In an instant she was full and stretched and all but bouncing with anticipation. Rick kissed her again, this time their tongues dueling as if they’d practiced this dance many times before. He began to move some time during the kiss and then Cordy wasn’t able to remember a blow by blow anymore. All she knew was it felt amazing. Every part of him that was touching every part of her was the absolute best. Her arms wrapped around his neck, his mouth kissed and nipped along the line of her neck and he moved in and out of her until she was biting her lip to keep from screaming with her release. Seconds later, Rick was moaning and burying his face in her neck as his body tensed with his climax.

      And fifteen minutes after that they’d gathered all their clothes and both their cups of hot chocolate and made their way to Rick’s room where Cordy lay in his big comfortable bed without a care as to how she was going to handle this new development in the morning.
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      Rick’s phone buzzed again. It was the second time his alarm went off and the second time that he’d pressed the snooze button. After the first time he’d taken the phone off its charger and had pushed it beneath his pillow. Now, it was tucked away again and he lay back against the pillow, still smiling.

      It wasn’t smug accolades that made Rick smile, but more like contentment. This was what he’d dreamed of for longer than he could remember. Cordy was in his arms. As he lay on his back she was draped over him, her leg tucked between his, her cheek laying on his bare chest. His arm was wrapped around her, holding her snuggly in place. When he turned his head and inhaled he could smell the sweet scent of the shampoo in her hair. She snuggled closer, the warmth of her naked body rubbing against his, bringing his new erection into existence.

      It was almost seven in the morning. He wasn’t going to be able to keep her here much longer. The director wanted everyone ready to begin shooting again at nine thirty. For the first time in weeks, Rick wished that video wasn’t been shot here, today. But without the video there would be no Cordy.

      He wasn’t ready to deal with that situation just yet.

      “We have to get up sooner or later.”

      Her voice was thick and husky at this early hour but still music to Rick’s ears.

      “I’ve got my money on later.”

      “You always were obstinate.” This time she lifted her head to look at him as she spoke.

      She was gorgeous. With her face bare of any make-up, her hair a mess from his fingers going through it and her lips still plump from all the kissing they’d done throughout the night, she was the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen.

      “It hasn’t failed me yet,” he replied and brought his free hand up to rub the back of his fingers along her cheek.

      “No. It hasn’t.” She moved again, this time sliding her leg from between his.

      When Rick was set to complain about the loss of her warmth, she shocked him by reaching down and cupping his now tight balls in her hand. He wanted to say something witty, or to at the very least beg her not to stop, but words would not come.

      “Listen,” she began and continued to fondle him until his dick was rock hard and literally jumping for attention.

      Rick wasn’t sure he could do anything else but listen at this point.

      “I’m game for doing this, but not before I’m certain that you’re okay with the terms.”

      She continued to deny his dick the attention it was begging for, while her fingers were warm and very experienced with his other parts.

      “Terms?” The question came out in more of a croak than his natural voice and Rick lifted a hand to cup her breast just so he wouldn’t feel like he wasn’t participating at all.

      “Yes,” she replied after sucking in a breath.

      Rick enjoyed seeing the quick jolt of desire flash in her eyes as his hand connected with the palm-sized mound. Her breasts were perfect, big dark nipples that rose to the occasion if he so much as looked at them and just enough weight to fit comfortably in his hand.

      “I’m here until the third. This can go on until then. Right up until the seconds before I climb into that limo and head for the airport.” She stopped, her tongue slid across her bottom lip as he pinched her nipple and applied more pressure.

      “Up until seconds before you go,” Rick repeated.

      “Uh huh.” She nodded.

      Her fingers kept moving over him.

      “Then every second that you’re not working I want you right here. Naked and in my bed. Those are my terms.”

      She smiled down at him. “Greedy, selfish and obstinate.”

      He shrugged. “Three for three.”

      She released her hold on him and Rick was set to grumble in protest, but she leaned over him to get to the nightstand drawer where she’d no doubt seen him grab a condom from hours before. After she had him sheathed, she lifted a leg and straddled him before he could comment.

      “The terms start right now.” He grabbed her hips and lifted her slightly.

      “Absolutely,” she replied while moving her hand between their bodies and finally touching his throbbing length.

      She guided him to her entrance. Rick eased her down over him, clenching his teeth as her warmth surrounded his arousal, holding him in a perpetual state of need. From that moment on they were both silent, but for moans and gasps at just how good they were together.

      When her thighs were trembling and his name was like a lyric to one of her songs, Rick stopped moving. He cupped her face in his hands and whispered, “I won’t be finished with you by the third, I can promise you that.”

      Her eyes widened just as her climax ripped through her, so she couldn’t speak. That was fine, because Rick didn’t want to hear the argument she was sure to come up with. Instead, he moved, shifting them so that she was now laying on her back. He wrapped her legs around his waist and clasped her feet at his back. He thrust into her. In and out, over and over again until he prayed he was a part of her every thought. If there were a way that each stroke could brand her, making her forever and inexplicably his, Rick willed it to be. They were not only perfect in bed, but they would be perfect in every other way together. He’d known that for years and now was his chance to prove it to her. By the time his release came, his mind was full of thoughts of Cordy, his back went stiff with the intensity of the climax and her name was a muttered cry falling from his lips.

      “I have to go,” she whispered moments after he’d let her legs down, but still lay on top of her.

      “We both have to get downstairs, I know.”

      “I don’t want to,” she said quietly.

      Rick lifted his head and looked down at her. “Get the taping done and we’ll do something fun. The play is tonight, but we can go caroling with the church this afternoon. Or if you’d rather stay in we can watch all those Star Trek movies you love.”

      She smiled and Rick felt his chest tighten.

      “You hate Star Trek.”

      “I know, but I bought those movies each time they were released anyway,” he admitted. “They’re still wrapped, just waiting for you to open them.”

      “How did you know I’d come back to watch them?”

      “I prayed,” he replied honestly.

      For a few seconds their gazes held as something words could not explain moved between them. Cordy was the one to break the bond.

      “I have to go get ready.” She pushed against his chest and Rick rolled off of her.

      “I wanted this career, so I won’t complain about the constraints it puts on my time,” she was saying as she climbed out of the bed.

      Rick lay back against the pillows and watched as she hunted around the room for her nightie, robe and slippers.

      “Just because you wanted a career doesn’t mean you have to sacrifice everything else in your life to keep it.” How long had Rick been waiting to say that to Cordy?

      Ever since the day she left Temptation. She’d always thought she had to give 110% to her work, as if her complete dedication was somehow paying God back for the blessings he’d bestowed upon her.

      “Why ask for it if I’m not going to work hard to keep it,” was her quick reply as she tied her robe tightly at the waist.

      “And as far as this holiday affair goes, we should probably try to keep it under wraps. I know news spreads fast in Temptation, but good gossip on an R&B star can go global in the blink of an eye.”

      For the first time since he’d come to his bed, Rick allowed himself to think of something that made him instantly angry. “Is there someone in particular you don’t want to find out about your holiday affair?”

      She was almost to the door by then and she turned around to look at him questioningly. “No. How could you think that? I’d never sleep with you if I was seeing someone else.”

      Rick let out the breath he’d held in anticipation of her answer.

      “I can handle the publicity, Rick. I’ve been doing it for years. It’s you and your new business that I would be concerned about. I’ll see you downstairs.”

      She was through the door before Rick could think of something to say that would salvage his screw up. Even though he wasn’t totally sure he’d actually screwed up. Asking if she were involved with someone else was valid since she’d just rolled out of his bed. Of course, he probably should have asked that question before they ended up in bed, and on the kitchen counter, but it was always better late than never. Speaking of which, Rick got out of bed and headed toward his private bathroom. It was way past time for him to be downstairs tending to Cordy’s crew.
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      “Good morning.”

      For the third time in a couple of days Cordy was startled to the point of believing she might actually be able to jump to the heavens. This time it was by a redhead with an undeniable smirk on her face.

      “Oh, good morning,” Cordy said when she was able to speak over the hammering of her heart.

      The last thing she was expecting when she came out of Rick’s room was to see someone standing not ten steps away from his door.

      “Long night, I see?” Meg said with an arched brow as she looked Cordy up and down.

      Cordy wrapped her arms around her chest and lifted her chin as she spoke. “I have to get ready for the video shoot. We’re starting at nine-thirty.”

      “I was told,” Meg replied, but did not move out of Cordy’s way.

      The hallway was wide, gold sconces placed in measured intervals along the burgundy papered walls. So she could have moved around Meg and walked the short distance to her room, but she didn’t. Something told her there was a reason Meg was standing there when she came out and as Cordy did not want any trouble while she was here, she figured she’d might as well face it head-on.

      “What I wasn’t informed of is the new sleeping arrangements.”

      Well, this chick certainly had a lot of nerve. She was young and pretty and more importantly young, so Cordy was going to take her time with her.

      “I’m not sure that’s of concern to you,” she replied.

      “Oh yes it is. I not only work here, I live here in Temptation. I’ve lived here all my life and don’t entertain fancy thoughts of leaving. In addition, I’ve been here for the three months that the Holidays Inn has been open for business. I helped paint some of the rooms and clean the backyard.”

      “And what a wonderful job you’ve done,” Cordy replied. “I used to live in Temptation as well.”

      “But you don’t anymore,” Meg countered.

      Cordy waited a beat. She could stand here and go back and forth with Meg all day long, but she did have other things to do. The girl was obviously looking for a fight, over what, Cordy was trying to figure out. She hadn’t asked Rick if he were seeing anyone, but Cordy was fairly certain that if he was, Rick would have told her, especially if that someone was working right here at the Inn.

      “No. I don’t live in town anymore. But Temptation will always have a place in my heart.”

      “Oh please, why would you care about Temptation or the people in it when you have your fancy cars and expensive purses? And I don’t care about any of that stuff. I only care about Rick. I mean, this Inn. So I’m here to warn you not to get too comfortable during your little pit stop in our town. And not to sink your claws too deep into Rick while you’re here. He deserves better than you sweeping in here, laying up in his bed and then sweeping back out like the trash.”

      Oh my, Meg was pissed and she was trying her best to tick Cordy off in as well. But instead of allowing her mood to be shifted, Cordy reminded herself how young Meg was again. While she didn’t know the girls’ exact age she could tell she still had lots of growing up to do. This little confrontation alone was proof of that.

      “I’m an adult and so is Rick. But for the record, he’s my dearest friend. There’s nothing I would ever do to hurt him. Now, if you don’t mind, I have to get to work.” Again, Cordy waited for the girl to move.

      “I mean what I said,” Meg started.

      But Cordy held up a hand to stop her. “And I’ve responded to that already. Let’s move on.”

      When Meg didn’t move, Cordy stepped around her and walked down the hall to her room. She didn’t look back and didn’t care if Meg was still standing there fuming. If the girl was jealous or territorial, that wasn’t Cordy’s concern. Besides, what she had with Rick was just a holiday affair. They’d already agreed to that. On January third Meg could go back to having a crush on Rick and spending her time working at the Inn caring for said crush. Cordy would be back to her normal life and away from Temptation once again.
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      “Well it’s about time you showed up.”

      Millie Randall greeted Rick with one hand on her hip and a sassy head rock that had her golden blonde-dyed hair swaying from side-to-side. She wore all red today, pants with wide legs that swung over red high-heeled boots, a red jacket and red blouse beneath. On the lapel of the jacket was a snowman holding a Christmas wreath, as if Millie was the embodiment of the Christmas spirit.

      “I’ve been waiting here for almost an hour,” Millie continued as Rick came down the last step. She was standing by the front desk, lifting one hand with jewel-clad fingers up to push her hair out of her face. “It’s beyond rude to keep your guests waiting.”

      “Meg takes the morning shift at the desk, Ms. Millie. She tends to all guests that come in to be checked in or are checking out. If a guest has a specific problem, Meg knows how to reach me so that it can be handled. If, or when, I have appointments, I am always on time for them. Did we have an appointment, Ms. Millie?”

      “Don’t sass me, Richard Stewart. I was there when your mama died and your daddy was too distraught to wipe your snotty nose,” she snapped.

      “And I’m an adult now so I’m going to ask for the same respect you believe should be granted to you,” Rick fired back in as cordial a tone as he could manage.

      The last thing he needed was Millie Randall bringing her drama-filled cloud to rain on his otherwise spectacularly sunny morning.

      “And you hire this young’un here and she leaves the desk for who knows how long to do who knows what. I don’t know why you thought you could open a B&B anyway. Temptation doesn’t need two and Nana Lou’s place has been doing just fine all these years.”

      “Is there something I can help you with Ms. Millie?” Rick asked because if her answer was no he was putting her complaining ass out of his establishment as quickly as possible.

      Millie stepped away from the desk and stood directly in front of him. “Yes. I want to know why you didn’t consult me before bringing a singing star into town to shoot a video.”

      Rick looked over her shoulder to see Meg sitting at the desk, staring at them as if she were watching her favorite television show. He extended his arm toward the sitting room and told Ms. Millie, “Let’s step in here.”

      She followed, thankfully without another sarcastic-tinged word.

      “Have a seat,” Rick told her as he sat in one of the high-backed chairs in front of the fireplace.

      She sat and crossed one leg over the other. “Now you can explain,” she told him.

      “There’s nothing to explain. There is no ordinance that says I have to get a permit or any type of approval from the Chamber of Commerce to have someone stay at my Inn and film a music video,” Rick told her.

      “Whenever someone who has media connections or will draw media attention enters this town, it’s customary to notify me so that I can plan accordingly.”

      “Plan for what? Everything they need for the video is right here.”

      “Including that long line of people waiting to get into this place so they can be in a music video. Otis is out there now taking down names and cell phone numbers on a clipboard like he’s some hot shot producer.” Millie waved her hand at the front window.

      Rick did not shake his head or say any of the curse words he was thinking. He would deal with Otis later. For now, Rick simply stared at Ms. Millie and prayed for this meeting to be over with as soon as humanly possible.

      “Cordy and her management team are trying to avoid any national exposure at this time. They just want to film the video and move on,” he said.

      Millie nodded. “Just like Cordelia moved on. Do you know she didn’t even have the decency to come back here and bury her poor mother? After she left Marigold here to go chase some dream, she couldn’t even come back and have a proper funeral. Just had Rosalee down at the funeral home ship her Marigold’s ashes. What type of nonsense is that?”

      “That’s not my business,” Rick said hoping that Millie would pick up on the fact that it wasn’t her business either.

      “Breakfast will be ready in fifteen minutes,” Jasper said.

      The man had entered the room silently, as usual. Today, his voice wasn’t its normal pitch. Jasper had spoken with a booming authority that had Millie twisting in her seat to get a look at him.

      “And who is this?” she asked, her voice only an ounce short of disdainful.

      “I’m Jasper, the cook,” he replied. “You’re welcome to stay for breakfast, ma’am. We’ve got plenty for the crew and the guests.”

      “I won’t be staying for breakfast. I already have plans down at the community center. The play is tonight and there are things that need to be prepared for the mayor’s appearance and the dinner that will be served afterwards.”

      Millie didn’t do anything more than walk around the community center supervising whoever cared to listen to her on the day of the play. Nana Lou, Ms. Ida and a few other ladies from the church handled the cooking and serving of the food. Morgan worked with the children on performing and there was a new musician at the church who was playing for the choir and the production. In essence, Millie didn’t need to be at the community center, but since that was where all the action was scheduled to be today and tonight, that’s where she would make an appearance.

      “Will she be there tonight?” Millie returned her attention to Rick.

      “Which “she” are you referring to?”

      “Marigold’s daughter,” Millie told him.

      “My name’s Cordy.”

      She walked into the room wearing black leggings and a yellow sweater and Rick felt the sunshine seeping back into his morning.

      “And a pretty name that is,” Jasper said. “As pretty as its owner.”

      Cordy smiled at Jasper. “Thanks. And breakfast smells wonderful.”

      Rick stood from his chair. He couldn’t take his eyes off her. “Good morning, Cordy.”

      She came closer to where he now stood. “Good morning, Rick. And, Ms. Millie,” she said as she turned to face the older woman. “It’s good to see you again.”

      Millie stood.

      “Cordelia. It’s nice of you to come back to your hometown. It would have been nicer if you’d told someone, other than Rick, that you were coming. Be that as it may,” Millie continued when Rick opened his mouth to speak.

      “Press releases have to go out and any other new arrivals in town pertaining to this video should be run directly through me first,” Millie continued. “I’ll be in touch with your assistant, I guess.”

      Cordy nodded. “Yes. Her name is Elsa and she’s staying here as well. Just give her a call and she’ll give you whatever information you may need. But if you don’t mind, Ms. Millie, I’d like to keep the press out of this. It’s Christmas and I was kind of hoping for a little peace and quiet, at least for a few days.”

      Millie looked appalled. She shook her head and pushed her hair back from her face again. “You? Peace and quiet? Cordelia you’ve been looking for the spotlight all your life. That’s why you used to walk blocks away from your house to get on the school bus with children you knew did not live in your neighborhood. You needed attention then and you want it now. But I’ll take care of it. You do whatever it is that you do. Sing, I guess.”

      “Got a voice like an angel.” Jasper’s voice was wistful now.

      Millie rolled her eyes. “Lord have mercy, do all men think with what’s in their pants instead of the brain God gave them.”

      “Nice thoughts have been known to come from the brain of men as well. I’m sure God intended it that way too,” Jasper replied.

      He seemed more than ready to go toe-to-toe with Millie, but Rick wasn’t in the mood to watch that happen. Besides, he was hungry and breakfast did smell good.

      “Let’s eat everyone,” Rick suggested and started to move toward the dining room.

      “I’ll talk to you later, Richard,” Millie called to him.

      “Yes ma’am. Later,” Rick told her and kept going.

      He was in the dining room when Cordy grabbed his arm and whispered, “She’s even worse than she was fourteen years ago.”

      He nodded. “Ten times as bad as she ever was. I think it magnifies with each year that goes by.”

      “Oh that’s horrible.” Cordy laughed. “Truly horrible.”

      “You’re absolutely right about that,” Rick replied and joined her in laughing.
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      Cordy was folded into a warm, tight hug. She closed her eyes to the feeling of nostalgia, the scent of Old Spice tickling her nose and the deep raspy voice she’d heard as a father figure for the better part of her life.

      “It sure is good to lay eyes on you again, Cordy.” Pryor Stewart pulled back slowly from the hug.

      “It’s great seeing you again, Papa Pryor,” she replied honestly. There was never any lying or sidestepping of words between the two of them.

      This was the man her mother turned to whenever she needed one. Cordy was pretty certain that never included anything sexual or romantic, but that hadn’t mattered. What she had known for sure was that whenever her mother had called on him, Pryor Stewart had been there for Mari, even at the end. Cordy’s biological father left before her second birthday and Pryor’s wife—Rick’s mother—suffered from complications with Lupus and passed away when Rick was nine years old. So for the years they’d grown up living next door to each other, Cordy had the mother and Rick had the father. The two of them had leaned in either direction when necessary, the four of them forming a strange but unbreakable bond of friendship.

      “You’re looking good,” Papa Pryor told her when they’d separated. He pinched her cheeks and shook his head. “Could stand to pick up a couple of pounds, but you’re still pretty as pie.”

      Cordy grinned, the way she always had when he’d called her pretty as pie. “You’re looking great too. Keeping the salt and pepper look in your beard and your hair gives you a distinguished quality. Not that you needed any help in that department.”

      “Aww, you flatter an old man.”

      “You’ll never be an old man, Papa Pryor.”

      “You got that right,” he replied and gave that familiar guttural laugh that came complete with his wide grin.

      They stood in the now very crowded dining room after a breakfast unlike any other Cordy had ever experienced.

      In the last hour, the Inn had filled with people. Gemma had returned, on time, with her overnight bag. Last night, the director talked about today being a long day as they were aiming to get all the shots with Cordy in them and work in some of the extra shots needed to complete the video. Tomorrow morning was the deadline to have all taping complete so that they could board an early afternoon flight back to L.A., have the video edited and uploaded to all the media outlets that were going to run the video for the special viewing Myron had arranged. While the movie that Heart of Christmas was being featured in would air tomorrow night, the world premiere of the video was set for Christmas Day. So Rick suggested Gemma spend the night at the Inn instead of going back to Gray’s house and returning possibly early tomorrow morning for any reshoots that may be necessary. Gemma happily agreed and Elsa stepped in to discuss Gemma’s payment for her services.

      Jasper had gone out on the front porch and instructed Otis to stop taking down names of the people who wanted to be extras in the video and to have them all come in out of the cold to get some breakfast before the work began. Add in the nine members of the crew and there were people everywhere. There was laughter and food—scrambled eggs, home fries, sausage, bacon, grits, sausage gravy and biscuits, waffles and blueberry muffins. Coffee, orange juice, apple juice and iced water were also on the buffet. But Jasper had personally put a mug of hot chocolate in Cordy’s hand.

      She stood in that corner talking to Papa Pryor about everything from the dry cleaners to the sale of the building that Cordy and her mother’s apartment had been in, before the conversation finally landed on her mother.

      “She was sick for a while before she decided to call you,” Papa Pryor told her.

      “She never told me she was sick.” Cordy remembered. “All she’d said was that she wanted me to come home for Christmas. When I told her that I couldn’t because I was performing in London and Australia over the holidays, she’d said she understood.”

      Of course that concession had come after Mari had explained to Cordy the importance of having a home to come back to and people who loved and cared for her. It had been an uncomfortable conversation because Cordy still hadn’t wanted to return to Temptation. There was something here that she hadn’t dealt with when she’d left and she wasn’t certain how to deal with upon returning. Now, a year after that call from her mother, Cordy was full of regret. She wished she’d come home when Mari had asked her, wished that she’d made the time to spend with her mother on that last Christmas. And as fate would have it, Cordy was back here anyway dealing with the very situation she’d sought to avoid one year ago. Rick.

      “Mari was a proud woman. She’d been proving she could take care of herself for so long that even when it came time for her to allow someone to do the things for her, she couldn’t do it. I told her to tell you. Hell, I told her I’d call and tell you myself. But she made me swear not to. She didn’t want me to tell anyone.” Papa Pryor shook his head.

      He wore a tan shirt and a russet brown sports coat with corduroy pants to match. He held his half-finished cup of coffee to his lips for a sip.

      “If I’d known it was going to be her last Christmas—” Cordy paused as the words lodged in her throat.

      “She knew that,” he told her. “She knew that if she’d told you the truth you would have dropped everything to be here with her. But she didn’t want you to walk away from what you loved. She always wanted you to keep chasing your dreams.”

      “Even when you get tired,” Cordy said quietly. “That’s what she used to tell me. Chase your dreams on good and bad days, whether you’re excited and energized or discouraged and tired, you just keep on chasing them because you never want to look back on your life and wonder ‘what if’.”

      Those were the words that had spurned Cordy on day after day for the duration of her career. Except in this past year. After Mari’s death it had become harder and harder for Cordy to keep chasing those dreams, especially when her mind kept circling back to Temptation.

      “You made her so proud,” Papa Pryor told her.

      “She made me proud,” Cordy replied earnestly. “She was the epitome of strength and grace and everything I thought a woman should be. I loved her with all my heart, Papa Pryor. And now, some days I wonder, how I’m going to continue without her.”

      He set his cup down on a small table tucked in the corner with a poinsettia on top, and pulled her into another hug.

      “You’re going to continue just the way she taught you. Live your dreams, Cordy. But don’t run from other things that make you happy in pursuit of your goals. Stop and take the time to experience all types of happiness. That’s what Mari wanted for you even though she didn’t communicate it as well as she should have.”

      “CeCe, we’re ready for you now.”

      Elsa’s words had been like a splash of cold water, waking Cordy from a soothing dream.

      “We’re already an hour late so we need to get started or we’re all gonna be up half the night.” The woman continued as if she could not see that she was interrupting a very special moment.

      Cordy slipped out of Papa Pryor’s grasp and pressed her fingers against her now closed eyes. She took a deep breath and wiped the dampness from the tears that had been just about ready to flow onto the leggings she wore.

      “Okay,” she said with a huff. “I’m ready.”

      She went up on the tips of her toes and gave Papa Pryor a kiss on the cheek before turning away. “Let’s get this done. I want my time off to start sooner, rather than later.”

      Cordy meant those words and so she’d gone into the smaller library at the back of the house and changed into the red velvet gown and let Gemma do her hair and Tracy apply her make-up. She went back into the living room and lip synced the words to a song that had started to mean more to her than any other song she’d ever sang before. With each take Cordy found herself listening closer to the words, feeling the emotion of the woman singing about finding the heart of Christmas deeper. And by six o’clock that evening when the director had agreed to let them break for dinner but wanted them all back in an hour, Cordy made a decision.
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      Rick knocked on the door to Cordy’s room at six forty-five.

      She didn’t answer.

      He waited a couple of seconds, listening to the movement and muffled conversations going on downstairs in the foyer. Everyone was waiting for Cordy. Rick raised his hand to knock again, but this time the door opened before his fist could connect. Cordy pushed his outstretched fist away.

      “I’m ready.” She announced with a smile.

      And she was. Her hair fell in soft waves down past her chin. On her eyes was some type of glittery gold eye shadow and her lovely plump lips were painted a sultry red hue. She wore a white blouse with fitted sleeves down to the wrists where the material flared to match the asymmetric hem. On her legs were sparkly gold sequin leggings and on her feet were red suede pumps with heels that were higher and sexier than anything Rick had ever seen.

      “Ah…yeah, you’re um, you’re…”

      She stepped closer to him and patted a hand against his chest. “Thanks. You look really good too.”

      Rick glanced down at his black slacks, fitted gray shirt and gray tie-up boots. Somehow his casual outfit didn’t seem to come close to the sexy festive getup Cordy was wearing. Still, he followed her down the steps, loving the way it felt to be walking down steps he’d helped refurbish with the woman he’d always loved. Of course he’d never said those words to Cordy. He’d never found the right opportunity, but he hoped, with everything in him, Rick hoped that this Christmas would be their time. With the joy and love of the season it would be the moment when Cordy realized she’d always had his heart and would readily trust hers to him.

      It was whimsical and romantic and something he’d kept totally to himself, but if there was nothing else in this world Rick knew there was always the magic of Christmas miracles.

      “I can’t believe you’re doing this,” Elsa said the moment Cordy stepped into the foyer.

      She stopped Cordy right beside the tree, pulling on her arm so that she could lean in and whisper into Cordy’s ear. Rick was standing close enough that he could hear some of what was being said. Something about timelines and the budget and Myron hitting the roof. After Elsa finished, Cordy continued walking until Jasper appeared with her long cream-colored leather coat.

      “Thank you, Jasper,” Cordy said.

      When the man also handed Rick his jacket, Rick gave him a nod of appreciation. Rick didn’t know how he’d ever run this place without Jasper’s cool-headed organization and his knack for dealing with all types of people.

      “CeCe you’re not listening to me.” Elsa insisted after Rick had helped Cordy on with her coat.

      “No. I’m not,” Cordy said evenly. She pulled the belt to her coat around her and tied it before taking back the purse she’d handed to Elsa. “Look, I’ve decided to go to the play and have a nice dinner with people I haven’t seen in a very long time. The majority of my shots are complete and I agreed to get started at five a.m. tomorrow morning. If you didn’t know that’s Christmas Eve and it’s usually a holiday for most sane people. So, yes, Elsa, I stopped taping of the video and I know exactly what affect that will have on budget and the timeline. If Myron wants to call me he can, but I won’t be taking any business calls until five a.m. tomorrow morning, so he’ll have to wait for my response.”

      Elsa fumed. The heated glare she tossed at Rick had him simultaneously cringing and chuckling.

      “Well, let’s get going. Morgan has already paged me a dozen times. She’s saved us some seats close to the front but we’d better hurry and get there or else that Millie woman will have her family that’s visiting from out of town sitting there.” Gemma told them as she pressed a button on her cell phone and dropped it into her large purse.

      Rick liked Gemma. She was honest and funny, sassy and interesting to talk to. They’d had a chance to speak this afternoon while watching the taping. Gemma was in town until after the first of the year, then she would be returning to her apartment in D.C. and the beauty salon she owned there. Tonight she wore denim leggings and a red sweater that fit her curves. Rick wondered why such a lovely and intriguing woman was still single.

      “I’ve already called for the car, even though I think this is a horrible idea. This isn’t a Broadway play, it’s a bunch of children running around and doing who knows what.” Elsa complained with a frown that was becoming her everyday look.

      Meg came from behind the desk where she’d been standing with her coat already on. She walked right past Cordy and Elsa and touched Rick’s arm.

      “I’ll meet you there. This entourage you’ve got is giving me a headache.”

      Meg had been acting strangely all day and Rick had yet to figure out why, so he’d simply nodded as she continued out the door.

      “There’s nothing worse than people needing an attitude check during the holidays,” Gemma said and walked out behind Meg.

      She’d given Elsa a cool stare just before leaving and Rick couldn’t help but think Gemma was absolutely right.

      “I’m riding with Rick.” Cordy announced and laced her arm through his.

      It was the first time she’d touched him in front of everyone and Rick wasn’t sure how to respond. If she were any other woman he would have already taken her hand and led her outside to his truck. But she wasn’t and according to the terms they’d agreed upon, they were supposed to be keeping their affair under wraps. Still, there was no way he was going to resist her touch especially since Rick didn’t give a damn who saw them together.

      Elsa frowned and followed them out.

      Rick and Cordy drove in the front seat while Gemma sat in the back of his truck. Elsa rode in the limo alone.
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      “Oh my, they were wonderful,” Cordy exclaimed when the curtain closed on the last scene. She was clapping exuberantly and finally figured the young people who had been on that stage for the last hour deserved a standing ovation.

      She stood and then Gemma who had been sitting on the other side of her stood. Others from the audience followed, until everyone was on their feet clapping so hard that the curtain opened again and the entire cast took another bow.

      After the second curtain call, Morgan had taken the stage to thank everyone for their support.

      Cordy leaned over and whispered to Rick, “I thought she was a teacher.”

      “She is. She teaches first grade but she’s been directing the Christmas play for the last few years and when Gray had the community center rebuilt, he encouraged her to start a formal theatre group. Now she has a few different age groups that put on holiday plays throughout the year. I’m thinking of having her develop some special acts to be performed specifically at the Inn.”

      “Oh right, because your Inn focuses on holidays. I see, wasn’t there a movie like that?”

      Rick chuckled at her question. “Yeah, it’s a tribute to my mother. The movie is called Holiday Inn and stars Bing Crosby and Fred Astaire. I added the “s” to my title.”

      He sounded so proud of himself. Cordy smiled in response. It had never been as clear to her as it was now, how much Rick had loved his mother.

      “Well, I’ve never seen a stage production of Miracle on 34th Street. It was a lovely musical. And the little girl that played Susan, she has a great voice.”

      “That’s Lily. She’s Morgan and Gray’s daughter. I’ll introduce you to them when we get to the hall for the dinner.”

      Cinda Pullum, the Mayor of Temptation, was speaking now and Cordy listened to her attentively. The mayor had been an old stogy-looking man when Cordy had lived here. Seeing this deep sepia complexioned woman wearing a lovely red cocktail dress and her natural hair pulled back from her face by a glittering silver band gave Cordy a spark a pride she hadn’t felt for her hometown in a very long time.

      After the mayor’s speech all the guests moved through a wide hallway to the Ida Mae Bonet Festival Hall. Rick explained it had been named after Morgan’s grandmother. Round tables were set throughout the large space and covered alternately with red and green tablecloths. On each table were poinsettias and small bowls of old fashioned hard Christmas candy. The moment Cordy sat down she grabbed a piece of the red ribbon candy, breaking it into two pieces and sticking one in her mouth.

      “Hungry?” Rick asked with a chuckle as he sat beside her.

      She shook her head. “No. I just remember these candies. My mother used to have a huge glass jar of them sitting on our dining room table from the first week of November until well after the new year. She used to tell me how her mother would come home with them in brown paper bags during the holidays and ask my mother to empty them evenly into the candy dishes throughout their house.”

      “My mom’s thing was cookies,” Rick said. “She’d bake every type of cookie there was for Christmas. And then I’d get to leave three oatmeal raisin cookies along with a glass of strawberry flavored milk on the table for Santa.”

      “You’re Santa had very specific tastes,” Cordy replied and smiled as she thought of Papa Pryor.

      Elsa hadn’t come into the hall with them and Cordy figured the woman had gone back to the Inn. It was just as well, Cordy was growing tired of her surly attitude. She spotted Meg two tables away shooting daggers at Cordy with her eyes. Cordy looked away from her after a few moments, wondering briefly if Meg’s warning had been warranted. What was she doing with Rick? Was a holiday affair a good idea? How would this affect him when she left on the third? How would it affect her?

      “There’s Morgan and her kids,” Rick said pointing toward the front of the hall.

      “I thought you said she only had a daughter.”

      “Oh no, Morgan and Gray have two sets of twins—Jack and Lily are the oldest. I think they’re six. And in that stroller are Ryan and Emma, they were just born before Labor Day,” he said.

      “And at the table they’re heading to, that’s all of their family isn’t it?” Cordy looked at the men and women gathering at the table. Gemma was with them, lifting one of the babies out of the stroller and snuggling her face against its neck.

      “Yep, those are the Taylor sextuplets. They’re all back in Temptation for Christmas.”

      “That woman in the gray pantsuit looks familiar. Is she a Taylor?”

      “Not yet. That’s Ava Cannon. She’s engaged to Gage Taylor. Their wedding is the day after Christmas at Morgan and Gray’s house.”

      “Ava Cannon,” Cordy said the name and thought about it a few seconds. “She’s a television producer isn’t she?”

      Rick had been toying with the green foil wrapping around the poinsettia. He pulled his hand back and looked across the room to the Taylors’ table and then back to Cordy. “I think you’re right. I remember Millie making some announcement to that effect during the Fall Festival.”

      “Interesting,” she’d said.

      “Really? You thinking of singing on a television show?”

      “No. I’m interested in crossing over to do some acting in the new year or the next. Trying to expand my horizons beyond just singing. I’m not getting any younger you know.”

      “No. Not younger. But you’re definitely getting prettier.”

      Cordy had been about to say something else when the sound of bells chiming filled the space. That sound was quickly followed by a man clearing his voice over the microphone. The song Silver Bells sung by The Tempatations began playing in the background.

      “Oh no, what’s Otis up to now?” Rick asked.

      Cordy didn’t have an answer but she, along with everyone else in the room, watched attentively.

      “A few months back I had the pleasure of meeting this lovely woman,” Otis began.

      He walked until he stood next to a woman who was sitting beside Ava Cannon.

      “That’s Ava’s mother,” Rick leaned over to whisper to Cordy.

      “She loves this song,” Otis continued and then eased his aging legs down until he was kneeling in front of her. “And I love her, more than I thought I would ever love anyone again.”

      The crowed had already started to gasp and sigh.

      “So tonight, in front of our family and friends, I’m asking you, Eleanor Cannon, if you would do me the great honor of becoming my wife.”

      A couple more lines of the song played while Ava smiled and Eleanor stared in shock at the black velvet box that Otis had pulled out of his jacket pocket.

      “Yes,” Eleanor finally replied. “Yes, I’ll marry you, Otis.”

      The crowd erupted in cheers and clapping.

      Cordy looked at Rick and smiled. And when he reached for her hand she let him take it and hold until it was time for them to get up and enter the buffet line to get their meal. The lovely play and now a sweet marriage proposal had turned into a very festive evening with people from the town coming by to chat with her and take pictures. Cordy had allowed the pictures because the people had been so warm and genuine she hadn’t felt like she was being harassed in any way. She saw her old choir director, Ms. Eunice, and the pastor from the church, enjoying a quick jaunt down memory lane with both of them.

      And when it was time to leave she’d felt a little sad because she wasn’t sure when she would get to see them all again. Surely there would be another get-together before she had to leave on the third. At least she hoped there was.
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      “Please don’t tell me there’s no more room at the Inn.”

      “I’m sorry, sir, we’re all booked through the twenty-sixth,” Meg replied.

      She was still wearing her coat as she moved around the desk. They’d just come back from the play and Rick entered the house after Gemma and Cordy.

      “Nonsense,” Jasper said from the chair where he lounged in the sitting room. “There’s plenty of room for a traveler to rest his weary head.”

      Meg looked past the man wearing dark jeans, black boots and a gray parka coat, to meet Rick’s gaze.

      Rick glanced at Cordy who nodded with a slight smile.

      The man turned to look at Rick before Rick could reply.

      “Are you the owner of this establishment?” he asked.

      “I am,” Rick replied and stepped forward. “We have a private event taking place at the Inn this week. Have you tried the Sunnydale B&B about ten blocks down?”

      “They’re booked.” The man extended a hand to Rick. “I’m Myles Donovan.”

      “Nice to meet you. Rick Stewart.”

      “Good to meet you, Mr. Stewart.”

      “Rick, please.”

      Myles nodded. “Call me Myles. I just arrived in town after an eventful travel day. I was supposed to meet with Fred Randall earlier this afternoon to look at a piece of property. I’m considering Temptation as a location for a new golf and tennis resort. But a storm in the Midwest delayed my flight so I’m just getting here. It was supposed to be a day trip and then I was going to drive home to Chesapeake. Luckily, Mr. Randall was willing to show me the land early tomorrow morning so I’ll have to stay the night and get on the road after the meeting. If I could only find somewhere to sleep for the night.”

      “You can sleep right here. Nice rooms upstairs. Spacious and decorated all for the Christmas holiday. Even got candy canes on the pillow for ya up there.” Jasper had come into the foyer then, standing right beside Myles Donovan and looking at Rick as if he expected him to join in with his approval.

      “He’s right,” Rick said without another glance at Cordy, who was now standing near the tree.

      Gemma was standing right beside Cordy. Both women were looking at Myles Donovan. He was a good looking guy. Tall, dark and handsome, Rick supposed. But it was after eleven at night and Rick was tired. He figured Cordy and Gemma had to be tired as well and Meg still needed to drive herself home. So the sooner he took care of this new development, the sooner all of them could get to bed.

      “Meg, get him checked in to the Fiesta Room and we’ll see you down in the dining room for breakfast at eight tomorrow morning,” Rick said with a cordial smile.

      “Thanks, man. I really appreciate this,” Myles said.

      Rick nodded. “No problem at all.”

      “Right. It’s no problem at all,” Meg said from behind the desk.

      “And we’re probably starting breakfast a little earlier tomorrow with all the things we have going on here. Ms. Morgan’s coming down with the kids to make Mickey Mouse pancakes and confetti oatmeal.” Jasper was talking again but Rick couldn’t figure out where the man was getting all his information.

      “You talked to Morgan? When? She was at the community center with us. Besides, tomorrow is Christmas Eve. I’m sure she has other things she’ll be doing with her family,” Rick was saying.

      Jasper simply shook his head. “Don’t you worry, son. Everybody is exactly where they’re supposed to be right now. And in the morning the same will hold true.”

      What was that supposed to mean?

      Rick didn’t get a chance to ask because Jasper moved in his slow and quiet way back toward the kitchen. Cordy announced she was going up to bed and Rick frowned because he would have liked to be going to bed with her. Instead, he had to stay downstairs until the new guest was all checked in. Then he would walk Meg to her car, even though he wasn’t quite sure why she’d come back to the Inn instead of going straight to the small apartment she rented in the first place.

      “I think I’ll say my goodnights as well,” Gemma spoke up.

      “Goodnight,” Rick replied but he quickly realized Gemma wasn’t even looking at him.

      Myles Donovan was slipping his credit card back into his wallet as he looked over to Gemma and said, “Goodnight, ma’am.”

      “You can call me Gemma,” she replied.

      Myles walked over to the tree where Gemma stood and extended his hand to her. She accepted it and they exchanged a slow shake. “And you can call me Myles,” he told her.

      Rick almost rolled his eyes. Instead he went to the desk and told Meg, “We can handle the rest of the paperwork in the morning. It’s getting late. I’d feel better if you headed home now.”

      “I have an overnight bag in my trunk. I can stay since we have more guests now,” she offered.

      “Nah, we’re still good. He’s going to check out after his meeting anyway and hopefully if the video wraps up, they’ll all be heading out later in the afternoon as well. So we’ll be fine. You go on home,” Rick told her.

      “Everybody won’t be gone tomorrow afternoon.”

      For a moment Rick was confused by Meg’s comment. But then he followed her gaze toward the steps and he thought he might finally have an idea why Meg had been in such a snappy mood lately.

      “No. Cordy’s staying until the third,” he said slowly.

      “And then she’s running off again. Well, I say good riddance. If she doesn’t want Temptation, then Temptation doesn’t want her.”

      “I wish it were that simple,” Rick said, sort of by mistake.

      When Meg looked at him with a mixture of disappointment and irritation he thought he better clean that up a little.

      “This is always going to be Cordy’s home and I’m always going to welcome her here.” There, he hoped that was enough to clear the air, if the air actually needed to be cleared. He wasn’t certain and he definitely wasn’t going to ask. He was seven years older than Meg and knew that her father owned several guns and spent a lot of his spare time practicing at the gun range. Even outside of those facts, Meg was his employee. She was not now, nor had she ever been someone he’d been romantically interested in.

      “Fine. Suit yourself.” Meg grabbed her purse and pushed the strap up onto her shoulder. She skirted around the desk and yelled a goodnight as she headed for the door.

      Rick thought about walking her to her car, but decided against it. This was one of those times when caution needed to override chivalry.

      “Ah, I’m going to lock up for the night. The Fiesta Room is right next to your room Gemma so if you don’t mind, could you show Myles the way?” Rick asked after he’d locked the front door and was passing the spot where Gemma and Myles still stood.

      “I don’t mind at all,” Gemma replied.

      “Sounds like a plan to me,” Myles added.

      Rick shook his head and continued to the back of the house for his routine check of all the locks. It was after midnight when he finally climbed the stairs and entered his bedroom. And almost one o’clock in the morning by the time he’d told himself not to bother Cordy and climbed into his own bed.
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      “Two o’clock in the morning must be our special meeting time,” Cordy said after she opened her bedroom door to find Rick standing there.

      “I tried to stay away, but you make a lasting impression on a man.”

      Cordy smiled and let him in. Truth be told she was lying awake in her bed thinking about the evening they’d had and all that she’d missed when she’d decided to stay away from Temptation.

      Rick locked the door behind him and followed her to the bed. Cordy climbed in and waited while Rick walked around to the other side and did the same. The bed in here was a queen-size with a heavy cherry wood headboard. On each of the nightstands were vases of fresh flowers, of course in a Christmas-themed arrangement. She’d turned on the lamp closest to the side of the bed where she was lying so there was a dull yellow glow over the bed area. The rest of the room was dark.

      “I had a really good time tonight,” she said when he was lying comfortably beside her.

      “I liked having you there beside me.”

      She was on her back and so was he. Rick reached over and took her hand. He brought it to his lips and kissed her fingers.

      “I go to so many events all throughout the year. Sometimes I’m dressed in gowns and jewels and other times I can downplay the wardrobe a little. But each time I go out there are cameras flashing and crowds. People tossing questions at me, moments when I’m required to smile and be photogenic even when I don’t feel like it. Sometimes it’s exhausting.” Cordy had never shared those thoughts with anyone before.

      “I can imagine,” Rick replied quietly.

      “But when I was younger it was all that I could think of. I wanted every single part of that life.”

      “Be careful what you wish for.”

      “Exactly! It’s exactly like that. Like I had this idea of what it would be and then I got the chance to live the reality. And don’t get me wrong, I love singing. I love hearing from people that my songs have touched them in some way. So I wouldn’t change that part of my life for anything.”

      “But there are parts you would change?”

      “I think those are parts of me that I would change. Not necessarily that world, just me and how I deal with it. That’s part of the reason I came back to Temptation.”

      “I thought you came back because you had unfinished business where your mother was concerned.”

      He was rubbing her fingers softly as he said those words. He would know how hard it would be to talk about her mother. That’s probably the reason he hadn’t mentioned it in all the time she’d been back.

      “I regret not coming home when she asked me to last year. Or all the other times I guess. I just thought I had time. I figured I can come home next month or next Christmas and now, there is no next Christmas.”

      “There is,” Rick said and turned over onto his side to look at her. “Next Christmas is in one more day and it’s here in your hometown with me and my dad, and Ms. Eunice down at the church. We’re all here for you Cordy. We’ve been waiting for you to remember that.”

      Cordy knew that. She figured she’d always known that this place and these people were here for her when she decided to come back. That was an overwhelming thought to know that there were people that cared about her so deeply that they were willing to let her go as far as the other side of the world and then still have their arms open to her when she returned. It was so much that she didn’t quite know how to explain the way it made her feel.

      “Tell me about you, Rick. What have you been doing while I’ve been away? Besides having young women falling in love with you.”

      Cordy hadn’t planned to bring up Meg and her obvious crush on Rick, but she figured he needed to know so that he could watch how he treated Meg in the future. She turned onto her side too so that they were now face-to-face.

      “After high school I planned to help my dad with the dry cleaners.” He shrugged. “I guess that was always the plan. But then that building next door that you used to live in went up for sale and I started thinking about who might move in. Another store where the owner would live in that upstairs apartment? Or a store and a tenant the way it was when you were here? And the more I thought about it, the more I hated the prospect. So I went to the bank and took out a loan. I bought that building. There’s an online bookstore that uses it simply for storage and a shipping address. But no people live there on a daily basis, so I accept their rent.”

      “Wow. You’re a landlord to the building I used to live in.” And he’d bought the place because he didn’t want anyone other than her living there. Cordy’s emotions were on overload at that thought.

      “Yeah.” He breathed in and out. “After that I bought another place and another one and now I own five houses, the store and now the Inn.”

      “That’s amazing Rick. Who would have ever thought you would go into the real estate business and now the hospitality business. I’ll bet your dad is really proud of you.”

      “He is. He’s also getting tired. Started talking about selling the dry cleaners and retiring right after your mom passed.”

      “Oh no, he can’t sell that place. It has so many memories for all of us.”

      “I’m not going to let him sell it. If I do, I’ll be the one to buy it. But my place is here so I would hire a manager and staff to tend to the dry cleaners. And I’d bring my dad here so I could keep an eye on him. He’s handy and loves to talk to people so he’d be good with the guests.”

      It was her turn to lift his hand to her lips and kiss his fingers.

      “You’re a good man, Rick. A good, kind and loyal man.”

      “But am I a man you could love?”

      The question came suddenly and landed in the air like an asteroid falling from the sky. Cordy didn’t know what to say. It came out of nowhere landing right in front of her with a fierce urgency. And she didn’t have an answer, or at least she didn’t think she had the answer that Rick wanted.

      “I’ve always loved you, Rick. You’re the best friend I’ve ever had.”

      “Come on, Cordy. You can do better than that.”

      “You always expected too much of me.”

      He shook his head. “No. You always expected too much of yourself. Me, I’ve loved you for you every step of the way.”

      She couldn’t speak. Didn’t dare say a word because she didn’t know what words to say. And just like always, Rick came to the rescue.

      He released her hand and touched her cheek. “I don’t want to frighten you, but you’re one of the strongest people I know. And I don’t want to push you because I know you can run far and long. But I won’t lie to you and I won’t hold back anymore. You’re what I want in my life Cordy. You’re the last piece to my happiness. I’ve got the business I want, my dad, and I’m living in the town I want. I just need my woman to be complete. I just need you.”

      “Rick—” she started but he stopped her words by leaning in closer.

      He touched his lips to hers gently. “Shhhh. Not tonight. We’ve got time to talk about this. You’ve got time to let it sink in and marinate in that clever little mind of yours. Right now, we’ll just enjoy the night.”

      And by enjoy Rick meant for her to fall quickly into the deep kiss he initiated. It was to wrap her arms around him and hold him as tightly as she could because the thought of losing what was between them at this very moment was almost as painful as losing her mother.

      Enjoying the night also came when Rick slowly undressed her and then himself. When he slipped on a condom and eased gently inside of her and a while later when they both screamed with the force of their joined climax before laying in each other’s arms and falling asleep.

      That was a type of joy that Cordy had never experienced before. One she’d secretly hoped she would find one day.
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      The Holidays Inn was once again alight with activity, this time at six in the morning.

      The video shoot had begun promptly at five. Cordy had taken a call from Myron at four-thirty. A call to which Rick had frowned as he climbed out of the bed and went into Cordy’s bathroom to brush his teeth. If…when, he reminded himself, Cordy officially became his wife Myron’s whenever-calls would stop. There was nothing her manager needed to say to her that was so important he had to intrude on the last minutes of sleep she was allowed before having to work.

      To her credit, Cordy had ended the call quickly because by the time Rick returned from the bathroom she was up and pulling clothes out of the dresser drawer near the window.

      “Tonight there’s more caroling and the service at the church. I’d like it if you would go with me,” Rick had said to her when he was about to leave her room to go get dressed.

      “I’d like that,” she told him before coming up on the tips of her toes to kiss him. “I’d like that very much.”

      Rick grasped her shoulders and pulled her in for a deeper kiss, his thoughts circling around finding her a ring and discussing where they would live because he was certain she would not want to stay in his room at the Inn indefinitely. Besides, as lovely as this place was, Rick wanted a separate space for his wife and children. Ending the kiss was her doing.

      “I have to get downstairs,” she’d whispered against his lips.

      Rick had nodded. “I know.” But he’d continued to stare down into her freshly scrubbed face and wide expressive eyes. Damn he loved her so much. To hell with a holiday affair proposing to Cordy was going to be his best Christmas present ever.

      He’d finally let her go and went to his room to shower and dress. He’d gotten downstairs just in time to grab a plain ‘ole pancake because Morgan and the kids weren’t there yet. The reason they weren’t there—besides the fact that it was oh-dark-thirty in the morning—was that sometime during the night that storm that Myles Donovan mentioned had made its way from the Midwest to settle right on top of Temptation.

      Now, an hour later people were still mulling about. The video shoot was going great. Cordy had changed from the red velvet dress and the piano setting to a black gown with diamonds at her ears and throat while standing in front of the silver Christmas tree. Her arms were spread open wide as she pretended to belt out the last high note of the song and when the song ended, the director yelled “cut!” and everybody cheered because that was the last shot.

      At seven thirty Myles Donovan sat in the dining room staring at his cell phone and a cup of coffee. The snow was coming down heavily without a clear idea of when it would stop. His property visit with Fred Randall had been cancelled and so had his plan to drive his rental car to Chesapeake.

      At eight fifteen Morgan, Gray and the kids came bustling through the front door.

      “You shouldn’t have come out in this mess,” Gemma had chastised them when she’d gone to the door to help the little ones take off their coats.

      “Nonsense,” Morgan said. “They’ve been waiting for snow for weeks now. There was no way I was going to keep them in the house once they woke up and saw that it was falling. Besides, we have cookies to bake for Santa and Jasper said he wanted to help, so we’re here.”

      “Oh we’re going to bake cookies?” Cordy asked. “I used to love baking cookies with my mom.”

      Lily stepped right up to Cordy and said, “Then you can help. But you have to change your clothes first. If you get flower on that dress you’re gonna be in big trouble.”

      Cordy smiled and knelt down until she was on eye level with Lily. “You’re right. I’ll go up and change, but not before I tell you how great a job you did in the play last night.”

      Lily beamed. Her hair was in cornrows that fell past her shoulders, Santa Claus earrings sparkling at her little ears.

      “You sing pretty too,” Lily told her.

      “Why thank you,” Cordy replied.

      “Are we gonna bake cookies or talk about clothes and singing?” Jack asked with a turn of his lips.

      Gray lightly tapped his son on the back of the head. “We’re going to be polite and patient.”

      Jack frowned but then smiled when Gray also tweaked his nose.

      Another hour later and the house smelled heavenly, like sugar cookies and chocolate chip cookies and hot chocolate. Rick had put on a Christmas playlist and set it so that it played throughout the sound system he’d had installed in the house during the renovation. Of course the snow was still falling fast in huge flakes, but nobody seemed to mind. Nobody but Elsa.

      “We’re almost finished packing up and the car service is telling me they can’t get through to pick us up.” She complained when she’d barged into the kitchen.

      “They’re telling the truth,” Jasper said from the counter where he was rolling out sugar cookie dough. “Town wasn’t prepared for the fast moving storm. Weather reports said the storm was going to travel up north and just miss Temptation. So nobody salted the roads, no plows were ready to get out there and start cleaning. Plus it’s Christmas Eve.”

      “What the hell does that mean?” Elsa shouted.

      Jasper cast her a very irritated glare which was unlike him, so Rick knew it was time he stepped in.

      “If the roads are closed there’s nothing we can do, Elsa. You’ll all have to stay here again tonight,” he told her.

      “Stay here? Another night? That’s not acceptable.” Elsa actually stomped her foot as if that was going to make a difference.

      “It’s also non-negotiable,” Rick said and walked away. He really wasn’t in the mood for Elsa’s attitude today.

      He was enjoying watching Cordy in her tattered jeans and t-shirt cutting cookie dough into Santa and star shapes.

      “You’re doing a pretty good job over here, Lily. Are you helping Ms. Cordy?” Rick asked when he joined them at the island. Lily was kneeling on a chair working hard at sprinkling the colored sugar onto each cookie and not getting too much on the cookie sheet.

      “Mama said she’s a fast learner just like me,” Lily quipped proudly.

      “Why aren’t you helping, sir?” Cordy asked when he stood beside her.

      “Because I don’t want to end up looking like you.” Rick wiped off the flour that was on Cordy’s cheek and nose.

      “Then you don’t get any of our delicious cookies,” she said and laughed.

      It was a happy sound that warmed Rick’s heart. He couldn’t wait until they were in their own kitchen, sharing this holiday tradition with their own children.

      “Who ordered the white Christmas? It’s a mess out there.”

      And just like that Rick’s good mood started to collapse.

      Millie and Fred Randall walked into the kitchen looking as if they were wearing every piece of outdoor winter wear they owned.

      “It’s going to be a foot of snow by the end of the night,” Fred said before making his way over to the counter where the just out of the oven cookies were cooling.

      “What are you doing here, Ms. Millie?” As the owner of the Inn, Rick couldn’t run into the other room and totally ignore the woman, even though he desperately wanted to.

      “I’ve been calling that Elsa girl all morning and she hasn’t answered, so I figured I’d just come on over here and ask my question,” Millie said. She was pulling off her gloves and frowned when Jack ran past and almost bumped into her.

      “Do these children live here too? My goodness they’re all over the place.” Millie’s complaints were never ending.

      “Elsa’s in the living room overseeing the packing, Ms. Millie.” Morgan spoke in such an even tone. Rick figured it came from dealing with a pair of six year olds in addition to her students on a daily basis.

      “Fine,” Millie said and turned to leave the room.

      Baking resumed in the kitchen but without the cheerful chit-chat that had been going on before. Finally, Gray asked, “Who’s going to go in there and supervise whatever’s brewing between those two?”

      Morgan continued to scoop flour into a bowl and Jasper never turned to join their conversation. Fred who was always willing to ignore his wife for as long as she allowed him to, was stuffing another cookie into his mouth.

      Rick sighed. “Guess it’s me.”

      “And me,” Cordy said. “It no doubt has something to do with me being here so I should help smooth the waters if that’s even possible.”

      Rick took her hand after she’d wiped it on a dish towel and they walked out of the kitchen together. He hadn’t missed the looks that came their way from Gray, Morgan and Jasper. They were wondering what was going on and Rick couldn’t wait to tell them all.

      They entered the living room at just the right time.

      “She’s not gone yet and truthfully I don’t know who you think is going to get through those roads to carry you and all this stuff to the airport. Not to mention the airports are probably shutting down too.” Millie was standing close to Elsa stating her case in the same loud and authoritative tone she always used.

      “I’ve called another car service that has SUVs. They’re well equipped to get through the roads before they get much worse, so yes, we’re heading out of town today. And to reiterate my first answer, no, Cordy will not be doing a commercial for the town of Temptation.” Elsa had a pretty sassy tone herself and she wasn’t afraid to use it, even on a woman who was more than twice her age.

      Clearly Elsa had not been raised by any mother in Temptation. Taking that tone with an elder would not have gone over well, no matter that the elder was bossy and rude most times.

      “What commercial? What are you two talking about?” Cordy had dropped Rick’s hand and went immediately into the fray.

      “I feel the least you can do for your hometown is a thirty second commercial welcoming tourists to Temptation. It’s not that big a deal and yet Miss Stick-Up-Her-Butt is acting like I want you to strip and pose naked!” Millie was now shouting.

      Three members of the crew who had been rolling up cords and packing camera equipment into boxes stopped and looked over at her.

      “Elsa, you didn’t mention this to me,” Cordy said.

      “Because you’re not doing it. Myron said it was too campy and didn’t go with your image. But if that Donovan guy did open a new resort here, you could come back and do a commercial for the resort, for the right price of course,” Elsa told her matter-of-factly.

      “Wait, all endorsement deals must go through me first. I decide what I will and will not do,” Cordy told her.

      “It doesn’t matter anyway, we’re packing up everything and we’re getting out of this retched little town,” Elsa said.

      “Retched?” Millie stepped to her. “What exactly do you mean by retched?”

      Elsa tossed her hair back and squared her chin. “I mean precisely what I just said. There’s nothing here in Temptation so I don’t know what CeCe would be inviting people too. I see why you couldn’t wait to leave.” The last Elsa said to Cordy.

      “Wait a minute you little bean pole. Nobody comes to my town and talks to me like—”

      Millie’s next word was a scream followed by her body tilting backward until her backside slammed down on the floor.

      “Oh no! Oh lord no! I’ve fallen! I’ve fallen on the floor in this old run down house! Fred! Fred!” Millie screamed and screamed while everyone in the living room stared at her in complete shock.

      “Oh my…call 911,” Rick shouted.

      Cordy stared down at the floor, at the remaining cords from the cameras that were still lying on the carpet like sinister black snakes. “Dammit! She tripped on the cords and fell.”

      “Oh please, that blowhard deserved to fall. She was obnoxious, CeCe and we don’t have time to deal with this,” Elsa snapped.

      “Cordy!” she yelled. “My name is Cordy, not CeCe! And we damn well will deal with this. We’re going to get these cords out of the floor pronto and then we’re paying for every medical bill Millie incurs because of this fall. And you can call Myron and tell him I’m doing the commercial for Temptation and whatever else I can do to help my hometown. If he doesn’t like it both of you are welcome to leave.”

      Elsa stood speechless for a few seconds before turning and ordering the crew to clean up the rest of the cords. By that time Fred, Gray and Myles Donovan had made their way into the living room, all trying to help Millie. But Rick told them not to move her, to wait for the paramedics who took much longer than normal because of the storm.

      When Cordy couldn’t stand Millie’s yelling a moment longer she went back into the kitchen.

      “What happened?” Morgan asked.

      “Ms. Millie tripped on the camera cords and fell,” Cordy announced.

      Morgan continued to mix cookie dough and Jasper again did not turn from where he stood at the counter.

      “She’s fine, believe me,” Morgan said. “As long as Millie Randall can yell and fuss, she’s just fine. Now, if she’d fallen and instantly gone quiet, we could worry.”

      Cordy didn’t respond.

      “Listen, you can hear her ordering people around even though she probably can’t move. Never seen such an ornery woman in my life,” Morgan stated.

      “It’s okay, Ms. Cordy, sometimes bad things happen to mean people,” Lily told her.

      “And a child shall lead them,” Jasper muttered.

      The child spoke in such a somber tone it made Cordy laugh. And once Cordy laughed, Morgan did too. Soon, they were all back to baking cookies and singing Christmas carols.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 11

          

        

      

    

    
      Millie’s leg was broken. She would spend this Christmas in a cast and Fred would spend it wearing earplugs. She’d already vowed to sue Cody and Rick for the fall, but Cordy had assured Rick that her lawyer would take care of everything.

      And it was Christmas Day in Temptation. Cordy had come downstairs before Rick and was now standing in front of the red and gold tree in the sitting room. She could see out the window behind the tree and noted that it had finally stopped snowing. But there was at least two feet of snow out there. Elsa was not going to like that.

      Cordy smiled and rubbed the pewter keepsake she had stuffed in the front pocket of the hoodie she wore. She hummed Give Love on Christmas Day. Her mother’s favorite song and stared at the bulbs on the tree. Mari liked to have different colors on her tree and lots of icicles even though they made a huge mess. She would wake bright and early on Christmas morning along with Cordy and together they would open gifts. And after the gifts there was breakfast and then church where Cordy would sing all the holiday hymns. Mari would sit in the congregation beaming at her daughter in the choir stand. And later they would have dinner, most times alone, but a few times with Papa Pryor and Rick.

      Tears were falling even though Cordy knew she was smiling. The pain and the good memories mixed and her chest constricted. She looked down at the tiny urn which held a portion of her mother’s ashes and rubbed her fingers over it again. This was all she had left of her mother. The remaining ashes had been placed in a mausoleum in Alabama with Mari’s mother. That had been Mari’s wish. So while Cordy knew that the people of the town had wanted a funeral and burial the way they did with all their family members, her mother had already made clear her final wishes. And Cordy had carried them out to the letter. Now she stood here with an overflow of memories and the feeling that her mother had known all along that Cordy would end up right back here in Temptation someday.

      “You knew everything,” she whispered.

      “She did.”

      The sound of Jasper’s voice startled her and Cordy turned quickly to see the man sitting in one of the chairs. She hadn’t noticed him when she’d come down and he hadn’t said a word until just now.

      “What did you just say?” She wiped away the tears and hurriedly stuffed the urn back into her pocket.

      “Your mother knew you would be a star and she knew you would someday figure out how to have that life and the life filled with love that she’d always provided for you,” Jasper said.

      “But I don’t know how to do both. I can only focus on one. If I want success I have to focus on my dream.” Even to her ears those words sounded hollow.

      “You know those words don’t work for you anymore. That’s why you wanted to come here for Christmas. You know why you really stayed away and you were coming back for it…for him.”

      Cordy stared at this man. He was dressed in gray overalls today a long sleeved red shirt underneath. His ball cap was pulled down low so that she could barely see his eyes. He looked different and yet his voice sounded just the same. It sounded like a voice she’d been hearing for much longer than she’d been in Temptation.

      “Merry Christmas!” Myles came into the room, his deep voice full of holiday cheer. “Sorry, didn’t mean to interrupt,” was his immediate follow-up.

      “No. No. You’re not interrupting. It is a Merry Christmas! We should be celebrating,” Cordy said.

      “Then that means food. I’ll get to the kitchen and make us some breakfast,” Jasper said.

      Cordy went to stand by the window as she heard Rick and Elsa coming down the stairs.

      “Merry Christmas, my love.” Rick had come up behind her, wrapping his arms around her waist.

      It never occurred to her to stop him. It felt too good to stop him.

      “You okay?” he asked when she didn’t respond.

      She nodded. “Yeah, I’m fine. Just thinking about my mom.” She cleared her throat. “But I’m good and I’m ready to spend Christmas with you.”
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      It was a little after noon and while most of the crew were in the living room watching a football game, Rick, Cordy, Elsa, Myles, Jasper and Papa Pryor who had arrived right after breakfast were in the dining room playing the funniest game of Jenga Rick had ever experienced.

      It was perfect, all of it, including the people at the table that for one reason or another had ended up here, at the little Inn that he’d created in memory of his loving mother. Every tree in the house was lit, Christmas music still played in the background and they were snowed in. This was as close to a perfect holiday as Rick figured they were going to get. He contemplated asking her tonight at dinner. After talking with his father yesterday Rick had decided to give Cordy his mother’s ring. Papa Pryor thought it was a wonderful idea and had given his blessing. The older man hadn’t even let the mounds of snow stop him from bringing the ring to the house today. Now all Rick had to do was get up the nerve to say the words.

      That time was not now as Elsa’s cell phone rang and she left the room to take the call. She was back seconds later.

      “Myron is freaking out. The network doesn’t want to use your interview and footage from the town in place of the video. They’re demanding we deliver the video that was promised.”

      Cordy stared at Elsa as she spoke. She cleared her throat and shook her head. “The video isn’t ready. I’m not comfortable releasing raw footage. How would that make me look? Unprofessional to say the least. Besides, I haven’t even seen the raw footage. Nobody has but the crew.”

      “You’re under contract to provide this programming. Myron says the financial blow would be hard. Not astronomical but a hit that you’d have to work double-time to recover from.”

      “That’s ridiculous. It was a storm. That’s beyond her control. She’s done everything to get this video done on time,” Rick insisted. “Get Myron on the phone, I’ll talk to him!”

      “No,” Cordy said. “It’s my career. I’ll handle it.” She stood and sighed. “We’ll just have to take the hit. I don’t know what else they want me to do.”

      “How about a live feed performance,” Myles offered.

      Everyone stared at him.

      “You have all the video equipment here. All they’d have to do is tap into an online link and you could go live from right here.”

      “The network wants a video for the song they’re promoting through their movie. How is a live performance from an old house in Temptation going to do that?” Elsa asked.

      “It’s genuine and live which is much better than any taped video.” Rick understood exactly what Myles was saying.

      “And if that network doesn’t want to run it, my cousins own Donovan Network Television, I could give them a call and see what we can work out on short notice. Either way your live performance of that song would promote the movie. No matter what channel it’s played on the promotion still reaches millions. It’s better than nothing at all.”

      “Makes sense to me,” Papa Pryor agreed.

      “All things work for the good…” Jasper looked around the table as if waiting for someone to complete the verse.

      Rick finished by saying, “Amen.”

      “Let’s do it,” Cordy stated. She nodded her head. “Let’s try to do the live feed.”

      

      Two hours later the live performance was a go. Cordy had slipped into that black dress. Gemma had returned to the Taylor house with her family yesterday so Cordy pulled her hair back into a smooth bun and added the diamond jewelry after Tracy did her make-up once more. The crew had unpacked their equipment and Elsa had worked with Papa Pryor and Myles to set a great background for the performance.

      “My hands are shaking,” Cordy said when Rick joined her as she stepped down from the stairs.

      He took them in his. “Surely you’re not nervous. Singing is the one thing you do almost better than breathing. From the time you were a little girl until you were on that stage taking the world by storm in that talent show, I knew that singing was what you were meant to do. It’s who you are.”

      She stared up at him with a look of expectancy and Rick didn’t know what to say next.

      “I know who I always wanted to be but in being that person I’ve been neglecting who I really am. I’m not just a singer. I’m also a woman. A woman in love.”

      Rick wanted to scoop her up into his arms. He wanted to kiss that lipstick right off her lips, but for now he settled for a really tight hug and an, “I love you, too.”

      The feed was live and a host from one of the network’s talk shows—who had also hosted the Christmas Day parade for the network—was on the computer screen holding a microphone in his hand.

      “We’re happy to welcome the lovely CeCe Lennox, live from her hometown of Temptation, Virginia. We hear you were just blessed with a very white Christmas in Temptation, CeCe.”

      “Yes, we were. It’s beautiful here with the mountains in the distance. I couldn’t think of a better place to spend the holidays,” Cordy said with a brilliant smile.

      Rick’s heart was about to burst he was so happy at this very moment.

      The host continued, “That’s wonderful and I guess it makes sense being there with the person who has helped to make your career such a huge success.”

      Cordy hesitated for only a second. “Absolutely, the town and the people who live here have always been huge supporters of me and my singing,” she replied.

      The host nodded. “Right, but what I’m actually referring to is the man who has written the majority of your hit songs. None other than R.J. Stewart. As a matter of fact you’re staying at the Inn he owns right now aren’t you?”

      Rick’s stomach plummeted. Cordy glanced over at him quickly and then returned her attention to the camera.

      “Even the song you’re about to sing for us in a few moments was written by Richard James Stewart. And it’s a wonderful song filled with so much emotion. But I’m going to go ahead and ask the question I’m sure a lot of your fans are wondering, was this song a personal experience for you and perhaps R.J. Stewart?”

      Behind the host there was a crowd who cheered as if they desperately wanted an answer to that question.

      Cordy kept her smile in place. “Ah, wouldn’t you all like to know,” she said and then began playing the first notes of the song on the piano.

      This time she was actually singing, letting each lyric that Rick knew by heart come through loud and clear. Her range was spectacular and the way she genuinely felt this song came shining through. Rick had folded his arms over his chest and tried not to think too hard on the fact that the secret he’d kept all these years had just been outed on national television.

      “I told you to tell her a long time ago,” Papa Pryor came to his side and said while Cordy sang. “You and Mari were always the most hard-headed people I’d ever met.

      Rick tried to ignore his father. He tried to tune out everything but Cordy and the fact that just moments ago she’d told him she loved him. That meant something. This, the song writing thing, it was nothing. Just a side job he’d had and he’d only written for her. It was no big deal. So why did he feel like such an ass the moment the live feed was cut and Cordy ran from the room?

      Rick followed her out. She’d run up the stairs and just as he’d reached the top step he heard her slam the door to her room. The walk to that closed door seemed like it took forever, but Rick didn’t stop, not until Jasper appeared in front of him. For a moment Rick could do nothing but blink and blink again. Where had Jasper come from? He couldn’t have passed Rick on the stairs. Maybe he’d foreseen that Cordy would run up here? That didn’t make much sense.

      But Jasper started talking before Rick could question him.

      “You poured your heart into every lyric you ever wrote for her, there was a reason you did that. Tell her the reason. Tell her how you’ve always felt about her. Tell her that you waited for her, just like she wanted you too.”

      “But Cordy never asked me to wait for her,” Rick replied, still confused as to what was going on.

      Jasper smiled and clapped Rick on the shoulder. “Tell her, exactly like I said it. You tell her and she’ll forgive you for keeping this from her. She’ll believe in you and her as a team. Finally.”

      Jasper was walking past Rick before he could say another word and when Rick turned the man was gone. Just as Rick had somehow known he would be.

      He knocked on the door and waited only a second before trying the knob. It was open. Rick stepped inside and closed the door behind him. She was sitting on the side of the bed, starring down at something silver in her hand.

      “First, let me just tell you that I love you, Cordy. I’ve always loved you. When I asked you what you wanted me to do that first time after we made love in the basement, I desperately wanted you to tell me to come with you or to…to wait for you.” Rick thought about those words. It was true, he had wanted Cordy to ask him to wait because he would have. Gladly. But how had Jasper known that?

      “I wanted nothing but happiness and success for you,” he continued because his questions about Jasper the cook would have to wait. “When you won the contest and received that contract I knew you were on your way. And honestly, the first song I wrote and sent to your management company was just a fluke. I never thought in a million years they would accept it, even though I knew it was perfect for you. And then when it wasn’t your first single I was sure they’d trashed it. But about six months after that I got a call from a producer who said he was working on your second album. He said your manager had passed the song onto the A&R person at your record company and that they wanted to use it. I was elated. Not just for me, but for you too.”

      “Melody of Love,” she said quietly without looking up at him. “It was my first number one hit.”

      “Yes, it was. You sang that song just the way I knew you would, Cordy. You knocked it right out of the park. After that, your producers kept coming to me asking if I had something new for you and I did. I always had a love song for you, Cordy, because you were my heart. I never wrote a word for anyone else, but you because every one of those songs was about us. Our love, our life, our future. Everything I did, I did for us.”

      “Including lying to me?”

      She did look at him then.

      “Did you think I wouldn’t understand? If you loved me so much why not tell me what you were doing to help me? Why not tell me that instead of writing me that letter asking me to come back to the one place that could distract me from my dreams?” she asked, her voice quaking as she tried not to cry.

      “How was Temptation a distraction from your dreams?”

      She shook her head and waved a hand in her face because her tears were still threatening to fall.

      “You Rick! You were the distraction. I knew it that night right after we finished that you were the one thing that could keep me from chasing my dreams. That’s why I didn’t tell you to wait for me. I wanted to, I really did, but I couldn’t because as long as I knew you were waiting I would always want to come back to you. I would always want to walk away from it all to be with you.”

      Rick took a step back. He understood so clearly now. Cordy, his strong and courageous best friend, the love of his life, was afraid. She was afraid of loving him and loving her career too. Rick went to her. He knelt on one knee in front of her and tried to take her hands.

      “What is this?” he asked looking down at the silver thing in her hand.

      “It’s all I have left of my mom,” she said. “All I have left of family in this world.”

      Instead of taking her hand in his, Rick closed Cordy’s hands over what he now realized was a miniature urn. He wrapped his hands around hers and brought them up to his lips.

      “You will always have your mother with you in your heart, Cordy. And me too. I’ve always been right here waiting for you, even when I tried to convince myself I was doing otherwise. It’s always been you, Cordy. Just you.”

      The tears flowed down Cordy’s face and Rick’s heart swelled.

      “But how?” she asked finally. “How do we do this? How do we make it work?”

      Rick shrugged. “I don’t know, but we will. I should have told you then that I would wait for you. I’m not going to miss the opportunity now. Cordelia Lennox, I’m not going to wait any longer.” Rick reached into his pocket and pulled out his mother’s ring. He presented it to Cordy and asked, “Will you marry me?”
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        Two Months Later

      

      

      “So it’s all set,” Ava Cannon-Taylor came into the kitchen at the Holidays Inn with a huge smile on her face. “Our show has received the green light! We start production in the fall.”

      Rick jumped up out of his chair and scooped Cordy out of hers. He spun her around as she screamed with joy.

      “That’s right we’re going to celebrate bigtime!” Ava continued. “This will be the first show I’ve pitched along with a soundtrack and the first where my star is already a top R&B singer. I cannot wait to get started. Now, what I need from you two is to get those songs written. I want the soundtrack to be as hot as this music industry drama is going to be.”

      “We’re on it!” Rick said when he finally set Cordy’s feet back on the ground.

      “Yes, we’re so on it. I have to call Elsa, she’s been waiting very impatiently for this news. Of course she’s also waiting for me to send her my latest selections for the bridesmaids’ gowns, but I’m sure she’ll be happy to wait on that after she hears this news,” Cordy said.

      “Who would have guessed that you two would end up being a writing, singing team as well as man and wife,” Morgan who had been sitting at the kitchen table waiting for her grandmother to finish cooking the smothered pork chops, said.

      Ms. Ida had started cooking at Holidays Inn after Jasper mysteriously disappeared on Christmas Day. Rick had needed to find someone fast because immediately after Cordy’s live performance they were flooded with reservations for every holiday up to next Christmas. Ms. Ida had instantly stepped in on a temporary basis, but none of the people Rick interviewed since then had received Ms. Ida’s seal of approval. Wendy had told Rick that she thought Ms. Ida was having too much fun tending to the guests and fussing over him and Cordy when they were there.

      Papa Pryor approved of having Ms. Ida around since he’d sold Rick the dry cleaning business and began staying at the Inn as the assistant manager.

      “This is going to be so wonderful,” Morgan added. “And guess what else? Gemma’s coming home for Easter. She just sent me an email.”

      “Wasn’t she just here for Valentine’s Day?” Ava asked. “Not that I’m complaining, I’m just wondering what’s been bringing her back so quickly and so frequently.”

      Rick looked at Cordy, who cleared her throat and began talking about her June wedding plans and how they would need to work that around promoting the soundtrack and the new show. Both topics were guaranteed to keep Morgan and Ava’s attention away from Gemma and why she was coming back to Temptation. Cordy and Rick had sworn to keep Gemma’s secret until she was ready to tell her family. And while they’d promised never to keep anymore secrets from each other, Rick and Cordy didn’t see that this particular secret was hurting anyone. In fact, when it came to love connections, Rick and Cordy figured there was someone—a person that they weren’t going to name—who was taking care of that for them and every other couple in the world.

      “Dinner’s ready,” Ms. Ida said and rang the silver bell that had been left on the counter from when Jasper was there.
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