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WHAT DO YOU GET A BILLIONAIRE FOR CHRISTMAS?
JINGLE, JINGLE, JINGLE! HEAR THOSE WEDDING BELLS RING…
No one is feeling the holiday stress more than Kayla Green. Six months pregnant, she's "married" to Seattle's youngest billionaire Justin Green. But they've never actually said their vows to each other. This Christmas, Kayla wants to give Justin something money can't buy—proof that her love is real and forever, Christmas Eve wedding vows complete with a legal marriage license. But will well-meaning relatives and friends, port strikes, holiday tradition, the snowstorm of the century, and her hot, adorable husband's Christmas gift for her ruin her perfect Christmas Eve surprise for Justin?
A full-length standalone romantic comedy in the page-turning series readers are saying just gets better and better!



Copyright © 2015 by Gina Robinson
All rights reserved.
No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.
Gina Robinson
http://www.ginarobinson.com
Publisher’s Note: This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are a product of the author’s imagination. Locales and public names are sometimes used for atmospheric purposes. Any resemblance to actual people, living or dead, or to businesses, companies, events, institutions, or locales is completely coincidental.
Cover photo and Design: Jeff Robinson
The Billionaire’s Christmas Vows/Gina Robinson. — 1st ed.



        


1

Cyber Monday, December 1st
Kayla
Like most self-made billionaires, my husband was a workaholic. That stereotype about billionaires jetting around the world on vacation or cruising idly on their yachts for months at a time? Myth. If you wanted to stay a billionaire, anyway. No one I knew wanted to lose that third hard-won comma in their net worth.
The only yachting we were going to be doing this holiday season was on Lake Washington past our lakefront home. As part of the Christmas Ships Parade Friday night. On our friend, and Justin's business partner, Riggins Feldhem's yacht. At his invitation. His yacht. His party. A Seattle tradition.
I was looking forward to participating from the water on a private yacht this year, rather than as a landlocked bystander onshore in a crowded public park. I would be drinking a hand-mixed cocktail instead of clutching my usual Styrofoam cup of watered-down Swiss Miss. The perks of being married to a billionaire and hanging with his young, hot billionaire buds.
I just hoped I didn't have to go solo to the party because Jus was working. Jus was cofounder of one of Seattle's fastest growing online retail operations, Flashionista. And this was their busy season.
Since agreeing to play the part of Justin Green's wife six months ago, I'd gotten to know more than a few billionaires. Like so many other successful execs, even when they were vacationing, they were working.
Multibillion-dollar companies didn't run themselves. And your competitors were always out to get you one way or another. Out-innovate. Outsell. Outsmart. Outmaneuver. And in retail, undercut.
On no other day was that more true than the most vicious online retail day of the year, Cyber Monday. While savvy customers rushed to snap up the best deals of the year, a retail war for their dollars raged. This year, Thanksgiving had been one day short of the latest it could possibly be. Which had Jus, and everyone in retail, "concerned," as he liked to put it. Which, translated from guy-speak, meant panicked. Fewer than normal high-volume sales days to get out of the red and into the black.
With the short season, the competition was going to be fiercer than ever. Bring out the pots of boiling oil, men! Make sure our prices are rock bottom, our ads the catchiest, and our loss leaders the hottest deals on the planet! We must fight back the retail attackers!
Jus wasn't the only one stressing. I was panicked about the unusually brief holiday season, too. So much to do! So many presents to buy and parties to plan. So little time.
In my first holiday season as a billionaire's wife, and pregnant, I felt the usual holiday stress, magnified a mere one hundred times or so.
I was expected to plan and/or host so many parties, my head spun—one for the Flash execs and upper management; one for our friends and family; one for the children at the children's hospital; one for the employees at Flash. The last one I was simply helping Justin's new assistant with. He'd fired his last assistant in September. She was now awaiting trial for a variety of crimes related to her obsession with Jus.
And given the lift in my financial status, I was also certain my friends and family were expecting particularly expensive, and thoughtful, gifts this year. I prided myself on taking the time to find the perfect present for each person on my list. I had a reputation, and expectations, to maintain. Like Santa, I didn't want to let anyone down. No one on my list rated a lump of coal or anything remotely close.
I could handle most of it. Probably. Except for Jus. What did I get the man I loved beyond measure? Who meant more to me than anyone else? What do you give a billionaire? An "our first Christmas together" ornament, even dipped in gold, wasn't going to cut it.
I sat at my kitchen table, facing Lake Washington, with a steaming, freshly made peppermint mocha and my phone in front of me, repeatedly refreshing and checking the deals on the Flashionista website. Just, you know, to make sure all of Justin's hard work ensuring the site could handle that extra holiday traffic had paid off. And that Flashionista.com was running smoothly. Never mind that I was probably doing my share of weighing it down with all my refreshing and browsing.
So many cute things! So many fabulous deals. A silver tassel necklace that would look fantastic with the new blouse I'd just bought. A shiny maroon satchel handbag with a kiss-lock closure. Who didn't love a kiss-lock closure? Even the sound of it was romantic.
Shiny things. Shiny things everywhere just in time for Christmas. I wanted.
And look at the adorable baby clothes. My finger trembled as it hovered over the "add to cart/buy now" button.
If I hadn't been Justin's wife, I would have been scooping them up and maxing out my high-limit black credit card. Of course, I wouldn't have had the high-limit card to begin with. Details! As it was, I was under strict instructions from Jus to leave the deals for the customers, babe.
Scrooge.
I made a mental note to ask the merchandise buyers if any samples of these adorable handbags were going to find their way into the fabulous, fantastic, stupendous annual employee-only Santa Sample Sale I was managing on December 23rd. Couldn't I just buy one? So many women on my list would love it!
Magda, my excellent housekeeper and cook, made the best peppermint mocha around. But I drank it distractedly, barely tasting it. Jus had been upgrading Flashionista.com since September, and preparing it for the increased holiday traffic they were hoping for. I crossed my fingers the site didn't crash. Cyber Monday sales would keep the company in the black for a full year and allow Jus to grow the company the way he envisioned.
Jus and Riggins founded Flashionista several years ago while Jus was still in his teens. It had gone public earlier in the year. After the IPO, they maintained the majority share.
Flash, as we called it, was a strictly online retail site that catered to the under-forty, mostly female crowd who loved bargains, boutique fashions that made them stand out as stylish and unique, and had practically no time in their hectic lives to shop except online. Busy career women. Young moms. College women on limited budgets. The limited-quantity deals on Flash lasted only a few days and sold out quickly, often before noon.
Since September, Flash had been in peak season. It was getting so I hated that word "peak" with a passion bordering on obsession. Everything could be blamed on it. Everything was blamed on it. And every understanding was expected because of it. It had made me a work widow.
Vacation and personal time-off days were on blackout until the retail dead zone of mid-January. Overtime was not only authorized, but expected and practically mandated. And our first Thanksgiving as a married couple had been a disaster because of it. In my opinion, at least.
A quick slice of turkey, three olives, a bite of yams, and half a roll at his parents' house, all before two in the afternoon.
No time to linger! No time for more. Hurry, hurry, hurry! Must dash to my parents' house across town like skittering reindeer.
Gobble, gobble a mouthful of my mom's famous whipped pumpkin pie topped with honey whipped cream. Down a quick holiday toast.
Jus, feeling guilty for not being in the office for the entire day—damn those Thanksgiving Day bargains—was out the door for the Flash offices before halftime of the second football game of the day. Leaving me to feel decidedly single and lonely again.
At least he left me at my parents' house, not his. Though his family loved me, as a newlywed, I still preferred the comfort and familiarity of mine. And our own holiday routine.
I hadn't seen Jus since. He'd been working 24/7, catching naps here and there and sleeping at the office. At least that's what he told me. I had no reason to doubt him. But in my pregnancy hormoned-up state, it was easy to feel all kinds of slights, even imaginary ones. And even a little jealous. Hey, if he could blame everything on peak, I could blame my hormones without guilt.
The baby kicked. I rubbed my nearly six-month baby bump and cooed to calm the baby. If Justin's absence kept up, this baby would be born not knowing the sound of her daddy's voice. At least she wouldn't be born during peak. Can you imagine the horror of that?
In my family, Thanksgiving kicked off the holiday season with a well-established succession of events. Mom decorated and cooked as if she were Martha Stewart. Her house looked like it should have been in a holiday edition of a women's magazine. And we never ate Thanksgiving dinner before seven. Eating pie at three in the afternoon? Unheard of! And a testimony to how much my parents loved Jus that they were willing to bend on that and eat pie before dinner.
On a typical Thanksgiving, after dinner, if my physician father wasn't called out on an emergency, we watched our first Christmas movie of the season. One of our old favorites. Or a new one, if one was out.
On Black Friday, Mom and I rose in the middle of the night and hit the sales. All those stores opening on Thanksgiving evening had eroded the thrills and crowds of the Black Fridays I remembered as a girl, not to mention taken my husband away from me even earlier on Thanksgiving Day. But Black Friday was still fun and steeped with tradition for us—shopping, breakfast out, home to put up the tree.
This year, however, I had been under strict orders by Jus not to put up the tree. It was too dangerous for a pregnant woman whose balance was off. He'd hired a designer who came in on Friday and Saturday, and decorated not only the tree, but three trees and the rest of the house.
Jus came into the marriage with several houses and a penthouse. Until October, we'd been living in the penthouse in Bellevue. But because we were expecting a family, Jus and I relocated to his Italianate mansion on Lake Washington. Which explained the three trees. We probably could have done even a couple more, but I drew the line at three. Oh, and did I mention the outdoor lighting expert and landscaper who put up our outdoor lights and decorated our grounds for Christmas?
Everything looked lovely. Jus had left all the decorating decisions to me. And while on one level it was exciting, and a dream come true, getting the perfect look, doing it without Jus made the season feel hollow. Was this the way the holidays would always be? Jus missing in action during the happiest time of year?
I missed Jus more than I ever imagined I could. Something about him just made everyone smile. Me, most of all. Jus was that sweet kind of guy that took a girl's breath away when he grinned. Or walked into a room. Or breathed.
I put the finishing touch, my own little Christmas drawing of mistletoe and holly, on the box in front of me. It was packed and ready for the pickup to be delivered to Jus at his office later in the day. I'd wanted to make his holidays special and remind him how much I loved him while he was so crazy busy he could barely think. I'd racked my brain for the perfect thing. And come up with one of those advent calendars for grownups from Seattle's major coffee company.
This year's was a magnetic chalkboard covered with tins, each with a date on it for December 1st-24th. Inside each tin was a little treat—a coupon for a cup of coffee, a chocolate-covered espresso bean, a small cookie for dunking. Jus drank coffee and energy drinks to keep him running the long hours. Flash had their own coffee shop on the ground floor of the offices. So the coffee advent calendar was perfect for him.
I'd added my own touches. Little love notes. Download codes for the Christmas song of the day. That kind of thing.
I shouldn't have been insecure. Jus had had a crush on me long before I fell in love with him. The thing was, even though I was Justin's "wife", I'd never married him. He'd hired me to play his spouse for a year after being drugged in Reno and "marrying" a woman who'd forged my signature on the marriage license. Married without a prenup, I might add. Bad, bad news for a billionaire.
Jus didn't remember any of it. While Jus and I were pretending to be in love to sell the fake marriage as genuine, I fell in love with him. We fell in love with each other. And decided to stay "married."
In another strange twist, I'd known Jus in college when he was a young, geeky, techie genius who should have still been in high school. Four years later, when he proposed an arrangement where I pretended to be his wife for a year, he'd become the proverbial ugly duckling who was now filthy rich. All he'd needed was a little encouragement from me in the fashion and style department, and he'd turned completely into a hot swan.
Jus was colorblind and didn't care much about fashion, which was especially ironic given the company he'd founded. But he had the body and the bone structure to pull off any look. It just needed to be showcased properly.
So now here we were, pretending to be married for the rest of our lives. We had never exchanged vows. But, due to that clever forgery and my assertion that it was my signature, our marriage was legal as far as the state was concerned.
Before I "married" Jus, I'd dreamed of a big, beautiful wedding. Now I just wanted to proclaim my love and devotion to him and actually sign a marriage license myself. And hear him pledge his love and loyalty to me until death do us part.
Because of that expertly forged marriage license, there was no way to get legally married now without blowing everything. Including our cover that the marriage had been genuine from the beginning and I'd been the girl who'd said "I do."
We could have a recommitment ceremony at any time. Or a religious ceremony to augment the quickie Reno wedding Jus had had. But we couldn't get a second marriage certificate that we'd both actually, and genuinely, signed. Not unless we divorced and remarried. Otherwise, we'd be committing perjury, as far as the state knew, when we vowed that neither of us was currently married. And the new marriage still wouldn't be legal.
And a divorce? Imagine the scandal! How would we explain it? And the legal mess it would create! I shuddered at the thought.
Both the local Seattle and national media watched everything Jus did. Before he'd "married" me, he'd been one of Seattle's hottest bachelors, the cute, nerdy one. The billionaire every girl wanted. If I divorced him for two seconds the fortune hunters would circle and the rumors would fly. No, divorce and remarriage were out as a viable option. If only there were a way to make the marriage happen. Wouldn't that be the perfect Christmas present?
And speaking of Christmas, we were stuck in the middle of a holiday tug-of-war between the parents. Having both sets in the same area complicated things. We'd just had two Thanksgiving meals, if you could call them that. Now the parents were fighting over who got us for Christmas Day and who got Christmas Eve. Or would both days be split evenly between families?
As was tradition for his parents, they were heading out to the Bahamas late Christmas Day to run yet another rugby tournament. They owned and ran a company that ran tournaments and camps during summer and holidays for high school and college rugby players worldwide. So they, naturally, wanted us on Christmas Eve. Even though they were staunch open-presents-Christmas-morning people. Their plan was for us to drop by my parents for dinner and then come spend the night with them.
My parents opened presents Christmas Eve, got up to Christmas socks Christmas morning, then had the extended family over for brunch. So, conflict. Sigh. And, of course, everything was predicated on my dad not getting called to an emergency.
The doorbell rang. Ah! There was my delivery guy. I smiled at the thought of Jus getting his present.
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Kayla
At noon, I met my friend Kelly in Bellevue for lunch. She was one of my few friends who wasn't in retail and slammed with peak. Kelly and I were sorority sisters in college. She'd been the president of the house my senior year. She worked in Bellevue not too far from our penthouse. If Jus and I had still been living there I could have walked to lunch.
I arrived at the wine bar and café just a few minutes late. Kelly was her usual self. Still thin and beautifully poised and confident. She was seated at a table near the window, waiting for me. She waved and popped to her feet when she spotted me come in. We teepee hugged because of my baby bump.
"You look fantastic!" Her gaze fell to my stomach.
"Liar!" I laughed. "You're the one who looks great, as always. I feel like a beached whale."
"Do you? You don't look it." She shook her head, with a twinkle in her eyes. "You look more like you swallowed a beach ball than whale-like at all.
I laughed. As I sat, my stomach bumped the table. "I'm clumsy, too! My body keeps forgetting how much it sticks out in front now. It still thinks I'm skinny and misjudges distances. Like how far I should pull out my chair. The correct answer? Into the next room!" I shook my head at myself. "You should see the small spaces I've tried to squeeze through and failed."
Kelly grinned as she pulled in her chair and sat. "You may feel big, but you look great. From the back, you can't even tell you're pregnant. It's only when you turn around, and then, wow! Stomach." She put her napkin on her lap. "So. How's life with Justin?"
Kelly had known Jus when we were in college, too. He used to hang around the sorority house when I would let him. At the time, I'd been dating Eric, a hot, popular frat guy. Kelly had been as stunned as everyone else when Eric and I broke up and Jus and I married suddenly.
"You mean without Jus?" The baby kicked, taking my breath away. I winced.
Kelly's mouth fell open. She got that embarrassed look people get when they think they've just stepped in it.
"Oh, not like that!" I hoped no one else had overheard and gotten the wrong idea, too. If they had, it would be all over the news by six.
"We're fine," I said a little too loudly. Which came off sounding desperate. Completely opposite of what I wanted.
"And, by the way, don't ever believe the tabloids. They're always claiming to have the scoop on our breakup." I laughed, trying to appear casual and carefree, and explained about peak.
"I haven't seen Jus since Thursday afternoon. I'm eternally grateful to you for distracting me from Cyber Monday. With any luck, he'll be home in the wee hours of the morning tonight."
I paused. "That doesn't make any sense, does it?" I laughed again. "He'll be home in the early hours of tomorrow morning? Late tonight? After midnight when Cyber Monday officially becomes Tuesday?" I sighed. "Something like that, anyway."
We ordered and, over lunch, quickly fell into catching up and sharing gossip we'd heard about mutual friends and our fellow sorority sisters.
When we'd nearly finished our meal, Kelly leaned forward, her eyes lit with mischief and gossip.
I knew that look. She was about to spill something juicy.
"Have you heard the latest about Victoria?"
"No." I leaned forward, too, eager for something salacious. "What has Vicki been up to?"
Vicki was always up to something. She was unconventional, for a Double Deltsie, and adventurous. That's what everyone liked and admired about her.
"Can you keep a secret?" Kelly looked at me slyly over the remains of her meal.
Could I keep a secret? She was talking to the queen of secrets.
"You know I can. My lips are sealed. I swear on my Double Deltsie pin not to tell anyone."
She grinned. "Just pulling your chain. I know you're as good as your word." She lowered her voice. "She had a secret marriage!"
"A secret marriage? What?" My pulse roared in my ears. Or maybe that was just the coffee grinder someone behind the counter had geared up. Anyway, evidently, there were a rash of secret marriages this year. But I wasn't about to tell Kelly the truth of mine.
"What do you mean?" I said. "Isn't she engaged to Joe? Did she dump him and marry someone else without anyone knowing?"
Victoria had been living with Joe for over a year. Nice guy. Not terribly ambitious. I hadn't seen anything about a breakup or her marriage on any of my social media. But if the marriage were secret, I wouldn't hear about it, would I?
Kelly nodded. "Yes, Joe. Who else?"
"But why in secret?" I was confused. "What about her wedding plans for next summer? I already have the save-the-date card."
"Exactly." Kelly did the bobblehead thing. "And that's the problem. Joe lost his job in May, and with it, his health insurance. No biggie, right? But you have to have insurance or get fined. And health insurance is expensive. Especially when you don't have a job.
"So, you know, Victoria. She's pragmatic and likes to flaunt the rules."
Which was ironic for someone who had been head of our sorority standards board for over a year. The standards board members were the cops of the house, policing policy violations, and acting as judge and jury when an offending member came before them.
But, as Vicki told me when I expressed shock she was running for the job the first time, if she was head of the board, she could bend the rules to suit her interpretation and spare her friends. She could be the benevolent dictator of the house.
When she was elected by a landslide, her board became a kind of supreme court that didn't care much for the letter of the law. She was known for turning a blind eye to anything that wasn't completely egregious and blatantly thrown in her face. Her motto had been "I don't care what you do as long as I don't know about it."
"She and Joe already put nonrefundable deposits down on their venue and catering, so they couldn't move up the wedding date," Kelly said as she sat back in her chair. "Her mom would kill her.
"So they decided to quietly go to the courthouse and get married in a civil ceremony so Joe could go on her health plan immediately. They thought it would be no problem to have the religious ceremony for her family and friends next summer. No one would be the wiser."
I shrugged, disappointed in Victoria's so-called scandal. It wasn't nearly as brash and unconventional as mine.
"What's scandalous about that?" I said. "It sounds like good common sense."
"It was. But, like I said, she didn't tell her parents because her mom would flip. But not a problem. Why would her mom have to know?
"Until her mom started insisting she be the one to turn the license in to the state to register the marriage. Suddenly, Vicki needs a second license. Badly. And finds out she can't get a second license in Washington State. It's illegal when you're already married."
Tell me about it! Nothing new there. I frowned. Vicki's problem seemed minor compared to mine.
"Turning in the license to register the marriage with the state is the pastor's job." I'd been a maid of honor enough times to know that. "Why doesn't she just tell her mom that?"
"Because of her older sister." Kelly looked smug. She'd come to the main point now. "Her sister had a big wedding ceremony three years ago. Threw the bouquet. Stuffed cake in her groom's mouth. Went on the honeymoon." Kelly paused. "Here's the kicker—she never signed the license. Or turned it in. Disappeared for a while after the ceremony with the groom so it would look like she was doing the signing. Faked everyone out. But it was all a hoax."
Crap. I knew about hoaxes, all too well.
"She 'got married' just to please her parents," Kelly said. "Now Vicki's mom doesn't trust Vicki. Like dishonesty is somehow genetic and she's predestined to pull the same trick. If Vicki's mom is going to pay for a big ceremony again this time, she wants to make sure it's actually a legal marriage, not a fake."
"Wow," I said, warming to the magnitude of the scandal. "Audacious."
Kelly nodded. "And unfortunate for Victoria. Vicki and Joe can't afford a big wedding on their own. A rational adult would simply tell a rational set of parents her very logical reason for doing what she did. Because she loves Joe, she wants him covered in case he gets sick. But that isn't going to fly with her family. Not after what her sister did."
Okay. So Victoria's problems were beginning to look similar to mine. But at least she'd really married her guy.
"Now she's scrambling to find some way to get a legal second license her mom can file. She's done a ton of research." Kelly paused, giving gravity to the situation. "It's an obscure issue. Only New York State will allow and issue a legal second license. If the authority performing the ceremony demands it.
"Unfortunately for Victoria, you have to get married in New York to use it. Which is out. Her venue is here in Washington."
My heart stopped. I almost choked on my coffee. Kelly kept talking but I didn't hear what she was saying. My mind was whirling.
Kelly frowned. "Kayla? Are you okay?"
I nodded and took a sip of water. "I choke easily these day. New York, did you say?"
She nodded. "Yeah, if you know the right search terms to use, you can Google it. Try secret wedding. That's how she found it. There are forums that discuss secret weddings, believe it or not."
Why hadn't I thought of that? Suddenly, I was grinning. Jus, I just found your Christmas present. And mine, too. A secret New York second—or first, as our case may be—wedding. What could be more perfect?
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Kayla
As we parted, I hugged Kelly goodbye with more enthusiasm than she expected. Little did she know she'd just solved a major problem for Jus and me. Merry Christmas, Kayla and Jus!
I played Christmas music all the way home, listening to songs extolling the virtues of love, faith, and loyalty making great gifts. Didn't I know it! That was what I was aiming for.
By the time I walked in the door of home, I was as ebullient as a round, jolly, old elf like Saint Nick. I hummed the latest in Christmas music and practically danced my way into the entry. The scent of fresh fir trees perfumed the air, along with a faint hint of cinnamon and ginger, giving a real feeling of Christmas to the place. Magda had probably been baking earlier.
It was only a little after three, but Magda had gone for the day. She'd left me a note and dinner in the fridge, with instructions on how to heat it up. These solo dinners were getting monotonous. It was no use texting Jus to see if he'd be home for dinner. He wouldn't.
I frowned. No text from him, either. I hoped he'd gotten my advent calendar delivery.
Oh, well. Nothing dimmed my good cheer. In fact, for the moment, I relished my time alone. Now I had plenty of time to plan my surprise wedding. I pulled off my coat and boots, hung my coat in the closet, and padded off to my office to begin my research.
Outside, the clouds had cleared and the sun was peeking out, low in the sky. The sun set before five now. It was threatening a beautiful sunset. My office faced west, like the kitchen and as much of the house as could possibly manage it. Most of the west side of the house was view windows. The views were all to the west across the lake. To the east was a hill. So not much of an exciting view there except for the driveway and the gardens. Nice, but not the same as lake, mountains, and cityscape.
My iMac booted up and within minutes I'd found exactly what Kelly had promised—the forums. With links to the New York State official website with all the official rules and regulations for obtaining licenses and getting married. Why hadn't I thought of this earlier?
I guessed I hadn't believed it was possible. And to be fair to Jus and me, like Kelly had said, it was obscure. Only one state in the country allowed for a second license when you were already married. The original mention of the second license was buried in a forum discussing problems with secret weddings and in-laws.
There was only a scant paragraph about it on the official New York State website, as if it were an afterthought by some overworked official. A situation that pertained to only a few, niche marriage situations unlikely to be of interest to the general marrying public. But to those of us who needed it, it was gold.
Jus and my relationship had evolved. Maybe it was like boiling a frog, that's why we hadn't tumbled to this solution. We'd just slowly gotten used to faking the marriage. We'd been too busy with a million other high-priority things to give it much thought.
Our marriage started out as a business contract that was scheduled to end in divorce at the one-year mark. Jus had promised me a ten-million-dollar payout for my trouble. Before our expiration date, long before, we fell in love. And hit more than a few snags before we both admitted our love for each other and decided to stay together and turn this fake marriage into the genuine thing.
And then peak hit with a vengeance. And Jus got distracted. And why sweat it, anyway? To our family and friends, and most importantly, in the eyes of the state, we were legally married.
And now here I was, with the perfect present dumped into my lap as I listened to Christmas music and my heart filled with joy.
If I hadn't had lunch with Kelly, my marriage to Jus might have stayed the way it was—instituted by an imposter, faked for the rest of our lives by us. At least I'd learned a lesson—challenge your assumptions from time to time. Think outside the box. And never be satisfied when the status quo could be better.
When I was excited, I had the tendency to be impatient and energetic. I could barely stay in my chair. I kept wanting to bounce out. My eyes skimmed the page. Partly as a protection mechanism. I didn't want to find anything in the rules and regulations for New York that would upset the happy wedding plans dancing in my head like sugarplums.
I had to force my eyes to stop racing down the screen. All that stupid training in elementary school to read faster was a nuisance at times. I took a deep breath, trying to calm my heart. Take it slow and easy, girl. One word at a time.
Here were the pertinent rules:
We did not have to be a resident of New York State to be married there! Thank goodness for that. I didn't have time to establish residency, and I could just imagine the questioning I would get from Jus if I suggested buying, or renting, another house, one in New York.
We needed both a photo ID (driver's license or passport) and a proof of age (birth certificate). No problem there.
Both of us had to appear at the office of the town or city clerk in person, together, and at the same time. That could be arranged.
There was a twenty-four-hour waiting period after applying. Okay, a few days of vacation time in New York! Which meant we'd have to do this after the first of the year and peak was over. Jus had half of Christmas Eve off and Christmas Day. Theoretically, anyway. In reality? Eh. He'd be back in the office preparing for the day after as soon as dinner was over and his parents were on their plane for the Bahamas.
I was six months pregnant, so I still had a couple of months before I got into the no-fly zone. It would have been romantic to get married on Valentine's Day. That way, we could buy each other presents and cards and celebrate our love with no one catching on we were really celebrating our genuine anniversary. But that was pushing things a little late. If we got married by the end of January, we would be fine.
If we had to marry before the twenty-four-hour waiting period was over, we could request a judicial waiver from the county clerk in the county (borough) where we obtained our marriage license. That shouldn't be necessary.
No blood test or physical exam required.
No proxy marriages. But you could marry your cousin. What?
The license was valid for sixty days and could be used anywhere within New York State. But not outside its bounds.
I forced myself to keep reading, holding my breath when I came to the heading for witnesses. Many states, like Washington, required two…
But New York required only one! Way to go New York. Whew!
Only two other people in the world knew the truth about our marriage—my cousin Dex and our lawyer Harry Lawrence. Dex was finishing his master's degree in some tech geeky thing across the state. I could bribe him to be our witness with a private jet trip to New York for a weekend and the promise of an adventure. And cold, hard cash if necessary. And Harry could work any legal angles that needed ironing out. Perfect!
And here was the key point—for a second or subsequent ceremony, the officiant (what a pompous, governmental word) of the subsequent ceremony may require a license be presented before performing the ceremony. In that case, a couple already legally married may apply for a second or subsequent license. As is the case with the first ceremony, the issuing town or city will once again issue a Certificate of Marriage Registration.
Dance of joy, dance of joy, dance of joy!
All I had to do was find an officiant who would require a license and the perfect private winter wedding would be ours. How hard could that be?
Justin
I hadn't been home since Thanksgiving. I'd been sleeping on the sofa in my office and showering at the gym down the street like I was still cramming for exams in college. I was bleary from sleep exhaustion and elated from the success of the day. Living on borrowed adrenaline.
I hadn't had sex in four days. I was horny as hell. I missed Kay. I was ready for Kay. I tried not to think about it too hard. Things were hard enough as it was.
I pulled into the garage at two a.m. and slid silently into the house. It had been transformed for Christmas. I felt like I'd been gone forever. The seasons had changed during my absence. The decorative pumpkins, leaves, and fowl of various sorts were gone. All the brown, yellow, and orange replaced with red and green in rich fabrics and expensive crystal ornaments.
Inside smelled like the holidays—spices and fir. With my eyes used to the dark, I didn't turn on the lights. I stood at the bottom of the stairs taking in the fresh garland that wound up the banister and the tall tree in the living room that sparkled in the moonlight slanting in.
I should have fallen asleep on my feet. This must have been how zombies felt. If zombies got horny. I'd barely had eight hours' sleep in four days. But I was high and eager.
We'd done it. Cyber Monday had been killer. We'd taken a larger share of the pie away from our competitors, major, established department stores and chains, than we had last year. Early results indicated we'd made record profits, too. Storms were brewing on the horizon. Business hurdles I hoped we didn't have to jump. But we were in the black, which should make our investors happy. A boost in our stock evaluation would make my Christmas.
I kicked off my shoes and bounded up the stairs toward the master bedroom, carrying a bag with a surprise for Kay. By the time I reached the top of the stairs, I was hot for her and ready to go.
I sneaked into the bedroom and set the bag on my nightstand. Kay was sound asleep on her left side, snuggled into her pregnancy sleep pillow the way she used to curl up around me.
Shit. I'd been replaced by a pillow. Except that damn pillow didn't have a hard-on for her and know how to please her.
I stripped out of my clothes and slid in beneath the covers behind her, sliding my dick between her legs as I caressed her shoulder.
"Babe?" I whispered. I'd been hoping for a more enthusiastic greeting. Like Kay actually waking up.
She sighed softly, so sexily my heart pounded as she stirred.
There was something about her being pregnant with my baby that made her incredibly hot. My virility and masculinity on display.
I put that baby in her. For a geek like me, that was saying something. I couldn't believe this beautiful woman let me touch her, let alone have sex with her.
Seeing her big with my baby brought out all my protective urges. Kay and my baby were everything to me.
My fingers itched to touch her. Since getting pregnant, her beautiful breasts had become fuller. I slid my hand beneath her nightgown. When I cupped her breast, the nipple budded up, long and hard like it had missed me. I'd sure missed it.
Her lips parted. She sighed softly and backed into me.
I pulled her panties down and slid my fingers between her legs. Her breasts weren't the only things that had gotten large with pregnancy. Kay was moist and ready for me. I wasn't going to hold on long.
I slid my fingers inside her and breathed in her ear. "I'm home, baby. Miss me? I missed you. I need you."
Kayla
I was in the middle of a white mist and gently falling snow, thin, and lithe. Dancing in toe shoes in a flowing white dress as stars tried to twinkle through the fog. Like Clara in The Nutcracker. Snow that wasn't cold. Just soft and sparkling.
Arms wrapped around me from behind. Strong, warm, insistent arms that came from out of nowhere. A man nuzzled my neck from behind. I brushed him away, but he held on and kissed my neck.
"I'm home, baby. Miss me?" His voice was deep and sexy. His fur collar tickled my neck.
Miss him? I didn't even know him. But that voice…his voice was familiar, like I should know it. Maybe he was my nutcracker.
When he lifted my dress and slid between my legs, I barely struggled.
"Baby." It was almost a groan of sexual pleasure as he cupped my breast.
I should push him away. But I didn't want to. I laughed and grabbed the hand that held my breast.
"It's me, Kay. Wake up. One way or another, I'm making love to you."
Still in the clutches of my dream world, I looked over my shoulder. "Jus?"
He wore a tall hat and boots. And I knew I was dreaming because Jus would never dress like that, like a soldier out of the Victorian era.
I didn't want to wake up. I wanted to stay in that dream state where a dream lover with a real dick was just the thing. At the same time, Jus was home and I was happy.
Even though I always fought being pulled from sleep, I loved it when he came to bed and made love to me when I was still dreamy. When I was in that twilight state, his lovemaking had the added intensity of the erotic sensations of a dream. Those emotions you can't name, only feel. Since getting pregnant my hormones ran high; every sexual touch was magnified. I was hungry for his.
I backed into him, eyes closed, letting myself feel every inch of him, and take in his scent and heat while the white mist blended into the moonlight coming in through the half-shut blinds of our room.
Maybe it wasn't all pregnancy. Maybe it was the strength of my love and passion for Jus, too.
He lifted the hair off the back of my neck and sucked on my neck, his tongue doing a twirl that sent a shiver of pleasure through me. His breath was hot in my ear. Since September, he'd grown his beard back. At my insistence. It was rough and soft at the same time against my skin, the fur collar of my dream.
He trailed kisses down my shoulder, his mouth warm and moist. I shivered with delight and need.
My skin had grown increasingly sensitive since I got pregnant. Excess estrogen. Lovely extra estrogen that made my breasts ache for his touch and my clit reach for his fingers.
"Stop teasing me with your fingers and give me the real thing. Slide inside where I need you, Jus."
He took my chin and turned my face to his, kissing me tenderly and deeply.
I kissed him back and pulled up my nightgown, pulled it over my head, and dropped it over the edge of the bed to the floor.
I opened my eyes just a crack and stole a glimpse of him over my shoulder. He was silhouetted in the moonlight coming through the upper window of our master suite. He had a look of wonder and desire on his face. He was delightfully naked and aroused as he slid between my legs and rubbed against me. Just the way I liked him.
Everything was still dreamlike. I fought full wakefulness. I wanted him to make love to me in that space between dream and reality. I backed into him, positioning him at my opening. "Do it, Jus. Do it now. I'm so ready for you."
He playfully bit my shoulder and slid in. I shuddered with the first thrust, already on the edge of pleasure. My extra hormones made me bloom for him. I came quickly these days.
We were both needy. Both ready. Both almost breathless with desire. I closed my eyes and let the dreamlike state carry me as I rocked into him behind me. It only took a couple of thrusts to throw me over the edge into wave after wave of climax.
I gasped and called out his name. Everything was so intense with him. I squeezed him as he stiffened behind me and gave a final thrust.
When it was over, he held me tight and cradled me tenderly. My uterus contracted with my climax and became hard and tight. I had to breathe through it, unable to speak.
"I love you, Kay. I missed you."
"I love you, too." I was truly breathless. "You take my breath away." I gasped as the baby kicked. "Baby kick. She gets jealous when her parents have sex."
I moved his hand so he could feel it. In reality, I didn't think she liked having her living quarters cramped and contracted.
I felt Jus smile against my back.
He kissed the back of my head. "She's a little tyrant." He rubbed my baby bump, trying to calm her. "Nice muscles."
"Cyber Monday?" I said, drowsy and sated.
"A huge success."
Justin
I slept like the dead and got up early the next morning. I was showering in the glass-encased shower, enjoying the steam and the feel of hot water waking me, when I noticed the bathroom door to the bedroom was open a crack. And Kay's eye was peeking through.
I turned toward the door, grabbed my dick, and gave it a good stroke or two for her benefit.
She laughed as she opened the door and stepped in, carrying the bag I'd left on my nightstand.
"Are you spying on me?" I didn't know why that made me so happy. Maybe because all the time I was growing up, no girl had looked at my scrawny, nerdy self twice. The thought of seeing me naked would have sent any reasonable girl with half-decent eyesight running, not panting with lust. Now this beautiful blond was playing voyeur to get an eyeful.
"Just seeing whether you're being naughty or nice." Her eyes danced.
"I can be very naughty." I opened the shower door and reached for her, grabbing her by the wrist, ready to pull her in, nightgown and all. Water ran down my face and dripped off my beard.
She laughed and rattled the bag. "What's this?"
"Yesterday was the first day of advent. That's your first chocolate."
"Copycat! It's late," she said with a flirt in her voice as she wrenched free of my grip.
"Copycat?" I frowned, confused.
"Didn't you get the advent calendar I had delivered to you yesterday?" She took a step back, out of reach.
Water was dripping on the floor. I closed the shower and thought for a minute, before it dawned on me. "I got a lot of packages yesterday. The suppliers have begun their annual onslaught of thank-you gifts. I didn't have time to open any. I had Danielle set them aside. It's probably in with those."
She shook her head, looking incredibly, sexily disappointed. "So much for the element of surprise."
"Great minds think alike," I said. "I'll open it first thing today when I get to the office."
"You better. You have two days of surprises waiting for you." She pulled the single-chocolate box out of the bag and opened it.
I loved watching her as her eyes went wide.
"It's an angel covered in gold flake." She looked at me. "It's beautiful." Her eyes were misty and soft.
"Her mouth was like a jewel as she feasted on twenty-four-karat gold." I nodded toward it and brushed my wet hair back.
"It's too beautiful to eat."
"It's too decadent and tasty not to. If you don't eat it, you'll never know what you're missing."
She got a devilish look in her eyes. "Is this like a chocolate Santa? Do you eat the head or the feet of an angel first?"
"The wings." I grinned. "So it can't fly away."
I watched her reaction closely as she took it out of its box and set the bag and the box on the counter. She closed her eyes and arched her neck as she tasted it, looking rapturous. "Dark chocolate, raspberry, and gold. This is the best thing I've ever tasted."
She walked over to me. "You have to try this." She put it between her lips, leaving some sticking out for me, and opened the shower door so I could have a taste.
I pulled her into my arms, pressing her against my wet body as I kissed her and stole half her chocolate. Before she could protest, I pulled her into the shower.
"I'm still dressed!" She was laughing in the steam as the shower soaked her white nightgown.
I pulled her nightgown off and dropped it outside the shower, giving her a triumphant look. Then I sat her on the bench of the shower and made love to her.
"Naughty enough for you?" I said when we were finished.
"Nothing but coal in your stocking this year. You're going to have to be very good the rest of the year to make up for it." She laughed. "You're simply insatiable."
She kissed me, grabbed the towel I'd slung over the shower door, and slid out of the shower, leaving me alone and towel-less. "And I have to pee."
"You always have to pee. Hey, come back with my towel!"
"No time. Your baby is dancing on my bladder."
"My baby now?" I arched a brow.
She laughed. "Tap dancing, no less."
Laughing, she disappeared into the room with the toilet and closed the door.
I wanted to give Kay everything. I loved her that much. She wasn't complaining, but I knew she'd been disappointed by Thanksgiving and how much I worked over the holiday weekend. I was touched that she'd sent me an advent calendar. And embarrassed that I'd been a douchebag and not made time to open it. She was magnanimous and forgiving about that, too.
I remembered Kay in college, and how she'd loved the holidays. She'd planned the decorations for her sorority and almost singlehandedly ran the Christmas party, including the secret elves program. She'd been almost giddy with the fun of it. Which was why I'd put her in charge of the employees' Santa Sample Sale. She was already in charge of the majority of our charitable donations and organizations. But I wanted her to have an active hand in managing the sample sale. If she was up to it.
I hoped it made her happy. This was the first holiday season we'd spent together and I was already blowing them with my workaholic tendencies. For me, the holidays were like tax season to an accountant. Fourteen-hour days or more and little sleep. I'd known this going in. But I'd dragged Kay in unaware.
There was nothing I could do about it. In retail, this was make-it-or-break-it time. I had to work hard to keep Flash going.
That left Kay to deal with holiday stress. Our parents were the primary source of it. Each set vying for an extra minute with us.
I wanted to give Kay something special for Christmas. You would think being a billionaire would have made that easy. Ironically, it made it more difficult. It was too easy to buy something expensive and pass it off as thoughtful. Kay would see right through something an empty gesture.
Yes, I worked hard for what we had. But now that I could afford almost anything, it made things somehow less meaningful.
I was determined to do something memorable. To make up for being an absentee husband for a few months. During some of those hours when I was drinking too many energy drinks and too much coffee, and showering at the gym, I'd been struck with an idea—family peace. It may not have been as profound as world peace. But it was a good start.
If I could take the stress off Kay by setting a precedent of how we'd deal with family and holidays, I would be banking holiday capital for the rest of our lives. If I could start a tradition that was uniquely ours that we could carry on throughout the years, wouldn't that be worth doing? Some time that we'd set apart for family, but wouldn't consume us. Something we could eventually bring children to. Like next year. Wow. My kid would be nine months old next year.
In that vein, I'd peppered Kay's friends Britt and Sarah, who both worked for me at Flash, with questions about what would thrill Kay most, tradition-wise. I had several restrictions on it. It had to be something here in Seattle. Something that we could do in the afternoon or evening of Christmas Eve that could involve both families. And, eventually, children. Something that said Christmas. Something classic. Something with staying power.
Britt, who knew Kay better than anybody, had come up with the answer. Give that girl a bonus!
"Kayla loves The Nutcracker ballet. But I think she only got to go once or twice as a girl. And one of those times was with my family. We got all dressed up in twin velvet dresses. It was so much fun. Kayla said she'd love to do it every year. She just loves all the dancing and the music." Britt raised her eyebrows as she looked at me for verification.
"The ballet?" I wasn't convinced.
Britt rolled her eyes. "Men! You don't get it. It's a Christmas story and a romance. Women love it. Kids love it. Even little boys love it. I mean, the Nutcracker fights the rats!" She continued staring at me.
I was thinking.
"They retired the Maurice Sendak sets after last year's season," Britt said. "This year the sets are brand new, designed by children's author Ian Falconer. And they've returned to George Balanchine's 1954 choreography." Britt nodded. "The Maurice Sendak sets lasted thirty years. This could be the start of something big."
Ballet? Not my thing. Not my dad's thing. Or my two brothers'. Mom might like it. Kay's parents? I had no idea. But if Kay would love it, I would do it. I could sit through a few hours of ballet for her sake. To make everything up to her for missing the holiday action and leaving the holiday burdens to her.
Getting tickets, however, especially for Christmas Eve, had been challenging. The show sold out in October. Getting eight seats together? Practically impossible. I put my talented new assistant Danielle on it.
It took some doing. Some finagling. And the negotiation skills of our chief procurement officer in addition to Danielle. We had to call in more than a few favors. Finally, one of Riggins' friends agreed to trade a week at his ski chalet at Whistler over New Year's for one of the board members for the children's hospital eight-seat box at the ballet. I agreed to be a sponsor at Riggins' friend's annual golf tournament for charity. And over a handshake, the deal was done.
Then I'd booked dinner reservations after the show at one of Seattle's top steakhouses, to make it up to Dad and my brothers for the ballet. And now all that was left was to give Kay the exciting news—family problems solved. We'd all spend Christmas Eve together at the brand new Nutcracker and have Christmas Eve dinner no one would have to cook.
We'd open presents and spend the night at Kay's parents. Go to mine for breakfast. See them off. And have dinner with Kay's. In the meantime, Danielle had gotten me on the list for season tickets for the ballet for next year so the tradition could continue. Now all that was left was to surprise Kay with it.
I'd also picked out a little something special for Kay to wear to the ballet.
I was happy just thinking how happy Kay would be when I surprised her with the tickets. First, I had to get buy-in from both sets of parents.
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Tuesday, December 2nd
Kayla
I was at the breakfast table, eating a cranberry scone, when Jus joined me. Magda, certain he wasn't eating right at work, had made him a plate of scrambled eggs and sausage. I tried not to look at it. I was at the end of my second trimester and rarely had morning sickness now, but something about eggs didn't sit right with me.
He flashed me a knowing, intimate look that would have made me laugh if Magda hadn't been watching. He was carrying a small, wrapped present. He slid it across the table to me as he sat.
"What's this?" I asked as I took it from him.
Magda poured him a cup of coffee.
"December 2nd, second day of advent." He nodded to it as he took a sip of his coffee, a dark, aromatic African bean Christmas blend I'd gone specifically to the roastery to get. It was a roastery exclusive, and worth the trip.
"Open it," he said, indicating the present.
I pulled the ribbon off. Inside was a box from my favorite jewelry store. I lifted the lid to reveal a gold charm bracelet with a single snowflake bead decorated with crystals. At least, I thought they were crystals. With Jus, you never knew. They could have been diamonds. I had a pretty good eye for diamonds, but a good crystal could sometimes fake me out. I sensed a theme.
"It's just crystal," he said, as if reading my mind.
"It's beautiful." I had an idea that by Christmas the bracelet would be filled with holiday-themed beads. I leaned across the table to kiss him. And bumped it, of course, rattling our glasses.
"Your ob appointment's today, isn't it?" he said.
"Sweet of you to remember."
He laughed. "I have it in my calendar. Do you want me to be there?"
I had a moment of panic. He'd been very supportive, not missing an appointment when he was in town. Even going so far as to try to schedule his trips around them when he could. But I wanted to talk to my doctor about my travel plans. I didn't want Jus around for that.
I shook my head. "No, you're busy. And this is just a quick, routine visit. No ultrasounds. Nothing special going on. There's no need for you to waste a couple of hours of prime work time for a five-minute appointment."
He looked relieved.
"I'd rather have you home early for dinner." I was pulling his chain again. I knew he wouldn't be home for dinner, let alone early. But I said it with a straight face so I could enjoy his reaction. Yes, I was an evil woman. One tick against my name on Santa's list.
His face fell. He looked contrite and apologetic. I watched Jus the politician and negotiator come out. "Kay—"
I laughed. "Don't worry. I'm teasing. I'd rather you get done what you need to. I'll text you after the appointment." I paused. "But, seriously, will you be home sometime tonight?"
"I hope so." He looked sheepish.
After Jus left for work, I wandered to our bedroom to shower for my doctor's appointment. I had a ton of work to do to get the sample sale ready and plan the parties. I needed to meet with Britt and the other merchandise buyers to see what samples they had to contribute to the sale.
Flash ran a sample sale for the employees about once a month to every six weeks throughout the year. Once a year they held a public sale. And once a year they held one specifically for the employees and supporters of the local children's hospital. The employee sales were always held in a big conference room on the ground floor of the Flash office building and looked a lot like a garage sale. Stuff strewn everywhere. Employees grabbing for the best finds.
Things were ridiculously cheap at the sales, pennies on the dollar. All the items were donated by the manufacturers who didn't want their samples back after Flash had either used them to determine which items to feature or had photographed them for the catalogue. Often it was more expensive to send the samples back than for the manufacturer to donate them.
All the proceeds from the sales went to the children's hospital as a charitable donation. Members of the children's hospital charitable organization manned the sales, acting as clerks and helping set up and tear down.
Since the big charity sample sale in September, I'd been in close contact with the merch buyers. They were under strict instructions to hold back the best deals for December sale. And lock them in a top-secret storage unit at the office. I'd nicknamed it Santa's closet.
I'd also instituted a holiday wish box where employees could drop in suggestions for items they were wishing would show up at the sale. Employees were some of Flash's best customers. They watched the website with keen eyes for bargains. The suggestions came streaming in. The merch buyers were supposed to be holding samples that matched wishes for the December sale. I had actually set up a simple inventory management system to keep track of what we had.
I wanted it to be the best sale ever, a real Christmas wish come true for hardworking people who didn't always have a lot of extra money to spend. Jus and Riggins paid their employees the most they could, but they had to stay competitive. Many employees certainly had no time during the holidays to shop, other than online.
In just the few short years Flash had been in business, the Santa Sample Sale had become a tradition. A sort of Santa's Secret Shop for grownups where employees could pick up last-minute gifts and surprises for their friends and family. Jus said it was great fun for the employees. Riding high from the success of the September sample sale charity event I'd run, I planned to make this holiday sale the best one yet.
It would be almost like Flash was playing Santa to its employees. What a happy thought. Christmas morning with its socks full of surprises was one of my favorite parts of the holiday. And this would be a little bit like it.
I was filled with happy thoughts as I stripped down for the shower. So much so that I wasn't paying attention to either my body or my clothes as I turned the water on and waited for our tankless water heater to get a nice head of steam going. It wasn't until I stepped into the shower that I noticed a tiny trail of pink swirling in the water at my feet.
My heart stopped for a minute. I was spotting.
Justin
First thing when I got to the office, I opened the calendar from Kay. It was from the coffee company that had a branch in our office complex. I opened the red tin for December 1st. A small package of chocolate-covered espresso beans and a coupon for a fifteen-minute relaxation message from a travelling masseuse. Just what I needed.
I held off opening today’s tin. Something to look forward to later, kind of like Christmas.
I'd just settled in to look over the morning reports when there was a knock on my door.
Paul Conner, my chief procurement officer, poked his head in. "Gotta minute?" He was frowning.
Not a good sign.
I waved him in.
He closed the door behind him. "We have a problem. I just heard from my brother-in-law on the port commission. The longshoreman rejected their contract. They voted to strike. We have a matter of hours before every port on the West Coast shuts down. It will be all over the news before noon."
"Shit." I thumped back in my chair and tried to breathe.
Paul nodded. "The longshoremen may have just stopped Christmas from coming. At least for us."
I cursed beneath my breath and shook my head. "We're not cancelling Christmas."
Without the port, how the hell were we going to get all our goods from overseas? Rumors of a possible strike had been flying all fall as the negotiations dragged on. Everyone had been hoping it wouldn't come to this. Damn.
I grabbed my phone and sent out a high-priority text to Riggins, our top execs and senior managers, and, most importantly, the head of transportation.
Then I turned my attention to Paul. "How are we set for boxes and bags? We made contingency plans, right?"
"We're set," Paul said. "We have enough packing supplies to box, bag, and mail everything we have on hand and meet all our forecasts. Packaging materials won't be what delay orders. Content is another story."
"There has to be a way through this." I jumped out of my chair. "Where's Darren? We need his transportation team. We have to get somebody to the port and get what we can from any of our shipments still waiting to be unloaded. Immediately. I'll go to the pier myself if I have to."
Kayla
I'd been frantically texting and calling Jus all the way to the doctor's office. No response. It wasn't like Jus to be out of touch. Especially if there was an emergency. Which was clear from how many times I'd texted him in a row with a desperate message to call me.
I was scared as I lay on the examining table in my obstetrician's office with my pregnant belly exposed and covered in ultrasound goo. My heart raced like a rabbit's. I kept hoping to see Jus charge in to the rescue. I just wanted to hold his hand and have him tell me everything was going to be okay.
Dr. Valentine had been studying the ultrasound screen with a serious expression. Her shoulders relaxed. She swung the screen around for me to see. "Everything looks great." She broke into a smile.
I let out a sigh of relief.
"Nothing to worry about. See? Your little girl is perfect. And in the perfect position. The placenta is nice and high and firmly attached. There's no sign of placenta previa or miscarriage."
I was mesmerized by the sight of my baby. She turned and looked directly at the camera. Amazing how clear the ultrasound was. She actually looked like a baby. With unique, distinct features and personality. She looked a little bit like Jus and a little like me. I resisted the urge to wave at her. Instead, I grinned, stupidly relieved.
"Have you recently had sex?" Dr. Valentine set the paddle down and wiped my stomach with a towel.
I wasn't usually shy about the question, but I found myself blushing. And feeling guilty. "Yes?" I said, as if I wasn't sure I wanted to admit to the truth.
Dr. Valentine laughed. "What does that mean? You're not sure?"
"No, I'm sure enough. I've had sex. Several times in the last eight hours." Now I was blushing to my toes.
"Well, then, that's probably our culprit." She squeezed my arm reassuringly. "Bleeding during pregnancy is scary and can be a symptom of a serious problem. In some cases, though, like yours this time, it's harmless. Pregnancy hormones caused you to develop more sensitive, and expanded, blood vessels.
"Light bleeding or spotting during this time in your pregnancy, the second and third trimester, can occur because of a combination of those sensitive vessels and interference with the cervix during sex."
"Is this your way of telling me no more sex?" I hated to ask the question. I was already insecure over Jus. And, at the same time, madly desirous of him. If we couldn't have sex…
But I was being selfish. I would do anything for my baby.
Dr. Valentine, who was always reassuring and kind, and often funny, shook her head. "No! Of course not. Having sex is healthy for you and your relationship."
"I feel foolish for rushing here and panicking," I said, still staring at my baby.
Dr. Valentine shook her head. "You shouldn't. Always let me be the judge of whether the cause of your bleeding is serious or not. As they say, better safe than sorry. It's a motto I live by. Would you like another picture of the baby for the family album?"
I nodded.
She handed me another towel so I could wipe up the remaining remnants of the goo and pressed a button to print a picture of the baby for me. "Do you have any travel plans for Christmas?"
"No." I set the towel aside. "I don't think so. Not until after the first of the year. After Jus gets out of the retail hot zone. Then we may take a few days in late January for a winter vacation on the east coast."
Dr. Valentine's forehead creased. "I'm sorry, Kayla. I feel like Scrooge right now. But I'm going to put the breaks on your plans. If you want to travel, go now, before it's too late. I'm putting you on the no-fly list after Christmas."
"What!" I nearly sat straight up. Nearly, only because it wasn't easy to sit straight up, certainly not quickly, with a big baby bump slowing me down and blocking progress. "I thought you said the bleeding isn't serious."
"It's not, in and of itself. I'm more concerned with your own history. You were a preemie, right?"
"Yes," I said slowly.
"And so was your mom."
"Yes."
She nodded, looking wise and sympathetic. "There's a strong genetic component to prematurity and preterm labor. Everything looks good and healthy with your pregnancy now. You measure out right on schedule. But because both your mom, and her mom, went into preterm labor, you have a good chance of doing so, too. We just won't know until it happens. If it happens.
"I was going to talk to you about it during your visit today even before I knew about the bleeding. You have a few more weeks to get any wanderlust out of your system. Come December 26th, you're grounded." She winked at me. "And I won't have you sneaking out of town by bus, train, stagecoach, or sleigh, either."
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Kayla
I was so relieved the baby was okay, and upset about being grounded before my time, that I almost forgot to be upset with Jus about not getting back to me. It was hard to believe now that this pregnancy was accidental. And that I hadn't wanted it at first. Not at all. At the time, it had meant I would be connected to Jus for life. And I hadn't been sure I wanted that. Now I loved him beyond reason.
So many people had branded me a gold digger for suddenly marrying Jus on the spur of the moment in Reno. Even though, of course, an imposter had married him, not me. When I got pregnant, it sealed that "she only married him for his money" opinion in everyone's mind. They were simply jealous. It seemed like every girl in Seattle wanted an adorable billionaire like Jus. I was "that little gold digger."
The best way to hang on to a share of a rich guy's fortune for life? Even after a messy divorce? Have his kid and hit him with child support for at least eighteen years. And make sure it was generous.
At first, and maybe still, popular opinion believed our marriage would fail. Many gave us no more than a few weeks to a month. We'd proved them wrong on that point. But anyone who was betting was still spouting the odds were we wouldn't make it past five years and this baby was my insurance for the future.
They didn't know, of course, how close we'd come to calling it quits. Or how we'd originally had a divorce scheduled for our one-year anniversary.
I texted Jus to ignore my earlier, frantic texts and calls, and headed home. Outside may have been dark with gray clouds, and gloomy, but inside Magda had the house lit and cheery. The Christmas trees were lit and the sound of voices on TV in the background. Our little dog, Data, barked happily and ran to greet me. I scooped her up. "Hey, girl."
Magda was in the kitchen. Her eyes lit up when she saw me. She gave me a hesitant look. "Mrs. Kayla? The baby?"
She'd seen my earlier panic and comforted me while I waited to get in to see my doctor.
"We're both fine." I smiled reassuringly. "Nothing serious. I just panicked."
"No. You were cautious. There's a difference."
I smiled, glad to have Magda around. "Something smells delicious."
"Your lunch. I'm making you a nice winter soup and homemade bread. You need to stay strong and healthy for the baby."
She was "watching" TV while she cooked. She was one of those people who liked the sound of voices constantly around her. She wasn't so much paying attention and watching as having the comforting sound in the background.
My head was whirring with wedding thoughts, but I was touched by her thoughtfulness and concern. "Yum. Can't wait. I have some work to do." Actually, I had a wedding to plan. I took my coat off and hung it in the closet. "I'll be in my office until lunch."
I took off my shoes and slipped into some comfy Christmas slipper socks I'd bought the day after Thanksgiving. They were, frankly, ridiculous, but adorable. And kind of sexy in a Christmasy, funky way. They were red and black Mrs. Claus socks, with white printed lace at the toes and a black belt wrapped around the ankle like an anklet. My silly side coming out.
Jus had a matching Mr. Claus pair he refused to wear. You would think someone with zero fashion sense like my husband would have been game for funny slipper socks. But no. Killjoy.
Anyway, these were the softest, most comfortable things I'd ever worn. I loved them and my classy, winter white knee-high slipper boots above all else. And alternated between them. But now that it was the holiday season, the Mrs. Claus socks were on extra duty.
I had a lot of thinking and planning to do. I wanted to be married before the baby was born. Just the two of us pledging our love and making things legal. A Christmas season wedding. In the snow in New York. Suddenly, it took on a romantic aura.
After the baby arrived, everything would be that much more complicated. And the wedding would have to wait until I'd gotten back into some semblance of shape and would be confident leaving the baby with someone. Getting married was, of course, complicated by having to keep it absolutely secret. I really didn't want a public recommitment ceremony for this. I'd rather do that someplace romantic. If we did it all.
No, I decided as I settled into my office and closed the door. I wouldn't let being grounded after Christmas thwart my plans. Jus had been in such a good mood after his Cyber Monday success. With the business running so smoothly, and safely in the black for the year, it suddenly seemed possible I could talk him into an overnight stay in New York to get married. It would be an early Christmas present. So why not?
The thought of a snowy December wedding was suddenly romantic. A real elopement. Yes, terribly romantic. Dex would be done with finals and home from college for Christmas break by the seventeenth. He was the one unromantic aspect of my plans. I loved my cousin, the little geek, but he was a prankster and I didn't want him doing anything to derail the lovely vision I had for my wedding.
A white maternity wedding dress with lace and crystals. A bouquet of white roses and poinsettias. I didn't even need to consult Pinterest for what I had in mind.
I glanced at the calendar on my desk. I would have to work fast. The seventeenth was a Wednesday. We could fly out on the eighteenth. Get our license that afternoon. Get married on the nineteenth…
Or would we have to wait until the twentieth? Damn that twenty-four-hour waiting period. Jus might be convinced to slip away for a few days, but the fewer, the better chance I had of making my case.
Harry! I snapped my fingers. I would get Harry to get a New York judge to waive the waiting period. I mean, after all, what was the point? We were already "married." For all the State of New York knew we were just two crazy, young, eccentric rich kids who were romantic enough to want to renew their vows at six months.
So, yes! Harry. I grabbed a notepad and scribbled his name to remind me. Harry could certainly convince a judge.
I bit my lip and frowned in thought as I added another note. Make sure Harry gets the marriage record sealed as private so it's not a matter of public record. I didn't want the media getting hold of this news. I shuddered at the thought. They'd make something nasty and scandalous out of it. Claim we were desperate to save our failing marriage. That the vow renewal was a lame attempt to reclaim the magic. Sad, really.
I shrugged off thoughts of gossipy douchebags.
Now all I needed was a little wedding chapel somewhere in snowy upstate New York, a willing officiant—still hated that word—who would require the license, a chartered jet, and a very small bit of Christmas magic to convince Jus, and I was set!
A knock on the door brought me out of my wedding thoughts and back to the real world.
"Mrs. Kayla?"
"Yes?"
Magda cracked the door open and poked her head in. "Lunch is ready."
I nodded and got out of my chair. As I wandered into the kitchen behind Magda, ready to eat at the counter, the news was still on. They cut to the ports and a shot of angry men carrying "On Strike" signs. Fair wages for longshoremen.
A bright blue banner was pegged at the bottom of the screen. Longshoremen up and down the West Coast on strike. Ports closed for the foreseeable future. Retail giants worried. Will this kill their holiday profits? Wall Street reacts. Retail stocks down on the news.
My heart thudded to a standstill. My mouth went dry. "Crap."
Magda looked at me, following my gaze to the screen.
So that was why Jus hadn't called or texted me back. All my happy thoughts vanished. All I wanted for Christmas was a real marriage. Enough of this faking things! The port closure had probably just dashed my Christmas wish for a New York wedding.
Justin
I was in meetings, on the phone, scrambling, all day trying to salvage our Christmas orders. We were guaranteeing in-time for Christmas delivery. We were damn well going to make good on it. The Canadian ports were still open. We could ship our goods to Vancouver, B.C., and truck them down or send them by rail. We'd have to deal with customs at the border and incur more costs and time delays. Our East Coast distribution center in Pennsylvania would be fine. The East Coast ports were open. Our Midwest distribution center in Columbus, Ohio, and the one in Reno were in jeopardy.
Flying everything was just too expensive. We'd lose our shirts. Keeping operations running smoothly was going to be dicey from here until long after the strike ended. For every day it went on, shipping containers full of pallets of goods would pile up on the piers. Once the strike ended, it would take days, weeks, or months to get them all unloaded and distributed.
At seven in the evening, my stomach rumbled. I realized I hadn't eaten all day. Or checked personal messages. I wouldn't be going home tonight. I needed to call Kay. I wondered how her doctor appointment had gone. If something had been wrong she would have called me. I was confident of that.
Shit, I thought with a start. I should have thought to check earlier. She'd left me nearly a dozen messages.
When I listened to the first message, my heart stopped. Her voice was panicked and scared. Kay was spotting. We could lose our baby.
I called her before listening to the rest. I was such a crappy husband.
Kayla
I sat out on the covered patio, watching the silent, dark lake and looking at the lights sparkling from the city and homes across from us. A few scattered showers had come through since afternoon.
It was hard for people who weren't Seattleites to understand our relationship with our weather. We had as many names for rain as Finland had for snow. We loved sunshine, but when the rain was gone too long, we felt exposed and nervous. Ready for a comfy rainy day. And yet when it rained again after a long dry spell, it was like Seattle drivers had forgotten how to drive in it. All kinds of accidents.
Seattle in the winter was mostly fifty-five and rainy. And forty to fifty percent or more humidity. Snow for Christmas was a rarity. I'd lived in the Seattle area all my life, except for four years of college, and could only remember a couple of white Christmases. And you had to be generous about what constituted white, as in a dusting that lasted a few hours.
The humidity made it feel colder than it was. Because I was pregnant, I was always warm. It felt good to sit outside on our patio decorated with Christmas lights, sipping hot Christmas blend tea. I wore a light sweater and hadn't bothered to turn the patio heater on. I was perfectly comfortable. Anyone else would have been freezing. But I was enjoying the gentle, cold breeze that was rippling the lake.
Since noon, I'd been plotting. I was determined. Nothing would stop my Christmas wedding. I'd looked it up. We could get a marriage license on Christmas Eve before noon. If Harry could get the twenty-four-hour wait waived, we could be married that afternoon and fly home late Christmas day. Jus could be back in the office first thing on the 26th.
Even Jus wouldn't work on Christmas. If I teased him enough about being Scrooge, I could guilt him in to taking it off. Especially if I promised him he could go into work all the earlier the next day. Ha! The Christmas Carol.
It was getting him to take all of Christmas Eve off that worried me. I might have to blow my element of surprise.
My phone sat on the table next to me. It startled me when it sprang to life. Heart pounding, I grabbed it. Jus. "Hey, stranger."
"Kay!" He sounded relieved I'd picked up.
Hey, I knew the feeling. And, yes, he should have been glad I had a forgiving nature and everything had turned out okay.
"Babe, I'm so sorry. How are you? How's the baby? Where are you? Are you at the hospital? I'll come. I'll be right there. Just tell me where there is."
"You obviously didn't see all my messages. I'm home. I'm fine. The baby's fine. Just a bit of innocuous spotting caused by its over-horny parents," I explained, letting him off the hook way too easily. But it was Christmastime, and he was stressed by the strike, so I gave him a break.
Jus was just so damn apologetic. You had to hear his tone of voice to fully get what I mean. Then you would recognize the sincerity in it. And the way he was beating himself up. Crap, he did a better job of it than I could do. He was so crazily sorry he had me wanting to comfort him. Apologies weren't just words for Jus. And that's what I loved about him. Part of it, anyway. His genuine concern.
"It's all right, Jus. I saw the news. I heard about the strike. I know you've been dealing with it all day." I hesitated, not sure I wanted to hear the answer to the question I was about to ask. "How bad is it?"
He paused, leading me to believe he was going to sugarcoat it. "Bad," he said at last. "It's going to be touch and go for us long after it ends. And it looks like it's going to be a prolonged work stoppage. The negotiating teams have packed up and called a cooling-off period. They don't plan to resume talks until next week at the earliest. The union and the ports are too far apart in their demands right now."
I was watching the dark ripples on the lake and drops of rain splatting as a shower moved through. My Christmas cheer completely melted away. "You won't be home tonight, will you?"
I tried not to sound all judgmental and needy. I knew when I married him that Jus was married to his work as well. And that he felt responsible for the jobs of all his employees. The health of the company meant more than just money for us. It meant livelihoods for thousands of people.
It was just that when I agreed to convince the world I was married to him, I hadn't been in love with him or pregnant with his baby. So I hadn't cared. In fact, I'd been almost relieved. Things were different now.
"I wish I could come home. I'm beat. But there's too much to do. No retailer across the country will be sleeping tonight. This affects us all. We'll be up all night with the workarounds…"
I listened to him vent. He sounded tired and spent. But I knew him. He'd down another can of energy drink and keep going.
"Am I going to see you at all between now and Christmas?" I tried to make my tone light and teasing. But I wasn't sure I'd succeeded.
He snorted. "Maybe. If you come to the office." He inhaled deeply.
"Do you want me to send you your pillow and a blanket?" I joked.
"Are you kicking me out?"
"Are you crazy? No!" I laughed softly, but I was deeply disappointed and worried. "Just trying to make you comfy at your new digs."
"Kay, I'm sorry. This isn't what I'd planned. I know how much you love the holidays—"
"Do what you have to, Jus. Just don't forget about me."
"Never." He paused. "Thanks for understanding. I love you."
I loved him, too. More than I cared to admit. I was going to marry that man. Really marry him. No matter how many obstacles the holiday season threw in my path.
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Kayla
The port strike had made it blatantly clear that I was going to have to marry Jus on Christmas Eve. And not a day sooner. Jus wouldn't break away until he was sure all of Flash's Christmas orders had shipped, the customers were happy, and Flash was out of danger. Challenges, challenges.
I was undeterred. Fate could throw whatever it liked at me. It could be a complete bah humbug. But I was marrying my guy if I had to squeeze the wedding into the season with a red and green shoehorn. Wedge it right in like a foot into a too-tall designer heel.
The more I thought about getting married on Christmas Eve, the more I liked it. It was even better than Valentine's Day! For the rest of our lives we could give each other gifts that were also secret anniversary gifts. Yes, better and better.
It would be our very own tradition. Something we'd started. Something secret to us. Christmas would be our holiday in so many ways.
As I plotted my Christmas wedding, I got a text from my mom: Does Justin like cinnamon rolls? Should I make my cinnamon roll Christmas tree for Christmas brunch this year?
I rolled my eyes. Who didn't love cinnamon rolls? But this was Mom's subtle manipulation in her bid to win more time with us over Christmas.
I hesitated. Maybe if I was noncommittal but replied that of course he loved cinnamon rolls, I would be in the clear.
Before I could answer, I got a text from Justin's mom, Diana. Booking our flight to the Bahamas. We can leave as late as five and still make it to the Bahamas in time to settle in before the tournament begins the next day. What do you think? Justin isn't answering my texts.
Oh, boy. I made up my mind then and there. I was going to put an end to this war of the Greens and Lucases. And establish a precedent—Jus and I did our own thing for Christmas. At least this year, we did.
We were fighting an unwinnable battle. No matter what we did, one set of parents was going to be miffed. So if they were both miffed together, at least they would be equal. No one could accuse us of playing favorites.
As much as I loved my parents, I loved Jus more. I couldn't tell them what I was really up to. If I could, they would back me completely. And insist on coming along. So they would just have to trust me this year. And understand that I wanted to whisk Jus off for a romantic first Christmas together.
The only problem remaining was Dex. How was I going to convince him to be our witness on Christmas Eve and take a red-eye home for Christmas morning?
If this Christmas Eve wedding was going to happen, I had to meet with our lawyer Harry Lawrence and get him to get that twenty-four-hour waiver.
Harry was Justin's personal lawyer. He also did some work for Flashionista. Harry had drawn up the original legal agreement, the postnuptial agreement, that had guaranteed me ten million dollars for staying with Jus for a year and divorcing on our first anniversary. Jus and I had torn it up when we decided to stay together.
On Wednesday morning, I packed a bag for Jus so he had more than a change of clothes at work if he needed. I also packed his pillow, a spare Christmas blanket, and those Mr. Claus socks. Once he discovered how comfy they were, he would wear them. I knew he would.
I loaded them in the car and headed out for my emergency appointment with Harry.
Harry was the kind of guy who looked like he was born to wear a suit. He had that kind of build. He was classically good looking. So handsome that his looks were wasted in the law profession. He really should have been a model.
Harry and I had started off on the wrong foot when we first met last June and he'd had me served with divorce papers for a marriage I hadn't participated in. At the time, I'd thought someone was pranking me. And that Harry was an arrogant douche.
For his part, Harry had believed I was a gold digger after Justin's money. Since then we'd gotten to know each other and realized that our first impressions had been off. He was still mainly Justin's guy. But he'd helped me out with some of our charitable foundation work, too.
His office suite was decorated for Christmas in tasteful blue and silver. There was a freshly cut tree in the lobby. Innocuous holiday music played softly in the background.
After settling into his office and closing the door, I came right to the point. "I want to marry Jus in New York State on Christmas Eve. I need you to do several things for me to make it happen. First, I need you to draw up a postnuptial prenup giving me the original ten million dollars Jus promised me should we ever divorce. Which we won't.
"I would have you make it for one dollar. But I know Jus wouldn't go for that. The point is I want Jus to know I'm not marrying him for his money. He can't really argue with the sum he originally named. Ten million is nothing to him.
"Second, I need a judicial order waiving the twenty-four-hour waiting period so we can fly into New York for Christmas Eve morning, get the license, and be married immediately.
"Third, the marriage records have to be sealed as private so they aren't published to the public record. Fourth, I need an officiant who requires a second license. Should you handle that or should I get Justin's private investigation firm on it—"
"Wait. Stop. Slow down." Harry leaned back in his desk chair. "Why do you want to get married in New York? As far as any legal or governing authority is concerned, you're already legally married."
I explained my motivation, what I had found out, and how I wanted the marriage to be unassailably genuine and legal.
Harry waited for me to finish, and then broke into his counterargument. Typical for Harry. "While I understand your desire to marry Justin and sign a license yourself, why court trouble?"
I frowned. "What trouble?"
He hesitated. "If the paparazzi gets wind of any of this, they'll have a field day. The more people you involve, the officiant, for example, the greater the chance the truth gets out. Why risk it?"
I shook my head gently, disappointed in him. But not surprised by his caution. "You're clearly not a romantic, Harry. Which is just too bad. You could be some girl's knight triumphant." I smiled to soften my statement. I was only half teasing.
"Love is worth taking any chance for. I want to be genuinely married to Jus. I want to vow to love him for my entire lifetime. And you, of all people, should be able to see that a legitimate marriage would silence all critics and any legal challenges."
The baby chose that moment to kick me. Hard. It took my breath away. I winced and rubbed my belly to soothe her, which drew Harry's gaze to my baby bump.
"Prenup. Postnup. Or whatever the hell it would be now. Even as your lawyer, I'm losing track. I'll draw something up if you insist. But if I know Justin, he won't sign it, no matter what the dollar amount." Harry frowned in thought. "I'm not sure about the legality of a postnup prenup. There's no case law that I know of. How the hell would it stand up in court?"
He shook his head. "You don't need one, anyway. That baby is your insurance. Justin will take care of that baby no matter what."
"I want postnup prenup, anyway. It may be an empty gesture, but it's the thought that counts. Isn't that what they say?" I held his gaze.
Harry nodded and slapped his desk. "If that's what you want. Our office has a branch in New York. We should be able to handle everything. I'll get on this right away."
I smiled at him, relieved.
After I left Harry's office, I made my weekly Wednesday visit to the children's hospital. Jus used to go on his own. Then I joined him. And since peak had hit, I'd mostly been going on my own. Jus gave huge sums to the hospital. It was easy to see why. The children and their illnesses and triumphs would win over the hardest heart.
I was on a mission to make sure every child that was in the hospital on Christmas or Christmas Eve got a special present. With that in mind, I was keeping an eye on the long-term patients, those I knew had little chance of being discharged for Christmas. I'd been subtly questioning them and helping them write their letters to Santa.
On my way from the hospital to Flashionista, I stopped by the bakery up the hill from Flash and bought out their selection of holiday cookies to take to the office. And a nice stuffed meat pastry for Jus for lunch. I had a meeting with Britt, Sarah, and Marla, the head merch buyer, to discuss the upcoming Santa Sample Sale.
I showed up at Flash carrying a box of snowflake cookies, Justin's pillow and lunch, and wheeling his suitcase.
Justin
My phone rang as I was coming out of our latest meeting. Mom. She knew better than to call me at work. She'd been texting all morning. I hadn’t had time to answer.
I picked up as I walked into my office and closed the door. "Mother."
She hated being called mother. I used the term in a jokey, reprimanding way. In that tone of voice she liked to use on me when I was in trouble.
"Justin Arnold Green," she responded just as quickly in the same mock reprimand.
We broke out laughing together.
"You're finally taking your old mother's calls now, are you?"
"Only because if I don't, you'll call out the National Guard."
"Oh, I don't think I'm happy enough with you to do that. I'd rather keep texting and calling until I drive you crazy."
She was still teasing. Sort of. There was a biting edge to her sense of humor.
"I've been swamped all day. A little thing called a port closure has had my attention."
"Yes, I know. I do watch the news from time to time." Her tone softened. "And it's peak. We're all busy. Dad and I are scrambling to get the last-minute travel arrangements made for the teams and put the rugby tournament schedule together.
"I didn't raise a wimp or a quitter. You'll handle it. You always do."
I appreciated her vote of confidence, but I hadn't dealt with a shipping stoppage of this magnitude before. And certainly never during peak.
"I'm sure you don't have much time, so I'll keep this brief," she said. "I need to know your plans for Christmas so I can finalize our travel plans. You'll be here on Christmas Eve after dinner and on Christmas morning, right? Isn't that our allotted time slot?"
It was more a directive than a question. Mom was used to coaching and commanding. She didn't take a backseat to anyone, least of all me. The fact that I was a billionaire didn't impress her much. It would have been better if I'd been a professional athlete.
"I'm glad you called about that," I said, trying to catch her off guard. "I've been meaning to talk to you about Christmas. I may be able to arrange to spend Christmas morning with you, if you'll do something for me."
"Justin." The frown in her voice was deep. "Some things never change. You've been negotiating since you were little." She gave a heavy sigh. "What am I going to have to trade to get a little time with my baby boy on Christmas?"
"For one thing, you can stop calling me your baby boy."
She laughed. "And for another?"
I hesitated. My mom wasn't a girly girl in any sense of the word. She was a complete extroverted tomboy, a girl jock. Which was part of the reason she and I had never understood each other. I was the black sheep of my family—the introverted non-athlete of her trio of boys. The only introvert in the family. She and Dad were both as extroverted as they came. Which explained why they loved team sports so much. If I had been athletic, I would have done an individual sport like track or tennis. Team bonding didn't appeal to me.
Mom was impossible to buy for. She didn't like jewelry, which I could get awesome deals on. Or trendy fashions. And perfume and anything scented gave her a headache. Basically, anything Flashionista carried, except maybe for a few odd housewares, were not my mom's thing.
She also wasn't the type of woman who enjoyed the arts. Give her a rugby, hockey, or football game any day of the week. Just don't make her watch the ballet. I was about to call her bluff. The secret to negotiating was to have something the other person either desperately needed or wanted. I had the upper hand.
"I'll give you your Christmas morning for the pleasure of your company at The Nutcracker on Christmas Eve. With the caveat that you have to convince Dad, Jerod, and Jeremy to come, too."
"You bought tickets to a Christmas ballet for our family? Have you lost your mind?" She laughed.
"Not just ours. Kayla's, too. I went to a lot of trouble to get tickets for both families. So Kay and I could spend Christmas Eve with all the people we love."
"Oh, bleh. Don't make me gag," she said. "You're really laying it on thick, boy-o." There was a shudder in Mom's voice. "Did those Lucases put you up to this?"
"No. Kay loves The Nutcracker. It's a surprise for her." I was taking pleasure in Mom's discomfort. "It's on me. And dinner after. At Dad's favorite steakhouse on the waterfront to make it up to you and the brothers." I grinned. "You can get all dressed up. Behave yourself and I'll buy you a new evening gown."
Another point for me. I couldn't remember the last time I'd seen my mom in a dress of any kind. She belonged to the pantsuit set.
"How did I raise such an evil boy?" But she laughed.
Mom's favorite attire was a tracksuit or sweats. When she had to dress up, she wore slacks. I was pushing her hard.
"Make it a pantsuit and I'm in."
Did I call it or what?
"A dressy pantsuit," I said. "With some sparkle to it. And heels. Nothing less than two inches."
"You're pushing your luck," she said.
"Deal?" I had her on the ropes.
"Deal." She paused and broke into her evil winner's cackle. "Sucker! How many times have I told you to do your research, Justin? I've actually been wanting to see this new Nutcracker. See if it lives up to its predecessor.
"The last time I went was before you were born. With my grandma the year before she died. Fond memories. Fond memories. Your dad has refused to take me again all these years. He'll have to cave now, won't he?"
"How do you know I didn't do my research, Ma?" I paused for emphasis. But, of course, I hadn't. "How do you know I'm not just trying to please you, too?"
"Nice try!"
I pictured Mom shaking her head.
"One more thing. This is a surprise for Kay. I haven't told her about it yet. Just make sure she doesn't hear about it until she hears it from me."
Kayla
I knocked on Justin's office door and poked my head in without waiting for his reply. "Jus?"
He was just finishing up a call. Was it my imagination, or did he pale and look like I'd caught him in the middle of some clandestine act? I looked around the room, suspiciously, then back to him.
He recovered quickly. "Kay!" His face lit up.
He set the phone down and jumped up to greet me as I struggled to wheel his suitcase in and balanced the box of cookies and his lunch, with his pillow pressed beneath my arm.
I managed to get in the door by the time he reached me.
He took in the suitcase and pillow and frowned as he took the box of cookies from me. "Are you sure you're not throwing me out?" His eyes sparkled like he was teasing. But there was just enough doubt in his voice to be completely sweet and adorable.
Jus still didn't realize how hot and attractive he was. Which made him even hotter.
"And softening the blow with a box of sugar cookies?" I laughed. "Should I be? Throwing you out? I already promised I wouldn't."
I tossed the pillow on his sofa, let go of his suitcase, and threw my arms around him, almost knocking him over with my passion and the element of surprise. The cookie box tipped precariously. He recovered just in time to save it.
I pulled him into an embrace while he balanced the cookies with one hand and caressed my belly with the other. I always missed him. Being in his arms now reminded me just how much I loved him.
"How's my baby?" he said to my bump.
I tipped his chin up. "I thought I was your baby."
"It's an all-encompassing term these days." He set the cookies down, put his hands on either side of my baby bump, jostling it while he distracted me again with a deep, sensual kiss.
"Hey!" I said, pulling away. "I know this trick. You're trying to wake her up so you can feel her kick."
"I miss her." He grinned and squeezed me tight to make a point. And get the response he wanted. The baby kicked. Hard.
Jus grinned. "I felt that! There's my girl."
"I think your girl is going to be a rugby player. Which will make your mom happy. Baby girl kicks like your brothers."
Jus shrugged and kissed me again. "It runs in the family."
I smacked my lips and looked upward, trying to place the taste of him. "Your kiss on my lips tastes like an energy drink." I pulled away to study him. "Have you had anything else to eat or drink since you left home?"
He made an exaggerated point of thinking my question over, like it was rocket science or something. "That would be no. Don't need it. One case of energy drinks a day and I'm golden."
I grabbed his arm. "Hold your hand out."
"Looking for a tremble, are you, my suspicious babe?" He held his hand out. It was steadier than mine.
"That's scary," I said. "You've built up an inhuman tolerance for sugar and caffeine."
He laughed again.
"I miss you," I said, as my heart squeezed with want. "Promise me you'll come home at least once before Christmas. Otherwise, I'll feel neglected. And I might have to take a lover."
His gaze fell to my bump and he raised one eyebrow.
I laughed. "Some guys find this hot."
"You mean me?" His grin was adorable. He leaned in and whispered in my ear. "I'll be home soon. My need for sex is about to overwhelm my sense of duty. I wish I didn't have a meeting to go to in a few minutes."
"That's all I am to you, now, is it?" I teased. "A roly-poly sex object?"
"And a baby machine. Don't forget that part. A billionaire like me needs an heir."
I punched him playfully.
He looked at the pillow and suitcase. "So what is this?"
"Making you comfortable. I figured you'd want an extra change of clothes." I held up the bag with his meaty pastry. "And this is lunch. Or dinner. For whenever you finally remember to eat. Put it in your fridge."
I hugged him, making a point of feeling him up. "You're getting too skinny," I said, imitating Mrs. Claus.
"So, did I interrupt something important?" I kissed him lightly again. "You look guilty."
"You're mistaking surprise and happiness for guilt. Did you really come all the way downtown to bring me my pillow?"
"And lunch. Don't forget lunch." I kissed him lightly again and let him go, reluctantly. "Actually, I have a meeting with the merch buyers in a few minutes to discuss the sample sale. You're not the only one with a busy schedule."
"So you squeezed me in." His look was penetrating and sexy.
"Yeah. I guess I did."
"And you brought me a whole box of cookies? Are these supposed to last the entire season?"
I shook my head. "Hands off! Those are for the merch department. There's one for you in the bag with your lunch."
His admin poked her head in his office. "Justin? There's a representative from the port here to meet with you."
"That's okay," I said to Jus. "I have to run anyway or I'll be late, too."
I kissed him once more and we were both off to our respective meetings. Walking through the building, I thought how fun it would be eventually to work here, too. The charity work and the pregnancy were keeping me busy. For now. But I had big ideas for Flash, too.
The Flashionista offices were a dream come true to anyone who loved retail, photography, or fashion. They shot their daily online catalogue onsite. And even though they had already blown past Christmas and were shooting January spots, Christmas props were still strewn everywhere. There were racks and racks of clothes, neatly organized for the fashion shoots, makeup artists, hair stylists, artist, models, and flashing lights.
Every desk in the merch department was decorated for the owner's holiday of choice—Christmas, Kwanza, Hanukkah, or just plain winter. There was clearly a competition going on. The transportation, legal, and supplier management departments were definitely losing, as far as decorating went.
I grabbed the holiday wish box on my way in to the conference room. Britt and Sarah were already waiting for me.
"Look at you, baby mama!" Britt jumped to her feet to hug me.
Sarah squealed, too.
They'd been sitting at a conference table, drinking coffee. Britt hugged me so enthusiastically, I almost lost my cookies. The holiday cookies I was holding. Those cookies had a death wish. Suicide by tumbling and crumbling seemed to be their main agenda.
"Can I feel it? Can I feel it? Can I feel it?" Britt put her hands on my baby bump, mimicking the people who came up to me thinking they had a right to a feel.
There was something about a pregnant belly that made people ignore personal space and social niceties and boundaries. And feel that your body was public property.
I rolled my eyes and laughed. She knew how much I hated it when complete strangers came up and put their hands on my body like we were intimates.
"She's not moving." Britt bounced my belly. "And a little round belly that shook when she laughed like a bowl full of—"
The baby stretched and moved. I winced. "Now you did it! You woke her up." But I said it jovially. "You and Jus, you're terrible."
I grabbed Britt's hand and put it on the spot a tiny baby foot was moving across my stomach.
Sarah took the cookies and wish box from me and set them on the table.
"FYI, this is way better than a bowl full of jelly," Britt said.
She finally let me go so I could hug Sarah.
"Where's Marla?" I asked, looking around for the head of the merchandise department.
"She's in another meeting," Britt said. "One of the thousands regarding the port strike. She'll be late. She said to start without her."
We all took a seat. Britt grabbed a cookie while I opened the wish box. It was packed.
"Oh boy," I said as I opened it and began handing them out for us to sort and catalogue. "Maybe we should have made this digital."
"We still can from here on out," Britt said.
Sarah put her mouth to one side. "Wow! The requests have suddenly started pouring in since Thanksgiving. We pretty much had all the items people wanted up through the last time we looked before break. Getting all this"—she pointed to the pile of requests—"is going to be a problem. And a time suck. Since this port closure, everyone is trying to keep their head above water dealing with our suppliers."
Britt frowned. "And it's still three weeks until Christmas."
"We'll think of something," I said. "I'll talk to Jus about hiring a temp to sort through everything and match the samples with the wishes."
"That would be awesome!" Sarah said.
We dug in and began reading through the pile of wants. We had just finished cataloguing the employee wants and were discussing what items would be left to give to the families at the hospital with Marla walked in. She looked harried and tired.
"Sorry I'm late." She took a seat and grabbed a cookie. "What did I miss?"
"We were just about to discuss how we're going to deliver the presents to the children's hospital," I said. "I was thinking we'd hire a delivery service to truck them over. And someone to play Santa Claus and hand them out on Christmas Eve afternoon. The kids will like that."
Marla shook her head. "No. That won't work. Justin always delivers the presents after the employee party on Christmas Eve. He loves it. He wouldn't miss it for the world. It's tradition. The children expect him. And it's fabulous PR for Flash. The media eats it up. He reads the kids 'The Night Before Christmas' and brings them cookies and milk." She turned to me. "I'm surprised he hasn't mentioned it to you."
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Kayla
Of course he delivered the presents! Why was I not surprised by this latest roadblock? Once again my special gift to Jus was going to make me look like a great big Christmas-spirit-killing bitch.
And as for tradition—how traditional could Jus handing out the presents be? Flashionista was only, like, four years old to begin with. I mean, Jus had just turned twenty-two last summer. It wasn't like there had been a lot of time to establish timeworn traditions.
Marla's adamant attitude irritated me, too. It was so superior and knowing.
Because it was the Christmas season, it was my duty to spread good cheer. Which meant I had to be the bigger person.
"No, I didn't know! But that's just like Jus." I beamed, genuinely proud of him and his generous spirit. "He's always thinking of others. And working hard. Especially with this port strike."
I leaned toward Marla, making her my confidante. "This is just between those of us here. I've already planned something special for Jus on Christmas Eve. I'm sorry I didn't know about Jus delivering gifts to the children at the hospital. I really am.
"But my plans are made now. And can't be undone. If I'd known earlier about the children's hospital…
"But that's beside the point now. I hope you'll help me out." He and me and baby-to-be were a family. And soon we'd be a real, legal family.
I was beginning to feel a lot like the Velveteen Rabbit, wanting to be a real wife. Wasn't that a Christmas story, too? My mom used to read it to me at Christmas when I was little.
Marla lifted an eyebrow, but she looked suddenly sentimental and apologetic. "Yes, how could you know?" she said more kindly. "He's been so consumed with running things, it probably slipped his mind."
I nodded. "He's barely even been home since Thanksgiving. How about Riggins?" I said, trying to find a solution. "Riggins is totally charming. Everyone loves him. He might like a turn—"
Marla laughed. "You obviously don't know Riggins well enough. The hospital has always been Justin's thing. I think children actually scare Riggins."
"He doesn't like them?" I was surprised.
Marla shrugged. "He's not comfortable around them. Let's leave it at that."
Sarah and Britt had gone surprisingly quiet while they watched the show between Marla and me. I almost asked them if they'd like popcorn with their show. Britt had only hired on to Flash last summer and Sarah had only been with Flash slightly longer. Neither had a dog in this fight.
"I love the children at the hospital, too." I took a deep breath. "We all want the best for them and their families. We still have time. We'll work something out. I still think hiring a topnotch Santa might be the thing."
After my meeting, I stopped by Justin's office to say goodbye. He was deep in concentration, doing something on his computer.
"I'm heading out," I said.
"Do I get a goodbye kiss?" He came to me and pulled me into his arms.
"Jus?" I bit my lip. "About Christmas—"
"Yes?"
"What do you want for Christmas this year?" It had occurred to me that I really hadn't asked him. I wasn't really having second thoughts or backing down. But I didn't want to ram my will through and deprive him of something that gave him joy. Like delivering presents to the children. If there was something Jus wanted more…
"You." His answer was quick and his grin positively lecherous.
"I'm serious." I sighed. "This is our first year together. I want it to be special."
"So do I." He got that look on his face that made me think he was up to something.
Oh, crap. He probably had a beautiful surprise gift for me and was going to give it to me in some romantic way.
"So if we change up the way things have been done in the past, that would be okay with you?" Maybe I wasn't exactly fighting fair here. But I was desperate.
His face lit up. "What do you mean?"
"Like start new traditions," I said. "Our own traditions."
"Absolutely! I'm all for new traditions. Especially if they make you happy."
He was so enthusiastic. I didn't want to spoil it by going into details just now. "You haven't answered my question."
He thought for a minute while I stared at him, wondering how I'd been so lucky to be thrown into a fake marriage with him.
He cupped my face gently. "I want something only you can give me. Your love. Your loyalty. Your friendship."
My heart beat with joy. I was on the right track. I was going to give him exactly what he wanted.
"I give that to you every day," I said. "I love you."
"And I never take it for granted. Just keep on loving me, and I'm good."
Friday, December 5th
Kayla
By Friday, I was in a state of sublime happiness. I had convinced Jus we needed to hire a temp to deal with the flood of Christmas wishes coming in. I'd decided on a small town on the Hudson River outside of New York City to get married in. It was perfect. On the Hudson River. Quaint and scenic. A small international airport was nearby.
There was no point trying to fly into New York City on one of the busiest travel days of the year and get to the Office of the City Clerk of New York through traffic. That was madness.
Harry called. He'd found a clergyman from the little town to marry us. One who waved all premarital counseling. Since we were married already, it only made sense. His name was Pastor James Brown. He believed in love enough to perform a ceremony on Christmas Eve, and yet required that essential second license.
I liked him already. He had a certain amount of essential cynicism. For a nominal fee, he would perform the ceremony at the quaint, picturesque wedding chapel I'd found, and booked, on the river. I had it for the entire day. Not that I needed if for more than about an hour, if that.
It looked lovely in the pictures. I hoped it lived up to its online hype as a beautiful venue for intimate winter weddings. However it turned out, it couldn't be any tackier than where Jus had supposedly married me in the first place.
I didn't want a reputation for getting married in blatantly tasteless settings time and again. However, beggars couldn't be choosers, especially at this late date. With all the Christmas travellers and celebrations, I was lucky to find any venue available at all. Then again, I'd been willing to pay a premium price.
I'd found a florist and ordered a bouquet and two boutonnieres to be delivered to the chapel. Jus was colorblind and couldn't see most shades of pink. But he was good with deep red. The red and white Christmas roses I ordered would be perfect.
I was having a cake flown in from a top bakery in New York City. Christmas themed. Single tier. White cake with raspberry filling. Justin's favorite. White fondant icing with delicate, intricate scrollwork, and red gum-paste roses and poinsettias crafted by an artist to look positively real. Also delivered to the chapel. Along with a bottle of the best champagne available. For a bridal toast.
Ordering a cake was probably over the top. We weren't having a reception. But I dreamed of cutting the cake with my groom and feeding Jus that first bite.
When I checked in with Harry, he said we should have our waiver by the end of next week. Jus had a tux that would be perfect to be married in. Now I just needed a dress and shoes…
All these lovely winter wedding thoughts were still bouncing through my mind like happy wishes for Santa when Jus and I boarded Riggins' yacht for the Christmas Ship Parade that evening.
We made our way to the lower deck. Jus tucked me in his arms. We were soon parading around Lake Washington in the middle of a Christmas ship flotilla.
When had "parading around" become an insult? As in "stop parading around!" Which had been a favorite of my mom when I was little.
This parading was merry and jolly, totally in the spirit of the season. Riggins had equipped his yacht with a powerful, clear sound system and mics, and a top-of-the-line karaoke system. He and Jus and a couple of the other guys from Flash loved to sing. Once a month, they sang karaoke at a local pub during the Flash employees' happy hour.
Riggins had also amply stocked the booze for this cruise. After the stress of the past week, everyone needed to let off steam and relax. And speaking of steam, every guest had a steaming hot cocktail of their choice—a hot buttered rum, a hot toddy, maybe an Irish coffee, or a Tom and Jerry.
I loved Tom and Jerrys. They reminded me of my grandpa. But Riggins talked me into an English Bishop, a traditional British hot cocktail made with port, orange, and cloves. Riggins was half British. He insisted I try it, saying it was Scrooge's favorite drink. The reformed Scrooge who woke after the last spirit left.
I was off hard alcohol for the duration. But a few sips of wine were fine.
The lead ship in this parade was a local dinner cruise ship equipped with a sound system and a professional choir who belted out traditional, choir-ish music at every stop and in between. The music was beautiful. And a little sedate if you were in the partying mood.
The boats in the flotilla spanned the range from just a step up from rowboat to the large cruise ship, but from smallest to largest, they were all elaborately decorated.
Riggins had spared no expense for his decorations. Every line of his yacht was trimmed with lights programmed to put on a light show timed to music. As the choir sang, they were rather serenely humming along in patient slow motion. A large wireframe tree with a sparkling star on top was in the middle of the lower deck.
The night was clear. The moon was out. And despite the wakes from the other boats, the lake was nearly as smooth as glass. Dark and bottomless and reflecting the moon in silver shimmers.
Sound carried so well at night across the water, we almost didn't need our speakers. The carols swept across to the shores as we cruised past Coulon Park packed with people waiting to see the ship parade. Past the Clam Lights put on by Ivar's, a fabulous lights display complete with tall wireframe running clams with legs. Past lakefront houses where homeowners gathered on their lawns and docks with mugs of steaming beverages and waved and caroled back to us.
In December in Seattle, you couldn't depend on nice weather. Certainly not on clear weather. But tonight was perfect. Forty-five degrees and calm. Peace on earth, at least weather-wise.
If you haven't experienced Christmas caroling like this, it's hard to understand the fun and sense of kindred spirit with the other boats and the people onshore. Everyone was in a merry mood, laughing and shouting between boats. Waving. Singing.
I was warm and toasty in my red Christmas sweater with the faux-fur collar and matching hat and gloves, wrapped in Justin's arms. And, of course, I had the little baby heat engine inside me to warm me up from the inside out.
I was so incredibly happy Justin had taken the night off. After the port closed, I'd been worried Riggins would cancel the outing. Now I was grateful for him for insisting that the party must go on. The entire top brass of Flash was out on the boat. So who was manning the store? Brave of them to all abandon store for ship.
Jus snuggled into me from behind, singing commandingly and beautifully. I lost myself in his deep, sexy, beautiful voice. He had a way of infusing the music with passion that swept me away.
Next to us, Riggins flashed Jus a look of exasperation as the choir broke into yet another slow carol. Clearly, he wanted to party.
Jus leaned down and whispered, "I don't hear you singing."
"You know I don't sing. I hope the baby gets your talent." I took a sip of my Bishop and leaned my head back against his chest.
"You sang to me once."
I smiled up at him. "Only because it was a desperate situation."
We motored around the lake in dark mode, following the lead ship, lights off except for Christmas lights. When our Christmas ship parade tour of the lake was over, Riggins pulled up in front of his lakefront mansion and dropped anchor offshore away from the dock.
He turned to Jus. "Let's give my neighbors a show, people."
"Who are we serenading?" one of the guys said. "There's no one out here, Riggins."
Riggins shook his head. "If we sing, they will come. I promised them we'd carol for them again this year. I don't go back on my word." He laughed. "'Jingle Bells,' everyone. Jack, hit the speakers and the music."
He handed Jus a mic. "Justin and I will lead. On three! One, two, three!"
We broke into a rowdy, jazzy version, accompanied by the karaoke music in the background.
Riggins kept singing and turning up the volume until one by one neighbor after neighbor appeared until he had a crowd. They applauded and raised their glasses to us from shore. Jus and Riggins were high on the thrill of performing, and hammed it up.
"Okay, that's it, people. Show's over!" Riggins finally said. "Merry Christmas! Happy holidays! Thanks for coming. We appreciate your support!" He saluted the crowd. "Hit the lights! Let's get this party started."
The appetizers and booze started flowing. Riggins fired up the karaoke. The sounds of a jazzy Christmas filled the air.
Riggins had hired a caterer and a bartender. And a professional captain to pilot the boat. Leaving Riggins free to imbibe Christmas cocktails to his heart's content, both warm and chilled.
I angled to get him alone so I could speak to him while he was in a warm, happy holiday mood.
Justin's friend and mentor, Lazer Grayson, came over to congratulate him. "That was an even better performance by you and Riggins than last year."
"Yeah. We've been practicing. Long hours at the office," Jus said. "We had to do something to combat fatigue."
"Singing invigorates you, obviously," Lazer said.
"That and half a dozen energy drinks kept me going forty-eight hours straight," Jus said.
I shuddered at the thought.
"How are things going with the port? Any word on when the strike will end…"
This could be a long conversation, I thought.
I tapped Jus on the arm and motioned that I was going to the head. A convenient excuse. With the baby jumping on my bladder, I was constantly going to the little girls' room.
I slipped away and cornered Riggins. Christmas music was blasting, making confidential conversation impossible. I grabbed his arm and shouted in his ear, "Can I have a word? In private."
He took my arm. "This way."
As he led me up the stairs to the upper deck, he shouted and pointed above our heads. A ball of mistletoe hung above us. "I hope no one gets the wrong idea."
"Justin's not the jealous type." I kissed Riggins lightly on the cheek. "Merry Christmas, Riggins."
He laughed.
Riggins had the looks, charm, and charisma that made women notice him everywhere he went.
"Everyone gets the wrong idea all the time," I said without a hint of flirt in my voice. "It goes with the territory of being in the spotlight." I rubbed my baby bump. "This pretty much guarantees people won't talk. Who would sneak away with an obviously pregnant woman?"
Riggins smiled. "You're still beautiful, Kayla."
"That's sweet of you to say. And prudent. If you'd told me I'm glowing, I'd have had to cause a scene," I said. "This time of year, glowing is only for reindeers' noses."
"And drunks," Riggins said. "So what's up?"
I looked around to make sure no one would overhear, and leaned in and whispered to him, "Justin needs Christmas Eve off. All of Christmas Eve. Not just a half-day. And all of the night of the 23rd."
"Oh?" Riggins looked intrigued. "I'm not his boss. We're partners. I don't have any say—"
"I think you do," I said, flattering him. "You have plenty of influence over him. If you suggest it, encourage him to take the time off, and cover for him, he'll fall happily into my evil plan to whisk him away for a few days."
Riggins laughed. "Evil plan? On December 23rd? Daredevil. You're not worried about being on Santa's naughty list?"
"Mark my words, I plan to be on his naughty list." I winked at Riggins.
His eyes sparkled, reflecting the Christmas lights around us. "Lucky Justin."
"I want my husband back for at least a few days during the holidays." At the thought of my wedding, happiness bubbled up. I didn't see any reason to hide my joy. "I've planned a special surprise getaway for him and me. I need your help pulling it off."
"A surprise?" Riggins got a funny look on his face. "I'm not a fan of surprises. They backfire too often."
"Now who's being a killjoy?" I teased. "I thought you had more adventure in you." I paused. "I'm not asking much from you. Just keep it a secret. And I would really appreciate it if you'd take over the gift-giving duties at the hospital Christmas Eve. And running the company party the morning of the 24th."
I grabbed Riggins' arm and implored him with my pitiful, frail pregnant woman look. "This is our first Christmas together. I really want to make it special before Jus and I become parents."
I batted my eyes at Riggins shamelessly and exaggeratedly. "This would mean a lot to me," I said in a singsong tone. "I'd owe you big time. What if I promise Jus will take New Year's Eve duty. If he can have Christmas Eve—"
Riggins stared at me.
I was losing him. "What?" I said. "What's wrong?"
"I have a condition." He seemed almost amused.
I dropped his arm and put my on my negotiating face. "Name it."
"I'll do everything you ask, but—"
"Damn! I hate buts," I said. "They're always harbingers of doom."
"But," Riggins continued, "you have to tell him about this 'surprise' as soon as possible."
"That's an impossible condition." I put my hands on my nearly nonexistent hips to let him know I meant business. They'd melded with my waist and my baby bump. "If I tell him, it won't be a surprise, then, will it, wise guy."
Riggins shrugged. "Sorry. It's a deal breaker for me if you don't." He turned like he was done and ready to go back to the lower deck.
I caught his arm again. "Wait!"
He paused.
"What do you know? Why is it so important that I tell Jus?"
"So he can be prepared. I told you, I don't like surprises. I refuse to be part of one. Especially at Christmas." He smiled at me. "Believe me. Justin will be much happier knowing about your plans in advance."
Riggins was a fierce negotiator. I read people pretty well. I could tell he wasn't going to budge on this one.
"All right," I said, and stuck out my hand. "Deal."
He grinned that grin people get when they've pulled one over on you and shook my hand. "Deal. The sooner you tell him, the better. If he doesn't know by"—he glanced at a calendar on his phone—"December 15th, the deal's off."
"Fine." I shrugged like I didn't care and that I hadn't just had my negotiating head handed to me on a Christmas platter. "I have half a mind to cancel the Santa I've already hired to help you at the children's hospital."
His answering laugh was as hearty and rich as the Ghost of Christmas Present.
There was a gap between songs. Suddenly, Jus was crooning "Winter Wonderland."
"That's my cue," I said to Riggins. "He's singing my song. I'd better join him." I pointed my finger at Riggins. "Don't you say a word to him until I tell him about the surprise."
I came down the steps from the upper deck just as Jus looked up. Then—yes, I could be a ham—I danced across the deck into his arms and swayed with him to the music as he looked deep into my eyes and sang to me.
Crazily, the clergyman Harry had found was named Brown. I wondered if he would he let us call him parson?
Justin
Riggins pulled me aside as we got off the yacht. "Have you given those Nutcracker Ballet tickets to Kayla yet?"
I frowned. "No. Not yet. Why?"
"A word to the wise—do it soon, will you?"
"Why?" I frowned.
"Soon. Trust me." He winked and walked off humming "Joy to the World."
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Friday, December 12th
Kayla
Planning a clandestine wedding was not the easiest task to begin with. Not when you were married to, and marrying, a billionaire, a minor celebrity of sorts whose every move was of interest to both the local and national media. Which was why I had booked the wedding chapel under my maiden name, Lucas. Fortunately, a common enough last name to avoid suspicion or a connection to Jus. And my first initial only. And paid the deposit using my old single-girl bank account. Same with the florist.
Harry had sworn Pastor Brown to secrecy, in the form of a legal nondisclosure agreement. Standard operating procedure? Definitely not. But what was standard about our marriage? The uniqueness of it was part of the beauty of it, right? Our wedding and marriage were as inimitable as our love. That sounded romantic, didn't it?
Our wedding records would not be published as part of the public record. Even so, I was getting twitchy with worry that somehow news would slip out. Thanks a lot for that, Harry. The thing was, I didn't need a fancy wedding so much as I just wanted to get married. Was that so much to ask? Apparently, it was.
I would have married Jus at the airport, if that had been at all feasible.
At one point, I even panicked, and looked up whether an airline captain could marry us. So what if we just flew over New York airspace, got married, and flew right back to Seattle? Would that count as legal?
Unfortunately, the main answer I found seemed to be "no." Airline pilots could not. Not unless they were also a licensed celebrant of New York. Ha! I liked that word, used on many wedding websites, way better than officiant. Much happier and joyful. And even then, I wondered if just being in New York airspace would be enough.
The last thing I wanted, or needed, was another questionably legal marriage. And just try to find a private business jet pilot licensed to perform marriages in New York and who required a second license before he or she would perform the ceremony. If that didn't raise a few eyebrows, what would? And, who, exactly, would be flying the plane during the ceremony? Would the pilot conduct it from the cockpit?
Plus there was still the little matter of applying for the license. We couldn't do that from the air. Too bad. Online wedding applications, the wave of the future?
Add to all this planning a wedding on top of all the Christmas parties I was responsible for. But I finally had those under control. Delegate. That was the key. Let go of any, and all, control-freak tendencies. Let the professionals handle it. Crap, I was becoming a pampered princess.
I'd handed the children's hospital party off to a professional party planner along with a fat check and instructions to hire a genuinely kind, highly authentic Santa with a real white beard. Riggins would thank me.
Justin's assistant Danielle had been swamped since the port closure. So now, thanks to me, the party for the employees was also in the competent hands of the same professional planner. Who'd come highly recommended, and was insanely busy and in demand. But money really does talk. And gobs of money practically screams. Which was so nice when you really need it to.
With Magda's help—she'd helped Jus with the parties before I'd come on the scene—the party at our home for the upper management team was well in hand. The caterers were hired. The menu planned. The decorating done. The invitations out.
And so were the myriad of holiday cards, which my assistant Andrea and I had spent the better part of two days doing.
Now, with advent half over, my charm bracelet was laden with charms. The seemingly odd and random selection of beads Jus was giving me had puzzled me at first. But with enough beads now, a theme was emerging. Snowflakes, rosebuds, flowers, a fairy, a toy soldier, a glass bead from Spain, a color-changing alexandrite bead from Russia, a queen's crown, a mouse, and a flute. Unless I missed my guess, he would give me a nutcracker bead on Christmas Eve.
I got tears thinking about him sweetly planning this advent bracelet while being crazy busy with peak. Jus was like that, always spoiling me. I didn't really deserve him.
I loved The Nutcracker and the music that accompanied it. The story was so romantic. A nutcracker becoming a prince. Fairies and candy and magic!
When I was little, my parents played the music for me while I danced around in my nightgown pretending to be Clara. I played the DVD of the ballet at least half a dozen times each Christmas season.
I took ballet lessons through elementary school. At one point I'd dreamed of joining the Pacific Northwest Ballet and getting the lead part. Sadly, I was neither good enough nor dedicated enough. Then junior high hit and other things had occupied my mind. Like boys.
I wondered how Jus knew. He must have asked Britt.
Jus was such a romantic! For a guy who'd never dated anyone but me, and not even really me when you got down to it, he was so sweetly thoughtful. It was a skill I wanted to learn. Hard as I tried, I never seemed to find a way to outdo him. Not that it was a competition. But I wanted him to know that I loved him as much as he loved me. I was willing to spend a lifetime showing him. I wanted to spoil him as much as he spoiled me. He had the upper hand—way more resources. I vowed to use what I had to give him all those intangible things. Things money couldn't buy.
When you were wealthy, it was never a given that people were truly your friends. Or that your spouse genuinely loved you. What if they were just pretending to get to your money and influence?
I was going to give Jus love, trust, security, loyalty, and friendship until my dying breath. I wanted him to know that I was the one person in this world that would love him if he were broke.
Riggins' awful threats to back out of covering for Jus on Christmas Eve if I didn't spring my surprise on Jus before this coming Monday, December 15th, had gotten me thinking. Since I couldn't surprise Jus the way I'd originally planned, I would have to do something else romantic. And then the obvious had occurred to me—I would ask Jus to marry me. Yes, issue a real marriage proposal. While we were out on a special Christmas season date.
Time was ticking. Each new advent bead Jus gave me for my bracelet marked another day down. The pressure of being as romantic as Jus was mounting. And Jus was so busy, I was having a hard time getting any time with him at all.
So…when Jus suddenly announced he was taking Saturday off to take me downtown to see the annual gingerbread house display that supported juvenile diabetes research, I realized I was going to have to seize my chance. Jus went every year and quietly made a generous donation. Jus loved children, and, having been bullied himself when he was growing up, was especially sympathetic to children who had special needs or circumstances.
Actually, this was perfect! I went every year, too. Usually with Britt and our group of friends. We were always in awe of the elaborate concoctions sponsored by local architecture and design firms and made by local master bakers and pastry chefs from the top restaurants around the area. Seeing the displays brought back the holiday excitement of being a girl again.
Time alone with Jus was precious this holiday season, a gift in itself. I was going to make it something we'd always remember.
Every year the gingerbread display had a different theme. I looked this year's theme up—classic Christmas music. Each gingerbread "house" had to represent a popular Christmas song or piece of music. And what do you know? One of the groups had done "Winter Wonderland"!
Perfect. It couldn't have played into my hands better if I had planned it. I would propose, quietly, a mere whisper in his ear, at the gingerbread display! Maybe not even a whisper. Maybe I should give him a card?
The pressure to make a beautiful, romantic proposal was astounding. How did guys do it? How did they handle it? Plus keeping it a secret? I was already about to burst.
The thought of a public proposal was thrilling, adventurous, and daring. There wasn't much chance of me getting down on one knee. In my current preggo state, I would be lucky to get back up again. My center of gravity had shifted and I lost my balance easily. Just another hazard of bringing a new life into the world. And I couldn't give our secret away.
But on one knee or not, it wasn't so much about the proposal as the gift and the thought behind it. Jus was going to be so surprised and happy! It was going to be a beautiful thing.
Saturday, December 13th
Justin
It was hard to say what was up with Riggins. Or why he'd been so insistent I tell Kay about The Nutcracker. He brought it up again on Monday when I got into work. Before I'd even opened my first can of energy drink. Don't get me before I've had at least one can, or several cups of coffee. When I pushed back, telling him to butt the hell out, he'd laughed. And given me a knowing look, as if he knew something I didn't.
"Surprises have a way of biting the giver in the butt," he said. "Personally, I don't like surprises. I have it on good authority that this wouldn't be the best time to spring one on Kayla." He gave me a wink-wink-nod-nod kind of look.
I'd frowned at him. "What the hell are you talking about? What do you know that I don't?"
He'd grabbed my energy drink, popped it open, and handed it to me. "You're really slow before your first round of sugar and caffeine in the morning. A word to the wise is all."
I'd been hinting about The Nutcracker to Kay through the bracelet and round beads I'd been giving her for advent. My original plan had been to give her the nutcracker bead on the 23rd, and on Christmas Eve a diamond tiara for her to wear to the show.
I didn't see the harm in surprising her. I mean, hell, who else was she going to spend Christmas Eve with? I'd gotten my family's buy-in and hers. They were all keeping it from her. So what was the problem? Who was going to upset my plans?
Riggins thought he knew women so much better than I did. But who was the guy who had the hot blond way out of his league for his wife? Yeah, right, Riggs.
Riggins slapped me on the back. "Women like to know about these kinds of plans ahead of time. So they can make an appointment to have their hair and makeup done. Get a manicure. Find shoes to go with the dress.
"Part of the fun for women is all the pampering and preparation leading up to the event," Riggins had argued. "Do you want to deprive her of that part of the fun? Don't you want her to feel like she looks her best?
"What happens if you surprise her in the middle of a bad hair day? Or right after she comes home sweaty from the gym and needs hours to get ready, not minutes? Whenever you go out, Kayla is going to be in the spotlight and under scrutiny. The public wants a fashion icon. Kayla is now as much the face of Flash as you are. And with an extra dose of pressure to look the part. No, bad plan, my boy.
"Happy women are horny women," he'd said with a grin. "If you don't tell her soon, her hair stylist will be booked. And all the money in the world won't get her an appointment. Just saying."
Damn him. He made a decent point. Maybe a surprise wasn't in my best interest. Maybe the anticipation was part of the fun. So I'd looked around for a romantic, holiday way of springing the surprise on her. And gotten lucky. The annual gingerbread display downtown featured a Nutcracker-themed house. Her mom had told me Kay loved that display. She'd gone almost every year since she was little. First with her parents, then with her friends. And it was time to make my annual appearance, anyway.
I made time to take Saturday off and take her. I would spring my surprise in front of The Nutcracker display.
Kayla
Was proposing on the 13th unlucky? I didn't know. But my heart beat out of control as I held Justin's hand and waited in line to get into the gingerbread village. The display was in a hotel lobby, set up so visitors could walk completely around it and see both front and back of the impressive gingerbread buildings. These weren’t your run-of-the-mill gingerbread houses. These were massive constructions, some five or six feet tall and half that wide. Lighted, with motors animating parts of the scenes that wrapped around all sides.
More than a display, it was a competition. Each of the eight to ten entries vied for votes, which you texted in. I had never quite figured out what the winner got. All the money raised went to fund juvenile diabetes research. Prestige, maybe? Bragging rights?
A large, clear glass donation box sat at the entrance to the cordoned-off village. You could drop money in or text in your donation. There was no required entry fee, but donations were encouraged. Every year I thought the same thing—you had to see the sense of humor, or irony, or whatever you wanted to call it in concoctions made of sugar and candy raising money for diabetes research.
The hotel lobby sparkled with Christmas decorations and crystal chandeliers. It was a high-end hotel with granite countertops and gold fixtures. The staff dressed in suits. Christmas music played quietly in the background.
While we waited in line, a volunteer came by and passed out candy canes to the children and five-dollar gift cards to a local coffee shop to the adults.
Jus quietly stuffed a hundred-dollar bill in the donation box. If I knew Jus, he hadn't done it to be showy. He'd done it to encourage others to be generous. He had his cellphone in his hand. He turned away for a second. I was sure he'd texted in his generous annual donation.
Our turn came up as the line moved and we inched in front of the display. I smiled as the gingerbread village came into view. Who could be uncheered by the sight of cookie and candy buildings? Every year I felt the same sense of wonder. It was like being a child again, full of candy-cane dreams and magic.
The line moved slowly, as people paused to take pictures and bend down and peer into tiny hard-candy windows. The first house was based on "Santa Claus is Comin' to Town."
"Look, Jus!" I squeezed his hand. "Look at Santa going down the chimney. Do you think he's going to make it?"
Jus grinned. "He's pretty jolly and fat. My bet is not without a hefty dose of Christmas magic."
I bent down to look inside. As well as I could, anyway. It was hard when you had to bend around a baby person at your waist. "There's even soot on the hearth and cookies waiting for him."
Jus leaned beside me, his warm hand on my back.
"Next year you'll get to play Santa," I whispered to him.
"I better start eating cookies now." His eyes twinkled. How merry!
I shook my head and put my hand on his rock-hard abs. "Don't even think about it. I like these the way they are."
So far, we had managed to avoid the paparazzi. Seattle was tolerant of her billionaires, giving them their space and privacy. At least when they were in their regular neighborhood hangouts. But this was a public event that Jus attended every year. An event that would welcome media coverage. Though we hadn't announced our visit ahead of time, we were still fair game. Which added to the thrill, and danger, of proposing to Jus.
I crossed my fingers, hoping to avoid the press entirely.
Jus and I made our way slowly along the row of gingerbread buildings, laughing and commenting on each. Jus tended to comment more on the structural aspects of the designs, marveling at getting a four- or five-story building made out of cookie to stand.
I was in agreement, but for a different reason. "They must control the climate in here. Otherwise, how do these creations not get soggy and collapse? Every gingerbread house I've ever built, even ones made of graham crackers, has gotten soggy and collapsed within days. No matter how crisp it is at first."
I was running off at the mouth, talking about anything to cover my nerves and the pounding of my heart in my ears as we approached the Winter Wonderland display. I hoped Jus didn't notice my anxiety and excitement. Or the way I was trying not to be obvious as I kept an eye out for reporters.
The line started on the backside of the village and wound around to end the tour on the front side of the display. Winter Wonderland was the next-to-last display in the village, giving me time to screw up my courage. But I could hardly wait!
My breath caught when I saw the gingerbread creation. My heart squeezed. It was truly a winter wonderland. A forest of trees on a hill, sparkling with sugary snow and frost. Birds, rabbits, deer, and all manner of forest animals. A quaint cabin in the woods with a roaring fire that actually crackled and lit up. A couple cuddling in front of it. A Christmas tree in the corner. Santa on the roof.
And best of all, a snowman in the yard wearing a clerical collar and a parson's hat. A happy couple kissing in front of him, the bride with a lacy veil made of frost. The groom with rosy cheeks.
"Look!" I said to Jus. "Parson Brown. Isn't that romantic? They've really captured the theme of the song. I always wanted a winter wedding."
He lifted an eyebrow comically. "You did? I thought our summer wedding was perfect." He had that teasing look on his face.
Our "wedding" was an inside joke. Because, of course, I hadn't even been at it. And he didn't remember it.
I rolled my eyes and kissed him lightly. "That was nice. But a winter wedding has always been my secret fantasy. I think this one has my vote. Jus—"
I was just reaching into my purse to hand him my handcrafted, written marriage proposal card, when he grabbed my hand and pulled me forward toward the next display, nearly causing me to topple into him. Being off center and off balance was hell.
"Not so fast!" he said. "You can't vote until you've seen them all." He gave me a crooked, almost boyishly excited grin.
What was going on?
"Wait! I haven't finished looking at this one yet. There's a lot more detail to take in."
"I'm not a fan of that song." He continued pulling me along. "Is it just me or is it dumb to pretend a snowman is a preacher? Who makes a clergyman snowman in the first place? Soldiers, fireman, police, regular old snowmen, the headless snowman—that's a personal favorite—but pastor? Pretend he could marry me to someone?" He shook his head. "Crazy."
"It's romantic and whimsical in its way." I tried to resist moving on, but Jus was too strong and insistent.
"Look at this! Now this is a classic." He squeezed my hand. "Huh? Good, isn't it? Fairies. Pink spun sugar. Dancing peacocks. Princes. Soldiers. Christmas trees. Representatives from nations of the world?" He glanced at me for confirmation.
I thought he was overselling it. Then I took a closer look. "The Nutcracker! Oh, it is nice. I love The Nutcracker."
I forgot myself, and my mission, as I took in the intricate detail of this entry in the competition.
It was good. It was better than good. It was beautiful. Complicated. Evocative.
"Oh, look! There's the Sugar Plum Fairy! And there!" I pointed. "Clara in front of the Christmas tree." I leaned in for a closer look. "Is this based on the new Ian Falconer set?"
Justin's eyes danced. "It is. Kay, how would—"
Just then, a little boy, no more than four, pushed between us, squealing at an earsplitting volume as he tried to get away from his dad.
"Get back here, tiger." His dad broke between us. "Sorry." He looked harried as he flashed us an apologetic smile. "He's a fast one. You turn your head for one second and they run away." He looked at my belly and laughed. "You'll find out soon enough."
As he picked up his son, the boy burst into an even louder round of screams and protests.
Jus, who was normally good-natured and patient with anything having to do with children, looked irritated at the interruption.
He squeezed my hand. "This one gets my vote."
"Not so fast." I looked around again to make sure there were no reporters. "It is definitely nice. But we have to see the front side of the others before we decide. Those are your rules, not mine," I teased.
"Damn the rules. I made them. I can change them," he said. "I like this one." He reached into his pocket, ostensibly to pull out his phone, as I reached into my purse for the card.
I was half expecting him to pull out my advent charm bracelet bead of the day instead of his phone. Which, of course, would be another Nutcracker bead. Explaining his excitement and why he wanted me to vote for this particular display. He was so undeniably adorable and romantic. This was threatening to be the best bead presentation yet.
But I was losing ground and getting nervous I was going to blow my opportunity. I had to get my surprise in before we moved away from wonderland entry. Or we got another unexpected interruption.
We spoke at the same time.
"I've been trying to find the perfect way to give you this." Puzzlingly, he pulled neither his phone nor a small jewelry box out. Instead, he pulled an envelope from his pocket with a flourish and held it out to me. "I had to pull all kinds of strings—"
I pulled the marriage proposal card from my purse and looked deep into his eyes as I went up on my toes and whispered in his ear. "I have something for you, too."
I took the envelope from him. He took the card from me.
"You first!" we said in unison again. "No, you!"
"Jinx!" I finally said.
"All right, clearly, great minds think alike. We'll open them together." His gaze held mine. "Agreed?"
I nodded. "Agreed."
The envelope he'd handed me was unsealed and looked like a ticket sleeve. I opened the flap and pulled out eight tickets to The Nutcracker. Box seats. And a note in Justin's neat engineering printing. A new tradition for the whole family. Both sides are going. Your parents. My parents and brothers. You and me.
I stopped reading and gave a girly squeal. "Jus!"
Jus had opened the handmade card I'd given him and was staring at it with a shocked, still expression.
I held my breath. I'd taken great pains with the calligraphy and the wording. I'd spent an inordinate amount of time stamping, cutting out shapes, and applying appliques, embossing, and even glitter, using every card-making technique I knew. I'd used my design skills and premium, high-quality cardstock, sparing no expense. I'd even judiciously applied gold and silver foil to make a Christmas wedding announcement/marriage proposal card. And though the calligraphy wasn't as pretty as a professional's, it got my point across.
I watched his face as he silently read the words I'd penned.
Kayla Marie Lucas Green invites you, Justin Arnold Green, love of her life, fake husband, father-to-be of her child, and lover, to really marry her, in a legitimate, legal ceremony, sanctioned by the State of New York, complete with a genuine, authentic, and legally binding second marriage license on December 24th
at 1 p.m. in New York State. We won't be married by a snowman. But the preacher's name is Brown.
This was where I had planned to whisper in his ear, Will you really marry me, Jus?
Instead, I was staring at the date on The Nutcracker tickets. And the rest of his note. It will be a Christmas Eve to remember.
It certainly would.
Before either of us could speak—it was safe to say we were both speechless with surprise—a camera flashed, immortalizing the moment and our stunned expressions. My sometimes ally, sometimes nemesis, local daytime TV personality and talk show host Sunshine Sheri, appeared with a camera crew in tow.
I'd been so absorbed in this beautiful, bittersweet fiasco of a moment, I hadn't noticed her come in.
Who invited her? I thought. And what was she doing, lurking behind a potted palm, waiting to pounce on us?
Before we could turn and run, her eyes lit with a predatory glint. She smiled an evil, slow smile of satisfaction. The ball on her red Santa hat bounced. Of course she was wearing a Santa hat! Her heels clicked on the polished granite floor, the sound of my beautiful marriage proposal being interrupted and ruined. And I swore her crew had moved into position to block all the exits.
She hurried toward us with a cheery wave, parting the crowd waiting to get into the holiday gingerbread village as easily as Mrs. Claus herself. A whisper of excitement rippled through the line as people recognized one of the city's perkiest daytime personalities.
We're going to be on TV!
People pointed and waved to the cameras. A few even shamelessly held their babies up. And waved their little hands, pimping them out to get noticed. Babies always caught the eye. And this display was for the children.
As the cameras panned the line of people, I contemplated the odds that I could outrun her crew. Jus and I were probably the only two people who did not want to be caught on TV. And yet we were clearly her quarry.
"Sheri! Sheri!" The people reached for her.
Sheri was in her element, shaking hands, smiling, waving. She was thin, an aging beauty of the news anchor ilk. She wore a red sweater and black belt. Black slacks and boots. Her blond hair fell to her shoulders in waves beneath that Santa hat.
Her career had been revived, in part thanks to Jus marrying me. Long story.
"If it isn't Justin and Kayla Green!" she gushed as she reached us, as if the meeting was totally accidental. A happy coincidence.
Right.
"Let's just see if we can catch them for a moment!" She held her forefinger half an inch from her thumb. She waved to us again. "Tell us, Justin and Kayla, how fabulous is the display this year? And for such a worthy cause!"
Oh, crap.
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Kayla
As Sunshine Sheri approached, Jus grabbed me and pulled me close. "Yes," he whispered without hesitation or question. He looked at me with his heart in his eyes. "I'll really marry you." He gave me a quick kiss to seal the deal. "We'll work it out."
It was so like Jus to save the moment, and me from total humiliation. I'd been hoping for more time. More passion. A long, lingering kiss. But no one could deny the intimacy of that instant between us.
He slid the card I'd given him into his pocket just as Sheri reached us.
"Justin Green! You're such a big supporter of children's causes. I was hoping we'd catch you on your annual visit to the gingerbread houses," Sheri said. "Second Saturday of December three years running now. Am I right?"
Jus grimaced ever so slightly. Obviously kicking himself for being so predictable. But who but Sunshine Sheri would have paid attention to his gingerbread visiting habits?
"Good to see you, Sheri." He leaned forward and hugged her like she was an old friend.
Jus was always gracious and welcoming. Genuine in an affectionate way people loved and appreciated.
I was glad the focus was on him, because right at that moment I was trying hard not to scowl. And losing. Back to the naughty list for me.
"And it's delicious to see my favorite billionaire." She took his hands and squeezed them.
I was dazed and disappointed as I stood next to Jus, holding The Nutcracker tickets like a reindeer in the headlights.
"Kayla!" Sheri held her arms open to me.
Damn. There was nothing to do but hug her.
Wrong thing. Wrong move.
Sheri spotted the tickets. "What's this?" She caught my hand and looked at them. "Nutcracker tickets! Those are impossible to get. It sold out in, what? September?" She looked to Jus for confirmation.
He shrugged.
"And for Christmas Eve. Now, you have to have clout to get those." She wiggled her eyebrows and mugged for the camera. "What an absolutely thoughtful gesture!"
Crap! Now we're trapped.
Oblivious to the drama playing out between Jus and me, Sheri glanced at the display we were standing in front of and back to Justin.
"You are just the most adorable billionaire!" She stared right at the rolling camera. "Isn't he, girls? Did you just surprise Kayla with those tickets? Right here in front of the Nutcracker gingerbread display? See!"
She leaned toward the camera, confidentially speaking to it. "This is why we love Justin, isn't it, ladies? Top of the nice list for him!"
I was feeling sick as Sheri turned to me. And beating myself up for being slow and stupid and too stunned to think. If I'd thought as quickly on my feet as Jus had, those tickets would be safely out of sight in my purse.
"The Greens are going to The Nutcracker on Christmas Eve! What a special way to celebrate."
She'd been sickeningly bright and perky before. Now she was downright glowing and positively annoying. "We'll be there, too! Special Christmas Eve coverage. Interviewing people. We'll be looking for you. You'll have to stop and say hello and wish our audience merry Christmas!"
I felt sick. My slow reaction time may have just blown any chance of a Christmas Eve wedding. And after Jus had just tried to save it.
"You'd better keep your eye on Justin, Kayla," Sheri said. "After this romantic gesture, girls are going to want him even more. If you ever let him go, there will be a line of girls waiting to snap him up!"
"I'm not planning on losing him anytime soon. Anytime period." I put my arm around him, possessive.
Jus looped his arm me, beaming. He had the same grin on his face he'd had when I told him I loved him the first time. Awe. Wonder. Complete happiness.
I felt the same way. If only I hadn't been so stupid and slow…
"Do you have a favorite display this year?" Sheri asked him. "Do we have to guess? Or does it start with The Nutcracker?" She laughed as she winked into the camera.
"Winter Wonderland," Jus said without hesitating. He pulled out his phone. "I'm texting my vote in right now. I've always loved that bit about the snowman and Parson Brown. Look at that snowman and tell me they haven't captured it perfectly."
"Liar!" I mouthed to him.
He winked and turned the conversation away from us to what a worthy charity this village was raising money for, encouraging everyone to visit it and donate.
Justin
I've had my share of fantasies. Since freshman year of college, most of them regarding Kay. But never in my wildest dreams did I imagine her proposing to me. It was enough of a stretch to imagine her accepting my proposal.
I finally managed to extricate us from Sunshine Sheri's grasp. "Merry Christmas! Happy holidays! You'll have to excuse us now, Sheri. We have a busy day of Christmas shopping ahead. Only twelve days until Christmas. Busy, busy, busy!"
"You don't do all of your shopping through Flashionista?" Sheri asked.
I winked at her. "Not all."
She signaled "cut" to the cameras.
"Thanks for humoring me," Sheri said to us when they were no longer on us. "We got some good footage. This should bring people down. We'll be airing this segment on Monday's show."
I nodded. "Great! We'll be watching for it. Really, nice to see you, Sheri. Happy holidays!"
I grabbed Kay's hand and pulled her past the crew and gathering crowds into the revolving door.
"We could go round and round for fun." I winked at her.
She shook her head, laughing. Damn, I liked seeing her happy. "This isn't Elf."
"We need to watch that movie." I pulled her out onto the sidewalk, into the noise of the street and the city. "I love you!"
Delirious with joy, I threw my arms around her, wide baby belly and all. Picked her up off her feet beneath her butt, holding her so that she towered above me, and lifted my face for a kiss.
She cupped my face. "I love you, too. You're happy?"
"Ecstatic!" I mugged for a kiss again.
She laughed and lowered her lips to mine, kissing me in that sweet, hot way that made me want to take her in the street. That made my heart sing and my pulse race.
Someone walked by and yelled at us, "Hey! Where's the mistletoe?"
I spun her around, still kissing her. When I stopped, she was breathless.
She smiled down at me. "Your kisses are positively dizzying!"
"Yeah?" I grinned. I couldn't stop grinning. "I have that effect on women. It's my animal magnetism."
"Ah," she said. "I thought it was the spinning. But that explains it." She laughed. "Now put me down. People are staring at us."
"Let them stare!" I laughed, too. The sun was shining. It was a beautiful, cold, clear December day. But even if it had been raining, it would have been a gorgeous day.
"Jus!"
I shook my head and set her gently on her feet. "I love you. In more ways than you'll ever know."
"Really?" she said. "Let me count the ways—"
I grabbed her fingers and kissed them. "Your hands are cold." I pulled my gloves from my coat pocket. "Wear mine."
She pulled a pair for her pocket and held them up. "I have my own. But you're sweet."
"You've made me the happiest guy in the world."
"In the world?" Her eyes sparkled.
With tears of joy, I hoped.
"I love you, too."
The way she said it, softly, deeply, made my heart sing. "Say it again?"
"What?" She looked puzzled. "I love you?"
I grinned. "Yeah. Say it a million times. I never get tired of hearing it."
She shook her head. "You're crazy. And way too easy to please."
I grabbed her hand and pulled her down the street.
She looked at me quizzically. "Where are we going?"
"Somewhere you can tell me all about it. Everything. I want to hear all about our wedding plans." I stopped suddenly, pulling her up short in front of me. "We can really get married in New York? With a genuine second license? That we both sign? I thought that wasn't legal anywhere in the US."
She tenderly stroked my beard, laughing, I presumed at my enthusiasm. "Yes, we can really get married. You and me. Not you and some imposter." She paused, turning suddenly serious.
"Jus, I never got to say the words. I was going to actually ask you to marry me. I rehearsed and everything."
"So say them now."
She glanced around at the people walking by. "Out on the street? I feel silly."
"Kay?" I coaxed.
"Justin Arnold—"
"I hate that middle name."
She gave me the look.
"Sorry." I put on an apologetic face. "Proceed."
"Justin Arnold Green, will you really marry me?" She tapped her chest. "Not a fake. Not a proxy. But really marry me?"
"Yes!" I kissed her again, deeply, lingering. Shit, I loved the way she kissed me, running her tongue over my lips until I trembled. Nibbling me. Pressing up against me.
She pulled away suddenly. "Jus, what are we going to do? In our rush to surprise each other, we've booked competing events. And now that Sunshine Sheri has announced our attendance at The Nutcracker to the world—"
"We'll cancel," I said. "Give our tickets away. I'd rather marry you any day."
She pursed her lips. "Jus, how much trouble did you go to to get these tickets?"
"Riggins—" I started to say.
"Riggins!" she said at the same time.
We stared at each other in surprise.
"You, too?" we said together.
"We have to stop this speaking-in-unison crap." Her hand was still cold. I tucked it in my pocket with mine. "I want to hear everything. But not out here on the street. I have an idea!" I let go of her hand, pulled out my phone, made an online reservation, and called for a cab. "Come on!"
"Where are we going?"
I grinned. "Someplace private. In the mood for a Ferris wheel ride?"
Kayla
Less than fifteen minutes later, we were being escorted to the front of the line at the wheel, each carrying a T-shirt to commemorate the moment. Jus had paid for two consecutive rides, which was good for about forty minutes of complete, private alone time.
"You two look happy," the attendant said as he opened the door to the private VIP gondola. "Having a good time downtown?"
Jus grinned. "Oh, yeah."
Then we were locked in, cuddled together on the leather seat as the gondola rose and people boarded the next gondola below us. It was just the two of us. With soft Christmas music playing in the background and a view of the city decorated for the holidays before us.
"This is perfect! Date day on the wheel like all the high school and college kids? And tourists!" I teased.
He was grinning ear to ear. "Hey, it's private. We have the T-shirts." He flashed four champagne toast drink coupons. "And we can have a holiday toast later."
I shook my head and patted my baby bump. "Am I allowed?"
He put his arm around me. "So talk. Tell me everything. I want to know all the details of my upcoming real wedding to you. New York? This is really legit? How did you find out about it?"
As the wheel went up and around, we took in the view of the city, the sound, and the mountains. I told him everything, all the details. "A lunch conversation with my sorority sister Kelly put me on to it. She was telling me about her friend's secret wedding and all the headaches involved." I gave him the details and took him through my discovery process.
"So I looked into it, and sure enough, New York will issue a second license under specific circumstances." I listed them for him.
He squeezed my hand, beaming. He hadn't stopped smiling. He looked as elated as if he'd proposed and this had been our real engagement. "Why do I feel like shouting this out to the world? I'm really going to marry this girl!" He held our clasped hands up in a victory-type pose.
"Shut up!" I leaned my head on his shoulder.
"I want to tell everyone. Not kidding. This is brilliant. You're brilliant. I'd been thinking of surprising you on our first anniversary with a recommitment ceremony some place romantic. Maybe Italy. So you could have the dream ceremony you always wanted and our family and friends could celebrate with us. But I couldn't find any way to get another completely legal license and marriage certificate. You've outplayed me!"
"Well, of course, I am a genius. Which is why you married me," I joked, playfully bumping him with my shoulder. "I can't believe, though, that I'm acing myself out of the dream wedding ceremony."
"Who says we can't have a recommitment ceremony for family and friends next year anyway?"
He was so damn cute when he was excited. "Maybe. After I get my figure back."
"You'll get it back." He kissed me. "Even if you don't, you'll still be beautiful. Now, tell me about the ceremony."
"I've booked a little private wedding chapel on the banks of the Hudson River in upstate New York for Christmas Eve day, just like the invitation says. I have a pastor, whose name really is Brown, James Brown, just like I wrote."
"That was no joke?"
"Not at all." I answered all of his questions. Telling him about the rules for New York weddings. How I'd had his tux cleaned. And Harry had gotten the twenty-four-hour waiting period waiver. How the marriage records would be sealed and not part of the public record.
As the icing on it all, I brought out the postnup prenup I'd had Harry draw up and I'd signed. I handed it to Jus, wrapped in a bow.
His brow furrowed. "What's this?"
"Another present." I bit my lip. "To show you that all I want is you. Not your money. Just your love. And that you have all of mine."
He untied the ribbon and pulled out the legal document, skimming it. As he read, the furrow in his brow deepened. "A prenup?"
I nodded. "It's your basic postnuptial prenup, giving me a fixed sum of ten million, as we had originally agreed. So I didn't think you'd object to the amount. Though it can be changed if you like. Anyway, should we ever…split, which we won't, the amount will be adjusted for inflation for the duration of our marriage. And half of any joint assets we accumulate after our marriage. Which, because we're a community property state, is Washington State law. That part can't be altered.
"But read it at your leisure." I winked at him. "And have your lawyer look it over. Since he drafted it—"
Jus tossed it back in my lap. "I'm not signing that."
"Jus, I want this done right. You should have had a prenup when you originally fake-married me. That was part of the reason for our ruse in the first place, to protect you from being taken to the cleaners.
"As your current fake wife, I would advise you to protect yourself and your assets. You've earned your billions. I don't want them, not if I don't have you to go with them. I don't want you to ever doubt that I love you."
His Adam's apple bobbed. His eyes got misty. He hugged me to him.
"Please, Jus. Sign it for me. But do it at Harry's office where it can be witnessed and notarized so it will be legal."
"One hundred million and not a penny less."
I stared at him.
"You get one hundred million or I won't sign. That's a pittance of my net worth." He was using his hard-ass negotiating voice. Which meant he wouldn't budge.
I sighed and extended my hand for a shake. "Deal. But you know it's not what I want."
He shook. "Deal." Then he frowned again. "Is a postnuptial prenuptial even a thing? Even legal?"
I shrugged. "Harry's not sure. There's no case law. But why wouldn't it be? People renegotiate contracts all the time."
He kissed me. "Damn, Kay, I love you."
"I love you, too." I stared into his eyes. "But what are we going to do now? We have to be at the Christmas Eve Nutcracker. And that's when I've booked our wedding!"
Then I thought of Riggins and I smiled. "I was mad at Riggins for strong-arming me into telling you early. I was going to surprise you with this the morning of the 23rd. Now I see his point."
"Riggins knows about the wedding?" Justin's smile disappeared.
"Not about the wedding. Just that I wanted to take you away for Christmas Eve and Christmas Day. I had to let him in on that much. I needed his help. He agreed to cover for you at Flash and the children's hospital on the 24th.
"What about you? What was Riggins' involvement in the Nutcracker surprise?"
Jus sighed. "He was instrumental in getting me the tickets. And he insisted I tell you, too, claiming surprises could backfire." Jus shook his head and grinned.
We laughed together at that.
"Okay, so we give Riggins points for being sneaky, but a good friend.
"But what do we do now? I didn't think you'd want to be away from Flash during peak. I assumed the bulk of everything would be done by Christmas Eve. We would tell our family we were busy and wanted to be alone on our first Christmas and sneak off and get married.
"For most people, getting married on Christmas Eve is a bad deal. Your anniversary on another holiday for life?" I shook my head. "Not so romantic. Except for us. We'll always be able to sneak an anniversary present in with the rest."
"You thought of everything," Jus said.
"Except you surprising me." I grimaced. "And putting those tickets away before Sheri saw them."
"I hate to say this—this is the best surprise of my life, other than when I convinced you to fake-marry me and I hate to mess with it—can we postpone the wedding until after Christmas?"
I really hated to tell him this part. I was hoping to avoid it until after Christmas. I sighed and shook my head. "I'm grounded after Christmas. Remember that spotting I had earlier this month? Add to that I'm at risk for going into preterm labor, and my doctor wants to err on the side of caution. She reluctantly gave me permission to fly until Christmas."
He stared at me with a worried expression and laid his hand on my baby bump. "Why didn't you tell me? Is she going to be okay? Are you—"
"We're both fine. Everything's fine. The doctor is just being cautious."
"We'll get married in the next twelve days—"
Guys! They were such fixers. But this couldn't be fixed.
I shook my head. "One, with the port strike on top of peak, that would put too much stress and pressure on you. Let's face it, it just wouldn't look good to the investors and would be bad for Flash and employee morale. You can't ask them to put in long hours and then go dancing off on vacation, even for a day." I was thinking more and more like an entrepreneur every minute.
"Two, how would we convince Riggins? And three, even if all that were possible, there are no venues, nothing available. Everything is booked. I was lucky to get something on Christmas Eve. And only then because most of the wedding venues are empty. Most people aren't crazy enough to get married on December 24th. Especially when it's midweek."
"We'll make it possible. We'll get married at the courthouse." Jus nodded, agreeing with his own point and ignoring the rest of mine. "It won't be as romantic. But if the idea is just to get legitimately married—"
"It is!" I said. "And I wish it were that simple. But the only way to get a second license is if the celebrant requires one to conduct the ceremony. And in New York, you get your license at town hall, not the courthouse. Anyway, the town clerk won't conduct a second ceremony because the state considers it a recommitment ceremony, not a marriage. I checked."
His face fell.
"I know!" I said. "It makes no sense. They'll issue a second license if a member of the clergy requires one for a second ceremony. But they won't conduct one. And, at this late date, just try to find a celebrant who will perform the ceremony before Christmas, require the license, and doesn't mind conducting it on a tarmac because there are no venues—"
He squeezed my shoulders. "You're right. It was shitty of me to even suggest it. After all the trouble you've gone to to surprise me and plan a real wedding against all the odds, we're getting married on December 24th at the little chapel on the Hudson River in New York State by Parson Brown."
"Sounds like a game of Clue," I said.
"Babe"—he took my chin and tipped my face up to his—"I would marry you anytime anywhere again and again. We're going to do this." He sounded suddenly fierce and determined.
"We'll fly out the 23rd after the Santa Sample Sale, get the license, get married at one, which is only ten in the morning Seattle time. The ceremony will be quick. No reception. Okay, correct that. One on the jet on the way back, just between you and me." He gave me a lecherous look.
I raised an eyebrow and laughed. "You and me and my cousin Dex, if we can convince him. We need a witness. Fortunately, just one, not two like here. He's the only other person who knows about us, so tag, he's it. We just have to convince him to give up his Christmas Eve day for us."
Justin's eyes lit up. He brushed my worry about Dex aside. "Dex will jump at the chance to do something different for a change."
"To fly five hours across the country and back?"
"We'll make it worth his while. I have ways of convincing him. Bargaining chips. Leave it to me." Jus paused. "Back to logistics. It's a five-hour flight. Less on a business jet, especially if we catch the winds. Going west home we gain, rather than lose, three hours. We can be back on the plane by eleven our time. Home by four.
"Dex makes it back for Christmas Eve dinner. We're at the ballet by seven thirty. It will be tight."
"But doable," I added. "I love you." I bit my lip. "Let's hope nothing else comes up to get in our way."
I held out my hand. "And don't you have something else for me? Like my advent bead? I thought that's what you were going to give me at the gingerbread houses."
He grinned and reached into another pocket. "You're terrible."
"And greedy," I said with a smile.
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Monday, December 15th
Kayla
I was in my office on my computer working on details for the Santa Sample Sale when my mom called.
"I just saw you and Justin on Sunshine Sheri's show!"
Mom was always delighted when I made it on TV. She was a successful lawyer, but somehow the sight of her only child on TV made her day and gave her bragging rights. Her girl was famous! Her thoughts, not mine.
"I'm glad Justin told you about the ballet! I was bursting keeping it to myself. He called us early last week to invite us. Those tickets are impossible to get! Even for a billionaire, I would imagine." She sounded impressed.
Almost everything about Jus impressed her.
"We're all lucky to have Justin in the family. He's such a thoughtful young man. I appreciate him trying to accommodate both mothers and give all of us equal family time."
She paused and I sensed a "but" coming.
"I suppose that's the downside of having a married daughter. There's that other family to consider and share you with.
"It's just…you're our only child. And they have two other sons. Who, by your account, are their favorites. You'd think they could give a little and let you spend all of Christmas Eve with us. I'm not so sure about sharing a box at the ballet with the Greens. They'll outnumber us."
I'd been murmuring my agreement as she talked. My mind mostly elsewhere, occupied with making sure we were fulfilling as many Christmas wishes at the sample sale as possible.
"You like the Greens, Mom. You said so yourself."
"Mmmmmm," she said, obviously hedging. "What I know of them. But it is a little awkward when we first meet, as it is with people who aren't well acquainted. I think the thing is we never got to get to know them properly during an engagement period and wedding season. Eloping on the spur of the moment like you did—"
"Saved you a lot of headaches. Think how it could have been—fighting over who gets to invite who and sit where and pay for what. You should be grateful," I teased her. "And shouldn't you be working?"
"We're recessed for lunch," she said. "Well, anyway, I hope Justin won't mind a few family pictures. Just of our family. Not that I'm averse to a few with the Greens, too. But you know how I like my Christmas Eve family photos. And you will be spending the night with us?"
"Actually, I was thinking this year you and Dad, and the Greens, should all come spend the night here with us. We have a big house and plenty of room—"
"Kayla!"
"Teasing, Mom. Though you and Dad could come spend the night with us. We have three trees."
"Yeesss, but that won't seem like Christmas, will it? Tradition!"
"Things are changing, Mom. I'll humor you this year, but next year is a whole new game."
"That's generous of you, child." She laughed. "I suppose it could be worse. My sister called. She's unhappy with her headstrong only child, your cousin Dex. Well, who else?" She laughed at herself.
"Anyway, he's going on some kind of overnight snowboarding trip with friends on the 23rd and won't be home until dinner on Christmas Eve."
I held my tongue and tried not to laugh. Jus had done his job and talked Dex into being our witness. I didn't know what Jus had promised him, but I would bet whatever it was was good. My aunt, my mom's twin sister, would be furious at me if she knew I was the source behind Dex's trip. Given the circumstances, though, what could I do?
"Are you sniggering?" Mom said.
Oops! Not doing such a good job at holding it in.
"It's not funny," she said.
"No, Mom. But it's exactly like Dex."
Yes, I threw my cousin who was doing me a Christmas favor under the bus. Evil, evil. Well, he'd pranked me enough during my lifetime that he probably deserved it. And was being handsomely compensated for his effort, I was sure.
"You have a point!" Mom laughed, too. "Before I forget. I've been meaning to ask you. I haven't done my baking yet."
Which was exactly like Mom every year. She was a perpetually late, last-minute baker. At least her cookies were always fresh on Christmas Eve and she didn't have to pull them out of the freezer, either.
"Can you come over on the 23rd and make cookies with me? We'll have so much fun! We'll send your dad out and watch Christmas movies while we bake…" She kept talking, selling it with as much enthusiasm as if she was on the shopping channel.
I had stopped listening. Crap. No matter how much holiday time I gave her, it was just like Mom to angle for more and put me on the spot.
Think fast, I told myself. Think up a lie and think it up quick!
"Kayla?"
"Sorry, Mom. I can't. Jus and I have plans on the 23rd." I crossed my fingers, hoping she wouldn't pry.
"Plans." Her voice fell. "That's nice." She was really trying to rally and make allowances now that I was a married woman. "Unfortunately, the 23rd is the only time I can do it. What are you up to that night? Can it be moved?"
If she'd known I was flying to my real wedding, she would have been horrified she'd asked.
"No. Sorry. I've planned a special date night," I lied. Sort of. I couldn't very well tell her I was going to make Jus her actual son-in-law. Yes, Jus was going to be real, too! Wait. Wasn't that the Pinocchio story?
"Two days before Christmas?" Her voice dripped suspicion. She was probably thinking I was putting her off.
Which I was, in a way.
"Jus and I have barely had any time together this holiday season. Which is my favorite time of year. Peak!" I said with enough disdain to sound like the Grinch.
"Ah, yes, the infamous peak." She chuckled. "I suppose you deserve some time together before Christmas." She was clearly trying to be supportive, but she sounded disappointed all the same.
"Well," she said, changing the subject with a filler word. Typical for her. "Have you seen the ten-day weather forecast? It doesn't look like we're going to get a white Christmas this year."
What else was new? We seldom did. I'd lived in the Seattle area all my life and could only remember a few.
"They're predicting mild, pleasant weather. It would serve your mountain-going cousin right if there was no snow for this snowboarding trip of his! They're predicting a terrible year for the ski resorts."
Uh-oh. Mountain snow, where are you when I need you to provide Dex an alibi? Problems, problems.
"The East Coast, though!" Mom was saying. "Brrrr. They're expecting a blizzard. I wouldn't want to be in New York State over Christmas, that's for sure! Remember that storm they had that shut New York City down a few years ago? This could be that bad, or worse. So they're saying.
"The meteorologists are already warning New Yorkers to get their holiday shopping done early. They'll have a white Christmas for sure. I just hope Rudolph can get Santa's sleigh through."
My heart thudded to a dead stop. Fixing Dex's cover story was a small problem. But a big snowstorm could derail my whole wedding. "What?"
"Not like it matters to us!" She paused. "Anyway, they're often wrong. Especially this far out. But they like to be sensational, don't they? Oops! Look at the time. I have to run. Recess is over. Talk to you soon!"
After scaring me with dire warnings of an epic New York snow, she cut me off and went back to court. I hoped she was right about them being wrong. About New York. I looked up the weather for my New York destination wedding. And yes, she was correct about the weather report. New York was bracing for the storm of the century.
Fortunately, the century is young, I told myself. Maybe it won't be so bad.
"Oh, crap!" I said, not believing myself. Another thing to worry about.
I called Jus and worried to him, poor guy. Like he needed another stress in his hectic life. Or a pregnant, panicked bride-to-be on his hands.
"Nothing to worry about! They're never right this far out. If they're predicting a blizzard it will probably be fifty and sunny that day."
He was completely nonchalant and unconcerned. Almost too indifferent to chances of impending wedding-cancelling weather.
"We won't have Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer," I said. "We'll have to hope our plane blinks like a blinking beacon to light the way."
Jus laughed. "Both the jet and the airport we're flying into are rated for all weather conditions. A little snow won't stop us."
His confidence was almost reassuring. "Almost" being the key word. I wasn't the bravest flyer anyway.
Friday, December 19th
Justin
Kay had planned a beautiful executive party. Our house looked festive. Kay looked even better. My gaze followed her around as she effortlessly mingled, charmed, and made small talk with the execs and top management from Flash.
Riggins had hosted the party last year. This year, now that I was living in a house, not a bachelor place, it was my turn. I was grateful to have a hostess as efficient and beautiful as Kay. She made the party sparkle.
I wasn't adept at small talk. Not like Kay. Our dog, Data, had been locked out of the way in another part of the house. In a room without a tree. She wasn't certain about the trees and ornaments and had a habit of attacking anything that jingled.
Too bad for Data. She would have loved licking up the delicious crumbs. And been pampered and lavished with attention. She was a Pomsky, a Husky/Pomeranian mix that made for a dog about as cute as they got.
It wasn't supposed to be a night for business, but Flash, and the storms pummeling the East Coast, was on everyone's mind. I was soon locked in conversation with Darren, Paul, and Barry. My heads of transportation, procurement, and facilities. They'd borne the biggest brunt of the port strike and now the storm.
Fortunately, Kay was across the room talking with some of the ladies from merchandising and photography. I didn't want her to pick up on my concerns about the storm.
I got lost deep in a discussion on the problems facing us.
Paul shook his head. "This latest snowstorm is killing us, Justin. With the West Coast ports closed and our guaranteed in-time-for-Christmas delivery, we're being killed.
"I anticipated an upswing in orders, and ordered enough shipping boxes and bags to accommodate it. But we've had record orders. We're running short. Usually, it's a good problem to have. But with the ports closed, I can't get any more in from China. Not in time." He paused.
"Kayla's done a beautiful job here." He looked around the room. "Damn hard to enjoy the festivities with this storm hanging over our heads. I have my feelers out for domestic packaging material manufacturers, begging for any inventory they have. But it won't be branded in the Flash colors with the Flash logo. And we're going to have to pay dearly for it."
He sipped his drink. "Everyone's in the same boat. Demand is high and suppliers can name their price. They're raking it in."
Darren looked glum and serious, too. "The port strike!" He snorted. "As if that wasn't bad enough, the snow on the ground in the east is hampering our carriers. The storms are rolling in every thirty-six hours, dumping more snow. And the big one is still scheduled for late Christmas Eve. If we don't have everything delivered by about three in the afternoon, we're out of luck. And it's going to cost us."
The guys went suddenly quiet.
Darren smiled at someone over my shoulder. "Great party, Kayla! The boss clearly married up. I've never had food this good at any of his parties."
I turned and found Kay standing at my elbow, pale, but forcing a smile.
"Thank you." Her eyes found mine. She was clearly worried.
I caught her later, after the party was over, and the caterers had cleaned up and cleared out. "You must be exhausted. Get some rest."
She had circles beneath her eyes. "Are you coming to bed?"
I shook my head. "Not yet. I have work to do." More work to do than there were hours in the day.
She touched my arm. "Jus, why didn't you tell me? How bad are things?"
I shrugged. "No more challenging than any other holiday season."
She gave me a look of disbelief. "Don't lie to me."
"I'm not." I caught her by the arms. "It's always something. That's what makes this business exciting. If it were easy, what fun would it be?"
"People aren't going to be happy with you taking Christmas Eve off, are they? I thought by then—"
"By then it won't matter. I'll have done everything I can. It will all be in the hands of the local delivery services."
She stared up at me. "But the storms, Jus. They're real now and they aren't letting up. What if we can't make it to New York?"
"We're still five days out. A lot can change in five days. Let's not think about 'what if' tonight. You heard the guys. The height of the storm isn't supposed to hit until late afternoon. We'll be married and long gone by then. Home in Seattle where the skies are gray, the trees are always green, and the Christmases almost never white." I hugged her to me. "It'll be fine. We'll be legally married by Christmas morning."
I sounded more confident than I felt. I didn't want to let her down. I would give her anything in my power. But there were some things money couldn't buy. The weather's cooperation was, unfortunately, one of them.
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Tuesday, December 23rd
Kayla
The packages were laid in the sample sale wish list fulfillment section with care, in hopes that their buyers soon would be there. Labeled and ready to be purchased and wrapped and put beneath a tree.
My Santa Sample Sale volunteer elves were in position, wearing Santa hats and light-up Christmas bulb necklaces so bright you could even say they glowed.
One corner of the room looked like Santa's workshop, filled with samples of toys Flash had offered in their famous flash sales all fall. Toys and gadgets children were begging for.
There were boxes of glittering holiday costume jewelry and everyday jewelry, some small and dainty, some large and showy. Hoards of purses and accessories. I had my eye out for one with a kiss-lock closure. Boxes of clothes, clearly marked by size. Racks of holiday dresses that caught the light like the moon on new fallen snow. Dresses perfect for Christmas Eve or New Year's. There were stacks of small appliances and household items. Gifts, perfect gifts for everyone!
The big conference room at Flash had been turned into a holiday garage sale with the best bargains in the city on stylish boutique apparel and jewelry, state-of-the-art gadgets, and finds for the person with discriminating taste, or plain old quirky style.
I'd always thought shopping at one of the nearly monthly Flash sample sales was a combination of a treasure hunt and a garage sale, except everything was brand new and in style. All the goods belonged in a classy department store, but usually there was none of the high-end ambience here. No gently playing piano music. No wafts of delicate perfume. No perfectly arranged displays or showcased items. No well-lit dressing rooms and helpful salespeople. The same items, but at prices that made them total steals.
Amazing how atmosphere and a good display influenced a buyer's perception of quality and the shopping experience. It was a psychology I'd studied in college. Which is why I'd had the room perfumed with the scents of Christmas—fir forest, cinnamon, and spice. Borrowed props from the studio to decorate and add holiday cheer. And set up a temporary dressing room in the back. It still wasn't the mall. But it was nice. Christmas piano music even played in the background.
Time and again, I was overwhelmed by the clutter of the sample sales and magnitude of the jumbled goods and the search. While pawing through boxes, nothing seemed as beautiful and valuable as it was. Until you got it home and put it on or laid it out. Then you realized the bargain you'd gotten.
I was trying to create that sense of a treasure hunt for the employee shoppers today. Trying to add a bit of Christmas and holiday shopping atmosphere by playing soft music in the background and setting up the wish fulfillment center.
This sale was the best one of the year and one of the perks of working at Flash. I wanted it to be special and fun. For shoppers to come away with an experience. Happy with their purchases and eager to give them as the exceptional gifts they were.
Did it matter to the receiver of a hundred-dollar crystal necklace that it only cost the giver two? Wasn't it wonderful that even our lowest-paid employees could afford to give gifts of exceptional quality and style to their loved ones this holiday season?
In a way, Jus, Riggins, and all the hardworking people at Flash were Santa Claus and his elves. I was filled with pride and joy and love at the thought of all the people who were going to be happily surprised on Christmas morning.
Everything was neat and orderly. Calm like the early hours of Christmas morning. Once the doors opened, the crowd would charge in and the jumbling, churning, and bargain grabbing would begin.
There was a method to shopping at the sale. Bring large bags—we didn't provide them. Stuff everything you might be interested in into them. Find an empty space and sort through your finds to make your final selections before you checked out. And remember that money went a long way here. That pile of treasures was certain to cost less than it looked like it should.
This was a strictly cash-only and carry event. No tax. Everything was priced in even dollars. All the money raised went to the children's hospital. It was a win for everyone.
When I was in charge, I was always nervous and eager before a big event like this. Making it successful was my responsibility. But today, I was a basket case of nerves. Talk about holiday stress!
After the sale, Jus and I were hopping on a jet and flying into an impending storm with enough strength to make Santa consider cancelling Christmas. On Dasher, on Dancer. On Prancer and Vixen. Off to New York to get married! If only I could have rented a plane named Rudolph for this mission.
The weather report had grown steadily more ominous with each passing day as Christmas grew nearer. The National Weather Service was predicting blizzard conditions in upstate New York by midnight tomorrow, Christmas Eve.
I considered calling the whole thing off. And I'd worked so hard on this Christmas wedding, too. There was nothing I could do. The storm they were predicting was just too strong.
I kept wondering—was the weather too dangerous to chance the trip? Could we beat the storm? Or would it arrive early and strand us in New York?
I'd called the charter company and asked their opinion. They were reassuring. Our pilot was the most experienced in their fleet. Barring some unforeseen change, their detailed weather maps indicated we would be in and out of New York before the first snowflakes before the wild hurricane flew.
Still, I worried. What if we got to New York and were stranded by the storm? What about The Nutcracker? And what would we tell our family? How could we explain flying to New York with Dex in the face of the storm of the century?
I took a deep breath. Breathe. Just breathe.
I obsessively checked the weather on my phone. I was distracted as I fielded last-minute questions from volunteers.
My friend, Britt, who was helping with the sale, sneaked up on me and touched my arm.
I jumped.
She laughed. "Jumpy, jumpy! Who's supposed to be texting?"
Oops! Almost caught. How would I explain checking the weather in New York?
I slid my phone into my pocket. "Jus said he'd text when he was on his way down." I was becoming a pro at lying.
Britt looked around the room with a pleased expression. "We've done a fabulous job here, if I do say so myself."
I nodded. "Merely fabulous? It's extraordinary! The team really came together." I took a deep breath. "And according to my elves, we managed to grant almost every wish!"
"It took some fast-talking by all of us in merch, and some help from procurement, but yeah, I think we did." Britt grinned.
She'd been my best friend forever. I'd always thought she would be my maid of honor. And done all those maid of honor things. Like keeping me calm and holding my bouquet when Jus and I exchanged rings. Panic. Who was going to hold my bouquet?
But Britt wasn't in on my secret wedding. And Jus and I had promised each other that no one else could know.
One of the volunteers came up to us. "I just peeked out the doors. You should see the line! I've been here every year since Flash started. This is a record crowd. And recordly jovial, too. They've started singing holiday songs."
There was a burst of laughter from outside the doors.
Another volunteer rushed up to me. "It's time. Justin and Riggins arrived a few minutes ago to kick things off."
Britt frowned as she looked at me. "I thought he was supposed to text?"
"So did I!" I laughed to cover being found out. He hadn't promised to text. Sorry, Jus! I didn't mean to malign your character!
"That explains the singing! Ten dollars says Jus and Riggins are leading it." I glanced at my watch. "Time to open the doors."
Britt gave my shoulders a squeeze. "What are you waiting for? Let's get this party started." She handed me a silver Christmas bell. "Call your volunteers to order."
I laughed and rang it enthusiastically until the buzz in the room died down. "Everyone ready? It's time to open Santa's Sample Sale for business!"
I strode to the doors and grabbed the handles. "Let the mayhem begin!" I threw the doors open.
Jus and Riggins were leading carols. The sight of Jus made my heart squeeze and my pulse race. The guy was hot. And sweet. Totally adorable. The perfect combination. I still couldn't believe that I hadn't seen the possibilities in him in college.
My college self would never believe how life had turned out for us. If I could tell her I was dying to genuinely marry Jus, and worried that a snowstorm would stop me, that I couldn't imagine life without him, that he'd become my best friend, and an excellent lover, she would laugh in my face. And think I was pranking her. It was a lesson I'd learned—never laugh at possibilities and improbabilities. Learn to see past the superficial. And why hadn't I noticed what good basic bone structure Jus had?
Then again, if the college-age me got a look at Jus now, she wouldn't believe her eyes. She would still think I was pranking her.
Jus turned toward the door. Our eyes met. They lit up like always when he looked at me. I didn't deserve that much appreciation and love. I was a lucky girl and I knew it. I didn't take it for granted.
"Santa's main helper emerges!" He gestured toward me.
"Did I miss your holiday speech?" I teased back to him.
Riggins elbowed him. "You didn't miss much! It was pointless. It was boring. But it was short!" He laughed and elbowed Jus.
Jus shook his head. "Are you open for business?"
My volunteers stood at the front of the line, holding the masses back and checking employee badges.
I nodded. "Yes, we are!"
The line erupted in applause and tried to push forward.
"Wait, wait, wait!" I held up my hands, palms out, imitating a traffic cop. They only paused a moment when they heard me holler, "Stop!"
I cleared my throat. "A few announcements before we let people in. The wish fulfillment center is in the back across from the dressing rooms. If you submitted a request for a particular item, look for it there. If it has your name on it, you have first option to purchase it. If you no longer want the item, please let our volunteers know so they can put it out with the general merchandise.
"If you see an item that you requested but it has another person's name on it, I apologize. Some very popular items had multiple requests. We drew names at random to select the winner. In those cases, if the winner doesn't want the item, it will be reassigned to the second person on the list.
"My staff worked overtime trying to make sure everyone got one of the items on their wish list. Happy holidays and happy shopping, everyone!" I stepped out of the way to let the first throng of shoppers in.
Jus came over and gave me a quick kiss. I took his hand and led him into the sale.
He whistled softly. "This looks terrific! Like the mall at the North Pole."
"You've been to the North Pole?"
He laughed.
I shrugged. "I had a little help from the photography and merch departments. You picked up on exactly what I was going for! A festive, mall-quality shopping experience."
He put his arm around me and pulled me close. "You look hot," he whispered in my ear. "Tomorrow you'll really be mine."
I smiled up at him. We never mentioned any hint that our marriage wasn't completely legit when we were in public. We both had a healthy fear of being found out. The constant acting wore on both of us. There was always the fear of slipping up.
"If the snowstorm doesn't stop us." I frowned.
"Nothing's going to stop us." His voice was deep and sexy with confidence.
How could he be so sure?
He squeezed me tight. "I have to get back to work."
"Oh?" I said.
He nodded and rolled his eyes. "Another emergency. This one's going to take some time to sort out. I can't bail on Riggins. It's a tech issue. My area of expertise. I'll have to meet you at the plane."
Why was I not surprised?
"Have the driver take you to the airport," he said. "Board the plane. If you get tired, don't wait up. I could be late. Get your beauty rest and take care of my girl." He patted my baby bump.
I smiled at him, loving him beyond reason.
"Dex will meet you at the plane. He can entertain himself." Jus paused. "What's the latest we can take off and still make it to opening bell at town hall?"
"Two a.m. At the absolute latest. Our flight plan calls for one. Which gives a margin of error."
"One. Got it. I'll be there." He winked.
"I hope so. I don't want to have to send Dex after you." I leaned in and whispered in his ear, "No cold feet."
"Have I gotten cold feet yet? I'm the one who conned you into this arrangement." He gave me another squeeze and turned toward the checkout lines by the exit door. "What's that they're giving out?"
"Santa mugs with the Flash logo filled with locally sourced organic chocolates."
"Nice!" He grinned at me and was off, stopping to grab a mug on his way out, and thank and hug the volunteers.
I watched him go, incredibly proud of him. Happy he was mine. As far as any government authority was concerned, Jus was legally my husband. But all I wanted for Christmas was two vows. Mine to him. His to me. Fully sober. Fully in control. Fully present.
As Jus turned the corner out of sight, I pulled my phone from my pocket and checked the New York weather again. The Doppler weather still showed New York in the bull's-eye of a major snowstorm.
And then it hit, the worst storm of the century… There's nothing I can do. We're going to have to cancel our Christmas wedding.
I shuddered. I hoped not. Crap, I hoped not.
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December 24th, 1 a.m.
Justin
When I boarded the plane, Dex was grating nutmeg onto the foam of a hot cocktail, humming to Christmas music. Kay was nowhere in sight.
"Hey, dude! You made it." Dex slapped me on the back. "Thank God. I was worried I'd have to drag your ass back and defend my cousin's honor. I'm no good at that shit." He sized me up. "You've got too many inches on me to make it a fair fight." He winked. He was bullshitting.
"Since when do you fight fair?" I said.
He laughed. Neither of us ever fought fair. When you grew up bullied and made fun of for being geeky like we were, you learned to use every trick at your disposal. Mostly you lived by your wits. As far as fighting went, even though he was shorter than me, we were evenly matched.
"Crap, Dex. Why would I no-show? I can't believe Kay"—I searched for the right word—"married me." I'd almost tripped up. Even in the privacy of the plane there was a pilot who could overhear our secret.
As if making my point, the pilot came out and introduced himself. "Ready to take off?"
I shook his hand. "Anytime you are."
He disappeared into the cockpit to get clearance from the tower.
"Dude, you got to stop being so damned grateful Lala stuck with you. She's just an ordinary chick. Tom and Jerry?" Dex lifted a steaming coffee cup up.
"Kay's anything but ordinary." I pointed to the cup Dex held. "A what?"
"Tom and Jerry. Whipped egg whites, hot water, booze?" He studied me.
I looked at it blankly.
"Still no recognition? Have you lived under a rock all your life? Geez, I knew you were sheltered, but shit. A guy should know his classic, traditional cocktails." He shook his head and clicked his tongue.
"Oh, yeah." Recognition dawned on me. I must have been tired. "Riggins served those during the Christmas Ship Parade."
"Did he? I knew there was a reason I like that dude." Dex went back to nutmeg grating. "Now that you're part of the family, you have to get with our holiday drinking program." He nodded to the coffee cup. "Our grandpa made these every Christmas Eve. It's tradition!" He lifted his arm in the air with flair, accenting his words.
I raised an eyebrow. "Grandpa started making these for his parents' friends when he was eight. Back in the days before electric mixers, when you had to whip the egg whites by hand."
Dex's eyes twinkled as he laughed. "And walk five miles uphill in the snow to school." He sliced a piece of thin fruitcake and held it up to the light.
"What are you doing?" I said.
Dex had peculiar habits.
"And where did you get that?" I didn't stock fruitcake.
"Making sure this fruitcake is thin enough. If you can't see through it, you cut it too thick." Satisfied, he laid the piece on a saucer next to the cup. "I brought it myself. As a special treat."
"I can't believe you eat that crap." I shuddered for effect. "Where are the Christmas cookies?"
"If you think fruitcake is crap, you've never had a good one. This one is made from scratch at a nut farm down south. With their own freshly grown pecans. Try it, you'll like it."
I reluctantly took the cup and saucer from him.
He shook his head at my apparent folly. "I took the liberty of dousing it in a little more rum from the liquor cabinet. Good fruitcake has to be soaked in booze starting just after Thanksgiving. Get it just right, it's better than a rum ball."
I was still skeptical. I took a sip of the cocktail and fell into a leather chair, exhausted.
"Well?" Dex said. "What do you think?"
"Not bad." It was delicious and soothing, strong with brandy. I let the hot alcohol linger on my tongue. "Your grandpa gave you and Kay these?"
"Without the booze. Not bad?" Dex sounded affronted. "Damned by faint praise! I make the best Tom and Jerry on the planet."
"And you're modest, too." I paused. "Watch yourself. There's still time to make the naughty list."
"As if! If I wasn't trapped with you on a jet bound for New York, I'd have a damned good shot at that list." He grinned. "Next year!"
I laughed. "Kay asleep already?"
"She went to bed about an hour ago. No idea if she's asleep. She's nervous about the storm. You being late to the plane didn't help."
"I'm not late." I glanced at my watch. "Just last-minute." I set my drink down. I had no intention of touching the fruitcake. "I'd better let her know I'm here." I rolled my neck. "I'm beat. I'm going to turn in."
He raised an eyebrow and laughed. "Right. I'm sure sleep is the first thing on your mind."
I ignored his innuendo. "You'd better get some sleep, too. We have a big day ahead of us." I grinned. We were alone in the cabin. I whispered to him, "It's my wedding day."
Dex made an exaggerated sigh and shook his head. "You got it bad, boy! This weird arrangement of yours gives you an out. I have no idea why you want to put the last nail in the coffin of your freedom."
I shook my head. "Love is fickle."
Dex grimaced. "Go to bed before you get any sappier. I don't think I can take it." He snatched the piece of fruitcake off my plate. "If you're not going to eat this…"
"Don't stay up too late. And leave something in the liquor cabinet. You're the only witness I have and can trust. I need you completely sober when you do your duty."
"Go to bed, Dad."
Kay was in bed in one of the two bedrooms onboard. The lights were out. The room was dark. Kay was facing away from the entrance.
She turned over when I opened the door. "Jus? You made it." Her voice was soft and sexy with sleepiness.
"Was there ever any doubt?" I slipped out of my clothes and into bed behind her. Just that fast, I was hard and ready for her, pulsing with desire. "I missed you."
"You just saw me this afternoon." Her hair fanned out over the pillow behind her, topped with a sexy red Santa cap.
I ran my fingers through her loose hair. "In the middle of a crowd." I kissed her shoulder. "It's our wedding day."
"Hmmmm," she purred. "Unreal, isn't it?" She turned to face me and put her arms around me.
I tugged on her hat. "What's this?"
"And I in my cap." She pulled my face to hers.
"You're supposed to be in a kerchief."
"Oh? Did I get it wrong?" She pulled the covers back, revealing her beautiful, nearly naked body wrapped in a red satin bow teddy. The top was a push-up bra that showcased her firm, full breasts, tied with a lavish bow. A cross ribbon wrapped over her baby bump and disappeared between her legs.
"What am I supposed to do with this?" I slid my fingers between her legs beneath the ribbon and stroked her until she moaned softly.
"Unwrap me."
"It's not Christmas yet." I kissed the tops of her breasts.
She moved my hand to cover her heart. I felt it beating for me, rapid and excited.
"Doesn't matter. I'm yours now." Her voice was as soft and smooth as the satin of her bow.
Mine, mine, mine. My dick got harder and harder at the thought.
"You're part of my family now," she whispered.
"Not quite."
"Close enough." She kissed me lightly, running her tongue over my lips until I shivered with pleasure. "We open our presents on Christmas Eve. And I do believe it's Christmas Eve now."
"Technically, it's Christmas Eve day. I always open mine Christmas morning. I don't have to unwrap you," I teased, reaching beneath her bra to expose a nipple. "Mere bows are no barrier to me. I can slip past this ribbon no problem."
I slid the ribbon just off center, exposing her outie bellybutton and kissing it. She loved it when I did that. I licked it and sucked on it. I loved her hard, round bump. "No one will know. Except you."
The tip of my dick was wet. She was moist and ready for me. She climaxed almost as easily as I did these days. Hormones, she claimed. I preferred to think it was mad lust for me.
Finding the right angle of entry and position was becoming more challenging every day. A guy had to get creative. And acrobatic.
Past the baby bump, find the slot. Into the spot that made her hot.
I slid Kay to the edge of the bed until she was on her back with her legs dangling over.
I slid to my feet, standing between her legs, looking at this woman who was the best gift in my life. Wondering how a nerd like me had ever won her love. She loves me.
The thought always made my heart race and my dick harder.
"What are you waiting for?" she said, egging me on and scooting closer until my dick was pressed against her opening.
"I like to take my time opening my gifts. Wouldn't want to tear the wrapping." I bent down and kissed her, sliding my kisses down her neck to where her pulse beat for me.
I sucked on her exposed breast.
"Jus." She stroked my hair.
As she moaned my name, I speared into her. She was moist and warm, hot and ready for me. That I turned her on like this was another gift I'd never expected.
She gasped and wrapped her legs around my back, her hips rising as I made love to her standing on the floor. As I pounded into her, she moaned.
It was enough to send me over the edge into climax, but I held on. Held out, waiting for her. I set my jaw and drove in again and again. I grabbed her hips to keep her from scooting farther into the bed as I drove into her. And thrust. And thrust as we rumpled the sheets.
Her Santa hat slid off. Her big red bow bounced in rhythm with her fabulous, pregnancy-enlarged breasts.
I was high above her. Looking down. It was a view I could never get enough of. Her face lit up with the pleasure I was giving her. I never took it for granted. I memorized everything about it—the gentle part of her lips. The way she arched her neck and sighed. Her nipples had gotten larger and darker with pregnancy. The exposed one was as round and hard as a holly berry.
Her heels dug into my back, urging me deep and deeper inside. Driving me to keep the pace desperate with desire going.
The muscles of her stomach contracted, making it hard and tight, a beautiful round rock to pound against. Soon the baby inside would rebel and start kicking.
Kay was close. Her eyes rolled upward. She sighed heavily.
I drove harder, grasping her tighter to hold in place on the expensive sheets.
She opened her eyes and stared up at me. "Jus!" She arched and gasped.
I came with an intensity that made me weak in the knees. I shuddered with the force of the climax, standing on legs that became like a bowl full of jelly, quivering. With pleasure and spent lust.
She collapsed, arms overhead, head to the side, breasts heaving. I wanted to hold this picture of her in my mind forever. But damn, it would surely make my dick hard again.
She turned and looked up at me. "That was wonderful."
I grinned. "High praise." I'd been a virgin when we married. Insecure because of my inexperience. Kay may have taught me everything I knew about lovemaking. But no one could say I hadn't been an eager student.
I slid out of her and into bed, pulling the sheet and blankets up over our bodies moist with the thrill and exertion of sex. Kay was hot these days. I meant that in the temperature sense, too. She was always flushed. Her cheeks always rosy. Which I found completely sexy.
"So intense," she whispered as she cuddled into me and brushed a lock of hair off my forehead. "So intense since I got pregnant."
"You mean so intense with me?" I teased. But there was a sense of insecurity beneath it. Hard to pound that out of a guy like me that the girls had never noticed until I became rich.
"Yes, that's it. That's what I meant. So intense with you, Santa baby." She retrieved her hat and slid it on my head, laughed, and kissed me lightly. "You look adorable!"
She paused to study me and laughed again. "It was intense, but then, you're the only guy I've done while pregnant. So I have nothing to compare it to." She winked. She was such a tease.
"You had to add that." I leaned on my elbow so I could stare at her and get my fill. "Is that any way to talk to the guy who's going to be your legitimate, legally bound husband in a few hours?"
"Oh, Jus!" Everything about me amused her. "Insecure?" She grinned. "I love you. I can hardly wait until you're completely, legally, without doubt, my truly wedded husband."
The tease was still there, but the passion underlying it took my breath away.
She yawned and kissed my shoulder, just a light butterfly brush. "Merry Christmas, you filthy animal."
I smiled. "And a happy New Year." I kissed her again. "I love you, too."
Kayla
Being a pregnant bride was challenging enough. But getting me and my baby bump into a formfitting wedding dress in the confines of a small bedroom on a plane? With only my eager groom to help me? In the middle of the leading edge of an epic snowstorm?
Insane. At least we were on the tarmac. There was no turbulence to deal with as I applied the final touches of my makeup—mascara and lipstick.
The cold wind was not only driving the snowstorm toward us at record speed. It was about to drive me into the edge of madness. And yes, until I'd sent him away to get ready with Dex in the next room, Jus had been helpful. In his sweet way.
He was pretty good with tiny satin buttons. But he was more adept at unbuttoning them than fastening them. And his hands strayed to my breasts at every opportunity. He was merry and bright, a right jolly groom. I was simply a jittery bride.
I'd gotten up in the wee hours of the morning while we were still in the air. I wanted to give myself plenty of time to get ready for the momentous event. And spent an inordinate amount of time trying to make my long blond hair fall into perfect waves over my shoulders and down my back. Jus loved it that way, so I had vowed not to put it up, but wear it to please him.
The wet weather was absolutely going to destroy my cascading locks and render them limp the minute I stepped out of the plane. As long as Jus got a look at me first, though, and Dex snapped a picture, mission accomplished.
My makeup was done by me with care, in hopes that my groom would really stare. Okay, that was bad. But I was nervous and trying to have a sense of humor, however warped, about the whole situation. And failing. I needed one of my grandpa's Tom and Jerrys. A strong one with plenty of Justin's best brandy.
I know. I'm pregnant. Just a sip or two to calm the jitters.
I wouldn't have been nervous at all…it was the storm that was jangling my nerves.
This was the time every girl needed her best friend. I resisted the urge to call Britt. I just wanted to hear her calm voice and wish her merry Christmas Eve. Uh-huh.
It was six a.m. in Seattle. She'd be showering for work. Scrubbing with her candy-cane body wash and singing Christmas carols softly off key.
I glanced in the mirror and blotted my lipstick. How I looked didn't matter. How perfect the ceremony was was almost immaterial. Nothing really mattered. As long as we made it to town hall, got our second license, got to the cute little chapel, said our vows, signed the license, and got out of New York ahead of the storm of the century. The odds of us succeeding were looking iffier and iffier with each passing moment and each falling snowflake.
White Christmas, damn that movie, was playing on the TV embedded in the wall. It was like that movie, with its constant plea for snow, had cursed me by doing the celluloid version of a rain dance, conjuring up the frozen stuff instead. What I wouldn't have given for twenty degrees more on the thermometer. Frosty the Snowman could wait until next Christmas season to be kissed by a cold December wind and brought back to life.
The news periodically interrupted Bing, Danny, and Rosemary with dire weather bulletins. Bing Crosby was so happy about his snow. Snow saved the day. Snow. Snow. Snow, sung in his low, classic Bingly voice. I begged to differ. I wanted Heat Miser to show up unannounced and give us a tropical heat wave. Just until we were safely wedded and out of town.
I glanced out the plane window at the snow falling, falling, gently falling. Thickly falling. Incessantly falling.
My hands trembled as I looked at the weather app on my phone again. For the zillionth time. Not to exaggerate or anything.
The storm was moving faster than the National Weather Service had originally predicted. Of course it was! Didn't they have some local news guy on the coast monitoring it like we did back home? Some guy standing in the surf "predicting" the weather, i.e. watching it roll in?
The newscasters were full of jovial excitement. Nothing made their day like a good dire weather story.
Special Alert News Bulletin. We interrupt your regular programing to give you this weather update. Winter Storm of the Century! It will be arriving early, New Yorkers! Lay in your supply of ham hocks and guitar strings. Mush! I said mush.
One hundred percent chance of a white Christmas for upstate New York! Hooray!! Let's hope Santa has Rudolph bridled and ready to lead his sleigh tonight.
Was I the only person on the planet who wasn't dreaming of a white Christmas? This was a complete nightmare. Snow, snow, go away! Come again some other Christmas Day!
All you last-minute shoppers, get your shopping done before noon today. Ha, ha, ha! Run those errands now! The governor is asking businesses to close even earlier than their posted holiday hours. Noon, people, noon. Businesses, show a little Christmas spirit! Let your employees off early. And watch those holiday office parties. The roads will be treacherous.
Later on, build a snowman with the kids. Put a plate of cookies out for Santa. Sit back with a hot toddy, cocoa for the kids or the kid in you.
The governor asks your cooperation in staying off the roads late this afternoon through tomorrow morning. Don't count on the state patrol rescuing you if you get stuck. They'll be busy with only the worst accidents and emergency situations.
You don't want a lump of coal on Christmas morning. Or to be stranded in a ditch on Christmas Eve. And, as a reminder, if you are travelling, carry an emergency kit with spare blankets, water, flares, and food, and make sure your cell phones are fully charged.
The wedding dress I'd chosen was a knee-length white soft jersey sheath tight over my baby bump. It was covered with an intricate floral stretch-lace overlay with elbow-length sleeves and decorated with tiny seed pearls and crystals for shimmer. A wide white satin ribbon tied beneath the bust.
Because we were trying to be stealthy, it looked more like a glistening holiday dress than a wedding gown. I was going to swap the white ribbon for a red one for the ballet. I had a white faux-fur trimmed wool coat and white winter gloves. White boots with a good tread to handle the snow.
I wore the advent charm bracelet Jus had given me. Maybe I'd been wrong about him giving me a Christmas tree bead today. I wondered if he would give me a bridal bead instead? I looked in the mirror and took a deep breath. Showtime!
Jus and Dex were waiting for me in the main cabin, sprawled in the deep leather chairs in front of a roaring fake fireplace complete with electronic crackling. So cozy. As long as we've no place to go…
Wait! We had a very important place to go.
When I saw Jus, dressed in his tux, my eyes filled with tears of joy. He was so hot. So handsome. So about to be mine!
When he looked up and saw me, his eyes lit up. "You look beautiful." His voice had that quality of awe that took my breath away. He adored me and wasn't afraid to show it. That kind of emotion was hard to resist it.
Dex got out of his chair and grinned. He shook his head as he gave me a quick up-and-down. "Eh." He shrugged. "She looks all right." He winked.
I sighed, too happy to let Dex's teasing bother me. "You both look hot. Even you, Dex."
"What do you mean, even me?" Dex tapped his chest, pretending to be insulted.
A large red velvet jewelry box wrapped with a satin ribbon sat on the coffee table next to where Jus had been sitting. Next to it lay a large floral box.
Jus picked up the jewelry box and handed it to me. "Merry Christmas, babe."
I looked at him. At it. At him.
"Go ahead. Open it. It's…a present for both occasions." He watched me eagerly, still guarding his words.
We were still in secrecy mode. The pilot might hear.
I untied the ribbon, opened the box, and gasped. A sparkling diamond tiara glistened on the satin lining of the box.
"Real diamonds," Jus said, not in a bragging way at all. He was preempting the question I always asked. "As real as my love for you."
I couldn't speak.
"Don't you like it?" His brow furrowed. He was always so eager to please me. "If it's too gaudy—"
"It's beautiful. Perfect and intricate. Delicate." I blinked back tears of happiness. "I love it!"
He took the tiara out of the box. "May I? I'd like you to wear it for the ceremony. I mean, if you want to." He was so adorably hesitant and considerate.
I nodded. "Of course I do! It's just so beautiful. I don't know what to say. Thank you seems inadequate."
Jus sat it on my head, gently working the combs into my hair like a pro. Knowing Jus, he'd practiced this move so he could get it just right. He stood back and admired me wearing it.
Dex had been standing quietly to the side. Totally unlike him. He grunted his approval. "Nice."
I wiped away a tear of joy.
"I bought it before I knew. For the ballet. I couldn't have the Sugar Plum Fairy upstaging my girl."
"No one upstages the Sugar Plum Fairy. But her tiara won’t be as nice as mine." I kissed him.
"Guys!" Dex cleared his throat. "I hate to interrupt. But we'd better go before we get snowed in. On the plane and on the tarmac. As much as I'd love a good airport Christmas—"
"We get it." Jus nodded. "One more thing first."
He grabbed the large floral box, opened it, and handed me the most beautiful Christmas wedding bouquet I could have imagined. Red and white roses. Poinsettias. Mistletoe.
I had a bouquet waiting at the chapel. But I wouldn't tell him that. This one was better. Mostly because it came from him.
Jus leaned over and whispered in my ear, "Traditionally, the groom buys the bride's bouquet, right?"
"You've been studying your wedding etiquette," I whispered back. "It's beautiful. Your boutonnieres should be waiting for us at the chapel."
"I wanted our day to be perfect." He grabbed my hand.
"As I long as we say our vows, it will be perfect." I took a deep breath.
"Guys?" Dex said again, rolling his eyes. But he was grinning. All this affection no doubt embarrassed him.
I pulled my cell phone out of my purse. "One more thing first—a quick picture. Dex? Take just one?" I handed him the camera before he could deny my request.
He shrugged. "I got this." He leaned toward us and mouthed, "I'm the best man."
Dex snapped a few pictures while we posed, then took a selfie with the three of us. "Never a selfie stick around when you need one."
Dex hated selfie sticks. He handed the phone back to me with the pictures up.
Jus squeezed my hand before I could look at them. "Ready?"
I took his hand, hoping he saw how much I loved him. "As ever."
"Good." He grinned ear to ear. "The car's waiting. Do we have everything? All the paperwork?"
I patted my purse. "It's all right here."
"I called Parson Brown," Jus said with a twinkle in his eye. "He's going to meet us at the venue early. I'm supposed to text him when we leave town hall."
I bit my lip and nodded, grateful to Jus for taking care of that important detail. I'd been worried our celebrant would cancel due to inclement weather. This wasn't a case of we had no place to go. We had the most important place to go.
"And town hall?" I whispered to Jus. "The news is reporting some government offices have decided to shut down for the day. The governor is on the verge of declaring a state of emergency and closing everything."
"Still open." Jus squeezed my hand. "But we need to hurry."
I let out a breath, relieved, and looked heavenward, hoping for a little help warding off the storm. Just long enough for us to get married.
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Kayla
The pilot came out of the cockpit just as Jus helped me with my coat. "You look like you're going to a wedding! Your own wedding."
I froze.
Jus laughed, nervous as a groom.
Dex shook his head and laughed, too, as he made an exaggerated point of studying Jus, me, and himself. "Ha! Funny! I hadn't noticed. I guess we do."
He gestured to his tux, running his hands in the air past his body with a flourish. "This old thing? This is just our Christmas finery. We always dress up to impress Auntie Agatha when we make our holiday duty call." He lowered his voice. "She's eccentric, but rich. We humor her."
"Mrs. Green is holding a bridal bouquet." The pilot clearly wasn't buying Dex's crazy story.
I was enjoying it, wondering how far he'd take it. I liked the sound of this imaginary Auntie Agatha.
Dex nodded. "Astute of you to notice. A Christmas bouquet for our great auntie. She was married on Christmas Eve to her late husband, Uncle Herman, about what? Seventy years ago now?" He turned to me for confirmation.
I nodded. "About that."
"Before he died, Uncle Herman gave her a bridal bouquet every year for their anniversary. We're keeping the tradition alive, even though Uncle Herman isn't." He glanced at my bouquet. "Auntie loves red roses."
He leaned forward and put a hand to the side of his mouth. "She's ninety-three and a little woo-hoo!" He circled his finger around the side of his head. "We let her believe they're really from Uncle Herman."
Dex handed his phone to the pilot. "Will you snap a picture of the three of us?"
We posed. The pilot took our picture.
Dex thanked him and took his phone back. "Okay, we need to run before we're snowed in. The things we do for family!" He cast a quick glance in my direction, before smiling at the pilot and pointing at the door. "Could you?"
Minutes later, we were out on the snow-covered tarmac in the midst of a raging snowstorm. Plows blew snow high into the air on the next runway over, obviously on a fool's errand. As fast as they plowed, more snow fell and blanketed the ground in white.
Jus paused to give instructions to the pilot. "We'll be back in a few hours at the latest." He glanced at Dex. "Like Dex said, we're making a quick visit to their aunt and then we'll be right back."
The pilot nodded. "I have the tower on standby. They're ready to give us clearance as soon as we're ready to take off. They want everyone they can out of here as early as possible. The sooner you're back, the better. Unless we all want to spend Christmas Eve here on the plane."
Jus nodded and cast a sidelong glance at Dex. "At least if we come to that, we have plenty of fruitcake and brandy." He patted the pilot on the back. "We all want to get home tonight. We have a date with the Sugar Plum Fairy."
"That was close," Jus said when we were out of earshot of the pilot. "I almost blew it with the bouquet. What was I thinking? Nice save, Dex. Agatha?"
"It was the first name that popped into my head." Dex shrugged. "I thought up a lie and I thought it up quick. It's an acquired skill."
"You must be related to the Grinch." Jus grinned.
A four-wheel-drive SUV waited for us at the terminal.
This is it, I thought as Jus handed me into the car. This is the day I marry the man I love beyond reason, or die trying. Or end up stranded in a ditch with him on Christmas Eve.
"Take us to town hall," Jus told the driver.
I'd timed everything to the minute. The drive to town hall should have taken us no more than ten minutes. It took nearly thirty. Cars were spun out everywhere. Traffic moved at a crawl. Everyone in the small upstate town was out before they became snowbound for Christmas.
Despite the traffic headaches, our driver was jovial and in the holiday mood.
"This town looks like Bedford Falls," Jus joked as we finally pulled into town. "Where's the old savings and loan?"
"Legend is we were one of the towns the producer based Bedford Falls on." Our driver sounded proud of that fact. "That's town hall straight ahead."
"I don't care about the savings and loan. But we could use an angel like Clarence right now." I squeezed Justin's hand. "Oh, it's lovely!" I exclaimed when we pulled into sight. "Town hall is as quaint as the rest of town."
The driver pulled to the curb. Actually, he pulled to the snowbank that was serving as the curb. Jus paid him generously to wait for us while we went into the quaint town hall building for the license.
Jus helped me out of the car and over the snow bank to a sidewalk that was covered with two inches of snow and had probably been shoveled less than fifteen minutes ago. A wreath was on the door of the building. Inside, it was eerily quiet and nearly deserted. People were closing up offices everywhere we turned."
"We have to hurry!" Jus glanced around. "Where the hell is the office of town clerk? We need a map."
"This place is a maze!" I looked around frantically.
"I'm the best man." Dex spotted a town official heading toward the exit. "I got this." He dashed to the guy and asked him for directions.
The guy pointed. "To the end of the hall. Take a right. Last door on your left. You'd better hurry. We're all closing up shop."
"Thank you! Merry Christmas!" Dex pointed. "This way!"
We took off at a run. Jus pulled me along by my hand holding my bouquet.
"I'm slowing us down!" I said, worried, as I ran with one hand on my baby bump.
"Don't worry! I got you, babe. We'll get there." Jus pulled me faster.
We rounded the corner.
"There it is!" Dex pointed to the end of the hallway. "We're just in time!"
A woman was locking the door to the clerk's office.
"Wait!" Jus called to her. "I'm the groom. I got this." He let go of my hand and took off at a sprint down the hall toward her. "Don't lock up!"
The woman, dressed in an ugly red and green holiday sweater with tacky embroidered reindeer and Santa, the kind that was intentionally ugly, at least I hoped, looked up, startled to see three people dressed for a wedding heading toward her. One sprinting. One running. One waving a bouquet and holding the sides of her belly, which didn't shake like a bowl full of jelly, but slowed me down considerably as I lumbered forward.
The woman frowned. "I'm closing up. We've been ordered home. Because of the storm. You should get home, too."
She was middle-aged and plump. With a kind face.
"Not until we're married. Please." Jus put on his charismatic smile, the one that charmed everyone but the severest Scrooge. "Can you open back up for just a minute and issue us a marriage license? Or find someone who can?
"We have all the paperwork. We'll be fast, I promise. It will just take a second. We'll be eternally grateful. We've flown all the way in from Seattle this morning. We have to get married today."
She took the three of us in, including me with my bouquet. Her frown deepened, but she looked sympathetic. When she saw my bump, her expression turned worried. "She isn't going to pop today, is she?"
"No." Jus laughed. "Not yet."
"Sweetie," the woman said to me, kindly, but firmly. "I wish I could help you. Even if I issue you a license, you can't get married today. There's a twenty-four-hour waiting period."
"Oh, but we can!" I dug into my purse, pawing through it wildly, jiggling it enough that my light-up purse jewel flashlight came on. "We have a judicial order setting aside the waiting period. Where is it? Ah! Found it." I pulled the waiver out with a flourish and held it out to her.
She hesitated, looking highly skeptical before taking the order and looking it over. We watched her read, not a creature stirring. When she finished, she still seemed undecided.
Jus put his hand on my bump. "What's your name? We'll name our firstborn after you. We already know it's a girl. Perfect, right? Fate."
The lady's look softened. She shook her head. "My name's Merry. M-e-r-r-y." She sighed and laughed suddenly. "Yes, fate."
She shook her head. "I was born on Christmas Day. The doctor had to fight his way through a snowstorm like this one to deliver me. Looks like it's time to pay it forward. Who am I to stand in the way of true love? Come on in." She pulled her keys out of the door, pushed the door open, and flipped on the light in the dark office.
I almost collapsed with relief. I would have if Jus hadn't been holding me up.
"Perfect!" Jus said. "Her middle name will be Merry."
Merry closed the door behind her and led us to the counter. "I'll need two pieces of ID and the forty-dollar fee."
As we were filling out the paperwork, including the extra piece that specified that the record of our marriage wouldn't be published in a newspaper or any publication other than official records, Justin's phone rang.
He glanced at the caller ID. "Excuse me, I have to take this." He stepped away while Dex signed as our witness.
I heard Jus murmuring in the background.
When he came back, he looked serious and concerned. "That was Parson Brown," he said. "There's a jackknifed semi blocking the road to the chapel. It won't be cleared for hours. Maybe not until tonight. Or Friday."
My face fell. I clutched my belly. I felt sick.
Jus caught my arm. "I'm not done yet. It gets worse. The parson's road is plowed in. Impassable by car. It will take him hours to dig out."
"No." If I'd had more strength left, it would have been more than a whisper of anguish. "But we have to get married! We've come so far!" I was on the edge of tears.
Jus took my chin and tipped my face up to his. He was actually smiling. "Don't worry, Kay. Simple change of plans. Parson Brown will meet us here. He's coming by one-horse open sleigh. He says nothing will stop his sleigh. He'll marry us on the town hall steps if he has to. You picked a good one."
I almost collapsed with relief. "I lucked out. Harry found him. Parson Brown was the only one in town who required the second license."
Jus laughed. "Fate strikes again."
We finished with our paperwork without further incident. As Merry let us out of the office, Jus pressed a handful of bills into her hand.
"No, I can't," she protested.
"Take it. Please. You've made our day. Let me return the favor." He clasped her hand, pressing it around the money. "Merry Christmas, Merry! We'll never forget you."
By the time we reached the doors out of the building, the mayor was waiting to lock up after us. Merry hurried off into the storm to pick her snow-covered car out of the parking lot. The mayor wished us merry Christmas and congratulations and jumped into his idling, warming car to head home.
I stared at the town that looked so quintessentially like Christmas. It belonged on the front of a Christmas card. So innocent and peaceful. So deadly to weddings!
At least four inches of new snow had fallen in the time we'd been inside getting the license. At this rate of snowfall, the plows couldn't keep up. We'd be stranded within an hour.
Our car and driver still waited for us, but the hustle and bustle of the town was dying down as people headed for home and hearth.
And then in the distance, we heard on the road the prancing and pawing of hooves of one great big draft horse, and the jingle of approaching bells.
A sleigh came around the corner. Parson Brown?
He pulled up in front of the steps and jumped out to greet us. He waved with one hand, holding the reins in the other. He cupped one hand around his mouth and called out to us, "Justin and Kayla?"
Jus waved back and nodded. "Come on." Jus pulled me down the steps.
The parson was covered in snow from his head to his toe. A parson's hat sat atop of his head. His cheeks were rosy and red. His dimples how merry. His eyes dark as coal. His beard how it sparkled, laced with snow. He was jolly and round and wore a white puffy down coat with a red scarf around his neck.
Jus grabbed my hand.
As we descended the steps, Dex lowered his voice and spoke out of the side of his mouth. "Is it just me, or does he look like a snowman?"
"Not just you. With that goatee, he looks exactly like a snowman," Jus said. "That one on Elf."
"Or like he belongs on a box of fried chicken," Dex added.
"I wonder if he does that on purpose." I marveled at the similarity.
"You aren't pranking us, are you, Lala?" Dex said. "That guy's a real pastor?"
I frowned at Dex. "Seriously? Would I joke about something like this?"
"Sorry. I had to check." Dex grinned impishly. "This is surreal."
It was snowing so heavily that by the time we reached the bottom of the steps, our hair was white with snow. Beneath the streetlights that had come on, my tiara sparkled like the Snow Queen's. And Justin's dark beard was nearly as white as Santa's.
"So this is the happy couple!" Parson Brown formally introduced himself. He sounded astoundingly like an old Kentucky gentleman, rather than a New Yorker. He had that down-home friendliness that put me immediately at ease.
"Okay," Parson Brown said, gazing up at town hall. "So what's the plan? We need to get this show on the road before we get snowed in here."
We nodded.
"First things first," the parson said. "Let's have a look at that license."
Jus handed it to him.
The parson kept talking. "Sorry about the inconvenience of requiring this. This being your second ceremony and more of a recommitment." He held up the license to examine it.
Actually, I was grateful for it. But I couldn't very well tell him why.
"You would not believe the number of couples who come to me to fake a religious ceremony for the relatives, claiming they've already been married in a civil ceremony. And they've done no such thing. Lying to a man of God, right before God!" He shook his snowy head. "Pathetic. Fool me once. Fool me twice? No way.
"Had to start requiring a second license just to make sure I don't get the wool pulled over my eyes again. I'm not going before my Maker having performed illegal weddings." He handed the license back to Jus. "Looks to be in order. Now, where should we perform the ceremony?"
Jus pointed up the steps to the entrance of town hall. "It's covered up there. We have to make it quick. We have a plane waiting at the airport. We need to get out of here as soon as we say 'I do.'"
The parson's gaze followed where Jus pointed. He squinted in thought and nodded. "The airport, you say?"
The three of us nodded in unison.
"I hate to be the bearer of bad news again, kids. But that semi that's blocking the road to the chapel?"
Uh-oh. I had a bad feeling.
"Where it's placed, it's blocking the road back to the airport." Parson Brown hitched a thumb at our waiting SUV. "That car waiting for you?"
"Yes, sir," Jus said, evidently feeling the need to use Southern politeness with this Southern gentleman.
"He isn't going to be of any use to you. Not until they get that wreck cleared. Could be until tonight for that."
Dex swore beneath his breath. "Mom's going to kill me if I don't make it back for Christmas." Then he grinned like it would be a great stunt.
"And we have tickets to the ballet!" I said, as if that was the most important thing.
Parson Brown slapped Dex on the back, catching him by surprise so that he stumbled forward. The parson laughed. "No matter." He pointed to his horse. "Dasher can get you to the airport. He goes overland."
"Dasher?" Dex said. "Seriously?"
The parson laughed again. "What? He's fast!" He nodded to make his point. He looked at Dex. "Can you drive a team? Or rather, a horse-drawn sleigh?"
Dex grinned. "Can I handle a horse and drive a sleigh!"
"I believe that was a serious question." I gave my cousin the evil eye, hoping he wasn't joking this time.
"Yeah! Sure I can." Dex turned to me. "Remember that summer I spent at camp? Horses, no problem."
I wasn't so sure, but Parson Brown seemed to trust Dex.
"Good enough," the parson said. "Here's what I propose. Let your driver go. Then we all hop in the sleigh and I perform the marriage ceremony on our way to the airport while this guy drives." He nodded to Dex. "It's the quickest way to get you on your plane again."
The parson gave me a sympathetic look. "I'm sorry. If you're like most brides, you've probably planned a very nice ceremony. But this will be romantic in its way. It's the best I can do, given the circumstances."
The parson was a very kind, nice man.
Before we even answered, Dex was already climbing into the sleigh.
Jus looked at me for confirmation.
I nodded. "Not many people can say they were married in a one-horse open sleigh in the middle of the snowstorm of the century as they raced to the airport. As far as adventure goes, I defy anyone to top it."
"It loses points for believability, though, don't you think?" Dex said from the sleigh.
"Done!" Jus shook the parson's hand. "Jingle all the way!" He rushed off to pay the driver.
Parson Brown helped me into the sleigh and settled a lap blanket over me before giving Dex a quick driving lesson. By the time he finished, Jus was running back. He hopped over the side of the sleigh with a bound and settled in next to me.
"Very acrobatic," I whispered to him. "You'd make a great elf."
Jus grinned.
"All right, then!" The parson climbed into the front seat next to Dex and gave him quick directions. "Take a right at the first corner."
He pulled a small book of vows out of his pocket. "Okay, now. If it's all right with you two, we'll dispense with the opening remarks and the general charge to you about the solemnity of marriage and the covenant you're about to enter into. I assume you've discovered that by now. We'll skip right to the vows. You didn't write your own, did you?"
Jus and I looked at each other and shook our heads. It was a minor detail I'd overlooked in the stress of the season.
"The basic vows will be fine," I said. "Just as long as the marriage is legal, that's all we care about."
"All righty, then!" The parson clucked to his horse. "On, Dasher! Take us to the airport!" He nodded to Dex.
Dex snapped the reins. The sleigh jolted forward as Dasher plodded off.
"Dearly beloved," the parson began. "We are gathered here today to join this man and this woman in holy matrimony…"
Dasher plodded along down the street. Dex turned the corner.
Parson Brown interrupted the ceremony to give Dex more directions. "Left at the stoplight."
"This would be easier if we used the GPS on my phone," Dex said, pulling it from his pocket as he handled the reins and brushed the snow out of his face. "I'll just punch the airport into my map app."
The parson shook his head. "You won't get directions for the way we're going. No streets for part of it. Most of the roads are closed, like I said. No, we're going to have to go over the river and through the woods."
"Wrong holiday," I whispered to Jus. "That's a Thanksgiving song."
Jus grinned and hummed few bars.
Parson Brown ignored us and kept talking to Dex. "Once we get out of town, it gets tricky. I'll have to take over. Let's get these vows said in a hurry!"
He returned his attention to us. "Where was I? Oh, yes. Justin, repeat after me: I, state your name, take you, Kayla Marie Lucas Green, to be my lawfully wedded wife to have and to hold, to love and to cherish, in sickness and in health, forsaking all others, all the days of our lives."
Jus took my hands in his. As he looked into my eyes and repeated the vows, my heart sang. I blinked back tears. And snowflakes got in my eyes, sticking in my false lashes. But I had never been happier. Jus spoke the words with such passion and intensity. His voice was so deep and full of emotion. I choked up. Then it was my turn.
"I, Kayla Marie Lucas Green, take you, Justin Arnold Green, to be my lawfully wedded husband—"
"Take another left, young man," Parson Brown said to Dex. He nodded to me. "Sorry! Don't want to take a wrong turn and end up in a snowdrift. Continue…to have and to hold…"
I repeated the vows, with all my heart and soul in my eyes and voice. "To have and to hold—"
"Left, left, left!" the parson yelled.
"Sorry!" Dex laughed. "Dasher has a mind of his own."
Course corrected, I continued with my vows, finishing with "…all the days of our lives."
"Rings?" Parson Brown said.
Jus held up his cold, red left hand with his ring. I pulled my glove off and held up my hand, flashing my ring.
"Wearing them," I said. "Should we take them off and exchange them again?"
He nodded. "Hand them to each other. That'll work. Careful not to drop them. Fingers get numb fast in this cold." He watched while we took them off and handed them to each other. "Good, good. Justin, repeat after me. With this ring, I thee wed."
Jus slid the ring on my finger.
"Kayla, your turn." The parson was obviously distracted.
I looked in Justin's eyes and slid the ring easily on his cold finger. Too easily. If we didn't watch it, our rings would fall off.
I looked in his eyes and said the words I'd been dreaming of: "With this ring, I thee wed."
The parson squinted. The snow was falling faster and harder, turning the world whiter, obscuring the path, and decreasing visibility. Parson Brown was issuing more directions and keeping a tight eye on where Dex was taking us. Snowdrifts began popping up out of nowhere, obscuring any landmarks there might have been.
Parson Brown turned back to us with half an ear. "Now, by the power vested in me by the State of New York, and God, I pronounce you man and wife." He turned over his shoulder to make sure we were still on course.
Jus perched on the edge of our seat, waiting for every groom's favorite part of the ceremony.
"You may kiss the bride," Parson Brown said, almost as an afterthought.
Jus took my face gently in his hands. I parted my lips and closed my eyes. Parson Brown took the reins from Dex just as my lips met my real, true, genuine, lawfully wedded husband's.
"Merry Christmas," I whispered to Jus. "I love you."
"This is where we go over the river!" the parson yelled above the joyful jingling of bells. "There's a covered wooden bridge just ahead. On the other side, we cut through the woods. Get out the license and everyone sign!" He pulled a pen from his pocket and handed it to Jus.
"Giddyup!" Parson Brown yelled to the horse. "To the tip of the bridge, to the end of the wall, dash away, dash away, dash away all!"
The sleigh sped up, gliding over the snow. The bells jingled loudly as first Jus signed, protecting the license as much as he could from the wet snow. I signed. Dex signed, protecting the license with his tux jacket. He took the reins again while Parson Brown signed and handed a commemorative marriage certificate around for everyone to once again sign.
"You'll get the real, legal marriage certificate in the mail in six to eight weeks," the parson said as we entered the covered bridge and shook the snow temporarily off.
He folded the real license and gave it a shake in the air. "I'll file this first thing on the Friday, the 26th." He slid it into his inside coat breast pocket. And we were out of the cover and into the snow again.
"Into the woods, into the woods!" the parson said. "This is where it gets tricky. And fun. Hang on!"
And then we were, literally, dashing through the woods.
Jus leaned in and whispered to me, "Did we just get married by a snowman?"
"I think we did!" I was so happy, I started laughing.
Jus joined me.
Dex shook his head. "I get it. Laughing as we go. You guys are crazy." But he grinned.
I turned to Jus. "I love you. Merry Christmas, husband."
Jus brushed the snow off his beard. "I love you, too, wife. You can't imagine how much."
The bells jingled. The snow fell. And I was wrapped in the arms of the man I loved, and was now, finally, legally married to.
Jus texted our pilot that we were on our way.
Parson Brown delivered us to the front of the terminal. We wished him merry Christmas and a safe trip back. Jus pressed a generous payment into his hands.
Just as Jus grabbed my hand, ready to race to the plane, a group of high school girls came out of the terminal. I was holding my bouquet.
As Jus pulled me past them, I called out to them, "Catch!" I tossed them my bouquet.
One of them leaped in front of the others and caught it. I got a quick glimpse of her showing it to her friends and laughing before Jus pulled me around a corner.
We raced through the terminal to our gate. Our flight attendant greeted us. Two large coolers and a snow shovel sat at the foot of the stairs up to the plane.
I pointed to them, confused. "What are those for?"
"A white Christmas for Seattle." Jus turned to my cousin. "Dex, get the lids off. Let's start shoveling."
Jus handed me up the stairs.
"Welcome aboard. Watch your step," the new flight attendant warned me as she took my arm. "My name's Jamie. I'll be taking care of you for the flight to Seattle."
"Kayla," I said.
At the top of the step, I brushed the snow off myself and paused to look back at Jus and Dex. They were having a snowball fight. Guys.
The pilot greeted me. "The plane's de-iced and ready for takeoff as soon as we load that snow and secure it in the cargo hold."
Jus caught me watching, flashed an apologetic grin, and started shoveling at lightning speed.
Justin
"Buckle up for takeoff." Our flight attendant smiled.
She hadn't been on the flight out. I'd hired her for the flight back. I wanted special service to pamper Kay on the way home. Dinner was going to be late tonight in Seattle. I'd ordered a special inflight meal for us, too. Which should have been delivered while we were getting married.
I sat next to Kay, holding her hand, watching the snow fly past our window as we taxied down the runway. I couldn't stop smiling. This was the happiest Christmas ever.
I relaxed when our wheels left earth and we were finally airborne.
Our flight attendant, Jamie, unbuckled. "You can move about the cabin now."
Dex fired up the fake fireplace. "Time for some refreshments." He rubbed his hands together.
Jamie came over and leaned down to speak to me. "I'm sorry, sir. The meal and cake you ordered weren't able to be delivered because of the storm."
I nodded. "Thank you. Don't worry about it."
"We were able to get some nice commercial meals from the airport food services," Jamie said. "But no cake. Really sorry."
I looked at Kay and held my hands palm up.
She laughed. The snow had melted in her hair and taken the curl out. The tiara sparkled in the fake firelight. But at least that was the only thing that was fake now. Her cheeks were rosy and her hands red as she warmed them. She had never looked more beautiful.
"No cake? What do you mean no cake?" Dex jumped to his feet.
Jamie looked alarmed. "I'm sorry—"
Dex went to the kitchenette and pulled his fruitcake from the fridge. "What do you call this!" His eyes shone with triumph.
"Inedible," I said.
"Oh, no!" Kay laughed. "Irreconcilable differences already! I like fruitcake."
I rolled my eyes. "That's because you're pregnant. Have your weird food cravings started again? Would you like a pickle with that?"
Dex shook his head at us and pulled out a knife. "I'll just cut us each a nice, thin slice." He paused with the knife poised over the cake. "You know in Britain, fruitcakes are wedding cakes." He spoke casually, like he was just being his usual know-it-all self. But he raised one eyebrow significantly.
"Thank God we're not British!" I shuddered for effect. "What's next? Figgy pudding?"
"A fruitcake makes a lovely wedding cake." Kay's eyes sparkled with affection for her cousin. "Most of them are frosted, though, aren't they?"
"That's just…disgusting," I said.
Dex ignored me and held the knife out to Kay. "Why don't you two do the honors?"
Kay took my hand, pulled me to my feet, and dragged me over to the cake. "Enough bah, humbug! Come on, Jus. It's Christmas Eve. For me?"
I grinned. "I can't refuse you anything."
We held the knife together and sliced a very thin slice of the cake, flipping it onto a plate.
Kay broke a piece off and held it up to feed to me. "Try it, you'll like it." She whispered, "It's tradition, Jus."
What could I do? I opened my mouth and braced for the worst. When it hit my tongue, I was pleasantly surprised. "Not bad. Dex dousing it with my best brandy helps!"
"You love it and you know it!" Kay said as I broke off a piece to feed to her.
"Oh, this is delicious." She closed her eyes, savoring it. "This is a good one, Dex! Nut farm?"
Dex beamed as he nodded. "Ha!" He pointed at Kay and then at me. "My cuz knows her fruitcake and has impeccable taste. In everything but men." He laughed. "Recently that's improved, too."
He pulled the bottle of champagne from the ice bucket I'd requested Jamie to chill for us, and popped the cork. He poured three glasses and handed us each one.
"Merry Christmas!" He raised his glass in a toast. "To happily ever afters."
We clinked glasses. Kay sliced us each another piece of fruitcake.
As we settled down in front of the simulated roaring fire for the rest of the flight, I turned to Kay. "Let it snow. Let it snow all it wants now."
She smiled at me. "Now that we've no place to go but home! Sing it for us, Jus!"
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Kayla
We had to stop in Ohio to refuel and de-ice the plane. We were delayed there several hours by the edge of the big storm, putting us into Seattle just half an hour before showtime.
The ballet closed and locked the doors once the performance began. If we missed the opening, we wouldn't be allowed in until intermission.
I dried my hair on the plane and restyled it. I touched up my makeup and swapped out my white ribbon for red and my boots for heels.
As I got ready, Jus freshened up, too. He kept nuzzling me while I tried to get ready. And I kept staring at that tiara and touching it. I couldn't believe it was real. I couldn't believe we were really married.
"We did it!" I said when we were alone in the bedroom of the plane. I was giddy with joy and relief. "We really did it! I didn't think we were going to for a while. Everything was against us. But you"—I kissed him—"you were magnificent! I was a wreck."
"You were beautiful." He kissed my neck.
"Jus?" I said. "What are you going to do with that snow?"
"Dump it in your parents' yard, right by the front door just before we arrive there tonight. I paid some guys to do it for me." He kissed me again. "It's our cover story for the night. We were making a white Christmas for them."
"And we couldn't rent a snow machine?" I said. "We had to fly into a snowstorm why?"
"Because it's a whole lot more fun. Snow machines don't work fast enough to get it to really pile up. Not when the temperature is above freezing." He caught me in his arms. "And I had important business to take care of in New York."
"Did you?" I laughed again as he kissed me.
Traffic was heavy on the way to the ballet. The car dropped us off at the front door. Once again, Jus grabbed my hand and we ran for it. We made it to the inside theater doors just as they were closing.
"Wait!" Jus called out. "We're coming! Don't close yet!"
"We're beginning to make a habit out of this," I said to Jus.
He grinned as we slid in the door just in time.
"Thank goodness!" my mom said as we walked into the box and the lights dimmed. "I didn't think you were going to make it."
I didn't, either.
My mom smiled at me. "You look beautiful, Kayla! Almost like a bride."
My heart stopped for a minute. I squeezed Justin's hand. We exchanged a quick, knowing glance. I smiled back at my mother. "Thanks, Mom."
Justin's mom frowned at him. "Where were you? I was getting worried."
Jus squeezed my hand and smiled at me. "Taking care of business, Mom. Just taking care of business."
She looked at us like we were crazy. And in truth, we were both smiling like we were fools.
Jus leaned down and hugged his mom. "Merry Christmas! Merry Christmas, one and all!" He laughed as he smiled at me again and gave me a quick kiss. "Merry Christmas, wife."
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THE BILLIONAIRE DUKE EXCERPT


  
Seattle, Washington
Riggins Feldhem
Beauty.
Fashion. Stylish women who knew how to wear clothes. I loved them in every size and shape. I know. I sounded like a damn designer fashion commercial—fashion is my passion. But I founded Flashionista so every woman could look and feel her most beautiful. On a budget. While fashion and fulfilling dreams was satisfying, business was my passion.
How did I become so successful? Through hard work and determination. And a little bit of luck. Where did I come up with my business ideas, like Flashionista? Easy. From needs I saw in real life. Wasn't that where all good ideas came from?
Flashionista was my way of paying homage to my mom. A nod to the woman who'd sacrificed so much to make sure I had a decent life that she'd never had a dime to spare for herself. She'd been beautiful. Everyone who'd known her would tell you that. But after my father abandoned us, something inside her had withered. She never had time to think about herself or money for stylish things to make her feel beautiful again. If Flashionista had been around for her maybe things would have been different.
Necessity was not only the mother of invention, but of innovative new business models. I saw a hole in the market and stepped in to fill it with online fashion flash sales. Thanks to Mom's lack of money, I now had plenty. If she were still alive, she'd be proud of me.
Mom had taught me something else—beauty comes in all shapes and sizes. Stylish, sexy clothes weren't just for the tall and gaunt. The pregnant mother-to-be with her beautiful, taut baby bump wanted to feel gorgeous, too. And the curvy woman who wasn't afraid to show off her assets. The new mom just getting her figure back. The tall, boy-figured girl who could wear full pleats or a peplum.
Give me a confident woman. A woman who knew she looked good in her skin was the ultimate turn-on.
It was my mission to make fashionable clothes, jewelry, and accessories affordable to every woman, man, and child. Beautifying America one flash sale at a time. That was me. If that sounded arrogant, I'm sorry. I laugh at myself and my "lofty" ideals all the time. I was just passionate about what I did.
I'd founded Flashionista with programming prodigy Justin Green. Together we'd built a thriving business.
Never one to miss an opportunity to plug my company, I had said all of this in my interview with Seattle's most popular magazine for their annual "most beautiful people" issue. Laying it on thick to make my point. Dressed properly, anyone could be attractive.
No one at the magazine had come right out and said it, but being interviewed implied I was in the running again for Seattle's hottest bachelor. I'd seized the opportunity to promote Flash, as we affectionately called the company.
As I sat in my office and stared at the cover of the advance copy that had been delivered a few minutes earlier by bicycle courier, I shook my head. Lazer Grayson's ugly mug stared back at me as he leaned against one of his vast collection of exotic cars.
I rolled my eyes. Lazer was such a damn showoff.
Lazer was both friend and nemesis. We had a friendly, ongoing, unspoken competition over just about everything. He only thought he was suave. He could bullshit his way into convincing others of his brilliance. That was his real genius.
We both belonged to the local billionaire's club, the Entrepreneurs, Inventors, and Engineers International Organization, EIEIO, which was a joke of an acronym on purpose. Yeah, like we were all just local farmers growing money on trees.
Lazer was also a mentor to my young business partner Justin. If Lazer ever got the chance, I was certain he would do his damnedest to entice Justin into one of his ventures. He was always poaching.
I didn't understand Justin's friendship with Lazer. Lazer had tried to steal Justin's new wife last year. On the heels of their wedding night. As I said, always poaching. I didn't have a wife. But if I did, I sure as hell wouldn't let another guy get away with hitting on her.
Justin's marriage had been strange. Sudden and unexpected. People had been skeptical it would last. But damn, trying to steal the bride while the honeymoon bed was still warm?
I'd made my views on Lazer known. The rest was Justin's business. That tech-geek-gamer acing me out of the top spot as Seattle's hottest bachelor was both amusing and irritating. Lazer would never let me hear the end of it.
With a sense of morbid curiosity—what the hell did it matter, anyway?—I flipped open the magazine.
Number two. I was damned number two. Much smaller picture. Much smaller spread. Much less press for Flash than Lazer's company got. It was better than a swift kick in the butt, but not by much.
Lazer's net worth had inched above mine with the latest acquisition he'd made. As I skimmed the article, it became apparent that little bit of cash had thrown the competition in his favor. That was the only thing he had over me. That and the way he'd flirted with the female interviewer. Which was also obvious from the fawning coverage. Crap, they'd sent a guy to interview me.
I grabbed my phone and texted my favorite florist with instructions to send Lazer a nice, girly bouquet of flowers. A spray of fifty pink roses wrapped in paper and tied with a white satin ribbon should do it. I dictated a note. Congratulations on your pageant win.
No one could say I was a sore loser.
I was gunning for Lazer. Next year.
I didn't plan to marry any time soon. I liked women. Loved them. I just wasn't high on the institution of marriage. Look what it had done for Mom.
Anyway, I hadn't found a woman I was willing to commit to, risk my heart for, and share my billions with. Most of the time I was too damn busy running Flash to have time for anything else.
Justin accused me of being cynical. Maybe I was. I certainly didn't deny it. My experiences with love had led to heartbreak, not happiness.
Maybe I hadn't ever found real love, whatever the hell that was. It didn't matter. There wasn't anything lacking in my life. Flash was my passion, my mistress, my love. She was a demanding little obsession at that.
Jennifer, my highly efficient office assistant, poked her head in the door. "Entertaining reading?"
I scowled for comic effect and held the magazine up. "Have you seen this piece of shit?"
"Would you like me to call the editor and complain?" The edges of her lips twitched.
"You're enjoying this too much." I slapped the magazine onto the desk and grinned to show her I was a good sport.
"Not at all, boss. You are the hottest bachelor in my book. Definitely the hottest boss." She laughed. "Especially when it comes to raise time. Just remember that!"
I rolled my eyes and laughed. "I'm not that obviously vain, am I?"
If I could find a single woman as organized, loyal, good-humored, and tolerant as Jennifer, I might be tempted to marry. But like all the good ones, Jennifer was taken.
"Put your fake scowl away." She stepped in, closed the door, and lowered her voice confidentially. "There's a British gentleman here to see you. And by gentleman, I mean gentleman.
"Says he's a solicitor and he has an important family matter to discuss with you." She stepped forward and handed me his card.
Colin Thorne, Senior Partner
Baily, Cragwell, and Thorne Solicitors
London
Shit. What had my black sheep British cousins done now? One of them probably wanted bail money for either herself or her latest loser boyfriend or husband. Or was trying to scam some out of me one way or another.
My dad's side of the family had always been an embarrassment. Including the old man himself. He ran off and abandoned Mom and me when I was just a baby. I'd been the man of the house since I was six months old.
Since I'd founded my first company, the online fashion accessory company before Flash, and made my first several hundred million, Feldhem family members had been coming out of the woodwork with their hands out. Generally obscure and distant British female cousins. As far as I knew, I had no male cousins. At least none had appeared. Cousins I wasn't convinced were really cousins and not fakes and con artists. Like those Nigerian princes.
"Would you like me to tell him you're tied up?" Jennifer said.
I raised an eyebrow at her phrasing. Since Fifty Shades, being tied up had a totally different meaning for Seattle billionaires.
Jennifer laughed. "I can send him away."
"How persistent is he?" I asked, trying to gauge what he was up to and what his intent was.
"He impresses me as determined to see you. He may be put off, but he won't be permanently deterred. I could buy you some time to check him out before you meet with him." She paused. "He seems…genuine. Quality. Like I said, a gentleman. Very upper-crust and stiff-upper-lip British."
I valued Jennifer's opinion. She was a good judge of character. She was telling me, in her subtle way, that I should hear this guy out. Which piqued my interest.
I sighed and shook my head. "I have a hole in my schedule right now. Better to get this over with. Send him in."
She put on her professional smile and nodded.
I didn't often take meetings with strangers. Every guy and his dog wanted to see me. Most with a story about why I should part with some of my billions.
I was intrigued and curious. Someone, presumably a family member, had gone to the trouble and expense to send a "quality" British lawyer across the pond to meet with me. That didn't happen every day.
I stood when Mr. Thorne entered the room and extended my hand for a shake as I sized him up. "Riggins Feldhem."
Thorne was exactly as Jennifer described him. Impeccably dressed and groomed. Carrying an expensive briefcase. Not hip, but certainly classic. Middle-aged. Gray at the temples. Tall and thin. A commanding presence. Regal. Gentlemanly.
He didn't look like some fly-by-night shyster with a law degree by mail. If appearances could be believed, he was the kind of lawyer you'd pay a hefty hourly fee to. Though I'd heard British solicitors were underpaid compared to their American counterparts.
"Colin Thorne." He shook my hand heartily, with deference that I appreciated.
"Please. Have a seat." I gestured toward a dark leather armchair at the end of the sofa table, taking the opposite one myself. "If you're here on behalf of one of my distant family members, I can spare you the trouble. I'm not bailing another one out of whatever jam they've gotten into again." I laughed, but I was serious.
"I am here about a distant member of your family, actually. But it's more of what they have done for you…sir." His accent was upper crust. That kind of accent that made American women weak in the knees.
There were times when I wished I'd inherited a touch of a British accent. Too bad Dad hadn't stuck around until I could speak.
It may have been my imagination, but Thorne hesitated a fraction of a second before calling me "sir." Almost tripped on it. Like it wasn't quite the right way to address me. Odd.
"How's that?" I sat and leaned back in my chair, studying him. "Most people come to me for favors. Pardon my skepticism, but my family has never done shit for me. They usually want money. Especially my cousin Maggie."
Mr. Thorne's expression was sympathetic. To be honest, he didn't look like the class of lawyer Maggie could afford. Not unless she'd gotten involved in a high-profile class action suit and someone else was paying the tab.
"Let me reassure you, I'm not here to ask you for money. I represent the estate of a late relative of yours. I'm charged with fulfilling the terms of his will and honoring his last wishes." He took a deep breath. "Your father was Basil Julian Feldhem, Junior?"
I nodded, intrigued again by mention of a late relative.
"And he's deceased, is that correct?"
I shrugged. "Is he?" I paused. "You know more than I do. I haven't heard from him since I was a baby. It wouldn't surprise me."
I couldn't decide whether I was relieved by the news or not. If Mom had still been alive, I would have been relieved. Definitely. In the back of my mind I'd always worried she would take him back if he ever showed up on our doorstep again. And he would break her heart irrevocably. But hadn't he done that already?
"I regret to say he was declared dead some years ago, yes." Thorne, again, looked sympathetic.
"Declared dead?" I studied Thorne closely, on alert. "That's an odd way to put it."
"He was in a boating accident. Went overboard and never resurfaced. His body was never recovered."
"Huh."
Thorne looked surprised by my reaction. "You aren't curious?"
I held his gaze. "Should I be? He was a stranger to me. No more a dad than an anonymous sperm donor from a sperm bank. Any curiosity I had about him was satisfied by my mom. I know what he looked like, what kind of character he had, and what she felt for him. So, no, I'm not. If that makes me seem cold, I'm sorry."
"Not at all." Thorne cleared his throat. "Your father was British. Your mum, American. At one point, you had dual British and American citizenship. Are you still a British citizen?"
It was an odd question. I had no knowledge of British law. Did I have to be a British citizen to inherit whatever the hell it was this late relative had left me? Assuming he, or she, had left me something besides instructions on how to spread the ashes.
"I am, yes. I've maintained my dual citizenship. Mostly because of my mom's wishes. It made her happy, so what the hell? She felt that it could someday be beneficial to me. At the very least, it gives me mystique and appeals to the ladies." I laughed.
Thorne didn't.
"Mom never elaborated. I think she had a thing for British men until the end. She was a complicated and mysterious woman."
Mr. Thorne smiled very slightly and looked almost relieved. Probably not by the idea of my mother being mysterious.
"Brilliant." He paused, put on a serious, lawyerly face, and pulled out an envelope with an official-looking seal. "As His Grace's official emissary and solicitor, I regret to inform you that your cousin, the fourth Duke of Witham, Rans Basil Feldhem the Fourth, passed away Sunday last. Peacefully. In his bed. As was his wish."
Basil must have been a family name for the greater family-at-large.
"I had a cousin who was a duke?" I raised an eyebrow, expecting Thorne to crack and admit he was pranking me.
This was one of the elaborate jokes the EIEIO guys would think up. We were always pranking each other. Because of his latest win as hottest bachelor, Lazer should have been their target. Maybe I should have been flattered that they were expecting me to take the title. In any case, I'd be damned if I was going to fall for this and be the butt of their jokes for the next decade.
Thorne was watching me closely. If he expected me to dissolve into tears of grief and renting of my designer suit, he was going to be disappointed.
And so we sat, staring at each other to see who would blink first.
A duke? Wait. Weren't all of the princes dukes? Wasn't a duke, a duke who wasn't also a prince, just a step down from royalty? The top rank of the British aristocracy?
Mom hadn't drilled much Britishness or British history into me. But she had taught me the old memory trick to remember the aristocratic ranks—do men ever visit Boston? Dukes, marquises, earls, viscounts, barons. Though what Boston had to do with it, I couldn't say. It seemed like an American joke. But then, "great big ducks fear antelopes" neither made sense nor had much to do with music, either. And yet it described the scales of the bass clef and my music teacher, and later my vocal coach, had drilled it into me.
I'd never heard any family lore about being currently related to anyone above the rank of homeless drunk. My family more closely resembled the characters of Oliver Twist than anything else. If Thorne had told me I had descended from the inspiration for the Artful Dodger, I wouldn't have been surprised.
I wasn't into genealogy. Hadn't bothered to care about Dad's side of the family. Certainly had no interest in digging it up. Mostly I'd fought to forget it.
Neither Thorne nor I blinked.
Being related to a duke sounded like something out of a fairytale. Or Now You See Me. A great, big, fat con.
"A duke? Really?" I said with a high degree of skepticism. "There are, what? About thirty-five non-royal dukes in all of Britain? He was a British duke, I assume, given my ancestry. Not Scottish or Irish." I wanted to see how far Thorne would take things.
"Very British," Thorne said. "There are twenty-four non-royal dukes." His expression was neutral as he corrected me.
"Even a rarer breed than I thought." Mine had been an educated guess. I'd overestimated on purpose. It would have been easy enough to Google.
"Your heritage is quite exceptional. The Duke of Witham was created by Queen Victoria in 1874 for the Earl of Witham for his exemplary service to the Crown in India. Highly unusual, given it was rumored he was a spy for the Crown."
"Let me get this straight," I said. "She elevated him from an earl to a duke as a way of saying thank you?"
Thorne nodded. "Precisely."
"For being a spy. Seems like a nice gesture."
"It was brilliant. Very generous of the queen. Spies are rarely given a peerage. And in cases where they inherit a title, prohibited from spying, no matter how honorable the cause. No one trusts a liar, especially with a seat in the House of Lords."
I resisted saying most politicians were liars anyway. A spy was at least honest about it.
"The early earl was, by all historical accounts, a different breed altogether. He was already a spy, and, having been raised in India and serving as a soldier, a bit of a wild hare, when he assumed the earldom.
"He had been far down in the line of succession until a tragic accident took the lives of all direct heirs shortly before his predecessor's death, stunning society. He had neither been raised in society, nor trained in the responsibilities incumbent in the position.
"When the old earl passed on, the first Rans Feldhem, whom the late duke was named after, was a only a distant cousin, but the heir nonetheless." Thorne gave me a piercing look.
History repeating itself, I thought.
"He took on the title to the dismay of many of the peers of his day. It was also rumored that his mother was an Indian rani. Another circumstance not in his favor.
"His countess, however, was lovely. And rumored to have been instrumental in preserving the earldom, and later, growing the holdings of the dukedom. A good duchess can make all the difference to a dukedom."
Thorne crossed his legs and continued his study of me. I assumed I was supposed to be impressed. Or scandalized. He was a good storyteller, if nothing else.
"If there was a duke in the family, he must have been an embarrassment to the aristocracy," I said, coolly, hoping to make Thorne sweat with my skepticism. And show him I wasn't a sucker easily buying this. Dukes, right. "The Feldhems, in my experience, are all reprobates."
"His Grace was an excellent lord of the estate." Thorne sounded defensive for the first time. But he made no attempt to reassure me the Dead Duke had been a great guy, well loved, and admired.
There you had it. Power and status didn't make the Dead Duke likable.
"The duke did exist, I assure you," Thorne said, understandably ruffled.
I'd just called him a liar. Politely, but still.
"I have served as his solicitor for many years. But if you would rather not take my word, I have the paperwork with me to prove it." He tapped the envelope. "And you are…incorrect. The name of Feldhem is held in high regard in the highest circles of British society. Every family has its black sheep. It is unfortunate if your association has been with only those members of your family who have not lived up to the name. Rest assured, you can be proud of your ancestry, really."
I shook my head again. I was beginning to believe Thorne. If he was a fake, he was a convincing one. My gut said he was genuine. I hadn't succeeded in business without having a knack for spotting liars. "I would have liked to have met him."
"The late duke was a reclusive man," Thorne said. "And very old. A hundred and five at his passing. He rarely saw visitors. Especially these last twenty-five years. He hadn't allowed children in his presence since 1970, I believe. He didn't like them. I regret to say, he would not have received you."
"Sounds like a great guy." I grinned. "Like the rest of the family." I paused. "You said you have good news? Did he leave me something? A family heirloom?"
"You might say so, yes. He left you a dukedom, Your Grace."
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Welcome to Echo Bay, Idaho, Population 24
Tara Clark frowned, perplexed, as she drove past the carved sign with its gilded gold, partially snow-obscured lettering. Dark green, rectangular, with a painted 3D graphic of a bear fishing in a lake, and anchored by river-rock pillars, three fourths of the village could picnic in the shade of the monument. Usually the overly grandiose thing amused her to no end.
Echo Bay has another year-round resident?
She shook her head and bit her lip, trying to digest the news.
A sign-worthy move-in? And Grandpa, let alone Gram, who spreads news as easily as Twitter, hasn't shared the skinny with me? What's up?
It was not like her grandparents could have forgotten about it. As owner of Echo Bay Resort and village mayor, her grandpa Harry Jansen was keeper of the sign. Harry never waited for the federal census to make a change.
He always said a community should keep better track of its members than to count them once every ten years. That was the problem with big cities like Seattle, where Tara insisted on living, and the neighboring town around the lake from the resort, with its six thousand or so nameless souls. No sense of kinship.
Harry changed the sign whenever the situation required or he darn well felt like it. That he'd recently been in the mood and not told her surprised Tara, especially since she'd been talking with her grandparents at least weekly since October.
Tara turned off Echo Bay Road, easing off the gas and downshifting to avoid braking on the slick roads. She pulled into a spot in the resort's plowed parking lot just as the first snowflake in the latest squall floated onto her windshield and melted on impact.
She couldn't believe her grandparents had finally agreed to a firm meeting with the hotel management company. Tara and her parents had been worried about Harry and Margie working too hard for years, encouraging them to retire. Then this fall Tara and her mom hit upon the idea of hiring a hotel management company to run the daily operations, freeing Harry up to fish and Margie to putter around the kitchen. They hoped Harry would be amenable to a partial retirement, at least.
Harry and Margie fought Mom every time she brought the subject of retirement up. So Tara and her mother decided it was best if Tara approached them with the idea and handled the details with them. Harry was determined to leave Echo Bay to Tara as her inheritance from him and her grandmother. Because she had a stake in Echo Bay's future, Tara and her parents hoped Harry would listen to her and take her ideas into consideration.
In October, Tara broached the subject and Harry reluctantly agreed to meet with Northwest Resort Management Services and hear them out. Then proceeded to postpone every meeting Tara set up. Until now, just before Christmas. If Tara would come to Echo Bay for the holidays, Harry promised he'd hear what Northwest Resort Management had to say.
It was loveable blackmail, and touching in its way. Her grandparents had been begging her to come for Christmas for years. It wasn't that she was hardhearted toward them. Tara visited Echo Bay several times a year, but she hadn't come for Christmas, or any time during the winter months, in nearly ten years. Not since her brother Chad's fatal snowboarding accident on Christmas Eve at the Basin, the local ski resort. The same Christmas Eve that precipitated her broken engagement with her brother's best friend, Ryan Sanders. The memories were just too painful.
And then there was Ryan. He was a local boy, a town favorite. He'd moved away after the accident, but his parents still lived in town. Tara never came to visit her grandparents when she knew he'd be visiting. She blamed herself, and him, for Chad's accident. To say things had ended badly between her and Ryan was putting it mildly. He'd broken her heart, and she still wasn't sure it was completely mended.
Ryan usually came home for Christmas. Her grandparents had been vague about whether he'd be home this year. The best she could hope for was that she wouldn't accidentally run into him. She had no intention of going to town if she could avoid it. She hoped he'd give her the courtesy of the same space and privacy she'd shown him over the years and stay away from Echo Bay during her visit.
Tara looked out the car window. Her breath caught. Her heart raced. Everything looked so familiar, so much like it had that fateful Christmas she'd been trying so hard to forget.
Tara turned off the engine and stared at the lodge. This place is going to outlive us all.
It was only three-thirty in the afternoon, but already dusk was falling quickly. Along the lodge roofline, multi-colored lights sparkled through the gray-white gloom of a growing snowstorm. An oversize evergreen wreath, complete with a red bow, hung on one of the double front doors, as it had every Christmas Tara could remember. Doors that jingle, jingle, jingle-belled whenever someone entered. Eager for Christmas, Gram always hung jingle bells and mistletoe above the doors the day after Thanksgiving.
Behind the resort lodge, the dam-controlled lake failed to reach its summer-level shores, leaving docks high and dry. A wind blew across the surface, rippling its depthless, light-absorbing gray waters that never, ever froze, even in the coldest winter. Beyond the lake, obscured by snow clouds, the mountain rose like Mount Crumpet.
In clear weather you could see the ski runs. Tara swallowed a lump in her throat, glad for the first time during this long, slow trip for the cloud cover. She pulled her coat collar up around her chin and grabbed her purse.
The heir to Echo Bay returns.
White-clad evergreens, white pines mostly, swaddled the lodge. The scene looked like something you'd see in an ad for a Christmas ski vacation.
She pushed open the door of her compact SUV and stepped into the wind and snow.
The jingle of bells over the doors carried on the stiff breeze to Tara's ears before she'd slid three steps across the icy lot. Gram stepped out onto the covered front porch. Just as Tara knew she would, Gram had been watching for her.
"Harry! Harry, she's here. Tara's here!" Gram, wearing nothing warmer than her signature cardigan sweater, called over her shoulder into the lodge.
"Gram!" Tara ran, slipping and sliding, into her tiny grandmother's hug. "How are you! So sorry I took so long getting here. The weather's atrocious—"
"Oh, stop making excuses." Gram, who stood a good six inches shorter than Tara, put her arm around her. "Get on in here out of the weather." Gram chuckled and her face lit up with her pleased smile.
But Gram felt thin and slight in Tara's grasp. Frail.
As Gram turned and shooed Tara inside, Tara noticed with a start how stiffly and slowly she walked. Gram wasn't healing as quickly as she should have from her hip replacement last summer.
"Everyone, she's here. My granddaughter's finally here!"
Tara's grandparents lived in an apartment at the back of the lodge. Gram treated the lodge's lobby, front desk, and great room as her personal home. As hostess, it was only polite to introduce a member of the family to the other guests. All the other guests.
If the people lounging around the lobby knew what was good for them, they'd flee before Gram caught them and recited Tara's every accomplishment at them until their eyes glazed over. As a kid, Tara used to be embarrassed by Gram's obvious pride in her and the way she showed Tara off. Now Tara thought it was sweet, a sign of Gram's love for her. But the guests might have a different opinion.
Fortunately, before Gram got far, Kathleen, Tara's favorite cook, next to Gram, scuttled out of the kitchen with a dishtowel slung over her shoulder. The opposite of Gram, square and wide with short, wavy gray hair, her face lit up when she spotted Tara.
Tara gave Kathleen a hug. Then Stormy, Kathleen's daughter who'd waitressed at the lodge for over twenty years, joined in. Finally Harry appeared and demanded a hug all his own. Suddenly everyone was talking at once.
"Give the girl some space," Harry joked. "Let her get some air. She'll be with us for a while. There'll be plenty of time for yakking."
"There better be." Kathleen, warm and pink from the kitchen, dabbed her forehead with the dishtowel. "We've got catching up to do and plenty of news to share."
"Like what?" Tara teased, knowing she'd be hearing hours of local gossip soon and hoping to find out about this new resident number twenty-four without being too obvious. "Nothing ever happens in Echo Bay." She winked at them.
"Big-city snob. Better watch yourself or I'll spit in your soup." Kathleen let out a hearty laugh.
"Hush now." Harry frowned at Kathleen. "Don't let the guests hear you. They don't know you're joking."
"Oh, sure they do!" Kathleen shook her head.
Tara glanced around the decorated lobby, happily surprised. The tree wasn't up yet, but the place looked good, well kept. Since her last visit in July, they'd replaced the rusty screen in the large stone fireplace. A window looked like it had recently been changed out. After her last visit, Tara had been worried that her grandfather was slipping and things were beginning to fall apart. "Wow! The place looks great."
Harry beamed.
Gram waved her praise aside. "Oh, we still have more decorating to do. We saved the tree for you."
"Excellent!" Tara feigned enthusiasm for her grandmother's sake. She and Chad had always helped Gram decorate the tree together. Without Chad as her accomplice in teasing and joking and horseplay, she doubted there would be much joy in the act of trimming the tree.
It was lonely being the only sibling left, with no older brother to share secrets with and go to for advice. Tara felt the hole of Chad's absence and the responsibility of being the only living grandchild all the time. But it was worse during the holiday season.
Stormy must have sensed Tara's sadness. She grabbed her arm and changed subjects. "We got a new bread man. He'll be here tomorrow."
"Another one?" Tara raised an eyebrow. She lowered her voice and leaned in conspiratorially toward Stormy. "What did you do to the last one?"
Stormy laughed and whispered in her ear, "Wouldn't you like to know?"
"This one's cute," Kathleen said. "About your age. Though I prefer the candy man, myself."
Harry rolled his eyes. "The candy man's too slick for Tara." He shook his head. "Give me your keys, kid. I'll go get your bags and leave you to these hens."
"I'll get them, Grandpa."
He waved her offer aside. "I'm not too old to carry a few bags. Do it every day." He grabbed his coat from a peg near the front desk. Then he grabbed a small envelope from the desk drawer, took out one key and handed another to Tara. "Gram put you in your favorite room, good old ten."
Tara's mouth went dry as she stared at the key. It took her a second to be able to speak. She'd specifically asked Gram not to go to any trouble, and not to put her in a view room, one that looked out across the lake at the mountain.
"Grandpa, there's no need to throw away good money by giving me a room with a lake view. You'll lose hundreds of dollars a night. Save it for a paying guest. I'll sleep on the hideaway in your apartment." She held the key out to him.
"Nonsense!" He took her hand and closed it around the key, giving her hand a squeeze. "That room's always yours during the holidays. We aren't breaking with tradition now."
Harry walked off before she could argue with him further. "Go easy on her, girls," he called over his shoulder. "Our Tara's just barely got here. Don't go fixing her up with some local yokel before she's even unpacked." He winked at her.
Tara turned to Gram and arched a brow. "Who does he mean?"
"Oh, forget that old fool. He doesn't know a thing, not a thing." Gram shook her head, looking exasperated as she watched him walk off.
Harry and Margie had been married for over fifty years. It was safe to say Harry knew his wife pretty well. And so did Tara. She stared at her grandmother, waiting for the truth to come out.
"Did I tell you we have a salad dressing man now?" Gram sounded too casual about him to be trusted completely. "He'll be here later with a case of Copper Creek's finest. For our cookbook experiments."
"What cookbook?" Tara asked, trying hard not to sound as surprised as she was. People were always asking Margie for her recipes. Usually she found a way to avoid giving away the secrets to her specialties, especially her pies. "Finally putting a collection of your secret pie recipes together to sell in the gift shop?"
"Sell my babies?" Gram shook her head and laughed. "No, no, no. Since when would I do that?" Then she beamed. "Kathleen and I are helping Copper Creek Salad Dressing put a book together for their customers. One with regional flavor. And we're going to get credit as collaborators and the lodge will get a mention, too. It's good publicity for us."
Kathleen cut in, "We invent and test recipes using their products. They're going to print them up into a cookbook to hand out to customers—theirs and ours." She nudged Tara and winked. "It was the dressing man's idea."
A terrible thought crossed Tara's mind. "Oh, really? Is this dressing man pimply-faced Charlie Hopkins? Because if you have any crazy idea you're going to fix me up with him, you're all seriously insane."
Charlie was her age and the heir to the Copper Creek Dressing fortune. His parents had a big house on Horseshoe Bay. She'd had a single disastrous date with him when she was sixteen, orchestrated by her grandparents.
Stormy cocked a brow. "He had his face sanded. He's got great skin now."
"And a wife and three kids," Gram added, shaking her head and laughing. "Fix you two up, what an idea!"
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Ten years in the food business. An MBA. New vice-president of production and product development for Copper Creek Dressing. The youngest VP, next to Charlie, the owner's son, and Charlie obviously had nepotism coloring his meteoric rise. Ryan Sanders was a bona fide salad dressing executive. Yet three months back in town and already he'd been given the ignoble title of the "dressing man" by the ladies at Echo Bay Resort.
Ryan shook his head. Sometimes you didn't get any credit for being a good guy. You certainly didn't get any respect.
Not that he didn't know what Margie Jansen, Harry's wife and co-owner of the resort, was up to. Todd "The Beer Man" Barney, the delivery guy for The Basin Brewery, had already warned him. He hadn't needed warning. He'd known Margie his whole life. A new bachelor in town, especially a prodigal son, was fair-game fresh meat in her book.
He'd seen Margie's machinations firsthand and wasn't particularly concerned. As far as he knew, she'd never managed to make a match that stuck longer than a year. As for him, he was doing just fine with the women he met on the slopes.
It would take more than Margie's scheming to keep Ryan away from Echo Bay Resort. He and that old place went back too far. When he was a kid, his mom cleaned rooms at the lodge while he ran wild through the resort and hounded Harry to take him fishing. When Ryan got a little older, he went from angling for trout to trying to hook girls. Harry spent the better part of Ryan's high school and college years trying to make sure Ryan's rod didn't end up anywhere near Tara. And failing miserably. There'd been no keeping Ryan from Tara, or her from him.
To be fair, Ryan's friendship with Tara's older brother Chad had complicated Harry's task, making it nearly impossible. Ryan was always with Chad. And wherever Chad went, Tara followed. Before it was alluring, it was simply annoying having Chad's little sister always tagging along. Then, suddenly, Tara blossomed and Ryan's hormones kicked in.
By the time the attraction between Tara and Ryan became obvious, no mere grandfather could break them up. Especially not with Chad watching Ryan's backside.
Yeah, well, water under the bridge.
Chad and Ryan had had such big plans for Echo Bay Resort. When Harry retired and Chad inherited and took over, he and Chad were going to carry on Harry's legacy and improve on it. Ryan sighed. The thought of what could have been made him melancholy, just like thinking about Chad brought back the old grief and guilt. Miss you, buddy. If only he could tell Chad how seriously sorry he was.
Ryan still planned to own the resort one day. Harry was refusing to sell, but he was getting old. It may have been pure optimism on Ryan's part, but he thought he was winning Harry over. Just the other day Harry mentioned how he could see Ryan owning the place. Ryan had to convince him before he got senile, or, heaven forbid, died. Tara would sell the minute she inherited. To anyone but him.
Ryan forced his thoughts back to the present. He had to be the only vice-president who made deliveries. Anything for the cookbook and his cause. He loaded the case of dressing for the resort into the cargo area of his SUV and slammed the door closed just as his buddy Dean, Copper Creek's production manager, came out of the building.
"Snowing again! Fifth day in a row." Dean laughed, scooped a handful of snow into a ball, and pelted a tree at the far end of the parking lot. "Woot!" He did a victory punch in the air. "Going to be a great ski season this year if this keeps up. Finest powder around."
"Heading up tonight?" Ryan grabbed his broom from the backseat and began sweeping snow off his vehicle.
"Yeah. Gotta get a little night boarding in. You?" Dean started his car and turned the defroster on full, then popped back out with an industrial-strength scraper in his hand.
Ryan shook his head. "Making a delivery."
Dean laughed at him. "Ah, dressing man. Right." Dean clapped him on the shoulder. "How long are you going to play up to Margie and kiss Harry's butt?"
"Kiss butt, what are you talking about?" Ryan shook his head and grinned. "I like the old man and enjoy hanging around the place."
Dean gave him a long, skeptical look. "Have fun, then. But don't get your hopes up. Harry's never going to sell to you. He'll leave the place to Tara."
Ryan shrugged and shook the rapidly falling snow off his head. "Maybe." He didn't like admitting Dean could very well end up being right. And he never talked about Tara.
Dean tossed his ice scraper into the car. He slid into his driver's seat and kicked the snow off his boots on the running board. "Doing the Santa Ski on Christmas Eve?"
Ryan nodded. "Couldn't miss it if I wanted to. The entire ski patrol's required to be on duty. With bells on. Literally. Jingle, jingle, jingle."
Dean laughed. "Hope you already bought your Santa suit. Walmart's out."
"Got mine online in October."
"Great! Maybe wearing the suit will finally score you a few babes. Girls love sitting in Santa's lap."
Ryan scooped up a handful of snow, enough to pelt Dean. But Dean was too quick. He slammed his car door shut before Ryan got a shot off. Dean honked, laughing and mouthing ho, ho, ho as he drove off.
"What's this? What's a Santa Ski?" Tara picked up a cardboard tri-fold sign from the center of the booth table and held it out to Gram, who sat across from her.
At Gram's urging, Tara had just ordered the mega-calorie Copper Creek Bleu Cheese Burger from the newly revised resort menu. Gram needed her opinion on it before it got starred-most-favored-recipe status in the crazy cookbook she was writing. Tara still couldn't believe Charlie or his dad Bob actually paid Gram enough interest to ask her to do the book for them, even at the mysterious dressing delivery man's bidding. But who else would think of it?
Except in the off-season, Gram rarely cooked in the small kitchen in the private quarters at the back of the lodge. Friends and family alike ate in the restaurant. Close family, like Tara, usually helped themselves in the kitchen or behind the counter. But the first day back, Gram insisted Tara be treated like a guest and let herself be waited on.
Tara suspected Gram's insistence also had something to do with the dressing man's imminent arrival. Though Gram refused to name him, Tara had the distinct impression Gram was dying for her to meet—and eventually date—him. Gram didn't want her grabbing something and hiding out in her room.
Tara was just curious enough about the dressing man and his influence on Gram to hang around and get a look at him.
Outside it was dark. Much to Tara's relief, the only view out the window was the white of falling snow. She wasn't ready to see the mountain yet. It reminded her too much of Chad and all she'd lost. Even the happy memories she had from good times there made her melancholy.
"Oh, that Santa Ski's the brainchild of the Basin marketing team and the town council." Gram shook her head, but her dancing eyes contradicted any apparent disapproval. "First annual Santa Ski and Snowboarding Event. It's going to be held on Christmas Eve.
"We have to do something to compete with the Silver Valley's Jingle Run." Gram got a devilish look in her eye. "Hah! They think people wearing battery-operated lights around their necks as they slide down their slope can compete with us." She leaned forward toward Tara, her body language indicating she was about to share something terribly exciting.
"Our Santa's going to ski down the main run with a pack of toys on his back. At the bottom of the run, he'll jump into a horse-drawn sleigh that will pull him to the ski lodge and the Christmas party of the season! Roaring fire. Christmas tree loaded with real gifts underneath. Christmas carols. Dancing, for the young people who like that sort of thing." Gram shook her head.
As far as Tara knew, Gram had never liked dancing.
"At the end of the evening, Santa will hand out gift prizes donated by local merchants. The grand prize is a season pass to the Basin." Gram wrinkled her nose. "Guess who insisted on that?" She shrugged as if to say, What can you do?
"Grandpa donated a night's free lodging here at Echo Bay. I'm giving away my one of my pies."
Tara cocked a brow and couldn't help teasing. "And the secret recipe, too?"
"Ha! They wish." Gram winked. "No one outside the family's getting any of my top-secret pie recipes. I already told you, not even my Copper Creek cookbook."
The event sounded like fun, and very good business for the Basin. But no way Tara would be going, especially on Christmas Eve. Just being in Echo Bay gave her frazzled nerves. She planned to spend the night before Christmas cuddled in front of a roaring fire with her grandparents as they waited for Saint Nick.
"People are supposed to wear their best Christmas sweaters, or Santa hats, maybe jingle bells, or reindeer antlers. Even necklaces with lights if they want." Gram chuckled. "We're throwing a Santa suit contest. Did I tell you Jim Dickson is going to play Santa? You remember him? Big guy, round belly. And he's gone completely white-haired—"
"And for people who don't board or ski?" Tara cocked a brow.
"They get to stay back here at Echo Bay Resort and cook dinner for the few lingering guests." Gram winked at Tara.
"Uh-huh. Right." Tara's stomach growled. She glanced at her watch and then out the window, where the snow looked like it was falling harder.
"It appears the snow's delayed your dressing man." Tara frowned in consternation. "What aren't you telling me about this guy, Gram? Why are you so eager for me to meet him?"
As if on cue, the bells over the lobby doors jingled. Tara couldn't see the newcomer from where she sat. But she felt the cold breeze that blew all the way across the lobby into the dining room.
"That's got to be your man. No one else is crazy enough to be out in this weather." Tara flew from her seat and rushed around the corner into the lobby to get her first look at him.
A tall, dark, snow-covered stranger stood in the doorway under the mistletoe, head down, tamping the snow off his boots on the rubber mat. He wore an AFI beanie, a navy jacket, and tight black jeans that showed off powerful skier's thighs. He held a twelve-bottle case of Copper Creek salad dressing in his arms. If he wasn't the dressing man, he was doing a darn good imitation.
Tara held in an appreciative sigh. She liked her men tall with broad shoulders. This guy fit the bill in spades.
And then in a twinkling, she got an idea. She got a brilliant, wonderful, evil idea. She'd stop Gram's matchmaking in its tracks and give them all a laugh. She shrugged. Blame it on him. The man was standing under the mistletoe.
She unbuttoned her blouse a button, fluffed her hair, bit her lips, and sidled up to him way too far into his intimate, personal space. She hoped Gram was watching. She'd be mortified.
Wearing a flirty, teasing grin, she brushed against him. She touched his sleeve, ran her fingers up his arm, and squeezed, feeling a firm bicep beneath all that coat. She leaned into him on tiptoes, staring into his chest, whispering in her best sultry voice, "How about a kiss to warm you up, dressing man?"
Then she reached to cup his face, looking up, up, six feet four up, into the deep brown eyes of Ryan Sanders.
He froze beneath her touch, looking as surprised as she was.
Her heart stopped. Her mouth fell open. Their gazes locked. For just a second, she felt as if she were looking into the eyes of the young Ryan, the one she'd loved and planned to marry and spend the rest of her life with.
Embarrassed, she jumped out of mistletoe territory as if scorched, sure her face was flaming. "I'll take that."
Reacting with pure survival instinct and shock, she wrenched the dressing out of his arms before he could speak. It was heavier than she'd thought, but she had to keep up the charade.
She turned, and strutting with hips swinging like a runway model, carried the carton to the kitchen where she dumped the dressing on the counter and started shaking.
Ryan stared after her. What did he do now? Even in his wildest imagination, he'd never pictured meeting Tara again like this. He'd been bamboozled, duped, and taken by surprise. How had everyone kept Tara's visit a secret from him?
Margie stared at him from the dining room entrance. He hesitated a second too long. She converged on him, effectively blocking his escape as she took his arm and patted it. He was almost certain she looked pleased with herself.
"I'm sorry about that." Margie shook her head. "You know Tara. She likes to tease." She paused. "You all right?"
"Fine." He didn't feel all right. He felt sucker punched.
Margie smiled timidly at him. "You're covered in snow." She called to Stormy. "Get the boy a cup of coffee. He looks like he could use some warming up."
"I'm fine. I've got to go." He tried to turn toward the door.
"Nonsense. You wouldn't leave before you've filled an old lady in on what's up in town. Plus I have a new fry sauce using the dressing for you to try." Margie grabbed his arm and led him to his usual booth. "You must be starving after fighting this weather."
She called to Kathleen in the kitchen. "A cheeseburger, heavy on the pickles, and an extra helping of fries with our new sauce."
Kathleen poked her head out. "Already on it."
Margie slid in across the table from him. "On the house tonight. For helping us out. We can't send you out into this storm on an empty stomach. You don't have an ounce of fat on you. Heaven forbid you get stuck in a drift and starve to death before morning." She chuckled in the small, merry, self-deprecating way she had. "I won't have that on my conscience."
He had no idea what to say. He was still feeling Tara's breasts brushing against his arm and hearing her breathy dressing man in his ear. He was stunned, simply stunned she still had the power to rock his socks with a simple touch and a come-hither look. He'd assumed what they'd had together as kids had been hormonally driven, not mature, lasting stuff. That's what he'd told his wounded psyche when he made himself forget her. Now he wasn't so sure.
Margie reached across the table and patted his gloved hand. "I don't want Tara's presence to chase you off. Harry and I enjoy having you around." She smiled, looking so kindly and grandmotherly there was no way to cross her. "Understand?"
He nodded, wondering how Margie had managed this ambush without giving herself away. How long had everyone but him known Tara was coming for Christmas?
Before he could ask, Stormy arrived with his coffee.
Margie patted his hand again and smiled brighter. "Sugar?"
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In the kitchen, Tara steadied herself against the counter across from the grill as she watched Kathleen cook. What had happened out there? Why did she feel as flustered as the sixteen-year-old she'd been fifteen years ago when she fell for Ryan the first time around?
Cooing in his ear certainly wasn't what she'd imagined she'd say to him when she saw him again. And she'd run through every possible scenario throughout the years they'd been apart. Or so she'd thought until a few minutes ago.
Kathleen handed Tara her bleu cheese burger, then plopped two patties on the grill for Ryan's double cheeseburger.
Tara took a bite of her burger more out of politeness than hunger, eating on autopilot. And because it gave her something to do with her trembling hands. She should have headed off to her room. But that seemed so cowardly, and besides, she couldn't make her wooden legs move.
She didn't believe in Santa Claus and she refused to believe in one true love for everyone. Because if she did, she'd have to accept that quite possibly Ryan had been hers and she'd blown her chance with him when she'd been too young to realize what she was throwing away in favor of her career. Falling for Ryan had simply been a matter of proximity and naïveté. That was the lie she'd told herself since their split. And right now, as shaken as she felt, it sounded hollow.
A timer dinged. Kathleen pulled the fries up. She slid the bun on a plate, topped it with the patties and condiments, and set the bun top beside it. She shook the fries and dumped them on the plate with a little salt. Then she hummed as she set a cup of the new fry sauce next to it.
Ryan is the guy behind the cookbook. The implications turned her stomach into a tightly balled knot.
Kathleen held the plate out to Tara. "Take the man his burger. He's in his usual booth."
Usual booth? Tara stared at the plate and then at Kathleen. "I can't."
"You can." Kathleen's voice was tender. "You're a strong woman. You can face Ryan Sanders any day. You have nothing to be embarrassed about. I know you can. I've seen you do it before. It's time to let go of the awkwardness between you. Go out there and make a joke of it."
Tara reluctantly set her own plate on the counter, grabbed Ryan's burger and headed for the dining room to prove a point to herself. She could face Ryan like a mature woman.
Gram slid out of the booth and hurried off as Tara approached, leaving Ryan by himself, sipping a cup of black coffee. Ryan looked up at her with a wary expression.
She couldn't blame him for being cautious. "You ordered a double cheeseburger?"
"Margie ordered one for me." His tone was neutral, his expression masked.
"Good enough." She took that as an invitation and slid in across from him as she slipped the burger in front of him. She took a deep breath. Here goes nothing. Maybe Kathleen was right. If she made light of the situation…
"Besides its kiss-inducing powers, mistletoe obviously has little-known hallucinogenic properties." She paused, wondering exactly how to set him straight. "Forgive me, under its influence I thought you were someone else."
In the old days, he would have grinned and laughed at her lame apology. Instead, he looked surprised. What does he expect from me?
"You called me dressing man. You knew who I was." He tilted his head, ignoring his food. His eyes flashed and he sounded almost angry. "You weren't trying to pull my chain?"
"I had no idea you were the dressing man." Being so near him was unnerving and surreal. "Obviously you weren't expecting me, either." She tried to smile and put a tease in her voice. But she fell short, she was sure. "Are you so hard up for a date these days you've stooped to letting Gram fix you up?"
He stared at her a minute as if he couldn't believe what she'd just said and didn't deserve an answer.
When she couldn't stand it anymore, she broke the awkward silence between them. "Don't even try telling me you were simply delivering dressing." She was still trying to keep things light and cordial. "I know exactly what you're up to—you're behind the cookbook."
He shook his head. "Great job, detective. You found me out. Only everyone in the area and all the tourists know that dark little secret." There was more wariness than humor in his voice. He paused. "Talk about hard up. You hit on me, thinking I was a total stranger—"
She could tell he was trying hard to be jokey. "Hit on you? Please." She rolled her eyes for effect and to hide her nerves. Her pulse was racing dangerously. "I wasn't hitting on you, per se. I was scaring off some poor bumbling fool who'd had the misfortune of stumbling into the Echo Bay matchmaker's lair. I was doing a favor for a stranger, since it's Christmastime. As it turns out, I was doing you a favor."
His expression made his skepticism perfectly clear. "In that case, apology accepted."
She studied him unabashedly, drinking in the sight of him as if she'd been thirsting for it for years.
He still had the same intense eyes. The same dark stubble and strong chin. His face had filled out, which made him look like a man, not a boy, and more attractive, not less.
He hadn't removed his coat and beanie. She hoped he was sweating under all those layers of clothes. But perversely, she wanted to see his hair. Maybe he no longer had any, or maybe he had a ponytail down his back. Either way, she wanted to see it. As if fulfilling her wish, he pulled his beanie off, revealing the same sexy, lush head of hair she'd loved to run her fingers through way back when.
She curled her fingers into a fist in her lap, hoping she was wrong and he wasn't making a play for Echo Bay.
Across the table, Ryan watched her.
"You're working for Copper Creek now?" She kept her tone polite, hopefully sounding as if she was simply making small talk, not prying. But she was dying for details.
He continued staring at her, watching her in a way that made her feel under the microscope. "I'm vice-president at the plant."
Vice-president? She should have been impressed, and relieved. Even Ryan wouldn't throw away a high-powered, high-paying position like that.
"Stop by and see the plant while you're here." He cleared his throat. "Check us out so you know we're not some big, evil corporation out to steal your grandma's secret recipes. Take a tour when you come. The bottling machine's a thrill a minute to watch."
She hesitated, not jumping right in to accept his offer, wondering why he'd issued such a half-hearted, impersonal invitation. Was he thinking they'd simply sweep their past away and go on as casual strangers?
"It's not much out of your way," he continued. "The plant's on the near side of town, only fifteen minutes from here on good roads, a little longer in the winter depending on the weather. Driving into work this week has taken me about double because of the snow."
"What?" Her mouth went dry as a terrible new thought occurred to her. Ryan hadn't run out from town on this errand. This wasn't going to be the sole meeting with him this visit. "Don't tell me you're the mysterious new resident number twenty-four? The one Grandpa changed the sign for?"
He nodded. "Yeah. Go figure. I guess I've arrived. After all these years, Harry finally added me to the sign. I bought the Tucker cabin."
Seeing Ryan again, finding out he was working in town, and now that he was living right next door in the cabin they'd talked about living in together someday was just too much for her. Yes, he'd always loved the Tucker place, but it had been an unspoken agreement between them that they keep their distance. Time had not healed their wounds. There were many beautiful pieces of property around the lake. He had to buy the land right next to hers?
"You bought the property right next to my grandparents' resort?" Had he forgotten about the joint plans they'd had for the place? She couldn't keep the surprise out of her voice. But what she really felt was fear and shock.
"I've always wanted the Tucker place," he said. "When it became available, I had to snap it up. If I didn't, I might never get another chance at it. I'm a good neighbor. I swear." He shot her a half-smile.
Tara couldn't take any more surprises. She scooted to the edge of the booth, eager to escape. "Eat your cheeseburger and fries before they get cold. Gram and Kathleen are dying for your opinion of their new sauce."
He caught her hand as she stood, preventing her from running off. His hand felt too warm and intimate over her icy one. She hoped he couldn't feel her pulse leaping in her wrist. "It's good seeing you."
"Yeah, you too." But she was just being polite. Seeing him again was stirring up a maelstrom of emotions. She shook off his grip and made her departure.
As she walked past the pie case, she noticed the last slice of Gram's famous lemon meringue carefully set aside as if waiting for someone special. Since it was Ryan's favorite, she pretty much knew for whom. She loved lemon meringue, too. Not as much as Ryan did. But she suddenly needed something sweet to take the edge off the bitter taste in her mouth, and this slice was plated and ready to take. She grabbed it from the case and got a fork from the drawer, ready to head back to her room with them. As she headed toward the stairs, she turned over her shoulder for a final glimpse of Ryan. He had the gall to be unabashedly staring after her with a look she couldn't read. Mindlessly, she took a bite of pie.
Ryan's golden retriever Blondie popped out of her Dogloo and met him as he stepped out of his SUV into the carport, still reeling from his encounter with Tara. Blondie wagged her tail and barked her happy bark.
Glad someone loves me.
"Hey, girl! Hey." He knelt to let her off her tether, scratch her ears, and give her some loving, still picturing Tara's eyes as she ate his slice of pie.
"Miss me?" He pulled a bite of hamburger patty wrapped in a napkin from his pocket. "A little something for you." He unwrapped it and fed it to Blondie as he rubbed behind her ears with his free hand.
"Gotta love a girl who doesn't give me grief." He gave her a pat. "Let's get you some real food." As he stood, man's best friend took off for the cabin door, her nails clicking on the concrete carport floor as she ran.
"Hey, Blondie! Wait for me, girl." Ryan froze as a memory bubbled up. Blondie.
As a kid, he'd teased Tara, calling her blondie, an immature and ineffective way of flirting. She'd been a regular towhead. Her hair was a darker shade of blonde now, a result of growing up and living in a city without sun. She'd highlighted it, he could tell. The sun streaks in it now were professionally done, not the result of a season on the lake.
But her eyes were still the same snapping green. She always claimed they were blue, blue with yellow flecks around the centers that mysteriously appeared at puberty. He remembered how mad she'd been when she got her learner's permit and the guy at the DMV refused to list her eye color as blue, putting down green instead.
"Blue and yellow makes green. You're unique," he'd told her.
"Like a freak," she'd said.
"Like beautiful," he'd told her, meaning it with all his heart.
She'd blushed.
That Tara, the one I could comfort, died with Chad.
Blondie barked at him to come.
Damn! Without realizing it, I named the dog after her.
He wondered if it was too late to call the dog something else.
He cursed the bad luck that brought Tara back just now as he was making inroads with Harry. Although, to be honest, it was more likely Margie's conniving that had brought her to Echo Bay for Christmas. It was pretty clear Margie wanted them to kiss and make up.
He took a deep breath as a sense of foreboding washed over him. Tara would only cause trouble between him and the old man, just as she always had. And Chad wasn't around to champion him this time. And if Ryan wasn't careful, Tara would crush his heart again, too.
Tara curled up in front of the river-rock fireplace in the private living quarters, hoping the warmth from the crackling fire would overwhelm the cold shock she felt from the day's events.
She stared vacantly at the laptop in her lap, upset with her grandmother for tricking her into talking to Ryan. For setting them both up and keeping secrets. She knew her grandmother meant well, but she should have told Tara that Ryan was back and given her the choice of whether to see him again or not.
Gram sat on the sofa opposite the fireplace, bathed in a warm holiday glow the firelight cast on the polished open-log walls. She felt her grandmother watching her.
Gram took off her glasses and rubbed her eyes. It was only seven, but in another half hour, she'd head to bed so she could catch a few hours rest before Harry went to bed and his earth-shaking snoring began. "Working?"
"Puttering," Tara answered, not looking up for fear of giving her feelings away.
"Something wrong?" Gram put her glasses back on.
She couldn't fool Gram. Tara raised her gaze to meet her grandmother's. "You shouldn't have tricked me into seeing Ryan, Gram."
Gram hedged. "I didn't exactly trick you. I told you the dressing man was coming."
Tara shot her an arch look.
Gram looked sheepish. "Okay, you're right. I pulled one over on you and it wasn't fair of me. I'm sorry." She paused. "I'd just like to see the two of you make peace."
Tara softened. "I know you do. But if we do, it'll be in our own time and on our own terms."
Gram nodded. "Point taken."
From his well-worn recliner, Harry watched a basketball game on the HDTV her mother had given him for his birthday. He hooted at a three-pointer. His chair sat at a ninety-degree angle to the sofa, with the TV across from it.
Tara glanced at her grandfather. He looked happy as he watched his game, but old. Very old. And he had the volume up too loud.
"Harry! Turn that down." Gram shook her head at him and frowned.
"What? I'm trying to watch the game."
"And I'm trying to talk to our granddaughter without yelling." She handed him his TV Ears. He scowled, but put them on and turned the volume down.
Gram smiled at Tara, changing topics. "I'm glad you could shut the office down and come here for a few weeks. Especially with your parents off on that Christmas cruise. I didn't like the thought of you being without family for the holidays."
Her parents had invited Tara along. She could have been on that cruise, too, avoiding the painful memories of this sad anniversary. But she was trying to do the right thing and help her grandparents. They weren't making it easy, though.
"Me too. Fortunately, there's not much going on in the brand and marketing consulting business this time of year. Everyone's waiting for next year's budget." She could afford to close the office until after New Year's. Then it was hit-it-hard time.
Gram started to chuckle. "You sure scared Ryan today. You should have seen the look on his face when you greeted him like that!"
Gram's gentle laugh was contagious. Even though she still felt embarrassed and confused, Tara couldn't help smiling just a little. "Yeah? He did look kind of stunned, like one of Grandpa's stuffed deer heads." Tara pointed a finger at Gram. "It's your fault, you know. You hung the mistletoe." She paused. "I was trying to teach you a lesson about playing matchmaker. You're not mad at me?"
Gram chuckled some more. "Well, I didn't raise your mother to raise a brazen hussy, but I could tell you were only teasing. So I guess that's okay."
"Then I guess I'll forgive you for not telling me he's the dressing man and conveniently not mentioning he's the new resident Grandpa modified the sign for."
Her grandmother winced.
"Yes, I noticed the sign," Tara continued. "You can't believe I wouldn't?"
Gram shrugged and had the sense to look guilty.
"You've kept him an awful secret. Why haven't you mentioned him?"
"We know how you feel about him, dear." Gram's voice was soft. She looked thoughtful and concerned. She paused. "We didn't want his return to keep you away from Echo Bay."
"Oh, Gram! Ryan wouldn't keep me away from you and Grandpa." But even as she spoke the words, Tara knew she was lying. "How long has he been back?"
Gram bit her lip and squinted in thought, looking upward. "Oh, late this summer or early this fall. Maybe three, four months now."
How in the world did Gram keep that a secret for so long? Tara wondered.
"What's he doing here?" Tara hoped she sounded casual, like she was just asking about idle gossip. "Why'd he come back now?"
"I couldn't say. You'll have to ask him." Gram smiled innocently, giving Tara the impression she knew more than she was saying.
"Give the boy a chance, Tara," Gram continued in an almost pleading tone. "He's grown up and matured. Bob Hopkins thinks the world of him at Copper Creek. Bob said Ryan's already made production improvements that have saved them nearly a hundred thousand dollars. Did some things his own son Charlie would never think of. Bob may spoil that son of his, but he's never overlooked his shortcomings.
"Ryan's been a good neighbor to us, too. He helps Harry around the resort and takes him out fishing in that new bass boat of his. And then there's my cookbook, that was his idea." Gram stared at her, watching Tara closely.
Gram looked so pleased about the cookbook. Tara couldn't bring herself to say anything against Ryan just then. "He told me he bought the old Tucker place."
Ryan had always liked it for its view, claiming if he ever bought it, he'd build a wrap-around deck on it and live out there.
"It's tiny. Maybe nine hundred square feet tops." Tara had always said that if they bought it, they'd have to add on when they had children. Tara tried not to think about Ryan fixing the cabin up for a future family. She knew he was still single, but not whether he was involved with someone. "I suppose it's big enough for a bachelor."
Gram nodded. "Plenty of room for him right now. As far as I know, he's not seeing anyone." She took off her glasses and rubbed her eyes. "Don't worry about the cabin. Ryan has big plans for it. He's fixing it up."
"You mean building a deck around it?"
Gram smiled but didn't answer.
"He's been helping Grandpa?"
Harry didn't even flinch at the mention of his name. He was too involved in his game, or maybe he simply couldn't hear her.
Gram shot a glance in the direction of her husband and nodded. "Grandpa appreciates it, too."
Tara's frown deepened. For as long as she could remember, Harry had been kind-hearted, but independent. He helped others, not the other way around.
Gram yawned again. "Time for bed." She rose slowly to her feet. She'd never been known for her fleetness of foot, but she seemed particularly stiff and slow now.
She walked over to Tara and ruffled her hair like she had when Tara was little.
Tara looked up at her grandmother. "You've forgiven Ryan?"
Tara didn't have to explain. Gram knew what she meant.
"What's there to forgive? What happened to Chad was an accident. Nobody's fault. You both did all you could to save him. Grandpa and I know that."
Gram paused as if measuring her words. "Ryan lost his best friend...and a big part of himself when Chad died. Don't be too hard on him." She kissed her fingers, then tapped them on the top of Tara's head, transferring the kiss. "'Night, kiddo."
If only Gram knew. It was Ryan's fault. And hers. If they all hadn't drunk too much. If he and Tara hadn't been fighting so Chad had to step in and try to calm them down. If they hadn't all started arguing and screaming at each other. If they all hadn't headed down the slope angry and distracted just as a storm kicked up. None of this would have happened.
She watched Gram walk slowly and stiffly toward the bedroom. How much longer could Gram and Grandpa keep working and holding on? They should have retired years ago. They would have if Chad hadn't died. Or if she'd married Ryan.
Tara swallowed a lump in her throat, seeing clearly what her decisions had cost them. "Gram!" she called on impulse.
Gram paused at the doorway that led through the kitchen back to the bedroom and cocked her head.
"Would you like some help with the pies tomorrow?"
Gram smiled and nodded. "I'd love some."
"You're usually in the kitchen at four, right?" Tara grimaced, dreading getting up in the middle of the night. She wasn't an early morning person.
"I am. But you can come down at six," Gram said, taking pity on her. "I'll have all the prep work done by then. There will still be plenty of pies to bake at six."
"Thanks, Gram. You're an old softie, you know that." Tara wasn't going to argue with two more hours of sleep.
Gram turned to leave.
"You'll teach me how to make your famous Christmas pie?" Tara called after her.
Gram chuckled and waved behind her back. "I'll think about it."
"You better," Tara told her. "You're going to have to pass the secrets down to someone, and I'm a better cook than Mom."
Margie smiled as she got ready for bed. Things had gone pretty well today, all things considered. They might not even pull her matchmaker's license over this one. She chuckled.
Yes, it had been risky, very risky, arranging for Tara and Ryan to meet like that. But what was a grandma to do?
They'd avoided each other for ten years, each beating themselves up over Chad's death. They had to learn that life was a lot like the salad dressing Ryan delivered for her—a little bitter like the vinegar and sour cream, a little sweet like the sugar, and with a blend of herbs to spice things up. Individual ingredients, like individual times and events, might be too bitter or too sweet on their own, but mix them up, take them as a whole, and you have an excellent, tasty dressing. Or life.
Oh, Margie would love for those two kids to get back together. She'd always believed they belonged with each other. Anyone with eyes and a heartbeat could see that. But it would be enough for her old heart if they'd just forgive each other.
That's why she'd put Tara in room ten. Tara had to come to terms with her feelings about that mountain, too. And ten had a prime view of Ryan's cabin. Seeing that cabin every time she looked out the window would keep Ryan fresh in Tara's mind.
Margie chuckled again. People thought she was getting forgetful and maybe a touch senile. But she was just wily enough to use their impression to her advantage.
She sighed. She couldn't help dreaming of great-grandchildren running around the resort. How she'd love that!



        


4

Six a.m. Too early to be up, dressed, and ready for pie-baking action in Tara's sleepy opinion.
Her night had been terrible.
She may as well have been visited by the Ghost of Christmas Present for all the rest she'd gotten, for all the visions dancing in her head all night long. And the visions that haunted her were anything but sugarplums.
She had a bad feeling remembering the way Gram spoke so fondly of Ryan. He seemed to be taking root into her grandparents' good graces like holly bushes in the forest.
She'd thought about it all night. She was going to stop by and pay him a visit at his office. She needed to talk with him.
She sighed and pulled on a sweatshirt and jeans, then went to the window and paused. Moonlight filtered in through a crack in the curtains. The storm had passed.
Her heart raced.
When she'd been young, the moonlight streaming in intoxicated her. Clear, cold skies after a storm meant snowboarding heaven. Fresh powder from the day before. Clear visibility. Boarding down the mountain would be like flying without wings.
With Ryan flying beside her, life was perfect. She could almost feel the nipping bite of the breeze in her face. See him as they raced down the runs, throwing powder in their wakes. Feel his arms around her as he hugged her at the bottom of the run. Taste his warm tongue in her mouth as their frozen lips met...
She shook her head. Useless thinking.
Heart pounding in her ears, she threw open the curtains.
A host of stars shone overhead. A nearly half waxing moon hung over the mountain, lighting the lake to liquid silver, and silhouetting the strong, unforgiving mountain. She could see the ski runs, silent and crisp.
Suddenly claustrophobic, she tugged open the window and inhaled deeply. The frigid air burned her lungs, but smelled perfect, familiar and clean.
Oh, Chad! You'd love this. Why aren't you here?
Tara found Gram in the kitchen, working on pies. Mel, the muscled, middle-aged breakfast short-order cook had just arrived.
He greeted her with a cup of coffee. "Hey, kid, good to see you back." His gaze ran over her. "Looks like you could use some caffeine to get you going."
She gave him a hug. "Gotta love a man who encourages my bad habits."
He laughed. "Go help your grandma before she finishes on her own."
"Hey!" Tara gave her grandmother an accusing look. "I thought I was supposed to be helping. Or am I just here for KP?"
Margie smiled and wiped her flour-dusted hands on her apron. "I have the shells made for the lemon meringue. You can get busy on the filling."
As Tara cracked and separated eggs for the meringue, she heard the hum of an engine outside and the distinctive scrape and swish of snow being plowed. She knew better than to think the county plow had reached them yet. She wondered which neighbor had come to plow them out.
Mel went to the window. "Looks like Ryan's out early with the plow." He stood there a minute. "Huh, appears he's going on by and won't be in for breakfast today. Guess we'll try the ranch dressing omelet on him another day." He wiped his hands on his apron and went back to work.
Tara turned to Gram, who ignored her questioning look. Just how much time did Ryan spend at the lodge? Tara was getting a funny feeling that he practically lived here.
A few minutes past seven, as Tara pulled the last perfectly browned meringue-topped pie from the oven, the young new waitress named Sarah called through the pass-through window into the kitchen, "Does anyone know when Ryan will be in today? I have a customer who says he said he'd help him wax his board. Oh, and he wants Ryan's opinion on which kind of goggle lenses are best for sunny weather. He says Ryan has some in the gift shop he was going to show him."
Tara whipped around to stare at Sarah as Mel answered her. "Looks like he went straight to Copper Creek this morning. He should be back here by six tonight, like he always is."
As Sarah bounced off to deliver the news, Tara's grandpa drifted into the kitchen wearing his coat and Seahawks stocking cap, killing the question on Tara's lips. Just how deep was Ryan's involvement in all things Echo Bay?
The breakfast rush had begun. Mel and Gram were scrambling eggs and popping toast at an alarming rate.
Barely taking his eyes off the grill, Mel handed Harry a plate of bacon and eggs.
"Pour me a thermos of coffee, Tara. I like a little cream, one packet of sugar." Harry looked out the window and squinted. "Looks like the storm's gone."
"It's going to be a pretty day." Gram slid another round of toast into the industrial-size toaster and began buttering the batch that had just come out.
Tara got the feeling Gram was staying busy partly to avoid her.
Gram slapped two slices on the plate Grandpa held. "Good thing. You haven't been to the bank all week. We need change and small bills. Now you can go to town and make the deposits after you finish plowing the lot."
Grandpa scowled. "Too much snow. Going to take me all morning into the afternoon to plow the lot. By the time I get done, there won't be time to get to town and back before it gets dark."
Tara frowned, a sense of unease dawning on her. Since when had it taken Grandpa all day to plow the lot with his little Bobcat? And when had he become so afraid of driving in the dark?
Gram looked anxious. "Now Harry, you missed going on Monday—"
Harry turned around and snapped at her. "I'll get there when I get there, woman."
Tara held her breath. This was her opportunity. She looked out the window. Ryan the happy plower had cut a single swath through the parking lot to the main road and beyond. Once she hit the highway, the roads should be in good shape. She knew how to drive in this stuff. She'd done fine yesterday in the teeth of the storm. "I'll go the bank for you, Grandpa."
Ryan sat in his office, head bent over plans he was making to improve the second production line when Beth, his office assistant, tapped on the door.
"You have a visitor!"
Ryan wondered why Beth sing-songed the announcement. "Do I have an appointment I forgot about?" Beth always kept him honest.
"A drop-in. But I think you should see her. She's waiting in the lobby." Beth winked at him and disappeared.
Her?
For just a second, his heart pounded. No, he shook his head. No way Tara would drop by. He ran his fingers through his hair, made sure his shirt was tucked in, and grabbed the sports coat he kept for emergency business meetings from the hook in the corner.
He pushed through the glass door separating the offices and the plant from the public lobby to find Tara sitting in one of the guest chairs, leafing through a Copper Creek brochure.
She wore skinny jeans stuffed into faux-fur-rimmed boots, a fashionable black jacket, and scarf and matching knit cap. Hearing him enter, she looked up from the brochure. She was still Tara and still so damn beautiful.
His breath caught. His heart suddenly decided to act as if he'd just gone into a full-out sprint and it needed to pump at one hundred and sixty beats per minute. "What are you doing here? Something wrong?"
"Pessimist? Should there be? Maybe I misheard, but I thought you invited me for a tour?" She stood and shrugged. "I guess I should have called first."
Her impromptu visit would have made him way too happy if he hadn't detected an edge to her voice. "No need to call. We run a casual operation."
Ryan found the rosy flush in Tara's cheeks sexy as hell. "Come back this way. We need hairnets and white coats if we're going to get an up-close look at the production lines. We'll drop by my office first and pick some up." He indicated the door he'd just come through.
They went into his office.
Tara unzipped her coat. Beneath it she wore a tight pink sweater that showed off her curves.
"Take your coat?" he asked.
"Thanks, I'll just keep it on. I haven't warmed up yet. I'm afraid I've lost my tolerance for the cold. It rarely dips below freezing in Seattle."
It took all his effort not to simply stare at her. What did she want?
"It's not just you," he said. "Fifteen degrees is hard to tolerate."
An ad for the Santa Ski was pinned to the bulletin board just inside his office door.
Tara paused and studied it. "There are ads for that thing everywhere."
"It's big news here."
"Copper Creek's a huge sponsor, I see." Her tone was neutral. "Grandpa and Gram donated a prize to it, too. I suppose you're going?"
He laughed. "The whole town's going."
"I'll take that as a yes." She stared up at him with those penetrating green eyes of hers.
"I have to. The whole ski patrol will be there—"
"You joined the ski patrol?" She suddenly looked almost frightened.
"Yeah, of course." He couldn't understand why she sounded so surprised. He'd been a member of ski patrol since he was twelve. "You going?"
"No. I'm spending the evening with Gram and Grandpa."
He couldn't let her miss the event of the season. "You should come! Just for a few hours. I'm sure Harry and Margie would want you to. With the snow we've been getting, the boarding will be fantastic. You'll enjoy it, believe me."
She paled.
He stopped short and swallowed hard as a horrible realization began to dawn on him. "Tara, you still board and ski?"
"No." She shook her head. "I vowed never to go up on the mountain again and I've kept my word."
She'd been a natural, a talented snowboarder and skier. It was a love and passion they'd always shared. He couldn't believe she'd given it up.
"You're kidding?" He could tell from her expression the moment he spoke that he shouldn't have.
"I haven't been up since..."
He knew since when and what.
"I haven't been up on any mountain. I don't have the stomach for it anymore." She trailed off.
There were two possibilities why she hadn't been boarding, neither one of them good. Either she was too scared to get back up on the mountain or she was punishing herself for living when Chad wasn't. He swallowed a lump in his throat at the thought.
Right then and there, he vowed to get her back up on the mountain and onto her board. He owed her that much. Maybe giving her one of her passions back would atone in a small way for all the hurt he'd caused her. In the meantime, he knew enough to drop the subject.
"We each have our own way of dealing with grief." He spoke softly.
Tara was studying him intently.
He gave her a curious look. "What's on your mind?"
"I'm not really here for a tour." She hesitated. "Can we speak someplace private?"
He got a bad feeling from her tone. "This office is as private as we get." He closed the door. "Have a seat." He indicated a chair for her to take before leaning against his desk in front of her.
She took the chair he offered, tilted her head and stared directly at him. "Why are you back, Ryan?" Her tone was soft.
The question caught him off guard. "This is home."
Her intense look didn't waver. "You mean working for pimply-faced Charlie Hopkins is your dream?"
"Sshhh, this is his place." He laughed, trying to lighten the mood. He remembered how he used to tease her about Charlie liking her. They'd both called Charlie names behind his back. He lowered his voice. "No one's called Charlie pimply-face for years. And I don't work for Charlie. I work for Bob—"
"And we both know Bob's going to leave Charlie the business."
He couldn't refute that. He didn't try.
"Stay long enough and eventually you will be working for Charlie."
He didn't reply. Better to wait for her to explain herself.
They stared at each other.
When she finally spoke, her tone was pleading. "Don't do this, Ryan. Don't make me be the bad guy in this situation. Please. It's pretty obvious you've resurrected your old dream of owning Echo Bay. And that you're hoping Grandpa will sell the resort to you." She paused, looking like she was cautiously measuring her words, hoping to soften something there was no easy way to say.
He held his tongue, even though his heart pounded in his ears, and braced for bad news as he waited for her to continue.
"Please don't misconstrue what I'm about to say as vindictive." She paused again. "Grandpa isn't going to sell the lodge to you." She took a deep breath and spoke in a rush. "He won't part with it during his lifetime. And he insists he's leaving it to me as my inheritance. It's important to him to leave me his legacy.
"Ten years ago, I swore I'd sell the minute I inherited. Since then I've come to realize how important it is to keep it in the family. In any case, that's all a long way in the future." She paused, looking like she was trying to stay composed. "A lot of dreams were shattered that Christmas Eve ten years ago on the mountain. We've all had to move on and adjust. Let this aspiration of yours go, Ryan. Your obsession with owning the lodge will only hurt you. You don't owe it to Chad to keep his dream alive. It died with him. Let it stay there."
He opened his mouth to speak, but she cut him off.
"Don't bother denying it. I've already been to the bank and the local cash and carry. Everywhere I went people were eager to catch me up on all you've been doing for my grandparents. To tell me how much Gram and Grandpa love you and how you've been helping them out like a grandson since you've been back.
"And I appreciate it. I really do. Just don't expect more out of it than gratitude.
"I know you have the means, now, too. Ross at the bank said your grandparents left you a nice little nest egg in their will." She paused again. "I'm sorry about your loss. I liked your grandparents."
Ryan was too stunned to reply.
"Grandpa's past getting old. He is old. Even in the short time I've been back I've seen the change in him. He's slowed way down. If he slows down much more, he won't be able to run Echo Bay at all." She stopped herself, looking as if she'd almost said too much. "He'll have to retire soon. He should have years ago.
"I know how your mind works. It's like the Tucker place all over again. You think this is your opportunity to come back and convince Grandpa to sell Echo Bay to you." She stared him directly in the eye, still pleading with him.
He refused to flinch.
"Am I right?"
He shrugged.
She waved her hand. "It doesn't matter. You can deny it if you like, but I can read you, Ryan. Over the past months, I've made it clear to my grandparents that they can leave the lodge to me with confidence. I'll do my best by it.
"If you make a play for it, I'll discourage Grandpa from taking any offer you make. I'm sorry. I'm only doing what I think is best for everyone, my family especially."
He went cold. He knew she'd be trouble, but he hadn't imagined she'd be so direct. "What's your plan for the place? Are you going to come back and run the resort?"
She frowned at him. "I didn't say that."
"If you're not going to run it, then who is?"
"That's none of your business. But believe me, I'm doing what I think is best for everyone—Gram, Grandpa, and you."
He ran his hand through his hair and popped up to a full stand.
At his sudden movement, Tara looked startled. She stood, too, and tossed her purse over her shoulder like she was ready to run.
He stood tall. He didn't like himself for doing it, but he used his full height to intimidate her. "You're going to hire someone to run it, aren't you?" He had a hard time keeping his voice under control.
"Just let it go, Ryan." She pulled her purse tighter against her body.
"You're mistaken. I'm the best thing for Echo Bay. And I'm following my dream, not Chad's. Since when do you give a damn about me, anyway?"
Her face contorted with pain and disbelief. She shook her head. "I have exciting, sound plans for Echo Bay, plans that will give my grandparents the comfortable, secure retirement they deserve."
"I have plans for Echo Bay, too, Tara. You want to farm the resort out to some faceless corporate hotel management company, no doubt. I love that place. I want to live there and run it in person. Treat guests special. Be a vital member of the community. Keep Harry's legacy alive. Whose plans do you think he's going to like better?"
She shrugged. "I'm his granddaughter. He knows I have Echo Bay's best interests at heart.
"My faceless, and you may as well add soulless, hotel management company has the expertise and experience to put Echo Bay Resort on the map and make sure it stays in business for years and years to come. That's what my grandparents want. They've already agreed to meet with them." After firing that salvo, she turned to leave and walk away.
"I'm not giving up on my dreams," he said to her back, stunned that Harry would agree to meet with a hotel management company and not tell him.
She paused, and spoke without turning to face him. "Suit yourself."
He kept his tone as calm as he could. "Tell everyone I'll be at the lodge around six to give the board-waxing clinic I promised."
She walked out, softly closing the door behind her.
He turned and banged his fist on the desk. No damn way he was giving up on what he'd always wanted. She couldn't order him around like an obedient bird dog. He'd have to convince Harry that Tara was wrong.
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Tara couldn't believe how stubborn and deluded Ryan was.
It was his and Chad's crazy, immutable plans for running Echo Bay that had driven her and Ryan apart and gotten them into this predicament. Those same dreams were also at least partly to blame for Chad's death. The night Chad died she and Ryan had been fighting over Ryan's plan to live at the lodge after their wedding. They'd been fighting for weeks before, ever since Ryan laid down the law. He wouldn't even listen to her side.
He and Chad had a semester of college left. Tara and Ryan had set a date for a June wedding after Ryan's graduation. Tara was only a junior. She still had her senior year to go.
Ryan had decided they'd spend the summer after the wedding together at the lodge. Then Tara would head back to school for her final year while he remained at the lodge to help Chad learn the business and build up sweat equity to eventually buy it from Harry. After Tara graduated, she'd come live at the lodge with Ryan.
Things came to a head that Christmas Eve when Tara accused Ryan of loving Echo Bay more than he loved her. She wanted him to move to the university with her and find a job there until she graduated. And then she wanted to go out into the world, live in Seattle, live somewhere she could pursue her marketing career. With his degree in food science, Ryan could work practically anywhere. She promised him that after a few years, they'd reevaluate. Maybe then they'd move to Echo Bay.
In the here and now, Tara believed it was in Ryan's best interests to find another plan for his life. If she had the opportunity to sit on Santa's lap this year, she'd ask Santa to make Ryan see sense and give up his obsession with Echo Bay Resort.
Tara caught a glimpse of her reflection in a storefront window. She looked horrible—upset, harried, and worried. She needed something to warm her up. Or maybe cool her down. She couldn't decide which.
What she really longed for was a nice, hot cup of cocoa, a shoulder to cry on, and someone she could innocently pump for local gossip without being too obvious. Her stomach growled, reminding her to make up her mind.
She doubted anywhere here could come up with a frothed cup of hot chocolate as good as the coffee shops in Seattle served. Topped with heavy whipped cream and crumbled peppermint candy. The old-fashioned automatic cocoa machine at the lodge was fun and had been great when she was a kid. But it just wasn't cutting it any more. There were only two ways to go now—very modern machines or K-Cups like she made in her machine at home, or totally upscale frothed affairs.
She really needed comfort now, of both chocolate and friends. And probably a sandwich. As of last summer, the Mountain View Café had had an old hot chocolate machine the same vintage as the lodge's. Their hot chocolate wouldn't be as rich and tasty as Tara craved, but it would be homey and familiar. And her friend Laurel worked there with her husband, whose father owned the place. Tara just hoped she'd be on shift.
Unfortunately, Tara hated the café's perfect view of the mountain. It felt as if the Ghost of Christmas Past was haunting her, chasing her all over town. That stupid mountain rose large and majestic in the café's front picture windows. But there was nothing for it. The mountain couldn't scare her away from her comfort drink of choice.
As Tara approached the aptly named Mountain View Café she was struck by how shiny and upscale it looked on the outside. Since her last visit, the old brick building had been scrubbed and refinished so that the bricks looked new. The glass in the picture windows was modern triple-pane. The door not only had a fresh coat of paint, but was new, too. Last summer, Laurel had mentioned something about plans for giving the place a facelift. But Tara hadn't expected such a pleasant transformation. Don was a notorious cheapskate. Which is why Tara had expected nothing grander than a new coat of paint.
A fresh fir wreath decorated with bright red Christmas balls hung on the door and a bell jingled when she let herself in and looked around for Laurel or her father-in-law Don, who'd owned and run the place for as long as Tara had been alive.
Inside the café was another surprise. The Mountain View had been around since the forties. It had its heyday as a fifties soda fountain. Had fallen prey to the garish colors and wild patterns of the sixties and seventies and been dying a slow, sad decaying death since. At least, it had been the last time Tara had been in town.
Now it sparkled and hummed, the perfect picture of updated retro. The fixtures gleamed. The paint was fresh. Pots of poinsettias wrapped in green and red foil sat on every table. A jukebox wrapped with a holiday bow played Christmas carols. And a garland decorated with exquisite old-world-style, mouth-blown, glittered Christmas ornaments ran the length of each wall of the café. The aromas of Christmas filled the room.
Cinnamon and coffee. Nutmeg. Ham sizzling on a grill. Meatloaf and gravy.
Tara looked around and strained to see past the long counter in the front to the kitchen beyond. But she didn't see Don anywhere. And there was no sign of Laurel.
The café was sparsely populated with locals, none that she knew. She used to know practically everyone in town. But in recent years it had grown so much she couldn't keep up. She looked around once more for Laurel.
It was quiet, and quite possible Laurel, or whichever waitress was on duty, was taking a break. Being a resort town, its rushes came at odd times compared to the rest of the world. In the morning about half an hour before the Basin ski resort opened. At around five in the afternoon when day skiing ended. And again at around eleven at night when the slopes closed. In between was usually peaceful and when you found the locals out and about.
The Mountain View had always been a "seat yourself" kind of place. Tara figured that hadn't changed with the décor. She slid into a corner booth away from the window and crossed her fingers that Ryan wouldn't decide he needed a sandwich, too, as she admired the vast variety of the ornaments overhead. They must have cost a small fortune. Tara knew quality when she saw it, and by her estimation each ornament had to have a price tag of ten dollars and up. And the garlands were covered with them. At a quick guess there were thousands of dollars of ornaments hanging in the once dingy café.
Tara was so occupied with calculating the cost of the ornaments she didn't hear the waitress approach.
"Oh my gosh! Tara, is that really you? I didn't see you come in. You should have let me know you were coming to town today! I didn't expect to see you for a few more days, at least until I could get out to the lodge. I know how you hate coming to town when there's a chance you'll run into you-know-who."
"Laurel! So good to see you." Tara popped out of her booth and tried to give Laurel a gentle teepee hug. "I would have, but this trip was supposed to just be a quick, spur-of-the-moment visit to the bank on lodge business. I wasn't sure I'd have time to stop by. Luckily, I finished my business quickly and thought I'd surprise you."
Laurel pulled Tara close against the large baby bump that came between them, complete with a tiny baby kick to Tara's abdomen.
"Hey! Take it easy, slugger. The newest member of the Walker clan doesn't like me. Either that or baby's protecting mama. I think you have a soccer player in there."
Laurel rubbed her belly as if to calm the baby inside her. "That was a kick of joy."
"Uh-huh. Sure." Tara shot her a skeptical look. "It recognized me from the womb, did it?"
"It recognizes the sound of Mommy's happy voice."
Tara shook her head and laughed. Laurel hadn't changed at all from the days the young incarnations of themselves waitressed together at the lodge back when Tara was sixteen and Laurel was a much more mature and experienced waitress at the ripe old age of eighteen.
Tara took Laurel in. "You look fabulous. Very glow-y."
"Isn't glow-y a euphemism for blimp? Because that's the way I feel." Laurel laughed and rubbed her belly again. "A belly like Santa, like a bowl full of jelly."
"No way. That tummy of yours is taut and all baby. No jelly about it. You may feel big, but you certainly don't look it. You look radiant. Turn around." Tara made a spinning motion with her finger.
Laurel hesitated.
"Seriously. Spin!" Tara watched her old friend do a self-conscious three-sixty.
"See? I am so not blowing smoke. From the back you are as svelte and lean as ever. No one would ever guess you're preggo. Serious. You are no blimp, girl."
Laurel shook her head again and they both laughed.
"Remind me—when's the little Walker due?" Tara had a hard time not staring at Laurel's baby bump with envy. There was a time when Tara had thought she and Ryan would live happily ever after and she'd sport her own baby bumps over the years. She'd thought she was long past that, but the twin-headed beast of biology and mothering instinct reared its heads at the most inconvenient and surprising times.
"Mid-January, and it can't come a minute too soon." Laurel looked Tara over and for just a second Tara felt pretentious dressed in her designer jeans and boots. "Now, you look fabulous. Really and truly terrific."
Tara shook her head. "Stop it. I look like Rudolph with his nose so bright. I've lost my tolerance to the cold. I could use a cup of the famous Mountain View hot cocoa and one of Don's notorious grilled ham and cheese sandwiches to warm me up. Maybe then I'll begin to look human again." She gazed pointedly around the café. "Where is he? I'd like to say hello."
"That could be a problem," Laurel said. "He's semi-retired now and snowbirding it in Arizona. He'll be back for the baby's birth, though. You'll have to put up with Donny's cooking."
"Donny's working here? He's cooking! Why didn't you tell me?"
"I wanted to surprise you." Laurel beamed.
"But I thought—"
Laurel interrupted her. "I know. I know. You and everyone else. Even Donny thought he had other dreams. But he's Don's son, and when it came down to it, after Don's heart attack last August, he gave running the place a try and now he loves it."
Tara arched a brow as if she didn't believe it. She couldn't believe it. As long as she'd known him Donny talked of owning a ski shop. He short-ordered for his dad during high school and beyond under duress and because it was expected. But he was always looking for his angle to escape the family biz.
"Seriously. I'm not kidding." Laurel laughed again. "Wait until you taste his cooking. He's better than Don."
"Donny always could cook. But better than his dad? I'll believe that when I taste it. Is he in the kitchen now? I bet he looks cute in his apron."
Laurel laughed. Like normal teenage girls, they'd been obsessed with cute guys when they were young.
"He doesn't just look cute. He looks hot in that apron." Laurel winked. "I'll put your order in."
"Send him out to say hello when he gets a chance."
"Will do. I'll be right back with your hot chocolate and then we can chat."
Yes, a nice, long chat to catch up and find out how much damage Ryan had already done was exactly what Tara needed.
Ten minutes later, Tara was sipping decadent hot cocoa. Real hot cocoa made from scratch by boiling cocoa and water, adding hot whole milk and vanilla. Laurel had served it with a large, square, freshly made marshmallow on top drizzled with gourmet fudge sauce, not the stuff from a can like Don used to use.
Okay, so add "made from scratch" to the list of options for updating a menu. And the grilled ham sandwich?
No more cheap bread and American cheese like in the Don days. This one was made from thick slices of gourmet, fresh-baked pugliese bread sliced by hand—easy enough to tell by the slightly uneven slices—and some kind of herbed white cheddar. The fries were hand cut, too. The new Mountain View Café rivaled anything in Seattle.
Her cell phone buzzed. A text from Cheryl Jones, the rep from Northwest Resort Management Services Corporation, verifying that Monday the twentieth would work for their meeting.
With as many times as Harry had postponed, Tara didn't blame her one bit for checking. Tara sent her a reply saying the meeting was still on just as Laurel returned and slipped into the booth across from her.
"So, what do you think?" Laurel said. "Am I right? Donny can out-cook his dad."
Tara made a face conceding defeat. "You have me. I didn't think it was possible. But this food is heavenly. Ambrosia for the winter wanderer's soul." Tara grinned. "Did you hear that, Donny?" she yelled toward the kitchen. "I just said your food is better than your dad's."
Donny popped his head out of the kitchen. "Better than the old man's? Of course it is. Hey, Tara! Welcome back, stranger. Laurel said you were out there, but I thought she was having one of her pregnancy-related hallucinations."
"Oh, shut up!" Laurel laughed. "Pregnant women don't hallucinate. Now get back in the kitchen where you belong so Tara and I can talk."
Donny laughed, too. He looked genuinely happy. "See you later, Tara. Come see us again when I'm not on shift." He ducked back out of sight.
"He does look cute in that apron," Tara teased.
"Yeah, he does. That's the way I like my men—aproned and in the kitchen."
They grinned at each other.
Tara pointed at her sandwich. "Tell me about this and the hot chocolate. Who are your suppliers?"
"Oh, you want me to brag, do you?"
"I do."
"All the ingredients are made right here in town. That's our theme, our brand. Everything local. Made from ingredients you can't get anywhere else. So when people come to the Basin to ski or board, they simply have to stop here to get their food fix.
"The bread's from Nelson's Bakery. The cheese from the Basin Cheese Factory that opened last spring."
"Really?" The town was growing and upscaling even faster than Tara had known or imagined. "The marshmallows?"
"From a little candy shop just down the street, Taylor's. Along with the fudge sauce. Isn't it yummy? Made from real butter and cream and deep, dark chocolate. It's almost impossible to resist. If I hadn't already gained my weekly allotment I'd be pigging out on it every day."
"Wow! I'm impressed." Tara wasn't using hyperbole. She really was. "You and Donny have taken the café to a new level. It's homey, yet upscale.
"Can I hire you as consultants if Gram and Grandpa ever want to revamp the lodge menu?" She was only half joking.
Laurel squirmed and pursed her mouth to the side as if she was guilty of something. And stalling, definitely stalling. There was something she didn't want to say.
"What?" Tara laughed again.
Laurel took a deep breath. "It's not our expertise you need. We had help. From an old friend with a lot of experience in the food business."
Tara's pulse quickened, and not in a good way. A sense of dread came over her as she suspected whom the help was.
"Oh, Tara, I hate to do this to you. I was trying so hard not to bring up his name." She took another deep breath. "Our expert is Ryan."
The hot cup of cocoa felt suddenly cold in Tara's hand. Everything went cold. Ryan! She should have known. Suddenly she could see Ryan and his "homey touch" fingerprints everywhere.
Laurel gave her a sympathetic look. "I'm sorry."
"Don't be," Tara said. "Hey, I asked." For it, she could have added.
"I wish you two..." Laurel rushed on. "I wish you two could just let bygones be bygones and put the past behind you."
Tara let out a heavy sigh. No one seemed to understand how complicated the situation was, and Tara was in no mood to bring up her battle with Ryan over the lodge.
Laurel reached across and squeezed Tara's hand. "Hey, kid. You may not like it, but he's back in town now, for good. At least, that's the way he's talking." She gave Tara a sympathetic look.
"He's the town's prodigal son. Everyone loves him. He's as popular now as he was when he was Basin High's star athlete and the best skier and snowboarder in town."
This town loved its athletes, and none more than Ryan.
"You're going to have to learn to get along with Ryan," Laurel said. "'Tis the season."
"Peace to men of goodwill," Tara said.
"Something like that." Laurel gave Tara's hand another squeeze and released it. "Oh, come on. Ryan's not that bad. There was a time you used to think he was pretty hot when he strolled into the lodge in his letterman's jacket.
"Remember how I used to play lookout for you and let you know when he was coming? Donny still hasn't forgiven me for using him as a source to track Ryan's movements for you."
Tara couldn't help smiling, slightly at least, at the memory. "Yeah, well, I was young and naïve. I did a lot of stupid things back then, like trailing after Ryan and Chad like a lovesick puppy. Turns out Grandpa had the right idea trying to keep us apart. Oil and vinegar, that's what we really are."
Laurel gave her a look that said she didn't believe her. Tara ignored it. She didn't feel like talking about the past anymore. Instead, she changed the subject and circled the room with her hand. "So all of this—the décor, the decorations—this doesn't look like Ryan at all. Please tell me this is you."
Laurel grinned. "Mine and a talented interior designer."
Tara arched a brow. "I love the old-world-style Christmas decorations."
"Good. Those are all my idea."
"They're gorgeous."
"And cheap."
"Cheap?" Tara couldn't believe that. "You have to be kidding. Have you come into a fortune I don't know about? I've seen ornaments like these in catalogues. They start at ten dollars for the small ones and go up from there. You have a mint's worth here."
Laurel grinned. "Sure. Retail they're pricey. But not at the new factory outlet here in town. Old European Christmas moved their headquarters here last summer. They opened up a factory outlet store after Thanksgiving. It will be open through Christmas Eve and then closed until next Thanksgiving. They're selling the ornaments wholesale to everyone. These ornaments only cost two to three dollars apiece. Everyone in town has them."
"I want some!" Tara said. "I must have them. They'll look great on the lodge Christmas tree and Gram will love them. Give me directions?"
"I will, but they aren't open today. They open at noon and close at six three days a week." Laurel's eyes lit up. "Hey, want to make a shopping date? A girl's day before I have this kiddo?"
"Love to."
"Good. I'll talk to Donny about getting an afternoon off."
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Twice a week since ski season opened, Ryan had been giving a ski and board-waxing workshop in the lodge gift shop. He not only waxed boards, he made minor repairs to bindings and equipment. Fit people for helmets. Gave advice about snow conditions on the mountain and the best runs. Recommended instructors for those who wanted lessons. Calmed nerves. Just generally talked skiing and snowboarding with anyone who showed up and wanted to talk.
Since starting the workshops, sales at the lodge's gift shop had increased fifty percent compared to last year at the same time. Harry was the king of fishing and hunting advice, and Ryan was his skiing equivalent. People recognized passion when they saw it, and Ryan had passion in spades. And because he'd practically grown up on the mountain and was on the ski patrol, people trusted him. He never mentioned Chad's accident, but he was adamant in his advice to respect the mountain, never take chances, and to watch the weather. It was his way of doing penance for his part in Chad's death.
Everyone in Echo Bay and town, all the old-timers at least, knew about Chad's fatal accident on the mountain. But none of them brought it up.
Ryan's work at the gift shop was partly therapeutic and partly an investment in his future, if he could ever wrest the lodge away from Tara's clutching hands and her stupid property management company. Could this wonderful property management company hire someone to do the workshops and hand-sell the goods as effectively as someone who genuinely loved the place like he did? Why didn't Tara believe that he owning the lodge was his dream and he wasn't living Chad's life, he was trying to live his? That this wasn't a dark obsession, as she seemed to think?
Somehow, he'd have to make her see the truth.
Ryan would never work for her property management company. No amount of money could entice him.
He was still stinging from his interview with Tara earlier and not keen on running into her again, especially so soon. If he hadn't already promised several guests he'd be by to help them, he would have kept driving and headed directly home. But Margie would be waiting for him with a slice of lemon pie—assuming Tara hadn't eaten that, too. And the stubborn, perverse part of him refused to let Tara scare him off from doing something he loved.
She could choose to hang onto the guilt from the past, but he wasn't going to let it drag him down with her.
He turned into the lodge parking lot and pulled into a spot. Harry had managed to get the lot plowed, but he hadn't done a great job of it. Every time Harry plowed, the lot got noticeably smaller.
As Ryan walked toward the lodge, he was hoping for a small Christmas miracle—that Tara would be locked away in her room doing whatever it was she did there.
Tara stood in the lodge's great room by the river-rock fireplace staring at the gaping hole where the Christmas tree should have been. Weeks ago. And by gaping hole, she actually meant sofas and chessboard table that had to be moved to make way for the traditional Christmas tree in its traditional spot. Where it had been every year since Tara's birth.
And should have been now, not only for festive, family holiday reasons, but for business purposes. Guests came to the lodge to enjoy the winter holiday atmosphere. Without the tree, where was the atmosphere?
Gram and Grandpa were slipping, really slipping. A property management company would have had the tree up the day after Thanksgiving. Tara herself would have taken care of it immediately if Ryan and his antics hadn't distracted her.
She stood studying the spot with Harry, Gram, Stormy, and Kathleen looking on with her.
"You should have ordered one months ago, Grandpa," Tara said. "Ordered exactly to your specifications and had it delivered and ready to go. It's too late now. And the tree you need is too big to just pick up at a local lot. Maybe the tree farm—"
"Too expensive," Harry said. "Way too expensive. You know that, Tara. Have you forgotten your childhood? We go out in the forest and cut one ourselves."
Tara stared at her grandfather and sighed. In his younger days he was strong and fit enough to carry a tree the size of Canada on his back if he needed. These days with his arthritis acting up and his bad back, he'd be lucky to carry a sapling. She opened her mouth to say something, but Gram cut her off with a look.
"We were waiting for you this year, Tara," Gram said so sweetly maple sugar wouldn't melt in her mouth.
Yeah, Tara bet they were. They needed her brawn, such as it was.
She looked at Gram. "Have you at least gotten the forest service permit?" Permits were cheap and sold out quickly. The forest service only issued so many. They didn't want the forests clear cut.
Before either Harry or Margie could answer, the front door swung open and a cold burst of air washed in. Standing just inside the doorway, looking very much as he had the night before, and even more like he had when Tara had been in love with him, stood Ryan.
Tara glanced at the old-fashioned clock on the fireplace mantel. Ryan was right on time. He had just enough time to grab a quick burger before that board-waxing workshop of his.
Ryan took off his hat and shook the snow off it. "Hey, all. Are you having a convention without me?" Ryan came over to join them and stare at the sofa and other furniture as if he knew what was going on.
"We're discussing the plans for getting the tree," Harry yelled to him, even though by then Ryan was within easy hearing distance. "Have you gotten the permit yet?"
Tara went cold, and it wasn't because the door was still open letting a cold December wind in, either.
"Picked it up before Thanksgiving." Ryan pulled off his gloves, stuffed them into his pocket, turned his back to the nearby fire that was roaring in the fireplace, and put his hands behind him to warm them. "Wouldn't have mattered anyway. Rick promised to hold one out for us. Pays to have old baseball buddies in the forest service."
"Rick Dempsey?" Tara asked, wondering what excuse Gram and her grandpa had used to put off getting the tree for so long.
"The very one," Ryan said.
"Good, good." Harry nodded.
"But, Grandpa," Tara protested, "how are we going to haul a tree from the forest to the lodge?"
"We'll use the Bobcat." Harry smiled at Ryan. "You're still coming with us Saturday to help us cut it?"
What! Tara clenched her teeth so hard she thought she might crack a tooth.
Gram clasped her hands in front of her in a gesture that meant she was pleased. "Oh, good. It'll be like old times when you and Chad and Tara were kids and Harry took you into the forest to get our tree."
Yeah, old times. Great. Isn't that what kept me away at Christmas all these years?
"And you'll help us get the ornaments down from the attic, too?" Gram said.
Tara couldn't stand it any longer. "We don't need his help." She didn't want to relive old times, certainly not with Ryan. Just his presence was pushing her to places she didn't want to go.
Everyone in the semicircle gaped at her.
She swallowed hard. "I can get the boxes of ornaments down by myself." She bit her lip. "I'd like the time alone." She paused, trying to maintain control of her emotions. "I haven't seen them since…"
Gram looked at her sadly and exchanged a quick, worried look with Harry. Ryan remained silent, but his Adam's apple bobbed.
"Now that I've come back, I'd like to start fresh with new traditions, too. I'd like to buy some new ornaments for the tree at Old European."
"You've been talking to Laurel." Ryan's tone was surprisingly sympathetic.
Harry cleared his throat and looked like he didn't know what to say.
"They're my treat, Grandpa. Part of my Christmas gift to you." Tara never knew what to get them anyway. Facing the old decorations, the ones she and Chad used to put on the tree, in the attic on her own was one thing. The silly old school crafts they'd made over the years. The old favorite wooden and felt ornaments. The ornament Ryan had given her that final year. Seeing them on the tree throughout the season was another.
"Laurel promised to go ornament shopping with me." The fact that Ryan so easily read her and figured out she'd had a chat with Laurel only made Tara shakier.
Tara put her hands on her hips, as if defying anyone to challenge her plan.
"Now that that's settled," Gram said, "Ryan, have you eaten? I saved you a piece of lemon pie."
Ryan shot Tara a quick glance as if to confirm the pie still existed—in someplace other than her stomach. She rolled her eyes. Just because she'd eaten his pie once didn't make her a pie thief for life.
"Your usual?" Kathleen asked as she turned toward the kitchen.
As Ryan nodded, Stormy took his arm and led him to his usual booth. Tara was really worried. Ryan had seamlessly inserted himself into a time-honored family tradition.
Tara shot Ryan's retreating back another look. What else had he done? What else was he up to? She felt a stab of jealousy and pushed back the thought that he was trying to take Chad's place. That he was acting like a better grandchild than she was.
She bit her lip and turned toward the stairs to disappear into her room. She didn't want to be part of the Ryan-fest. Halfway there, she stopped short. Maybe it was better to face the enemy head on in his own camp.
She was going to go to that workshop of his and rattle his cage in the way he was rattling hers.
The ski and board-waxing workshop had been Ryan's idea from the beginning. He'd convinced Harry to give him space in the shop building behind the lodge. Too many guests arrived at the lodge with their boards and skis unprepared for the unique and changing snow conditions at the Basin.
Some were once a year skiers and boarders. Some newbies and beginners. And diehards. All seemed to be busy living fast-paced, modern lives. So busy they rushed out of town without a thought toward general equipment maintenance. Yes, there were ski and board shops in town, but an eager skier or boarder ready to hit the slopes would hate to have to stop and wait for his equipment to be waxed. So Ryan suggested the workshop. He inspected, waxed, and cleaned a few boards and skis, put edges on, recommended repairs, talked about the conditions on the mountain, answered questions, and just generally enjoyed himself.
He'd set up his equipment in the back of the unheated shop. Harry had come in earlier and turned on the space heaters so the place was cozy. In spots, at least. And well lit. Margie had decorated the place for Christmas with fir bows, Christmas balls, and a large wreath on the door.
Ryan set up an iPod and speakers and turned on a selection of Christmas music for atmosphere. The workshop smelled of fir, tools, wax, cleaner, outdoors, and irons—Christmas and the slopes. What could better? And what could be worse?
He inhaled deeply and unzipped the snowboard bag he'd brought with him. As he pulled an old, never-used snowboard from its case, he wondered why he tormented himself with it. What possessed him to keep the girlie thing with its bright pink, purple, blue, and green stripes? The Ghost of Christmas Past, he thought.
He set the board on his vises, ready to use for demonstration purposes.
I really should give this to some girl who can't afford one. Donate it to the Santa Ski. Let them find a good home for it.
And yet he knew he wouldn't. It was Tara's. Or, rather, it had been intended to be. He still remembered her eyeing it at the ski shop in town, hinting that was what she wanted for Christmas.
Hell, he'd had no money. He was a broke college kid. So he'd made a deal to work at the shop waxing and repairing boards over Thanksgiving and Christmas break to pay for the thing. He'd worked his ass off, too. Long hours, so many that the payment of the board hadn't even amounted to minimum wage. But that was where he'd learned his waxing technique. So maybe he should be grateful.
He'd planned to give it to her that night, the Christmas Eve Chad died. For obvious reasons, he never had. He should have traded it for something else all those years ago. But he'd had too much pride. Old Man Wilkes had ribbed him about it at the shop so often, Ryan couldn't face returning it. And he'd been a fool. He'd held out hope...
Now it was just old technology. Good for demos. And a laugh at his naïve younger self. True love never dies. Right.
Like him, it had no bindings. It was perfect for demonstrations.
He set his waxing iron out and turned it on. He was arranging his assortment of waxes and cleaners as the first guests arrived with a cold gust as they opened the door. He looked up and smiled at the newcomers, a young teenage boy, thirteen or fourteen, came in with his parents. He was carrying a snowboard.
Ryan smiled at him and waved him in. "Welcome, welcome. Come on in. You brought a board to work on—excellent! Bring it on up."
Two more young men came in with a young woman. They were eighteen, nineteen, twenty maybe. One of the guys carried a board. The three laughed and teased and jostled each other. The trio reminded him of Chad, Tara, and him in younger, happier days.
A few more attendees straggled in as it approached six. He chatted with them, one eye on the door. A few minutes after, when it appeared no one else was coming, Ryan decided to start.
He hadn't realized how tense he was, worrying against the odds that Tara would show up. As if that would happen. He was pretty sure Tara considered this place a little shop of horrors. Besides, she knew how to wax and edge and make general repairs. He'd taught her himself.
But you never knew. She was unpredictable. She might get up the nerve to come in just to torment him.
"Let's get started," he said and rubbed his hands together. He patted the board in front of him. "I'm going to be demonstrating the process and technique on this board. It's never been used, just waxed and re-waxed dozens of times. Maybe one day, if it gets lucky, it will get a shot at the slopes."
Just then the door to the shop opened and Tara stepped in. She glanced at the board before locking eyes with him. His mouth went dry. He couldn't read the exact emotion in her eyes, but he was pretty sure it wasn't joy. More like shock. She had to recognize the board. She carried a tray with a coffee pot and cups that suddenly rattled in her hands.
Margie's fingerprints were all over Tara's sudden arrival bearing hot beverages. Bringing the coffee was Margie's job.
Ryan cleared his throat and tried to ignore Tara as she set the tray on a nearby table, took a seat at the back of the class, and crossed her legs and arms. Could she be any more closed to him? Why didn't she just drop off the coffee and run?
She might have been trying to rattle him, as she had the coffee, to scare him off. But what she'd really succeeded in doing was issuing a challenge. There was no way he was backing down or bumbling his workshop.
And since she was here, he may as well seize this opportunity to get his message across—he was here to stay. She could like it or lump it. Or she could believe him when he said this was his dream and cooperate. And come back to him.
He hated to admit it, but he'd take her back, even with all their sad past between them.
He picked up a spray bottle and showed it to his audience. "I use this citric acid cleaner. It's eco-friendly and biodegradable. Gentle on the board. Back in the bad old days, we used to use a caustic cleaner. Harmful on the skin, the health, and the environment. These days, we've moved on." He stared right at Tara, issuing his challenge: It's time we move on, too.
He sprayed Tara's board. "It's important to completely cover the surface of the board with the cleaner. This will get all the old wax off. As well as diesel from the snowcats that groom the slopes. Sap, it gets that out, too. This stuff gets out pretty much everything but old grudges."
Tara stared back at him. Good, message received.
"Impurities. Everything. We want this board stripped bare." Like his soul. He kept his gaze aimed at Tara.
Her cool returning stare matched the temperature in the already cool room. At least, that was the way it felt to Ryan.
"At this point we're not trying to make the board look pretty. We're trying to make a clean surface so the new wax will hold."
Tara barely blinked. Couldn't she tell he was apologizing? Or trying to? Or at least pleading a case to let bygones be bygones and start fresh?
"Now we use a Scotch-Brite pad and rub the surface of the board to get the wax up. Some boards are harder than others to clean. This one's pretty clean to start with."
The board was clean. Their relationship was complicated and messy as hell. He ran the pad along the board, trying not to take his frustrations out on it.
He stepped back and stared at the board, meeting Tara's eye. "I'm satisfied this board is pretty clean. But I'm going to go over it another time with a paper towel." He grabbed one from a roll nearby, ran it over the board, and held it up for the class to see. "Not bad, but there was still a bit of dirt. Seems like there's always something under the surface."
As he tossed the paper towel away, he took a deep breath. Stay calm.
Which was practically impossible with Tara watching him with those assessing eyes. He grabbed his heat gun. "Next we're going to heat the board up to open the pores." Like we should be opening up a dialogue and a new relationship so we can heal. "So the wax will really soak in.
"Now the board's nice and warm." But not as hot as Tara looks. "Which is just the way you want it."
Ryan grabbed a block of wax. "This is a cold-weather wax, perfect for average December temperatures as the Basin. It'll be harder to scrape off, but worth the trouble for the smooth, fast ride it will give us."
Tara's cheeks were flushed. Which gave Ryan an involuntary thought of a ride he'd like to take with Tara. In the bedroom.
"Now we melt the wax onto the board. I like to melt it down the middle of the board. This looks like about enough to cover. You don't want too much or you'll be waiting forever for it to dry and scraping it off late into the night."
He set down the wax and picked up his iron. "I like to iron in a good, long stroke. Then go back side to side along the board, making sure the wax covers the entire surface. You might have to make a few passes at it." He looked Tara directly in the eye. Yeah, he'd like to make a pass at her, but only if he thought there was a chance of succeeding. He smiled at her. She stared calmly back at him, unreadable.
"Finish up with long, horizontal strokes." He lifted his iron and set it down on the bench next to the board. "And now we let the wax harden."
Ryan couldn't figure out why Tara hadn't abandoned the workshop yet. Or why she'd fixed herself up since he'd seen her in the lobby and suddenly looked so damn hot.
Was she trolling for a teenager? He was the only other single guy in the room under fifty. And the rest of the guys over twenty were all married. Yet there she sat in her perfect, figure-hugging, long sweater with a deep V-neck and skintight black leggings. Knee-high boots with stiletto heels—boots that didn't belong anywhere near snow.
Her lips were pink and glossy, her eyes made up to look bright and sexy in varying shades of pink. And her cheeks and cleavage sparkled and caught the light, like she'd powdered them with holiday glimmer dust. She looked ready for a Christmas party. The joke was on her. This was no party. Or maybe the joke was on him—he still desired her. And worse, he was probably still in love with her. He wasn't sure he'd ever been out of love.
She sat with her legs crossed, bouncing one foot like she did when she was nervous.
He fielded a few questions as the wax dried and called up several volunteers with their boards, helping them clean and apply the wax while his demo board dried. He expected Tara to hightail it out. But she stayed, sitting silently in the back row.
Fifteen minutes passed. Ryan tested the board. The wax was dry and he was ready for the next skirmish.
"While the other boards are drying, I'm going to demonstrate the next step." He grabbed his triangular
Plexiglas wax scraper and demonstrated how to use the notched edge to clean the wax off the edges. Then he looked around the room. "This next part takes elbow grease. I need a volunteer to help me scrape."
Six teenage boys raised their hands. Ryan ignored them.
"Tara! Great. Thanks for volunteering." He started toward her.
She looked shocked and about to bolt. "I didn't volunteer."
"Sure you did. You showed up, didn't you?" He quickened his pace and grabbed her by one crossed arm before she could escape.
"I taught Tara how to wax her board years ago. Let's see if she still remembers how to do it." Ignoring the wild look in her eyes, he practically dragged her to the front of the classroom.
"No. I really can't." She was shaking her head.
He thrust the tri scraper into her hands. "Of course you can. It will come back to you." He grinned at the crowd. "Come on, people. Give her a little encouragement."
She was still shaking her head as the group applauded.
"I'll help you out." Ryan positioned himself behind her, which was probably a mistake. He got a whiff of her perfume. She was hot and bothered. Definitely heated up.
He put his arms around her and clasped her hand, holding the scraper in his, then guided all hands to the board. "A lot of people don't wax the tip and tail. But I believe in doing a complete job. Waxing the entire board makes it look extra nice."
In his arms, Tara was stiff as a board herself.
"Start at the tip and always pull the wax with the scraper. Never push."
"I believe you've been pushing this whole time, Ryan," she muttered to him.
He ignored her and smiled at his audience. "A nice, long stroke is what you want. Firm pressure. Enough to get the wax up, but not damage the board."
Even as an unwilling captive, she felt good in his arms. He nodded to the other boys in the room, the guys he'd helped apply wax. "Come up here and grab a scraper and start on your boards. They should be dry by now, too."
He slid his arm around Tara's waist and pulled her toward the other end of the board. "When you're done with the tip, move to the tail."
He could use a little tail. With Tara in his arms, he felt like a desperate man. All he wanted for Christmas right now was Tara, willingly. She was fighting him at every step. Even now, resisting his efforts to help her clean the board.
As he guided the scraper in her hands, applying pressure and helping her pull the wax off the board, he realized she was trembling. And it wasn't from desire.
Something splashed on the sleeve of his sweater. What the—
He looked down at her just as a tear slid down her cheek. She's crying?
"This is my board." Her voice was soft and vulnerable, almost cracking.
"I believe it's still mine," he said without accusing. "You refused it. Maybe rightly so. I was being a jerk back then—"
She looked up at him, her chin trembling. With a sudden movement, she let go of the scraper, pushed his arms away, wrenched free of his grip, and ran from the room.
Leaving Ryan to feel the cold blast from the open door and the sting of her public rejection. Everyone was staring at him. What did I do now?
He forced a smile. "Apparently, not everyone appreciates the pleasure of waxing." He picked up his scraper. "Anyone else feel like quitting?"
No one moved.
"Good," Ryan said. "I thought not. Let's get on with the job. Then we can have refreshments. Wax off..."
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Tara ran out into the cold and wiped a tear away with a flip of her hand. Damn Ryan for using my board and bringing up memories best left forgotten.
But even as she cursed him, she realized her anger was misplaced. It wasn't really Ryan she was railing at—it was the situation and herself. Chad had died ten years ago. She should have moved on and made something of her life, found happiness again. Rediscovered the joy of the holidays and enjoyed them like Chad would have wanted her to. Like Ryan had seemed to.
She envied Ryan, even as the thought made her unaccountably sad. I'm stuck in my holiday misery.
Back in the safety of Seattle, with its urban environment that felt light years away from Echo Bay, she'd even imagined she had healed. The truth was, though, maybe she'd only hidden.
That snowboard had felt good beneath her fingers, like youth and life and fun. Waxing it in Ryan's strong, warm arms, with the feel of his body next to hers and the smell of his cologne surrounding her reminded her how much she'd missed him. Since Ryan, men had pretty much come and gone in her life. There'd never been anyone she wanted to get serious with and she had to ask herself why.
Not that she really wanted to examine herself for the answer.
Ryan's workshop, and now the cold air stinging her cheeks, felt like a visit from the Ghost of Christmas Past, raising memories of being young and flying down the slopes chasing Ryan and Chad. Why was it that those two always beat her? She believed it was their bigger body mass—gravity working on all that weight to pull them down the hill at top speed. Ryan and Chad had always maintained they were handicapped by greater wind resistance, and it was their superior skill that made them faster than Tara. They'd all laughed and ribbed Tara about being a tail chaser. Tail-chasing Tara. Though there'd really only ever been one tail she'd chased. And that had been Ryan's.
The thought of beating Ryan in a race down the hill almost brought a grin to her lips. Just to prove her point and make a small revenge. Though she had to admit, he had the advantage of a whole lot of practice on her.
She'd given up snowboarding as penance for her part in Chad's death. Not because she'd suddenly lost her love of snow and slopes. Not even because she was afraid. She was, though not as terrified as she'd been right after Chad died. She was even more frightened now by her reaction to being in Ryan's arms.
She should have been furious with Ryan. Instead, she felt furiously determined. She didn't want to end up like Ebenezer Scrooge, an old person regretting an entire lifetime, repenting at the last minute. She still had time to make good Christmas memories. Starting now.
If she could avoid a visit from the Ghost of Christmas Future, that would only be a good thing. That ghost had always scared her more than the two other ghosts combined. More so now, as she applied the situation to her current state and life.
Ryan's workshop had solidified what Tara had known deep down—this community was built around a few seasonal activities. Hunting in the fall. Fishing and water sports in the summer. And skiing and snowboarding in the winter and early spring.
If she was going to continue her grandparents' legacy and honor her brother's life and memory the way he would have wanted her to, she was going to have to get back up on the mountain. If she wasn't willing to do that, she may as well pack up and leave Echo Bay and Christmas to heartache.
She stepped into the lodge and up the stairs to her room, where she dropped onto the bed and stared past the open curtains of her room to the lights sparkling on the ski runs on the mountain.
She was trembling as she grabbed her laptop and ordered a pass to the mountain before she overthought things and lost her nerve. She was getting back on the slopes as soon as possible. As a tribute to Chad. Yes, he'd like that. Rather than fearing the slopes, before she left for Seattle after Christmas, she'd ski the last run he had. And maybe leave a memorial on the run Chad had loved best.
She frowned. She needed boots and bindings. And a board. Ryan had the perfect one. But there was fat chance he'd sell it to her.
The next morning, the lodge was softly lit with Christmas lights down the banister and around the windows as Tara came downstairs dressed in athletic thermal pants, a body-fitting long-sleeve base layer top, a sky-blue fleece pullover, wool socks, and boots. Functional boots. If she was going out in the woods to look for a tree, she was going to be warm while fighting the raging storm of emotions and desire Ryan raised inside her.
She paused on the landing to stare down at the spot where the tree should have been. With their permit, they could only get a twelve-footer, maximum. The two-story space called out for an even larger tree. Wrestling in even a ten- or twelve-foot tree would be a challenge.
Next year would be so much easier on her grandparents, provided they accepted the hotel management company's terms. The hotel management team would simply order one delivered. They'd hire a decorator to come in to decorate it and the rest of the lodge in the most current Christmas theme. Easy-peasy. No muss, no fuss. And, well, any other rhyming cliché Tara could think of.
This having to traipse through the woods in the fog and cold and the latest layer of snow that had accumulated overnight was bogus and frustrating. Even if it had been tradition—way back during Tara's childhood. Life should be simpler.
Speaking of the smell of the forest, the aroma of fresh fir and pine boughs, pinecones, coffee, and cinnamon floated up to her. Along with the sound of dishes clanking, the pleasant white noise of happy holiday chatter, and der Bingle, as Harry called Bing Crosby, singing "Christmas in Killarney."
Yeah, all the folks were home in Killarney in Bing's world. And the same was true here in Echo Bay with one "folk" Tara really wished would head to Hawaii or someplace far away. She'd much rather Ryan sing "Mele Kalikimaka" on a beach in Maui this year than "White Christmas" here. One less Ghost of Christmas Past to deal with would make her holiday brighter.
Gram's choice of music was certainly homey and familiar. And stuck in 1950. Or, to put it another way, middle of the last century. Time to get something a little more contemporary.
It was just before eight, but the sun barely skimmed the eastern horizon, lighting up the lodge lobby in shafts of light filtered through evergreen trees in a way that was magical.
Carter Kennedy was making an artful arrangement of newspaper and kindling in the massive stone fireplace in the lobby, just as he'd done every day for the last thirty years.
Carter operated in his own world on his own time. That was what his mama had always said. However, ever since Harry had given him the job of keeper of the lodge fire way back when Carter was a junior in high school, Carter had kept fire time faithfully. He lit a fire every morning at eight and every evening at seven. Precisely. Coming to the lodge from his parents' cabin just up the road through rain and sleet and dark of night and morning. He was more reliable than the mail service. He chopped kindling and cleaned and maintained the fireplace, too.
Tara came down the stairs and admired his work. "That's the making of a beautiful fire, Carter. You are the master."
Carter grunted as he kneeled on the hearth and worked a bellow to fan the small flame he'd started. When Carter was working, he was all focus.
Tara waited while the flame took hold. Carter set the bellows down and fed kindling piece by piece into the growing flames. Finally he looked up and his face lit up. "Tara!"
He pushed up to his feet slowly and caught her in a bear hug. "Back for Christmas? I knew you'd come. Didn't I tell Harry you couldn't keep away forever? Not our Tara."
She laughed. "You knew better than I did, Carter. There was a time when I wasn't sure I was ever coming back for Christmas."
Tara glanced across the room to the breakfast counter. Harry's usual chair was empty. "Have you seen Grandpa this morning?"
Carter shook his head. "Nope. Haven't seen him yet."
Tara frowned. Her grandfather was always up at the crack of dawn. The crack of dawn came late this time of year, like right now at eight. Harry should definitely have been up having his coffee and dreaming of fishing season in the spring.
A piece of kindling popped, startling both her and Carter.
"The fire," Carter said.
"Oh, yes, sorry to disturb your work." Tara patted Carter on the back. "Don't mind me. You'd better get back to it. The guests are expecting a crackling blaze this morning."
She left Carter and wandered toward the kitchen looking for Harry, just as Rick Dempsey came in for his morning cup of coffee before making his rounds of the woods for the forest service. He stomped the snow off his boots on the mat inside the door and looked up to see her. "Well, if it isn't the prodigal granddaughter."
"Nice to see you, too, Ranger Rick." Tara delighted in teasing him. She'd read Ranger Rick Magazine as a kid. Her mom's idea. This Ranger Rick looked nothing like a cartoon raccoon. Rick had actually grown into an attractive man with a tease in his eyes. She used to think Rick was okay, maybe even idolized him a bit when they were young and he hung around with Chad and Ryan.
Rick laughed. "Going Christmas tree hunting today, I hear. Better bundle up. A cold front moved in overnight."
Yeah, she knew. It was called Ryan and his waxing clinic.
"We got probably another five inches. The forest service roads are going to be a bear. Ryan's truck won't make it far up the mountain, if at all. Even with siped tires and four-wheel drive."
So Ryan had been talking to Rick. It seemed everyone knew Tara's business. "Grandpa said we'll take the Bobcat."
"Huh," Rick said. "Hope you have some hand and toe warmers. It'll be a cold ride."
Didn't she know it.
"There's a nice little glen I told Ryan about. I've been keeping my eye on it all fall as I make my rounds. It has four or five decent trees. Nice size, pretty decent shape to them, healthy. I told Ryan about them. Even marked a few with yellow forest service do-not-cut-diseased-tree ribbons to keep the would-be tree thieves away."
Tara cocked a brow. "How thoughtful. But do you really think that's going to fool a savvy tree-hunter?" She winked at him. "Which tree did you mark for yourself and what kind of ribbon did you put on it? Protected species?"
Rick's laugh boomed as he pulled his stocking cap off and tucked it in his pocket. "Every job has its perks. I never wait until the last minute. I got mine last week. It's already up and decorated."
"How very efficient of you," Tara said. "Speaking of those perfect trees you mentioned—you wouldn't have had a hand in shaping them, would you?"
Rick shook his head. "You really think I'd use my forest-service-issue saw for something like that?"
"Do you want the truth, or a well-polished lie?" She grinned at him.
They walked toward the breakfast counter past booths bustling with guests filling up on ham and eggs, waffles, or breakfast scrambles before hitting the slopes for the day. Stormy came out of the kitchen, loaded up with plates of eggs and pancakes that smelled suspiciously of gingerbread and were piled high with freshly whipped cream. Since when did the lodge serve anything besides the standard commercial-mix pancakes?
Stormy set one plate in an empty space on the counter. "From your grandma," she said to Tara. "She said you need to eat before you go out in the cold looking for a tree. You're too skinny. You don't have enough meat on your bones to fend off hypothermia."
Tara shook her head. "Eat, Santa, eat!"
Stormy smiled. "Margie's words, not mine." Stormy breezed past to deliver the other plates.
"Tell her I have to catch a man before I can fatten up."
Stormy was obviously busy, so Tara went around behind the counter as Rick took the last available seat. She grabbed the coffee pot and a cup. "Coffee? On the house."
"I never refuse free coffee."
"How's Bob doing these days? He hasn't retired, has he?" Tara poured a cup for Rick and then went the length of the counter refilling coffee cups. When she was finished, she grabbed a mug and poured herself a cup before taking a bite of eggs and tasting the lovely, dark pancakes before her. Gingerbread. Definitely gingerbread. What as next? Eggnog waffles?
Ranger Bob had been her favorite ranger when she was a kid. He'd once rescued her when a scavenging brown bear had gotten between her and the lodge. The bear, that scoundrel, had been looking for garbage, knocking over cans and foraging when she'd happened upon it as she came back from an early morning run.
Bob had always asserted the bear wouldn't have hurt her, but you never can tell with wild bears. Then there was the time he'd rescued two treed bear cubs.
"Bob, retire? Never," Rick said as Tara returned to his end of the counter. "But he's more of an office guy now than he used to be. His knees aren't up to the forest terrain."
Rick eyed the pie case, which Gram had already stocked with fresh pumpkin, apple, pecan, and apple-cranberry pies.
"I suppose you'd like pie, too," Tara said. "Still an apple pie man?"
Rick laughed as she cut him a slice and placed it in front of him as the door flew open again and a cold December wind kissed her cheeks. Her heart pounded as she looked up expecting to see Ryan.
Rick caught her expression. "Expecting someone?" His tone made it clear he was razzing her. He knew very well who she was looking for.
She hated that she was so obvious and everyone seemed to know her business. Just like in the old days.
But the newcomer wasn't Ryan. Instead, an attractive blue-eyed man in a ski beanie and The Mountain Bread Company jacket dusted himself off with one hand as he balanced a plastic delivery tray filled with gourmet breads in the other. Tara didn't recognize him, but then she didn't recognize a lot of people these days.
Tara excused herself and went to greet him. Deliverymen usually came in the side delivery entrance to the kitchen. And anyway, what had happened to the steadfast, gummy, generic white-bread delivery guy?
"May I help you?"
"You are?" he said with a certain amount of hesitance.
Tara held out her hand. "Tara. I'm Margie and Harry's granddaughter."
"Ah," he smiled. "Keith Scott. I brought Margie's first order by. Ryan told me Margie wanted it in time for the lunch crowd. She has some new sandwich recipes she wants to use it for."
No doubt using Ryan's salad dressing for that cookbook Gram was so pleased about. Gingerbread pancakes. Gourmet sourdough and pugliese bread. All Ryan's idea.
As Tara directed Keith to the kitchen, she noticed he wasn't wearing a ring. Automatic ring checks came naturally to a single woman. She noticed Stormy shooting the new bread man a look and doing the ring-check thing, too.
As she watched the bread man head to the kitchen, the bell over the door jingled again. She turned around to see who'd just arrived, only to find herself staring directly into Ryan's broad chest. Since that embarrassing display her first night back, she'd recognize that coat anywhere. She looked up, into his intense gaze.
Staring into Ryan's eyes had once been like gazing into a flattering mirror. Now the reflection of herself there was less complimentary. Or maybe it was just that his opinion of her was masked. Still, she found herself mesmerized. Why hadn't he gotten old and fat, like he had in her fantasies? Why did he still have to be the Ryan that made her heart race, despite its better judgment?
"You make a habit of hanging out beneath the mistletoe so you can kiss all the men who come in?" He pointed to the offending foliage above her head.
She was standing so close she could smell his cologne and see the shadow of dark stubble on his cheeks. One tiny slip and she'd be in his arms. It went against all reason, but she had to restrain herself from reaching out and caressing his jaw and cheeks, pink from the cold. From taking advantage of that mistletoe and kissing him, warming up his blue lips and icy heart. What was it about this man that made her insides turn to mush and her good sense abandon her?
Once, he'd been her strongest ally. Now she wasn't sure what he was, friend or foe.
Tara stepped back out of mistletoe range and reminded herself to take that stupid mistletoe down and throw it in Carter's fire when he wasn't looking. "No more than you make a habit of standing beneath it as you come in and brush off. I hope this isn't your new method of picking up women. And you're late."
Ryan glanced at his watch. "By whose time? I'm five minutes early by mine."
"Your watch must be off."
"It's an atomic watch. You're the one who's always setting her watch ahead so she won't be late."
She ignored him, even though he was right. And she was even later. She still had to finish her breakfast.
"Ready to go?" Ryan said as he looked around. "Where's Harry?"
"That's the question of the day." Tara walked back to the counter and grabbed her plate of breakfast. "I was just going to ask Gram."
She left him to chat with Rick as she went to the kitchen, eating her pancakes on the way, and trying to calm the restless, lusty urges Ryan stirred in her.
Gram was elbow deep in flour and dough as she finished the last of the morning pies, looking like she was Mrs. Claus in the midst of a baking rampage. She even had flour on her nose. She was icing her famous frosted apple-raisin pie. "Ah, Tara, there you are. Good, you're eating your breakfast. What do you think of the new pancakes?"
"Delicious." Tara watched Margie with suspicion. Gram seemed just a little too nonchalant. Like she had another holiday surprise up her sleeve. Gram was beginning to remind her of an advent calendar—you never knew what surprise the door of the day was going to reveal. "Ryan's here. We're ready to go. Where's Grandpa?"
Gram swirled the pie on her open hand as she ran the knife along it, smoothing the icing without looking up at Tara. "Grandpa's down in the back today, sweetie. He told me to tell you the keys to the Bobcat are on their regular hook and to have fun."
Tara stared at her grandmother. Yes, Harry's bad back was notorious for acting up. When Harry didn't want to do something and needed an excuse to get out of it. Most of the time it healed pretty quickly when the fish started biting. But this felt more like one of her grandmother's setups. She decided to call her bluff. "Maybe I should check in on him before we go—"
"Oh, no need. He's sleeping. Leave him be. The keys are on the rack. Have fun, sweetie, and tell Ryan to drive safely."
"Wait a minute—what makes you think I'm going to let Ryan drive the Bobcat?"
"Oh, let the boy drive, Tara. He has more experience on these snowy roads than you do." Gram tried to brush her nose off with her wrist and simply succeeded in adding more flour. At least it gave a new meaning to powdering her nose. "There's a thermos of coffee over there for you. Don't forget it."
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The Bobcat compact utility vehicle was an open-air two-seater reminiscent of a small Jeep. Harry had equipped it with a brush guard, a seventy-two-inch snowplow blade, a gun boot, a powered lift rear cargo box, a plastic canopy, and all-terrain tires. And then he'd declared he'd spent enough money on it and refused to buy the canvas cab that would have made it just that much warm and cozier on cold winter days.
Ryan backed it out of the garage and waited for Tara to climb in. He handed her a lap blanket to snuggle under. "This will be fun. Like a sleigh ride."
Tara shot him a sideways glance. "It would be more fun if I got to drive." It still irritated her that Harry trusted Ryan more than her with his prized Bobcat.
Ryan lowered the blade and plowed their way out of the driveway and up the main road. Rick had been right. A good five to six fresh inches of snow had fallen overnight. But the sun was shining now. It carried no warmth, a lot like Tara's relationship with Ryan, but did light up the world into a beautiful winter wonderland of frost and snow and sparkle. The world was almost bright enough to lift the darkest spirits, like hers. Tara was feeling set up. Again.
There were few cars on the road. They puttered along, plowing as they went in silence.
Finally, Tara couldn't take the dead quiet any longer. "What do you know about Keith the bread man?"
"Excuse me?"
He wasn't fooling anyone with his innocent act. Especially her. And she knew he wasn't hard of hearing.
"The new bread man at the lodge, the one who stopped by with a selection of breads for Gram to try out for her cookbook."
"Oh, that Keith."
"Yeah, wiseass, that Keith." She stared at him with her "pin him to the wall" gaze.
Sadly, he seemed unfazed by it.
"We studied food science together. When I decided to move back to Echo Bay I convinced him the area was ripe for a fine bakery. After all, nothing goes with a gourmet salad like a delicious hunk of bread."
Tara studied him. "So you are to blame. I knew it. You with your nefarious plan to use the addictive powers of freshly baked bread in your quest for world domination. Or at least, to take over the lodge."
"All I did was make the introductions."
She rolled her eyes. "I'll thank you to stop sending new deliverymen my way."
Ryan gave her a sidelong look. "I don't recall sending anyone your way, least of all unsuspecting deliverymen. Who knows what you might do to them beneath the mistletoe. I recommended Keith to friends who could put his goods to good use."
Friends. Even though she was game for a fight with him, that was a low blow. Like using her board for his waxing clinic. "What about those gingerbread pancakes Kathleen has suddenly put on the menu?"
"I might have mentioned something about mixing things up a bit with a seasonal menu. I am a decorated food science expert who works for a successful food company. There are people who pay good money for my help." His tone was light, almost teasing.
Uh-huh, she thought. Though he was right. And maybe she should have thanked him, would have thanked him for helping her grandparents, if he hadn't had ulterior motives.
Ryan turned off the main road onto a tiny forest service cow path barely wide enough for the Bobcat.
Tara spent the next ten minutes jouncing and dodging low-hanging brush that seemed determined to slap at her through the Bobcat's brush cage. At last, Ryan pulled into an open meadow. Tara spotted Rick's ribboned stand of Christmas trees on the far side of the meadow.
Ryan lifted the plow blade and took the Bobcat off road to the edge of the small stand of trees. "Here we are."
He jumped out and headed for them without either helping her out or waiting for her.
Not to be outdone, or left behind, Tara threw off the lap robe and jumped out after him. He was already standing with his hands on his hips surveying the first tree by the time she reached him.
The sight of him—broad shoulders, confident, wide stance, narrow waist evident even beneath his coat—nearly took her breath away. The way he looked sent her heart racing. Lust is a fickle thing. If this is just lust and not something more.
The whisper of the breeze in the trees carried the scent of pine and Christmas. Small wisps of blowing snow swirled throughout the forest to the tune of snow sliding off branches as firs and pines shed their heavy white burden. The crisp air deep in her lungs felt invigorating in a way she'd forgotten.
And the glade, this glade, so familiar. She bit her lip and looked around her as realization dawned. The old familiar trees had grown taller, and new ones had sprung up. Snow covered the landscape, but the landmarks of years ago—the slope of the hills, the breathtaking view of the mountain and lake beyond, that big, old boulder where she and Ryan used to sit and neck—were still evident.
Déjà vu is an unsettling, unjust, sneaky, perverse emotion. She gaped at Ryan and was transported, involuntarily feeling like the young, hot, in-love Tara of over ten years ago. The Tara who'd had fire running in her veins rather than cold, competent ice.
That last Christmas, this is where Ryan took me to look for a tree.
Chad had bailed on them, saying he had to work. So Ryan and Tara had gone for the tree alone. Here, in this very glen. Tara gave Gram points for wiliness and cunning. The woman should join the CIA. This was a very clever setup. Gram had even involved Ranger Rick.
Tara came up behind Ryan, clenching her fists to resist the urge to put her arms around him. This wasn't old times. This was now.
"I like this one," he said without looking at her.
"You know the drill," she said. "We can't pick the very first tree we see. This is a no-regrets operation. We have to judge them all."
He shrugged and the games began. They circled the little glade, eyeing the trees Rick had marked for them as seriously as if they were in charge of procuring the White House Christmas tree.
"I like this one." Ryan had stopped in front of one that Tara judged to be about eight feet tall and pulled out his tape measure.
Very smart, Ryan. She gave him mental Boy Scout points for being prepared. She had a tape measure in her pocket, too. Never trust the eye when judging heights.
Tara came over to inspect it, standing just behind him and peering over his shoulder. Was he kidding? Or simply goading her?
"You're crazy. See that hole? Unacceptable. From where it will sit in the lodge, the tree will be viewed from every angle." She pointed to the offending lack of branches. "Don't bother measuring it."
Ryan cocked his head and pursed his lips. "I like it. It's not such a bad little tree. You can fill it with ornaments. With a little love—"
"And Linus's blanket. Who are you? Charlie Brown? And what have you done with the real Ryan?" She shook her head.
"Well, I'm not going for a shiny aluminum Christmas tree if that's what you mean."
"Keep looking." She moved on to another tree in the stand. "This one would be nice if the trunk wasn't crooked."
The next one looked too dry. Another was too flat on one side. She'd soon rejected all of Rick's trees. She was beginning to wonder if Rick had somehow set them up, too. "What was Rick thinking?"
"I see you haven't lost your exacting standards." His tone wasn't exactly complimentary, though it did have a tease to it. "With a little love and attention, any of these will do. Their imperfections are the beauty of them. They're real, not manufactured like trees from farms that city people get. And that's what our guests want."
Our guests? A slip of the tongue? She let the comment slide and turned her back to him as she put her hands on her hips and looked up at the tree, trying to see what Ryan saw in it. "I'm not exacting, just discriminating. The Christmas tree is the focal point of the Christmas décor—"
A wad of snow struck her in the back of the shoulder. "Ouch!"
She spun around to face Ryan as she brushed the remnants of a snowball off her coat. He innocently had his back to her as if someone else had chucked that snowball at her.
She reacted without thinking—reached down, scooped a handful of snow, packed it into the most compact snowball she could form, and let if fly using her fastball snap. Back in the day, she could pitch a softball fifty miles an hour. Yeah, she meant to show him.
The snowball hit Ryan square between the shoulder blades. He let out an oomph! then jolted dramatically and threw his arms in the air, looking like a character in a video game. He was such a ham.
She started laughing.
He spun around. "Hey! What was that for?"
"What was that for?" She wasn't usually a violent woman, but she had been aching to lash out at him since she'd arrived. A little harmless, all-in-good-fun physical violence felt good. "Me? You fired the first shot." She pointed to the remnants of snow on her coat. "I was just defending myself. But if you must know, that was for that stupid cookbook you're encouraging Gram to make."
"What are you talking about? Why would I throw a snowball at you?"
Back in their adolescent days, teasing her, throwing snowballs at her, tickling her, and dumping her in the lake had been his way of flirting. Maybe he hadn't learned a new technique. She shrugged. "Why would you bring me to this particular part of the forest?" She pelted him with another snowball and grinned.
He ducked, and in a twinkling, made a snowball and returned fire. Ryan had played baseball in high school and had quite the arm on him. He hit her square in the chest. On purpose. Ryan had always had an obsession with her breasts. "That's for coming back and causing trouble for me at work."
"Bastard!" She whomped him with another snowball. "That's for suggesting gingerbread pancakes!" Tara ducked behind a dry tree for cover while she made more ammo.
Ryan tore out after her. She made a good run for it, but he caught her in the thigh with a shot that stung as she darted between trees.
"That's for interrupting my board-waxing workshop."
She fired back. "That's for stealing my ideas for the lodge before I could implement them."
Ryan turned sideways and took the hit to his shoulder, still charging after her with a handful of snow. Ryan had always been fast—faster than her, anyway. And as sure footed as a mountain goat.
She ran and slipped. He caught her around the waist from behind, kindly arresting her fall before stuffing snow down her collar as she twisted to get away. Ryan could always outmuscle her. He didn't let go. She only managed to twist herself around until she faced him in his arms beneath a towering white pine.
Ryan pulled her into the well free of snow beneath the tree. Into its sheltering protection out of the breeze.
One minute she was staring into Ryan's eyes, and the next the world just suddenly stopped. The cold. The smell of fresh pines and forest. The deep blue sky peeking through the branches above. And Ryan's arms around her. The fire of desire was still pounding through her, her senses heightened by adrenaline and fresh air. And Ryan. It was nearly Christmas again and so much like when they were still in love. She was recalled to that time where being in his arms made her breath catch and her heart race. To that very first time he'd kissed her. In the forest. In this forest.
Ryan's lips angled downward toward hers. Against all reason and logic, she tilted her head and went up on her toes until his mouth met her lightly parted lips.
The first time he'd kissed her, he'd been a boy, tentative and gently awkward, though she'd sworn he was the best kisser ever and had sighed for weeks just remembering his lips on her. This Ryan was grown up and confident. He kissed her fiercely, his mouth hard and insistent on hers as he cupped her butt and pulled her hips into his. He danced her backward until he pressed her up against the rough bark of the pine and cupped her head so she couldn't escape his kiss.
At that moment, escape was the last thing on her mind. She slid her arms around his neck and met his tongue with hers. Kissing Ryan, she hadn't forgotten what he liked and he hadn't forgotten what turned her on. He still knew exactly how to take her breath away. He bent his knees and pressed against his until she felt his desire pulsing through his jeans and hers.
A breeze stirred the branches overhead, but they were safely cocooned beneath that big, old pine as Ryan slid his gloved hands beneath her coat, up her fleece pullover, and clasped her around her waist. If his touch, just glove to fleece, could make her burn, what would his bare hand on her skin do to her?
As she reached to pull Ryan's glove off, she heard a whoosh, snow sliding off limbs. She opened her eyes and looked up as an avalanche from the limbs above crashed toward them. She struggled to pull away from Ryan's kiss and warn him. But he held his mouth firmly to hers as she watched in horror as a big, cold pile of the white stuff doused them.
She and Ryan broke apart, sputtering, standing in a snow pile that covered the tops of their boots and slid down to their socks and over their collars. It covered their shoulders and hats and hair.
Ryan blinked to get it out of his lashes as he wiped his eyes. "Now that's what I call a cold shower."
Yeah, and Tara was coming back to her senses as she spit snow out of her mouth. "I never eat December snow. It's not ripe yet." She dusted Ryan's shoulders off, not looking him in the eye. "I always wait for January."
As kids, they'd watched A Charlie Brown Christmas together every year. She was sure he got the reference.
Stupid, stupid branches that couldn't hold their weight. She looked back at Ryan, who had pulled his hat off and was slapping it against his thighs to clear it of snow. Her heart caught again. They'd been so good together. And so terrible.
Brought to her senses by a snow-covered pine. He looked up and caught her watching him. "What?"
"You, covered in snow. I tried to warn you..." She started laughing. She couldn't help herself. The whole situation—Gram's matchmaking, throwing snowballs like kids, kissing Ryan like a horny teenager—was ridiculous.
"You should see yourself." He dusted her shoulders and took a step into her. "Your lips are turning blue."
No doubt they were. Her lips turned blue easily.
He leaned down as if to kiss her again and warm up those icy lips of hers.
She sidestepped out of the way, hating herself. But she was confused and didn't trust herself not to do something they both might later regret.
Ryan frowned slightly, looking hurt. He covered it quickly and masked his expression. "You know I didn't throw a snowball at you, right?"
She swallowed hard and tried to get the light mood back. "Did too."
He shook his head. "Not to start with. That was just a smaller pine tree dumping on you."
She nodded. He was right. He had to be. "Something about this forest doesn't like me."
"Maybe because you're here to cut down one of its children," Ryan said.
"Maybe. But only to make it a star of the Christmas season. Good intentions should count for something." As Tara pulled off her knit hat and dusted it off, she hoped he understood what she was saying.
Ryan gave her shoulders a squeeze, then slid his gloved hands down her coat sleeves, pausing to hold her hand when he reached the end of her sleeves. "Yeah, I suppose."
She couldn't look Ryan in the eye, so she looked past him, right at the most gorgeous, most perfect tree in the forest.
"There it is, Ry! Look! Behind you. There's our tree. Get out your tape measure."
Ryan frowned ever so slightly, an expression of determination crossing his face before he turned to look over his shoulder. "Looks like a contender. I'll grab the saw."
At least they agreed on something.
She made her way to the tree and watched while Ryan measured it.
"Eleven feet, two inches." He recoiled the tape measure and turned to her for confirmation. "This is the one, then?"
"Perfect! It's definitely the one." Tara stood by their tree, wondering what life would have been like if she'd stood by her man all those years ago.
"Stand back." Ryan shook the snow from the tree and retrieved the saw from where he'd dropped it before their snowball fight.
She smiled at him as he returned and held the saw out to her. "Want to do the honors?"
She shook her head. "I think I've done enough cutting for a while."
Which was certainly true. Besides, she knew what tree cutting involved. Crouching beneath a tree and working up a cold sweat with the handsaw. "You cut. I'll hold the tree up."
She grabbed the tree trunk. Ryan went into a crouch, sawing with one hand and hanging onto the tree with the other. Such a show of confidence in her.
And such a nice view of his very fine butt. She had to resist the urge to reach out and cup it. Yeah, what would Ryan think of that? That would put her on the naughty list for sure.
She grinned, knowing what would help her avoid temptation. "Make sure you saw nice and straight. That's key."
The tree stopped jiggling. Ryan had paused mid-slice. She pictured him rolling his eyes. He hated bossy advice.
"Yeah, I didn't know that. Thanks for the tip." He started sawing again.
That should keep him out of the mood. Oh, I'm bad, she thought, still watching his ass.
Ten minutes of luscious booty viewing later, Ryan sliced through the tree. It took another five to drag it to the Bobcat, even with her help. Or, Ryan might have said, despite it. And another ten to lash it onto the Bobcat so it wouldn't fall off as they jounced on home.
By the time they started back, they were both shivering and cold to the core. Ryan tucked the lap blanket around Tara again and cranked up the heat. Which did little more than melt the snow in Tara's hair and make her look like a wet dog. Or so she imagined.
Neither of them spoke. What was there to say? That the kiss had been a mistake?
That wasn't exactly true, but Tara couldn't see a way forward for them. They still had opposing views on what was best for each other and the lodge. And she still wasn't comfortable with Christmas and wouldn't be until she faced the mountain again.
As Ryan negotiated the Bobcat along the cow path again, Tara decided the mood was still civil enough between them to bring up another sensitive topic. "I'd like to buy my snowboard from you."
"What?" Ryan glanced at her. "Why?" He looked suspicious.
She bit her lip. "I'm going to take up boarding again. At least give it a try while I'm here. And I hear—actually, saw with my own eyes—how well waxed and ready to go it is. I was hoping you'd give me a deal on it. In return, I promise to give it back to you if the boarding thing doesn't work out for me."
Ryan frowned, obviously suspicious of her and wondering whether she was serious. "You're serious?"
"I already bought a pass. Which means I need to go up on the mountain at least four times just to break even on my investment."
He took a deep breath and kept his eyes on the road. "I'd hate to lose my best demonstration board."
"Come on, Ryan. That board deserves its chance on the slopes. Let me dirty it up for you so you can give it a real cleaning at the next workshop."
She couldn't believe she was pleading with him. She had no idea why it was so important to her to have that board, the last Christmas present Ryan had ever bought for her. Even though she'd never actually received it. In some weird way, it felt like by taking it off his hands, she was making amends for past hurts.
"Okay," he said after a long pause. "That sounds reasonable. On one condition."
She dodged a branch and turned to stare at him. "Name it."
"You let me take you up on the slopes the first time."
Her mouth fell open at his audacity. Ryan kept staring at the road. She couldn't see his eyes and his face was a mask. What, exactly, was he asking? Was this a date? Or Ryan the ski patrol guy preventing a terror from taking to the slopes and endangering the lives of others?
She inhaled so deeply her lungs burned in the cold air.
He filled the silence and answered the question in her mind. "It's been a long time since you've been up on either the mountain, or a board. I have to be sure you'll be safe."
"Riding a board must be like riding a bike. You never forget."
"We'll see. My terms are non-negotiable. You want the board, you have to take a lesson from me."
Yeah, but what kind of lesson? She twisted her mouth to the side. She could tell from the tone of his voice he was serious. "Okay. Deal. If the price is right."
"Great. I'll make you an excellent deal—you can have the board for nothing." His tone didn't give his feelings away.
"No, I'll pay you for it. It's the least I can do."
He shook his head. "It's yours. It always was." His jaw was set. "Do you have boots and bindings?"
She didn't argue with him. She could tell it was futile. And she'd hurt him enough already. "Yes. No. Maybe. I think my old gear is still in the attic."
"You'll want new. New technology is much better than what we had ten years ago. I can help you with that. Digger runs the ski shop. He'll give you a deal. Anyway, I insist on checking your gear out before you go down the mountain."
"That's two conditions," she said. "You only get one."
"Safety isn't a condition. It's part of the first lesson."
He had her there.
He pulled the Bobcat onto the main road.
"Okay, fine. Deal. What happens if I find a board I like better at the shop?"
He shrugged. "That's up to you. I still get to take you out your first time back up on the slopes."
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Back at the lodge, Ryan unloaded the tree from the Bobcat and put it in the workshop to dry out before he brought it into the lodge to decorate. He was still stunned from the magnitude of that kiss with Tara in the forest and the electric force of attraction that still sparked between them. He'd almost lost complete control. If not for that smart ass tree dumping a pile of snow on them...
He frowned. Thanks a lot, Rick, buddy.
Ryan had walked right into a trap and not even seen it coming. Until he'd parked the Bobcat and seen the view, he hadn't remembered that glen was the very place he'd first kissed Tara. How had Margie known? And his purported friend Rick was her conspirator. The woman was good.
But what did Tara think—that Ryan had set her up? He'd been as duped as she'd been.
Ryan put the tree in a bucket of water with a little sugar and headed into the lodge. Tara met him with a warm, dry pair of wool socks, and a steaming mug of hot coffee made just the way he liked it. He looked around, hamming it up as he mocked being perplexed. "Have I stepped into The Donna Reed Show?"
She smiled. "Maybe. Echo Bay has always been behind the times."
He held up the socks. "Did you knit these while I was out?"
"They're Harry's," she said. "He offered. Come on, come sit by the fire and warm up."
Oh, Ryan was warm. Way warmer than he should have been, in fact.
He slipped off his boots and took a seat in the chair Tara led him to. She took his coat and gloves and laid them on the hearth to dry out as he changed his socks. Carter had made a magnificent blaze. Ryan was warming up already. His brain was heating up too. He was suspicious and wary, especially after Tara had shut him down in the glen. The woman ran hot and cold, as if she couldn't make up her mind how she felt.
That kiss had made him realize, again, that much as he may have suppressed his desires, he wanted exactly two things in this life—Tara and the lodge. And since they went hand in hand, a package deal, he'd just have to convince Tara she should go hot—hot for him.
When Ryan looked up from his thoughts, Tara was studying him. And she had a twinkle in her eyes. Where had that come from? And what was she up to? He should be grateful for small mercies. At least she wasn't quite looking at him as if he were the devil. But what was she thinking?
She cleared her throat. "While you were out, I took a peek in the attic." She paused. "Just to see if there's anything up there we can use for the tree. Garlands or glass balls, that kind of thing." She bit her lip. "I know what I said earlier about not needing your help. But I was wrong."
She glanced down at her feet before raising her eyes to look at him directly. "Those boxes look awfully heavy and unwieldy. I'm not sure little old me can handle them by myself. What I could really use is a big, strong man to help me. And with Harry being down in the back, he's in no shape." She looked up from beneath her lashes and smiled at Ryan.
It was clear she was playing him, teasing him. But she looked so damned vulnerable.
What was her game? He hesitated, mostly from shock. Most of those boxes were full of ornaments and practically as light as a cold, dry snow.
"Look, Ry. I don't want to face them alone. You're the only one who really understands. I know it's an imposition. If you have plans—"
"No plans. I'd be happy to help." Anything to be near her. Anything beat going back to his lonely cabin and trying to live down old memories.
She smiled very slightly and visibly relaxed. "Thanks, Ryan. I mean it."
He downed his coffee in almost a single gulp, scalding his tongue and nearly choking, but it was worth it. He didn't want Tara changing her mind or chickening out. "There's no time like the present." He stood. "After you."
He followed Tara to the attic, watching her pretty little ass as she climbed the stairs in front of him. It gave him the same ideas he'd had in the forest. Ideas he shouldn't entertain. Not yet.
Tara unlocked the door to the attic and climbed the stairs, stopping abruptly at the top on the edge of the room. He nearly collided with her, avoiding an accident only by putting his hands around her waist as he stopped. He leaned in and peered around her at the room he'd helped Harry organize earlier in the fall. Nothing scary there. Just shelves filled with neatly labeled boxes. Yet Tara seemed terrified.
Ryan flicked on the light and studied the room. He knew exactly where the Christmas ornaments were. And her old snowboard gear. And anything else she wanted.
Tara stalled, not making any move to enter the room.
"You okay?" he asked. "Hey, Tara, no worries. No fears. The bats aren't here this time of year."
Bats liked the attic. Tara had always been afraid of them.
She bit her lip. "Thanks. But you know it's not the bats that have me freaked. It's all the ghosts of the past hidden away on shelves up here."
He still had his hands firmly on her hips. She hadn't shaken them off and he liked them where they were. They felt like they belonged there. "Tell me where to start, Tara. You just stay here if you like, and I'll bring you whatever you ask for. You can sit on the steps and look at the contents."
The roof of the attic sloped to a peak in the middle with a round paned window at the center, letting the low winter sun in. If one wasn't facing fears, it was actually a pretty, homey place.
"Something innocuous. A box of Christmas balls, maybe?" Her voice trembled. "I want to see what we can use before we haul them all down three flights of stairs."
"Sure." He moved around her and studied the shelves until he found a box labeled Christmas balls. He pulled it off the shelf. When he turned back to her, Tara was sitting on the top step, just as he'd suggested.
He carried the box over and set it next to her.
She stared at it. "I'm sure you realize why my parents are on a cruise this year for Christmas."
The statement seemed to come out of nowhere.
Ryan stared at her. Yeah, he knew. Of course he knew. But he didn't answer aloud.
She kept her gaze fixed on the box. "With the ten-year anniversary..."
She traced a pattern on the box with her finger. "You've probably noticed that neither them nor I have been able to face a Christmas here since.
"Gram and Grandpa endure on, year after year, refusing to leave for the holidays. Saying Thanksgiving through Valentine's Day is a big, moneymaking time of year for them and they can't afford to leave.
"So we've been at a standstill, or maybe a standoff, all this time." She paused and looked around the room. "I had so many happy Christmases here as a kid. So, so many. It was the best childhood ever.
"Gram and Grandpa are getting older. They practically blackmailed me into coming and giving Christmas here one last try. For old time's sake.
"They mean well. They want me to think of those Christmases with my brother with love and joy, instead of sorrow. I owe it to him. I know it's what he'd want. I'm hoping that maybe I can recapture some of that joy." She bit her lip, looked at the floor, and shook her head. "You probably think I'm a coward. But really, Ryan, I'm the bravest of my family. Not that that's saying much."
He sat on the floor next to her, took her chin, and tipped her face up. "I don't think you're a coward at all."
"You're a terrible liar." She smiled, but there were tears in her eyes. "But I appreciate the sentiment." She took a deep breath and lifted the lid off the box beside her.
Ryan had been extraordinarily careful in his selection. He expected her to pop the lid off and breathe a sigh of relief at the boxes of red and green Christmas balls within. There shouldn't have been anything personal or sentimental in that box, nothing that you wouldn't find in any department, discount, or grocery store anywhere in the country during the holidays. But there was.
Sitting right on top of the boxes and tubes of ball ornaments was a hand-stitched, hand-embellished ski hat ornament with his name embroidered on it—by Tara's own hand.
Ryan cursed silently to himself. That hadn't been there when he'd put the boxes away. He'd swear to it. Now what would Tara think?
She pulled the little white and blue hat out of the box by its string and held it in front of her, watching it gently swing. "I haven't seen this in years."
"Nor have I. I swear, Tara. I have no idea how that got there."
Tara had given it to him for Christmas one year when she was in high school. She'd made a matching one for Chad. After Tara had called off their engagement and given back his ring, Ryan had returned the ornament, leaving it at the lodge for her. He'd been hurt and acting like an ass. He'd never known if she'd actually gotten it back or what had happened to it. Looked like the mystery was solved.
She turned to look at him. "Don't you?" There was no accusation in her tone.
She arched a brow. "I have a pretty good idea, like a grandmotherly Mrs. Claus figure who's writing a cookbook."
She returned her focus to the ornament in her fingers. "Look at this! I was really awful at embroidery." She shook her head, but she was smiling slightly. "Chad's was worse, poor guy. But they were made with love." She laid the ornament flat in her hand.
Ryan swallowed hard, trying to get rid of the lump in his throat. She was exactly right. There had been so much love. So much history together. He'd loved her fiercely and she'd loved him back with equal intensity. There had to be a few embers still smoldering within her, however weakly. Tragedy or no, misunderstanding or not, how could a love like that just die?
She opened her mouth to say something, but nothing came out. She shook her head.
He put his arm around her, took the ornament from her, and replaced the decoration in the box. "Let me put this away and get another box to look at."
Tara smiled at him and laughed softly. "Are you kidding? They're all booby-trapped. You know that, right?"
"Then screw it!" He stood and held his hand out to her. "Let's go to town and buy new Christmas balls. We'll raid the dollar store and Walmart and buy them out if we have to. And while we're at it, we'll stop by the Alpine Shop and see about getting you set up to hit the slopes tomorrow. I'll get your board from Harry's shop."
Town bustled with shoppers, skiers, snowboarders, snowmobilers, and tourists darting around the sidewalks and streets. And Santa Ski fliers were pasted absolutely everywhere. The window of the Alpine Shop was practically wallpapered with them.
Yes, Tara was determined to face her fears and get back up on the slopes as a tribute to her brother. But the sight of hundreds of Christmas revelers skiing and boarding recklessly down the mountain high on wassail and wine and Christmas spirits was an event she still intended to avoid. The last thing she wanted to ever see again was another crash. She still didn't know how Ryan faced the Basin on ski patrol, knowing he could be called to assist in an accident like Chad's at any time.
Ryan held the door to the Alpine Shop open for her as he stomped the snow off his boots and held her board in his other arm. A Trans-Siberian Orchestra arrangement of Christmas carols blasted out of the shop at the volume of a rock concert.
Inside was an explosion of gear, garland, animated skiing Santa figures, and garish lights. And, yes, costumes for the Santa Ski—helmets with reindeer horns, ski poles covered with flashing LED Christmas lights, ho-ho-ho noisemakers, and holiday decals for helmets, boards, skis, you name it. The innocuously named Alpine Shop was a holiday shop of horrors in Tara's opinion. Long gone was the familiar, traditional Alpine Shop of her youth.
Digger Jameson, snowboarder and ski bum extraordinaire, popped up from where he'd been hiding behind the counter. Or, more likely, bending over to pick something up off the floor.
"Ryan, dude! Good to see you, man." Digger clasped Ryan's whole arm as the two shook hands.
It took Digger a long stare, a look of puzzlement, and Ryan's prompting—"You remember Tara"—before real recognition hit Digger. "Tara Clark! It's still Tara Clark, right?" Digger's gaze bounced between her and Ryan as he spoke over the music, looking like something didn't quite jibe.
She nodded confirmation. "Digger. Good to see you." She almost had to yell.
Ryan motioned for Digger to turn the music down.
Which Digger did, a notch, before grabbing Tara in a whole-arm handshake. "Christmas miracles will happen! I never thought I'd see you in a board shop again. Not here, anyways. A dedicated boarder like you, I never believed that nasty gossip that you gave it up. Once the pow is in your veins, it don't leave, I said. This is rad!"
He grinned and pointed an accusing finger at Tara. "I have you pegged. 'Fess up. You've been shreddin' the gnar on us elsewhere."
He arched a brow as if in question. "Thrown us over for Whistler in BC or I miss my guess. Just like Seattleites to head there and ignore the rest of us. Or maybe Crystal." His grin spread as he nodded, believing his own theories without giving Tara an in to protest.
Ryan shot Digger a quick look, warning him to back off that particular line of supposition, and glanced at Tara. She smiled to reassure him she was hanging in. Digger had never had social grace. She didn't hold his enthusiasm against him.
Digger ignored Ryan's visual warning. "Whoa! Wait a minute—is that an antique board you're carrying, dude? You can't be plannin' to cruise the pow on the Basin on that?" Digger finally released Tara's arm to inspect the board.
"Not without bindings and boots," Ryan said.
Digger shook his head. "I got better gear than this, man. I can give you a good pre-Christmas discount, too."
"No!"
Both men swung around to look at Tara with surprised expressions on their faces.
"I want that board, and no other." It was crazy, but that was exactly the way she felt. That board that Ryan had bought for her years ago symbolized how life was supposed to have carried on—happily, joyously. And by golly, she was going to carry on, on that very board. "Contrary to your theories, Digger, I have not been up on the slopes since my brother's death ten years ago."
She pointed to the board. "That board is ten years old, just the technology I was last comfortable with. It'll do. I'm only going up a few times, anyway."
Digger shook his head. "I can rent you some gear, Tara."
She shook her finger at the board. "That board. Young looking, twentysomething polka dots and all, I still like it.
"Ten years ago it was state of the art and I had my eye on it and was dying to ride it." She winced when she realized her word choice. "I dreamed day and night of riding that thing. Ryan bought me that board and hung onto it all these years." She gave him a shaky smile. "It's about time my dream came true. I'm riding the gnar on that board.
"Now, I'm open to reasonably priced, current technology boots and bindings. Providing you can get the bindings on the board and have it ready for us to pick up tomorrow morning on our way to the Basin. What do you say, Digger? Will you sell me some gear?"
Digger grinned. "I got just the boots for those petite feet of yours, Tara. Just the ones.
"But first, I'm all out of Santa suits." He gestured to a shelf behind the counter. "But I got some cool, sexy elf costumes that would look good on you for the Santa Ski. And Santa hat snowboard helmet covers. You can still do the Santa Ski in style..."
Twenty minutes later, they were back on the street again, sans elf costume, and Ryan was laughing and apologizing for Digger. "You have to deal with Digger on a certain level. He runs the best shop in town, and knows his stuff, but he can be a little insensitive. I'm sorry about that."
Tara waved her hand, dismissing Ryan's concern. "No problem. I had a good time." She peered into the Alpine Store bag she carried. "I still can't believe he sold me a Rudolph flashing red nose, though."
Ryan laughed. "He didn't exactly sell you the nose. He tossed it in for free."
"Yeah, only if I stepped up to the more expensive bindings."
"Those were the best deal, anyway," Ryan said. "And he threw in free installation, too."
"Yeah, dumb as he looks, the guy's a marketing genius." She shook her head. "I'm still not going to do the Santa Ski."
"No one says you have to." As they crossed the street to Ryan's car, he stepped out of the way of a snowmobiler barreling down the street. He beeped the car and opened the trunk for her. "But you might enjoy it."
Tara gave him a doubtful look and put her bag in.
"Where to now?" Ryan asked. "Walmart? The dollar store?"
Tara looked around her at the quaint, but decidedly upscale town filled with boutique shops that had sprung up since her girlhood. Dollar-store ornaments didn't exactly fit the new image. And besides, they were no fun to buy. "It's Saturday, right?"
Ryan gave her a puzzled look. "Yeah?"
She glanced at her watch. "And nearly noon. The ornament outlet store opens in ten. Laurel told me where it is. I say we head there and forget about boring Christmas balls. But we have to hurry or we'll miss all the good finds of the day. Word on the street is you have to be there when it opens to get the gems."
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Ryan gave her a look of mock horror. "You mean Old European Ornaments? Oh, no, no, no. No red-blooded male goes into that store unless he's coerced. Forced. Arm-twisted. It's all glitter and decorating talk in there."
He shook his head, but there was a tease in his voice and just a hint of apprehension. "You should hear the horror stories from the guys at the plant. Women walk into that store and don't come out."
Tara arched a brow. "Ever? Sounds dangerous. You should get the sheriff to look into the disappearances."
Ryan grinned. "For hours. They don't come out for hours. And when they do, they're all sparkly and their wallets are empty."
"I see. Sounds like a mission for a man with guts and courage." Tara put her hands on her hips and shook her head at him, teasing him back. "You were willing to look at Christmas decorations at Walmart. What's the difference?"
"Walmart has plenty of other stuff to look at. Like guns and hunting equipment. Besides, we were just talking Christmas balls and maybe some dollar ornaments. But full-fledged, deep-into-Christmas-territory decorator shopping, I don't remember signing up for that."
Tara called his bluff, shrugged, and pulled out her cell phone. "If you're not secure enough about your manhood to come with me, I'll call Laurel and plead an ornament emergency. I'm sure she'd love to come."
Crazily, she wanted him to protest and stop her. Face the wilds and terrors of Old European Ornaments with her and ignore the consequences, even if it meant a good teasing from the guys at the plant. She had a flashback to the young her tormenting the young him, once she'd discovered her power over him. Teasing him, trying to get him to admit he wanted to spend time with her.
The memory was particularly warm and fuzzy and powerful and youthfully romantic at the same time. She'd been having such a surprisingly good time with Ryan. Mending fences. Putting the past to rest. Reliving ethereal emotions she hadn't felt in years. She didn't want it to end just yet.
She scanned her menu, stalling as she looked up Laurel's number, waiting for Ryan to react like the old, young Ryan. Her finger hovered above Laurel's number, just about ready to press it, when Ryan grabbed her arm.
"Let's not call it a day yet," he said, pulling the phone out of her hand. "I'll take you. I'd go anywhere with you, you know that.
"But be prepared to face the consequences. In this town, if a guy shows up at Old European with a woman, people are going to talk and make something out of it. No one will believe I'm just helping out an old friend."
His voice. The expression on his face. Her heart caught. He was the old Ryan, untainted by tragedy. And they were still in love. That was the way it felt to her, as if no time had passed at all.
Hope shone bright in his eyes.
She was filled with that ridiculous sort of joy that young women get when the right guy smiles at them. Crazy. This was Ryan.
She held her hand out for her phone. "Oh, that's ridiculous. Who will care or even see us together?" She gave him her most dazzling smile. "But I'm glad you're coming. I'll need some muscle to carry all the boxes and bags of goodies I plan on buying." She winked at him.
He slapped the phone back into her hand. "Trust me. This isn't the anonymous big city." Then he grinned. "Get in the car. We'll have to drive. I'm not carrying your packages, boxes, and bows for miles. As it is, we'll be lucky to find a spot in the lot."
Less than five minutes later they pulled into a hopping, busy parking lot that looked as if it belonged in the heart of urban holiday frenzy, not small-town America. The Old European factory was a long, flat, boring industrial building in a small industrial park. The retail store was located in a two-story office building next to the factory at the end of the lot. Both buildings looked unremarkable and unexciting. Until Tara looked more closely at the windows of the office building and got a glimpse of sparkling decorated trees through the windows and glass doors.
"Look at the line!" Tara pointed to a long line of women that snaked along the sidewalk and out into the lot.
Ryan scanned it and tucked his head down as he drove her to the end of it. "Yeah. It's a popular place."
"See anyone you know?" She grinned at him. "Looks like a lot of tourists to me. There aren't enough people in this town to generate at crowd like that."
Ryan shook his head. "Get out and get in line. I'll park the car and join you."
She studied him. "I see fear in your eyes. You're not planning on bailing on me?"
He grinned.
"Ry!"
"I'll see you inside. Promise."
"Good. And I hope you're not planning to come incognito. If you show up in a ski mask to hide your identity, you'll scare the marauding hordes of ornament collectors." She playfully tapped his cheek and jumped out of the car to get in line.
Tara watched Ryan as he drove out of the lot and down the road, cruising for a spot. She had a ridiculous smile on her face. Positively ridiculous.
This day had been like something out of a dream. A Ghost of Christmas Present kind of feeling. Cutting Christmas trees with Ryan. Going to the Alpine Shop to get new bindings and boots. And now going ornament shopping with him.
It was what life could have been like, and somehow—for this moment, anyway—was. And it felt remarkably good and somehow right, like things should be. Which was also ridiculously scary. What was she thinking?
She wasn't. That was the problem. She was simply feeling. Don't think; feel. Good advice or damning pabulum?
Then again, what did it matter if Tara let go and enjoyed herself during the holidays for once? She'd only be here until a few days after Christmas. Making peace with Ryan could only be a good thing in her path in life. Help her let go of that part of the guilt of Chad's death—being at odds with his old friend, who'd been so important to her brother. Accepting the past. Yes, Chad would have wanted her to stop blaming Ryan and herself and be happy.
Maybe coming back to Echo Bay for Christmas had been exactly what she'd needed, after all. Take care of Gram and Grandpa. Get them settled. Make up for not being Chad. Stop blaming Ryan and herself for living. Christmas miracles could happen. At least they seemed to be on the horizon.
"Hey, look, there's the boss. Hey, Ryan!" A middle-aged woman several places ahead of Tara in line waved as Ryan came into view from down the street, jogging toward the line.
Again, that pesky, ridiculous sense of almost schoolgirl-crush joy assaulted Tara and she smiled. He was not only keeping his promise—he was jogging back! Without a ski mask to hide his identity.
His breath came out in puffs. Watching Ryan jog, Tara thought he looked athletic and attractive. In a word, hot. And from the looks of the faces on several of the women in line, Tara wasn't the only one who thought so.
"Ryan!" A few more women in line called to him as he nodded and jogged past.
The middle-aged woman caught Ryan as he slowed just before he got to Tara. The woman was dressed in a knit red and white scarf and hat and hideous, garish old Christmas sweater, jeans, and boots with fur popping over the top. "Hey, salad dressing boss man, what are you doing here?"
Ryan got a sheepish look on his face, as if he'd been caught red-handed somewhere he shouldn't be. Suddenly Tara appreciated his reluctance, and the courage it took for him to come with her. He was never going to hear the end of this once his buds at the dressing plant found out about his little excursion here.
Tara was so used to living in the big city where people were anonymous that it seemed ridiculous to think of running into someone he knew. But Ryan had been right. This was a small town where everyone knew everyone else and their business. And evidently, every salad dressing plant worker, worker's girlfriend or wife, every woman in town who wasn't working, was at the ornament factory looking to stock up on holiday spirit in ornament form.
"Hey, Carla," Ryan said.
Carla suddenly preened for him and pointed to her sweater. "I need a man's opinion, boss—what do you think of the new sweater?"
Tara inwardly shuddered. Let's see you get out of this one gracefully, Ry.
Ryan paused, ran his eyes over the outfit with a professional eye, pursed his lips, and grinned. "That is the butt ugliest sweater I have ever seen."
Carla blushed and laughed, obviously tickled and flattered. "I told you, girls," she said to a pair of women next to her.
"I'm gonna win the ugly sweater competition this year." She nodded and leaned in toward Ryan. "This is only my second ugliest sweater. You should see the one I'm wearing to the plant on Christmas Eve. I'm taking the prize, I'm telling you."
Ryan studied Carla's sweater again. "If you've got a sweater more tacky and hideous than that one, I believe you."
Carla laughed. "Hey, boss," she said. "What, may I ask, are you doing here? Shouldn't you be hitting the powder at the Basin today, getting ready for the Santa Ski? Bob said wild horses wouldn't keep you off the mountain on a Saturday, especially not a Saturday when the powder is perfect."
"The ski report said they got eight inches of fresh powder overnight," another woman chimed in. "My son took off at dawn to hit the slopes."
Ryan looked the tiniest bit sheepish again. "Don't worry. I'm ready for the Santa Ski. Count on it." He cleared his throat. "I'm going boarding tomorrow. Today I'm helping a friend get her tree ready." He flicked a glance at Tara, and what seemed like dozens of pairs of scrutinizing eyes turned her way.
Brows arched. Smiles formed. And scrutiny began. Good thing she was having a good hair day beneath her cute hat.
Ryan waved Tara to come stand next to him.
"Hey, wait! Is that Tara?" one of the women said. "Good to see you! I almost didn't recognize you in your winter gear. Seems like we only see you in the spring and summer."
Tara recognized her as a friend of Gram's. "It is indeed. So good to see you, too."
The other ladies called out greetings, introduced her to those she didn't know, and asked after her grandparents and Echo Bay Resort, making her feel right at home.
As for Ryan, he seemed to know everyone. Oh, this really was going to make life difficult for him. Shopping at the ornament factory outlet when he should have been on the slopes? When wild snowmobiles usually couldn't drag him down?
Ryan must have loved her grandparents very much to give up his precious Saturday to help them get their tree. Tara was touched again by his kindness toward them and her.
"So, what ornament are we looking for today?" Ryan asked the group at large. "What's the prize?"
"I've been looking for the great white wolf ornament since they opened for the season," Carla said. "They only put out a few each morning. And I swear they mix them into the bins and hide them just to make things interesting."
"Good marketing ploy," Ryan said. "Scarcity does drive up demand."
One of the women studied Tara as the others talked, looking as if she was trying to place her. "Wait! Now I remember—you came by the factory a few days ago to see Ryan." She glanced at Ryan and smiled, implying there was something going on between Tara and Ryan.
Fortunately, the doors to the shop opened at that very minute, sparing Tara from further scrutiny and having to answer any unwanted questions. So Ryan's protests hadn't been all bluff and tease.
He leaned into Tara and whispered in her ear. "Want to place any bets on whether they've already alerted my mom to this little outing?"
His mom had once been one of Tara's biggest fans. She'd been ready to welcome Tara with open arms into the family. Now, Tara guessed she was probably pretty much on the top of his mom's naughty list, permanently. For breaking Ryan's heart, shattering his dreams, and even to this present day being the obstacle to Ryan taking over the lodge.
"Oh, come on," Tara said. "I'm sure your mom knows I'm in town. How is she these days?"
"She's great. And, yeah, she knows you're here for the holidays. But not that we've had any contact other than the incident at the salad dressing plant. She thinks we're at war."
"Won't she be glad the lion's laid down with the lamb, then?" Even as Tara spoke she realized her poor choice of words and that she was being deliberately obtuse. His mom would not be happy about Ryan being out with Tara. She didn't trust Tara anymore. And who could blame her?
Ryan arched a brow in skepticism.
"Just tell her this is part of your diabolical plan to win the lodge," she said with a tease in her voice. "You have to be nice to me to get to Harry and Margie. I'm sure she'll understand."
Ryan laughed. "You're an evil woman."
She grinned back.
Thoughts of Ryan's unhappy mother quickly fled as the crowd surged forward and Tara found herself inside the factory outlet, facing Christmas in all its gorgeous finery right in the face.
Tara had been to some fabulous Christmas displays, some wonderful Christmas stores, and some terrific Christmas bazaars, but she'd never seen anything like this.
Every square inch of the store was decorated for Christmas and covered in ornaments. Themed Christmas trees stood in the corners, covered so heavily in hand-blown silver-lined glass, heavily glittered old-world-style ornaments and lights that the branches were barely visible. Wreaths ran the lengths of each wall and were similarly decked out.
Green and white divided cardboard ornament boxes in all sizes were stacked against the walls. And in the middle of the room, bins and bins and bins of the delicate ornaments, haphazardly thrown together, ran in aisles. Repeat customers who were familiar with the shopping process grabbed boxes and began digging through the bins.
In retail stores these ornaments were carefully hung on trees or sold in individual boxes, packaged carefully with tissue. Signs warned customers of the fragility of the decorations. Here there was none of the reverence as the throngs attacked the bins.
Tara's mouth fell open at the sight.
A clerk saw Tara staring and laughed. "First-timer, huh?"
Tara nodded with Ryan behind her. He was also watching the scene in amazement.
"Sure they can break," the clerk said. "But they're not as delicate as they look. The ornaments in the bins are four dollars apiece. The small ornaments in those few bins over there are two apiece. The specially boxed ornaments are priced as marked.
"Most of the ornaments in bins are perfect. Just overstocks or discontinued items. Some have slight flaws. A few do get broken, so examine your finds carefully before buying. We have a no-refund policy. If you see something you like on one of the trees, feel free to grab it. Every ornament in here is for sale." She grabbed two boxes and handed one each to Tara and Ryan. "Better get to it before all the good ones are gone." She leaned toward them and whispered something to Ryan before she winked and walked away.
Tara stared into her box with its cardboard dividers stuffed with tiny puffs of tissue paper to protect the ornaments once they were boxed. Why suddenly treat them like glass? The whole experience was horribly incongruous.
Ryan's eyes were wide as he scanned the store. "What are we looking for? Do we have a theme for the tree or does anything go?"
Tara had never seen so many old-fashioned ornaments in one place before. However she'd pictured the ornament store, it hadn't been like this. There was an infinite variety of figures available.
She rolled her eyes at Ryan and looked around the room for inspiration. "Anything goes? What kind of talk is that? That's craziness.
"The lodge is all homey woodsy-ness. Our mission today is to collect glittery pinecones in all colors, snowflakes, birds, animals, and fish," she said, trying to take it all in.
Ryan stepped over to the bin nearest them and pulled out a bright purple and orange tropical fish. "Like this?" His eyes twinkled.
She shook her head. "No! Like trout and fish we have here. The kind Grandpa is always on the hunt for. No tropical fish or exotic animals. Only Northwesty wildlife. Now get serious. We have a lot of work to do."
Ryan put the fish back in the bin and saluted. "Okay, so do we work as a team or is it divide and conquer, every man for himself?"
Tara scanned the room. "I say we divide and conquer or we'll never get out of here. Just stick to the mission statement."
Almost before the words were out of her mouth, Ryan was off. Tara scanned the room again with almost childlike glee. So this is what it's really like to be a kid in a candy store?
She fought the crowd to the far row and bins and dug in. At first, she delicately picked up one ornament at a time and carefully considered it. But before long she became a jaded pro like the rest of the shoppers. She dove into the bins, sticking her arms in and gently pawing through, digging to the bottom, and bringing the stock on the bottom up to the top.
Deep down she wanted an elusive white wolf. Wouldn't that be the crowning glory for her tree? She'd always liked wolves. Well, except for meeting them alone in the woods. And as she dug through the bins, she was determined to find one.
She quickly filled her box with all manner of pinecones, snowflakes, and animals. But she'd scoured every inch of the shop. No white wolf. She grabbed another box and filled it just as quickly.
"Found one!" A woman at the bin next to her grinned from ear to ear as she held up a prized white wolf.
Curses, foiled again.
Someone applauded the find and everyone went back to their shopping and treasure hunting.
Once Tara looked up and spotted Ryan carefully holding up and inspecting a brown bear with a trout in its mouth. Something about the sight of him so seriously studying the ornaments made her smile. He caught her looking and grinned at her.
She refused to be embarrassed and winked back at him.
Tara filled two boxes, then three, four, and more as she quickly lost track of time. There were so many ornaments it was easy to fill the boxes. Too easy. But too hard on her wallet. And it was only with the greatest of will that she resisted the many temptations not on her list.
In almost every bin she looked through, the most adorable gingerbread boy and girl looked up at her, begging her to take them home. The gingerbread girl wore a bright red Santa jacket with sparkling white fur collar, and had zigzag frosting on her skirt. The boy wore a Santa hat and had shiny holly berry buttons.
She and the boys—Ryan and Chad—used to decorate gingerbread people together every year with Gram at the lodge while Grandpa carefully constructed their gingerbread house. Tara always carefully decorated hers, while the boys piled theirs high with as much frosting and candy as they could. Happy memories.
Tara held the gingerbread couple up and watched them glitter and sparkle in the light. As much as I love you, you two are just too common. Where would I put you?
She reluctantly set the gingerbreads back into the bin. She had way too many ornaments already.
"Hey, how's it going?"
She looked up to see Ryan smiling at her as he held a box of bird ornaments.
"I think Margie will like these." He held his box out to her. "What do you think?"
She peered into the box. "Gram will be thrilled. She loves birds." She made a funny pout. "No luck finding a white wolf, either?"
"Not yet." Glitter sparkled in Ryan's hair and eyelashes, and on his cheeks. It rested on his shoulders and ran down the sleeves of his coat.
Tara laughed at the sight of the glittery Ryan. "You should see yourself. You look like you were in an explosion in a glitter factory." She reached up and tried to brush the glitter out of his hair. But she only succeeded in adding more sparkle to him.
"Well, you look like you overdid it with the holiday glitter hairspray and the glitter powder and lotion. You are simply sparkling all over." He dusted her shoulder, grinning as he wiped glitter from his hands all over her coat.
"Hey, stop that." She pushed his hand away and patted his cheek playfully, leaving a handprint of glitter in her wake. "You're just trying to add more glitter to me."
He grabbed her hand. "Ditto to you, baby."
He was staring into her eyes. She was staring into his. For a moment she forgot herself and where they were, and it was only the two of them.
He brushed a strand of her hair away from her face and leaned into her. "You have glitter in your eyelashes." His gaze traced her face and came to rest on her lips. "And in your lipgloss."
The moment was mercifully shattered by a pushy lady. "Hey, get out of the way. Do your kissing elsewhere."
Kissing?
Yes, well, Tara supposed they had been on the verge. That seemed to be happening a lot today. And she couldn't even blame it on mistletoe.
"Sorry," Ryan said to the lady as they stepped back out of her way. He gave Tara an eye-roll and a conspiratorial look that made her grin.
Ryan changed the topic. "I've filled five boxes." He pointed to a stack on the counter. "How about you?"
"Eight."
"Do you think that's enough?"
"I think that's probably all I can afford."
"All right, then," Ryan said. "Let's check out."
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Ryan and Tara rode back to the lodge with Christmas music blaring. Tara had always loved hearing him sing. He had a nice, melodic singing voice. Tara's sucked. But they sang along as they rode home, and laughed over their experiences with Digger and Old European. It felt so good to laugh with Ryan again. She hadn't remembered missing all this so much.
"How upset will Laura be about you hanging out with me?" Tara couldn't help herself. The question popped out between Christmas carols. "Will she advise Santa to put coal in your stocking?"
Ryan kept his eyes on the road and shrugged. "Mom has never hated you."
Tara stared at him and shook her head. "Right."
"Seriously. Disparaged you. Been disappointed with you. Not liked you. But hated you? Never."
She smiled at him. "You sure know how to make a girl feel better."
He turned past the Echo Bay population sign and into the lodge parking lot just as more flakes of snow began falling. "The question is," he said as they hopped out of the car, "whether we need a hand-truck to haul all this loot in or not."
Boxes filled both the trunk and the backseat. Tara stared at them. "I'd say we need a sleigh. Grandpa keeps a sled in the shed."
"And a hand-truck. That'll do."
This time as they walked together into the lodge, Tara had an insane desire to actually pause and beg a kiss beneath the mistletoe. Was it her imagination or did Ryan eye it, too, as they walked by?
It was just after three-thirty in the afternoon. Dusk was falling outside. Inside was quiet—between dinner rushes and most of the guests still being on the mountain.
Gram was in the kitchen. She spied them from the pass-through window. "Ah, there you kids are! How was town?"
"Fine," Tara said. "I brought you and Grandpa back an early Christmas present. They're in the car. What smells so good in here?"
Kathleen popped out of the kitchen with a dishtowel in hand. "Our new secret recipe for the cookbook. Anyone want to try a bite?"
Oh, no! Tara thought.
"I'm game." Ryan rubbed his hands together as he headed for the kitchen.
For some reason, thoughts of the cookbook still irritated Tara, reminding her of the stakes at hand. She put a hand on Ryan to stop his forward progress. "Wait a minute, big boy. We can't keep that glass outside in freezing temperatures."
"You're right," he said. "Where does Harry keep the hand truck?"
Ryan not only brought in the ornaments, he hauled the tree in from the workshop, too. Tara had a very fine view of his butt and strong legs as he maneuvered beneath the tree, getting it braced and aligned within the stand while she called out directions.
"It's leaning to the left. A little to the right," she said.
Gram and Kathleen were still exclaiming over the ornaments, going through box after box. Gram held her hands in front of her in that position that meant she was pleased. Harry seemed to be at a loss for words, but he was smiling.
"This is wonderful, just wonderful," Gram said, picking up a bluebird and smiling. "Best Christmas present ever." Her gaze kept bouncing between Ryan beneath the tree and Tara.
Tara got the distinct feeling Gram had the wrong impression.
"We'll have a decorating party tonight," Margie said. "Invite all the staff and guests who want to participate. We'll serve hot chocolate and spiced eggnog." She turned to Harry. "You can make your famous Tom and Jerrys." She clasped her hands in front of her again. "Tara, you remember how we used to roast hotdogs in the fireplace when you were little?"
"We'll get Carter to make a big blaze. I really am fond of a good blaze. And we'll roast marshmallows and hotdogs."
Ryan wiggled out from beneath the tree and stood. "I think that does it." He stood back to admire his work.
"You'll stay, of course," Margie said to Ryan.
Looking uncomfortable, he shot a quick glance at Tara and then focused his attention on Margie. "Thanks for the invitation, but I have to pass. I have to stop by home and feed Blondie, give her a little love and attention. And then I'm off to have dinner with my parents." He glanced at the clock. "In fact, I have to get moving or I'll be late and Mom will kill me. You know how she prizes punctuality."
Tara couldn't believe how incredibly disappointed she felt that he couldn't stay.
Laura and Kirk Sanders lived in the same modest bungalow cottage on the outskirts of town that they'd raised their four boys in. It may have been modest in size, but it was filled with love. And these days, it would have gone for nearly half a million on the open market, though they'd only paid sixty thousand for it in the first place. Moneyed people from outside were always looking for little houses to buy up and use as ski cabins, running up the prices and the taxes for the locals.
Strings of red and white Christmas lights ran along the roof lines and around the big evergreen tree in the front yard, and the old light-up Santa sat at the bottom of the front porch steps just as he had throughout Ryan's childhood.
It was homey and inviting and Ryan wished he could run the other way before his parents spotted him. His mother was going to give him hell. He was fifteen minutes late and even though he'd called, she was not going to be happy with the source of his lateness.
Man up.
"Hey, Ma, I'm home!" he called as he walked through the front door.
Laura came out of the kitchen wearing a holiday oven mitt and matching apron. "And about time, too. The prodigal son returns." Her gaze ran the length of him. "Looks like you still have your heart. At least it's not obviously ripped out of your chest."
"Leave the boy alone," his dad said as he popped out of his easy chair and set aside the iPad that he'd been playing games on. "Let him at least take his coat off before you begin grilling him."
"Hey, Dad." Ryan slid his coat off and hung it in the closet. "So you heard about my trip to Old European, I take it."
"Don't use that casual tone on me, Ryan Allen Sanders. Of course I heard. And even if I hadn't, I have eyes. You're covered in glitter."
Ryan looked down at himself. Damn. He'd showered to get rid of the evidence, too.
His mother shook her head. "Sally saw you and texted me all the events as they happened. So don't think you can keep anything from me. I know all."
"If you know all, then there's nothing more to tell you."
Laura arched a brow and gave him the penetrating Mom stare. "Except your side of the story."
His mother, the inquisitor. She was kind of cute in an irritating sort of way. But at least she cared.
"I was just helping Tara buy some ornaments for the lodge Christmas tree as a way to help out Margie and Harry. That's all. Nothing sinister in that. You know how much I care for those two." He kissed his mother on the cheek.
"Uh-huh, but here's the thing. I thought you and Tara were at odds?"
"You know the old saying, 'Keep your friends close and your enemies closer.'" He sniffed the air deeply. "Pot roast! My fave."
"And by close, you mean looking as if you want to kiss them?" his mother said.
"Who said I wanted to kiss Tara?"
Laura rolled her eyes. "You've wanted to kiss that girl since the first time you laid eyes on her when you were in elementary school.
You never haven't wanted to kiss her, Ryan. And despite how she stomped on your heart and treated you like dirt, I don't see that that's changed. At least that's what I'm hearing and fearing."
"Ma, I appreciate your concern, but I'm a grown man. I can handle myself." He hoped. Because his mother was exactly spot on.
Laura stared at him. "So you tell me. I just don't want to see you get hurt again. You know I always liked Tara. But after Chad died, she changed."
"Maybe she's changed back."
She shook her head and looked at his dad for confirmation. "How in the world did I manage to raise such an optimist? I thought I raised you to be realistic.
"Once upon a time Tara changed as quickly as the weather on the mountain and froze your heart. Don't think that can't happen again.
"Maybe she's using the same 'keep your enemies close' philosophy and playing you?"
"When did you become such a cynic, Ma?"
Laura rested a hand on Ryan's arm. "I know well enough to leave my boys alone in love. Women set the tone for the household. Say anything that gets me crosswise of the girls in my sons' lives who might eventually become wives and I lose my boy forever.
"I'm not going to make that mistake with you, Ryan. I know you well enough to know you'll do what you'll do. So consider this a friendly mother's warning, and then I'm backing off. Proceed carefully. Enough said. Just remember, I'm always on your side."
Harry handed Tara a glass of his famous holiday cocktail, the 1950s favorite, a Tom and Jerry—whipped egg whites, cinnamon, hot water, brandy, and rum, topped with nutmeg. Carter had built a great blaze in the fireplace. Christmas music played over the sound system. The guests and staff were having a wonderful time decorating the tree and partying, as far as Tara could tell.
They'd gone through dozens of hotdogs, bags of marshmallows, and used all the roasting sticks Carter had meticulously whittled for the occasion.
Margie was handing around a tray of veggies and chips and dip. "Try a carrot stick or chip and be sure to dip it! The dip is our own secret recipe using Copper Creek Salad Dressing. If it passes muster, the recipe will be in a new cookbook in the spring. What do you think?"
Stormy had just hung the last ornament on the tree. She dusted her hands together to get the glitter off. "I think that's it."
Tara stepped back to appraise their handiwork and smiled. The tree looked as if it belonged in the Old European showroom, and that was a good thing. Barely a bit of branch showed through the happy concoction of holiday glitter and charm.
The tree was perfect—reminiscent of days gone by. But not Tara's specific days. No, this was a fresh look and a fresh start. Very classy and totally lodge-style at the same time.
She had only hung a few ornaments before stepping back to direct the decorating. The guests and staff had crowded her out anyway, and she was happy to watch them all having so much fun.
If only Ryan had been able to see and enjoy the fruits of their shopping excursion.
"It looks fantastic, everyone. You've all done a wonderful job." Tara admired the forest animals, snowflakes, and pinecones covering the tree's branches. "It has every forest animal Old European had available, except for that elusive white wolf. Ryan and I tried hard to find one. But they're rare prizes and we just struck out."
Margie set the tray down on a coffee table and came over to give Tara a hug. "It's gorgeous! Even without a white wolf. The best tree yet. We made some good memories today." She smiled at Tara in the sly way of hers that led Tara to believe she was speaking as much of Tara and Ryan making good memories together as the group before them. "Thank you for this early Christmas present. I haven't enjoyed a gift so much in years."
Kathleen came up beside them. "I'll say it's pretty—pretty Christmassy and perfect."
Stormy cried out. "Oh, no!"
They all turned to see Stormy looking perplexed. She pointed toward the far corner. "We missed two boxes."
Tara looked at the tree and frowned. "There's no room at the inn for them, that's for sure. Or on the branches, either. We've pretty much obscured our tree."
Stormy walked over and collected the boxes. "All sales final," she reminded Tara. "You'll just have to take them home with you." She paused as she picked up the boxes. "Oh, this one has a note with your name on it, Tara."
Gram and Kathleen glanced at each other before giving Tara a significant look.
"Wonder who that's from?" Gram grinned. "Looks like Ryan's handwriting to me."
Tara took the boxes from Stormy. It was indeed Ryan's handwriting. No way was she going to open that note in front of all the prying eyes in the room. "I'll just run these up to my room to get them out of the way for now. Be back in a sec."
Before anyone could stop her, Tara took the steps in record pace and dashed into her room. Once the door was safely closed behind her, she took a deep breath to steal her wildly pounding heart and calm her happy nerves.
What could Ryan possibly have to say in a note? That was so old school. Tara had always liked to string out her Christmas presents, slowly opening them to extend the pleasure. She set the boxes on her bed and pulled the lid off the first one, the one without the note. Inside was a collection of animals and fish.
She could take these home, but though they were pretty, they weren't her style. Too masculine and definitely not urban enough. Ryan! They'd look perfect on his tree. She'd give them to him in a kind of ornament exchange. It beat a cookie exchange anyway, and was a lot less fattening.
She pulled Ryan's note off the second box and read it. To my beautiful, glittering companion in ornament shopping. Here's to new memories. Ryan.
She removed the lid from the box and gasped. "A white wolf! Where..."
Then she remembered the shop clerk whispering in Ryan's ear and the way his face lit up in devilish delight. And the way he'd been suspiciously hovering around one of the trees.
Tara smiled. The white wolf wasn't the only ornament in the box. He must have been watching me.
The gingerbread boy and girl were nestled snuggly in tissue paper in the middle of the box, so close it looked almost as if they were holding hands.
Tara grabbed the white wolf to take down to the tree. She knew the perfect spot for it. At the door, she hesitated. She pulled her cell phone from her pocket and texted Ryan.
I've always loved gingerbread boys. And wolves ;-)
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"Hey, Blondie, girl." Ryan couldn't hold down his smile as he patted Blondie and gave her her breakfast. "You be a good girl while I'm gone today."
The dog whined as if she recognized she'd be alone again. Blondie had a pretty good sense of when Ryan should be home for the weekend. She was smart enough to recognize she'd gotten the short stick regarding his attention for the past week or so.
For his part, Ryan couldn't wait to see Tara. If he dabbed a little cinnamon behind his ears would she gobble him up? He certainly hoped so. He could play a wolf as well as the next guy.
He washed his hands, grabbed his coat, and was off. Another five or six inches of snow covered the yard and roads. Ryan eyed his roof dubiously. The snow was stacking up. Fortunately it was light and dry. But if it piled up much deeper he was going to have to shovel the roof. It was pitched steeply enough that it shouldn't collapse, but he wasn't taking any chances.
The snow crunched beneath his feet as he got into his SUV. It was a perfect powder, which made him itch to get up on the slopes before the crowds turned it into crud. His only real hesitation was Tara—how would she react to the mountain? Unlike Ryan, she hadn't been back to the scene of Chad's death since the accident. She hadn't even been back on the mountain.
Grief was a funny, capricious thing, as he knew only too well. It could strike out of nowhere without any provocation. He and Tara had had such a good time yesterday. Ryan was hopeful. He just hoped the mountain didn't bring back up emotions and feelings that would ruin things between him and Tara. He had a careful plan to keep her in the new areas as far away as possible from anything that still remotely resembled the way it had been ten years ago. But there was still no telling how Tara would react. He texted her that he was on his way.
She was waiting for him on the front porch and looking like the most delicious of snow bunnies in her white beanie, coat, and scarf. She stuck out her thumb when she saw him pull up.
He laughed and leaned across the seat to open the door for her.
"Going to the Basin?" she said innocently.
"Hop in. I'll give you a ride. As long as Harry doesn't catch us."
She laughed and he was relieved to see she seemed at ease and not at all nervous.
"You big, secret-keeping guy! How long were we at Old European before you found that white wolf? All of five minutes, I bet," she said with a flirt and a bit of tease in her voice. "I bet that clerk told you where it was, didn't she?
"And yet you let me look and look and get totally frustrated, all the while keeping a straight face. Remind me not to play poker with you."
"You never play poker with me. You suck at it." He put the SUV in drive and headed toward town. "Hey, I wanted that wolf to be a surprise."
"And it was. A pleasant one. Now the proud wolf is hanging in the place of honor, the prime locale for all to see. Thank you. Now, what do you have in the way of Christmas music?"
In town, Digger had Tara's board waiting for them. Soon enough they were on the road to the Basin and Tara became quiet as they wound up the well-plowed mountain road in a stream of traffic. The morning was clear and beautiful, with no fog or breeze. As they climbed the winding road, Ryan could see for miles out across the lake and the forest. The trees along the road glistened and were weighted down with snow. It would have been perfect if he hadn't been worried about Tara. "You okay?"
She stared out the window. "I'd forgotten how gorgeous the view is from up here."
"Uh-huh," he said. "That doesn't answer my question."
"They've made the road wider."
"Yes," he said. "A few years ago."
"Progress. Life goes on and all that." She nodded. "It looks and feels different."
"Different enough?" he asked, knowing what she was referring to.
"For now." She seemed to relax a bit. "The snow looks perfect." She turned and smiled at him. "The kind that makes you tingle with anticipation. I'd forgotten that feeling, too. Do you feel it? Are you tingling?"
Oh, yeah, he was tingling. But it was mostly because Tara was sitting next to him and things were going better than he expected. He focused his attention on the road, which was so well sanded and plowed it wasn't slippery at all. Unlike his heart, which was on an extremely slippery slope.
"Yeah," he simply said.
"Who knew the look of snow is as powerful a memory jogger as smell is?" She turned to look out the window again.
He hoped it didn't jog all the memories. Just the good ones.
"I'm nervous," she said when they were nearly to the ski resort village parking lot. "Is boarding like riding a bike, do you think?"
"Do you mean do you ever forget how?" He thought about her question. "I have no personal experience. But from what I've seen, it comes back quickly. We get a lot of people on the slopes that haven't been up in years. Usually, in no time they're back in the game."
The resort village came into view. Ryan found himself holding his breath as he waited for Tara's reaction to it. He had to force himself to keep his eyes on the road and not stare at her. If she was going to break down, this was the dangerous moment. Make that the first dangerous moment.
"Wow! Look at that." Tara shook her head as they entered the village. "The A-frame rental cottages are all gone. Replaced with a fancy alpine hotel. And is that a shopping mall?"
"A small one," he said, relieved. She sounded like she was hanging in.
"This used to be just open land. It's really built up." She paused. "I saw all this on the Basin website, but experiencing it in person is something else."
As a perk of being a senior ski patrol member, Ryan had a permit to park in the reserved upper lot without paying a fee. The upper lot was closest to the runs, close enough there was no need to take a shuttle. He turned into the lot behind half a dozen other cars. "Getting the feel of being on the board should come right back to you. Just be prepared to be sore tomorrow."
She laughed. "Yeah, even though I go to the gym at home, boarding does tend to use muscles you didn't know you had."
Dangerous moment number two approached as The Basin Lodge came into view. Next to him, Tara stiffened, simply staring at it. Ryan gave her space and time to process, crossing his fingers she didn't crash and burn.
"It looks just like it does on their website and promo materials around town—different. Remodeled. Refurbished. Everything's different." The words faded away. Then she shook her head and laughed softly. "Who was the architect? He should be shot. He took away all the old character of the place."
Ryan breathed a sigh of relief. Things are going to be okay.
As soon as he parked, Tara hopped out of the SUV and stood in the fresh snow, looking around with an unreadable look on her face. He followed her out of the SUV and watched her.
"This lot is new, too."
He nodded again. That was part of the reason he'd decided to park here. Besides not having to pay. He'd carefully orchestrated everything to give her new, and hopefully pleasant experiences at the Basin.
She bent, scooped up a handful of snow, and sniffed it and then the air. "Yes, it still smells like fresh crispness up here. It's a smell you don't forget. That, at least, hasn't changed. Leave it to Mother Nature to remain constant in the face of progress."
She stared at the snow in her hand and blew on it, sending the fresh powder blowing away. This was an old Tara method for testing the snow conditions. "Perfect." Her smile was a little wistful.
Yes, the snow was perfect and so was the sight of her. He forced himself to look away and unload their gear.
"I have a ski-patrol-issued locker in the new addition to the lodge. We can store our valuables there."
"Ah, the perks of being on patrol." She grinned at him.
She seemed to be holding up well. He hoped that continued.
Tara trudged alongside Ryan, carrying her board and bag at her own insistence. Everything was different—more commercial and upscale. It didn't feel like home anymore, certainly not like the stuff of her childhood memories when the Basin catered to the local middle-class family crowd. Now it was a destination vacation spot. And she wasn't sure she liked it. On the other hand, to her relief, it didn't spark any old, anxious memories. It was as if the Basin was offering her a clean slate and a fresh start.
Ryan held the door to the lodge open for her. Inside the lodge was as different from the old lodge as it could be. Even the floor plan was different. A gigantic, obviously professionally decorated Christmas tree filled the center of the room. A large gas fireplace blazed as a group of Victorian-dressed carolers sang in front of it. Very pleasant, but very staged.
The large, cafeteria-style restaurant had been replaced with a modern café. Tara stared at the menu board and nearly gaped at the prices they charged for what she bet was basically a fancily renamed hamburger and fries. Pomme frites, indeed.
Part of it was impressive. After all, this is what she pictured for Echo Bay Resort, only on a much smaller scale. But surprisingly, there was still something unsettling and impersonal about it. Like a piece of Americana had disappeared. Like Christmas going commercial and being run by a large eastern syndicate.
Where were all the friendly people who used to greet her by name? No one even paid any attention to Ryan, and he was a regular and valued member of ski patrol.
She followed him as he wound through the lodge to a private bay of lockers. He stopped in front of one with his name on it. "Hand me your purse and whatever else you'd like to store."
They changed into their board boots, stashed their board bags, and attached their passes to their zipper pulls.
Ryan slammed the locker shut. "Shall we start with the bunny hill?"
"The bunny hill? Are you crazy? I haven't been on the bunny hill since I was four years old. Take me to a nice, gentle advanced beginner run and we'll go from there."
At the base of the lift, Tara strapped her boot into the forward snowboard binding.
Ryan was watching her. "You okay? Need me to check your binding?"
"Oh, shut up!" She laughed. "I still know how to get into my bindings, for heaven's sake."
"I take it that means you still know how to step and glide, too?"
She rolled her eyes. But as she watched the skiers and boarders hop onto the chair lift in turn, a wave of anxiety crashed over her. She found herself overthinking a process that had once been almost as natural as breathing. Slight crouch to the knees, angle one butt cheek on, and then the other.
The lift operator watched her hesitation, and of all the humiliation, slowed the chair down for her when it was her turn. Indignant, and relieved, she got into the chair without a problem as Ryan hopped on next to her, looking way too innocent. She hadn't seen it, but she was pretty certain he'd signaled the operator to slow that chair for her. She wasn't a little old lady. Not yet, anyway. And she may have been rusty, but she wasn't a novice.
I'll show that Ryan and pull his chain. Which is when she hatched a perfectly beautiful plan.
The chairs on the lift were new, too. She sat with her board dangling from one boot and turned to Ryan. "If you rock the chair, you're a dead man." It was an old joke from when she was little. She was still a bit afraid of heights.
He laughed. "Okay, small fry. I won't rock you out."
The view as they rose up the mountain had remained constant and true and as breathtaking as it had ever been. From up on the lift on the mountain she felt as if she could see forever and through time. She'd once told her brother that, and he'd confessed to feeling the same. She thought of him now and smiled to herself, picturing him somewhere in the heavens looking through time back at her. He'd be happy she was with Ryan. She knew he would.
From the lift she could see Canada, three different mountain ranges, three states, the large meandering lake, and Echo Bay. A kind of Christmas joy, a religious sort of experience at viewing the beautiful world overcame her and she almost broke out in carols. Next to her, Ryan's presence felt warm and reassuring. She appreciated that he was giving her space and privacy. There were no words to express the feelings the view and the mountain and being with Ryan brought out in her, and she'd rather not try.
The mountains, the lake, and the sky blended together on the horizon in varying shades of blue, bright and brilliant to deep and muted.
I'm on top of the world. And I love it.
She felt like the complete opposite of the Grinch. Everything she saw below her—the snow-covered evergreen trees they were gliding over, the skiers and boarders sliding down the mountain, the tiny, busy spot of town below, the cars winding their way up the mountain from below—brought her great joy.
Getting off the chair lift is the next most frightening time for a beginner. Or someone who hasn't done it for a while. Tara, however, had taken to it immediately as a tiny four-year-old. Now, she suddenly felt another stab of nerves as she angled sideways, ready to plant her bound front foot forward to glide off the lift. The fear stemmed from the humiliating thought of wiping out before clearing the chairs. Which many people did.
Ryan reached over and squeezed her hand. A second later, the chair positioned itself over the departure spot. Tara planted her board, put her free back foot on the stomp pad Digger had installed, free of charge, and executed a semi wobbly J-turn down the small departure slope. But at least she hadn't fallen on her face.
Ryan glided to a perfect stop beside her.
"If you tell me that was very good, I'll clobber you." She winked at him.
"Still have those violent tendencies. I thought you'd outgrown them."
She laughed at him, seeing through him as he tried to divert her attention and encourage her. She felt hope pouring off him. It's important to him that I regain my old love of the sport.
It was so obvious in the way he was treating her, encouraging her, and guiding her away from any unpleasant memories of the past. It was touching, very touching.
Skiing and boarding were like air to Ryan, always had been. It was something they'd always shared. Any woman who wanted to spend her life with Ryan would have to either love it as much as he did, or be content to be a snow widow during the winter.
"This is a new run, isn't it?" she said, knowing it was and that Ryan had chosen it with care.
"Yeah," he said without elaborating. "We have quite a few new runs here at the Basin. It's expanded like crazy these last years." Then he grinned at her. "Follow me."
Stepping and gliding came back to her easily. She hadn't forgotten. But she made a show of stumbling along. "It really has been a while."
Ryan waited patiently as she "struggled" to the top between two runs. "Left or right? Left is a gentler slope. Right is more scenic and only slightly more difficult."
Decisions, decisions. In the spirit of my charade...
"Left. This time."
"All right, then. Strap in and we'll cut across."
Tara fell backwards into a sit with a plop into the soft powder and strapped her back foot into her bindings. Seattle got very little snow and when it did, it was usually wet and short-lived. Or quickly turned to concrete iciness. So she hadn't played or sat in snow in years. Cold, but it sure felt good.
Ryan sat next to her, strapped in, and leaned over to check her bindings. "Let's see what we have here."
A beanie covered his thick head of hair, but didn't quell the urge she had to reach out and stroke his head.
"You have to be kidding?" she said to him. "I know how to get into bindings."
"Sure, but these are newfangled bindings."
"Uh-huh. Which means poor helpless me can't figure them out?" She made a fist to resist the urge to reach out and stroke Ryan's hair like she used to.
"It never hurts to exercise caution and double check."
Ryan was not usually a fusser. Generally, he was pretty mellow. Which meant he was worried and didn't want anything to go wrong this first trip down. Tara wondered at his motivation. He probably figured he owed it to Chad to help Tara rediscover her love of boarding.
"Which means I get to check yours?" she said, teasing her.
"No way!" He stood on his board and grinned at her.
Standing up with your feet strapped to a snowboard can be a bit tricky at first. Tara, however, was a rusty pro. But she was intent on pulling one over on Ryan, with the idea of showing him he didn't have to worry about her. She leaned back on her hands and tried the old frog stand, failing, on purpose, and falling back on her butt.
Ryan immediately stepped in. "Let me." He offered her his hand and pulled her up.
She flashed him her best smile. "Thanks."
Ryan had always been gentlemanly and protective of her up on the slopes. Sometimes it was annoying. Sometimes she thought it was sweet.
All around them kids, mostly, were cruising down the hill on their boards. A couple of teenagers giggled next to them as a boy coached a pretty girl on how to get started.
Tara looked out on the view and the blue with her heart pounding. Anxiety welled up out of nowhere. She would do this. As she dusted the snow off her butt, Ryan leered at her. "Enjoying the show?"
He shrugged. "You always did know how to wiggle your ass."
"Shut up." She shook her head again.
"We'll take it slow," Ryan said. "Just push off gently and cut to the left-hand run. I'll be right behind you if you need me."
Situated between the two runs in a nice little hole sat a first-aid station hut. At a quick glance, Tara saw several inexperienced boarders who were trying to cross between runs having difficulty and sliding desperately close to the snow precipice above the first-aid station. Ah, the perfect scenario.
Tara pushed off and began cutting slowly down the slope in the general direction of the left run. She wobbled at first, and intentionally fell over into the powder, just to see what Ryan would do. He was right there to give her another hand up with a firm squeeze. Which felt good. Too good.
Back on her feet, Tara slid toward the run. The feel of the board beneath her feet and how to control it came right back. Her nerves faded away as a sense of exhilaration at performing a long-forgotten skill came back. She resisted her urge to control her speed and direction and let the slope carry her toward the first-aid station and that ledge that preceded it. She gained speed quickly and pulled away from Ryan.
"Tara, carve over!" he called to her.
She played helpless and let herself slide toward the station as Ryan boarded toward her.
"Tara, slow down! Dig your board edge in!"
As if he had to tell her. She knew exactly what to do and did the opposite.
"Tara!" Ryan was gaining on her.
But not fast enough. Even she could see that. If she let herself continue, she was going to end up as a pancake on the first-aid station's doorstep. Really, they should have put the station in a safer, more accessible spot.
Even as she slid, though, she relished the bracing fresh air on her face and the spray of the powder around her. The thing with boarding in powder is that speed is your friend. Slow too much and you dig into the snow, rather than gliding along the surface.
"Tara!"
Okay, time to end this charade. She leaned back on her heels, digging the board into the snow, and fell back onto her butt about fifteen feet from the precipice above the aid station.
Ryan glided to a stop next to her in a spray of powder.
"Good job, ski patrol," she said. "You got here quickly."
"Tara, don't tease. What were you thinking? Why didn't you fall down sooner if you couldn't control yourself?" He looked almost pale beneath his helmet and goggles. But maybe that was just the cold.
"If I'd had control, I would have used it." She called upon her meager acting skills and tried to sound upset and scared. And to look vulnerable.
Ryan pursed his lips and took a deep breath as he held his hand out to her. "I'll help you across to the run. I should have thought ahead. The run is much gentler than this crossing. You should be fine on it."
He pulled her to her feet, but didn't let go of her hands. Instead, he put his arms around her, looking as if he were about to dance with her. "I'll guide you. Just relax and let me lead. Boarding is all about relaxing. Just remember, boarding moves are just the same as everyday motions you make all the time, just on a moving board. They'll come back to you." His tone was soft, but firm, almost a command.
She stared into his worried eyes and nodded. There was something mesmerizing about Ryan's gaze and the concerned look on his face. About his desire to please her and help her rediscover love—of the slopes.
She did relax as he pushed off, or as much as was possible with Ryan's arms around her. His touch and the gentle, yet firm, way he held her brought back so many passionate memories. There was a time she never wanted to leave his arms, and she was coming dangerously close to rekindling those feelings. She was supposed to be gaming him, and yet she felt he'd somehow gotten the upper hand.
Ryan was smooth on a board. He pointed them toward the run and guided her cleanly with his hands firmly around her waist. His gaze flicked between her and where they were headed. "How are you doing?"
"Heavenly," she said without thinking. She flashed him a wavering smile, as if she was trying to be brave. But in fact, she'd spoken the truth. On the mountain again in Ryan's arms on such a beautiful day in perfect powder was heaven. Why had she avoided this and denied herself all these years?
She clutched him tightly, as if for security, as if he was her big, strong hero. But really she held onto him as if grasping for the joy of the past.
He came to a stop at the top of the run. "Here we are." He stared into her eyes.
She stared into his. Neither of them let go of the other.
"Are you up for trying?" His tone was soft and full of encouragement. "You can do this."
She nodded. "Yes, of course I can." She reluctantly let go of him.
"I'll be right behind you this time. Promise."
"You'd better be."
He released her. She pushed off and it all came back to her, just like riding a bike.
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Tara flew down the hill past all the beginner boarders and skiers. She flew past Santa Claus handing out candy canes to the children on the slopes. She sped along laughing with joy. With Ryan right behind her.
At the bottom of the run, she pulled to a perfect stop and grinned.
Ryan pulled up beside her. "You big, fat liar! Look at you board, as if there'd never been an interruption." Happiness tumbled through his voice.
Tara had the distinct impression he was hoping other interrupted things, one interrupted relationship in particular, came back with the same ease. The thought was both thrilling and frightening. She and Ryan lived in two different worlds, maybe they always had. And she wasn't certain there was any way of reconciling them, even after all these years.
She smiled at him. "That was too easy. Let's go again. On a more difficult run."
He shook his head. "Don't get cocky, kid. We'll go the right run this time and then we'll see about upping the difficulty points."
"Oh, come on," she said. "I think I'm ready for some tricks."
"I think you've already pulled one on me."
"I'm going to hit the trick park by the end of the day."
"We'll see about that."
The day slipped away all too quickly, and even though Tara was exhausted, she hated for it to end. She'd worked her way up to boarding the intermediate runs and even did a few easy tricks at the trick park. Then she'd watched Ryan show off for her.
She and Ryan had gotten along amazingly well. Tara felt as if that darn old hatchet was finally buried. If only a few inches deep.
Ryan stopped the SUV in front of Echo Bay Resort and popped the back so they could unload Tara's gear. They each hesitated in their seat.
"Come in and have dinner with me." Tara hoped she didn't sound too eager. Because she was, and she didn't want to scare Ryan away.
"On me," she said when he didn't answer right away. "Last I heard, Gram was intent on making her special mincemeat pie, and I'd lay money she saved a few slices for us."
"I'd love to, Tara."
She sensed a "but" coming. Unfortunately, she wasn't disappointed.
"But I'll have to take a rain check. I have to get home and feed my girl. She's been cooped up all day. She deserves a little time and attention and a nice romp outside before we hit the coldest temps of the day."
Tara was disappointed. Maybe she'd been wrong and Ryan wasn't as interested in her again as she thought he was. Losing out to a dog? Now that wasn't so great on her ego. She almost told him to go get Blondie and bring her over. But if he hadn't thought of that on his own, she wasn't going to push him.
"Another time, then. I'll hold you to it." She hopped out the SUV and helped Ryan unload her gear.
He set her board bag just inside the lodge door. They both ignored the mistletoe dangling over their heads. No matter how many times Tara removed it, that silly stuff always seemed to reappear as if by magic. Though she suspected Gram and a stepladder were the real culprits. Gram probably had a mistletoe man who made unending emergency deliveries on the sly.
Tara walked Ryan out. "I had a really great time tonight." Sheesh, I sound like a junior high girl on her first date. Lame.
Ryan smiled. "So did I. We'll do this again?"
He was sending really confusing signals.
She nodded. "Sure."
They stood facing each other and looking into each other's eyes. The day had seemed like a date. A goodbye kiss seemed appropriate, but they suddenly both seemed awkward. Tara couldn't figure out what had happened. They'd had no problem kissing out of the blue yesterday. But that had been reactionary. To kiss now would be purely intentional and a much bigger commitment.
"I'd better be going," he said.
She nodded. "See you tomorrow when you stop by for your morning coffee?"
"Yeah, if you can get up that early."
Tara watched him get into his vehicle and drive off toward his cabin, feeling a funny sense of unrequited love welling up. If this was a modern retelling of Dickens' A Christmas Carol, next one of the spirits would show her Ryan happily married to someone with a brood of merry children. They'd probably be riding snowmobiles and playing with that darn dog.
The thought of Ryan married to someone else made her not only unaccountably sad, but jealous to the extreme. Frowning, she went inside and sneaked up to her room with her gear, studiously avoiding Gram. Mercifully, Stormy and Kathleen had Sunday off and their weekend replacements didn't take an interest in Tara's love life or lack thereof.
In her room, Tara got out of her snowboard gear and changed into a sweater, skinny jeans, and fresh warm wool socks. As she set her gear in the corner, she spied the box of ornaments that she'd meant to give to Ryan when he dropped her off. She pulled back the curtain and looked across to Ryan's cabin. A light burned brightly in the window and she got an idea—a delightful, wonderful idea.
Ryan parked, grabbed his gear, and let himself into the cabin. Blondie attacked him instantly, nearly knocking him over. "Hey, here's a girl who's happy to see me!" He kneeled down and scratched her behind her ears.
Ryan was still confused about what had happened up on the mountain. On the one hand, he was delighted that Tara had taken to the slopes again with such ease, even though she'd punked him. Mission accomplished. He could stop blaming himself for killing a great joy of hers. One amend made.
On the other hand, he was completely confused and too hopeful. It certainly seemed that she'd been flirting with him; teasing and playing with him just like the old Tara. He wanted that old Tara back. He wanted her back in the body and mind of the current Tara. But he was wary, not wanting to push too hard or too fast. So he resorted to his dutiful dog owner excuse so he could think things through.
As he went to the cupboard for Blondie's food, he looked around his cabin. It was woefully lacking in Christmas spirit and decorations. All that ornament shopping yesterday had made him feel guilty. Or maybe inspired. He should have bought a few for himself and put up a small tree. If he could muster the heart for doing it all alone. Yeah, his mom would have helped him and dragged his dad along. But what Ryan really wanted was a special woman—like, say, Tara—to help him. At the very least a good buddy like Chad. And barring a miracle, he wasn't getting either one of those wishes.
He flipped on the TV. It's a Wonderful Life was playing. Yeah, Ryan wondered what his life would have been like if Chad hadn't died. But he wasn't going to get an angel like Charlie to show him. And he wasn't sure he could handle the could-have-beens if even he had.
For just a second Ryan wondered about fate. Maybe, if fate was fate and destiny was destiny, and unchangeable, he wouldn't be with Tara even if Chad had lived. Maybe she would have still headed off to the big city chasing her dream of career success and validation. Maybe he'd still be alone. The thought was depressing as hell.
He fed Blondie and took her out for the promised romp in the yard, built a nice fire in the fireplace, and headed in to take a shower, leaving the TV on. He'd just toweled off and slipped into a pair of jeans when someone pounded on his front door.
What now? Who could that be?
"Coming!" he yelled as Blondie barked up a storm. He grabbed a shirt and headed to the front door. Shirt still in hand, he grabbed Blondie's collar. "Calm down, girl."
He flung open the door with his free hand. Tara stood on his stoop with a bag of delicious-smelling food—fresh burgers, fries, and onion rings or he missed his guess—sitting atop two Old European Christmas boxes. She wore skinny jeans and a stylish coat with a faux-fur collar and looked good enough to eat. "Tara?"
"You said you'd have dinner with me another time. Were you serious, or was feeding the dog your equivalent of 'I have to wash my hair'?"
Ryan's heart grew at least one size right that minute, and pounded out of control. Tara, on his doorstep, with food and Christmas decorations in her arms—that sounded like a wish come true to him. Funny, he hadn't seen a falling star when he'd wished.
Blondie barked and wagged her tail as he held her back from jumping all over Tara and stealing his dinner. Man's best friend was smelling the burgers, too.
Ryan stepped back, pulling Blondie with him. "No, I was washing my hair, too. Neither were excuses."
Tara ran her gaze the length of him, from his wet, tousled hair, down his bare chest to his bare feet. "Hmmm, you look like you're telling the truth. For the sake of our friendship, I think I'll choose to believe you. Has the dog been fed and played with?"
He nodded. "First thing."
"Good. And this must be the famous Blondie. Oh, she's a beaut, Ryan."
As Tara kneeled to pet her, Ryan stepped between them. "Not with my dinner in your hands. I'm a starving man and Blondie doesn't share." He was telling the truth. He was starving for Tara.
Tara stood and grinned at him, or rather his chest where his nipples stood erect. "You must be freezing. Do you always answer the door half naked?" She shut the door with her foot.
He glanced at the shirt in his hand. He'd almost forgotten he was holding it. And no, he wasn't cold. He was burning.
Tara walked to his small, round dining table and set her bag and boxes down. Ryan let go of Blondie and slipped his shirt on.
Blondie charged Tara, who seemed delighted as the dog jumped up on her. She leaned down to pet her and got a big, sloppy dog kiss for her trouble. She only laughed and cooed to the dog. Tara had always loved animals.
"She really is a doll," Tara said. "Grandpa swears golden retrievers are the best bird dogs. Do you use her for hunting?"
"A bit. But she's kind of spoiled." It warmed his heart to see Tara so happy with his dog. Maybe old angel Charlie was here granting his wish after all. It sure seemed like this was a glimpse into what Christmases could have been like.
"Oh, so you're like Gram, then—a dog spoiler. Grandpa blames her for the ruin of many a good hunting animal." She laughed, still scratching Blondie behind the ears and cooing to her. "Oh, you're a good girl. You're a beautiful girl."
Ryan wanted some of that loving attention for himself. He went to the cupboard and got two plates, two beer glasses, and some napkins and set the table while Tara played with the dog.
As he got the spread out, Tara stood, went to the sink, and washed up.
"Just what I was hoping for—burgers!" Ryan got two beers from the fridge, but rather than just popping the tops, he reached for a corkscrew. What could he say? The fruity Belgian-style beers Tara liked at the holidays were corked. He removed the cork and handed a beer to Tara.
"Cranberry lambic!" She grinned. "I do love a good fruity Christmas beer." She looked at the label. "Made locally."
"Yeah, by a friend of mine in town. He runs a little microbrewery. If you're interested, I'll take you there sometime." Okay, that was a half-assed way to ask a girl out.
But she didn't seem to mind. Tara raised her bottle to his. "To the holidays and new, happy memories."
He clinked with her, wishing for exactly the same thing—deliriously happy memories.
"Yum!" Tara licked the beer foam off her lips. "Nice and bubbly. Effervescent. That's what I love about lambic—it's the champagne of beers." She grinned at him again. "But I didn't peg you for a lambic man. I thought a nice holiday ale was more your style."
He shrugged. "And you'd be right. These two came in a mixed holiday pack. They're all I have left." Fortuitously, because Tara had always loved fruity drinks and holiday beer.
They sat down to eat and unwrapped their sloppy burgers.
"The soon to be very famous Copper Creek bleu cheese burger," Tara said.
Ryan's heart was in danger of growing another size. She was trying to please him. Maybe he should have been suspicious, given their rivalry, but he chose to take the gesture for what it was—very touching.
Tara broke off a piece of her burger and fed it to Blondie, who begged at her side.
"Hey! Now who's spoiling?" Ryan poured his beer into his glass.
Tara shrugged as she did the same. "What can I say? I'm a chip off Gram's block." As they both dug in, Tara looked around the cabin.
He could tell she was trying to hide her consternation. "You don't like my décor?"
She pursed her lips. "No, it's not that. It's just...well, there's a shocking lack of Christmas decorations. With all your jolliness around town and your enthusiasm for the Santa Ski, I sort of pegged you for a Christmas-loving guy. Looks like I came just in time."
Ryan nodded, wondering just how much he should say and whether he should come clean with Tara. "Looks like you did. I'm privately in danger of becoming old Scrooge."
He paused and worked up his nerve. "As for the Santa Ski, it wasn't my idea. But for as long as people will be drinking and skiing and boarding while making merry, I'll be there to watch over them and keep them safe." He looked down at his burger and then up at her. "I won't have another Christmas Eve tragedy on my hands. Not if I can help it."
Tara stared at him a moment before reaching across the table to squeeze his hand. He squeezed back, not wanting to ever let go.
Her eyes were misty, but she smiled. "I can't have you turning into Scrooge. After we eat, we'll get you a tree. Otherwise the extra ornaments I brought over from the lodge are just going to go to waste. And we can't have that.
"There must be a Christmas-worthy tree in your yard, one you can sacrifice to the Christmas cause." She squeezed his hand again.
Cutting a tree in the dark by flashlight was more challenging, but more fun than Tara could have imagined. So many of them looked long and distorted by shadow; ghostly reflected in the flashlight beam. Yet stunningly, eerily beautiful—even the most plain trees. And holes were practically impossible to see, both on the ground and in the tree.
Ryan caught her elbow on more than one occasion as she misstepped. "Hey, go easy. I can't have you turning your ankle so close to Christmas. What will people think if I have to carry you into the emergency room?"
She wasn't sure, but being in Ryan's arms sounded good to her. "These trees all look so deceptively small out here in the forest." She put her hands on her hips and studied the ones around her. "But none of them are under ten feet. We should have brought a ladder so we could top one."
Ryan shook his head. "No way, I'm not topping a big, healthy tree, not even for Christmas."
Blondie barked. They both turned and shone their lights on her as she raced around the woods on the edge of Ryan's property, freezing as if she was playing flashlight tag before a scraggly, but right-sized tree.
"That one looks good." Tara raced to it, as fast as she could in the dark without taking a tumble.
"You're crazy," Ryan said as he came up behind her.
"This little one is perfect." Tara shone her flashlight on it.
Ryan came up behind her and added his light to hers. The two beams melding together seemed symbolic. Tara smiled to herself. She'd been surprised by Ryan's place and the complete lack of anything Christmas in it. And she completely understood and admired his reason for supporting the Santa Ski. People would be up skiing and reveling whether he or Tara condoned it or not. Any warnings they could give would simply be shrugged off with a silent That could never happen to me. But life could change in an instant, as she knew only too well.
"Perfect? Are you the same woman who went Christmas tree cutting with me yesterday? Either someone body-snatched you or you've suddenly gone blind. That tree is an embarrassment to treehood."
Tara laughed. "I could say the same of you. What happened to the kind and compassionate Charlie Brown tree gatherer of yesterday that I went into the woods with? That man would have seen the possibilities in this little guy."
"Even the Peanuts gang couldn't make something out of this scraggly stick."
Blondie gave a happy bark and circled the tree. Tara laughed. "Yeah, we know you like it, girl." She paused, considering it. "Beggars can't be choosers. That little tree will fit into your cabin, and at this point, that's all that matters."
"And that it's not full of spiders."
Tara broke out laughing. Ryan referred to the time as teens they'd brought a tree in from the forest into his parents' house. When the tree warmed up, a batch of spiders hatched just as they were decorating it. Tara didn't stop screaming for a week, or so her brother liked to tease. She screamed until she cried, that was for sure.
"I don't see any spiders," she said.
"That's because it's dark."
She ignored his protests. "I'll hold the light. You chop it down."
"Wow, that's harsh," he said. "Just chop her down."
"Okay, then, gently saw her. Have you never read The Little Christmas Tree? It's every tree's goal to be a Christmas tree. Besides, this little tree is almost on life support. The big trees are hogging all the light and slowly strangling it. Unless you're planning to move and replant it, you'll be doing it a favor."
"It's a mercy killing then?"
She gave Ryan a gentle shove in the shoulder.
He laughed and handed her his light. "Mercy killing it is." He got down on his hands and knees and started sawing while Tara admired his butt.
Ryan had always been too easy on her eyes, even in the dark.
When he was finished, he carried the tree to the house while Tara carried the saw and Blondie trotted next to them. The tree had been sheltered by the big trees and was remarkably dry and free from snow.
They probably should have let it dry out overnight, and, given their past history, doused it with spider spray, but Tara was in the mood to decorate it now. She couldn't keep trumping up reasons to stop by Ryan's. And she was afraid he might lose the decorating mood.
"Do you have a stand?" she asked.
He shook his head. "No, but I have a bucket."
"That'll do."
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It took Ryan fifteen minutes to locate the bucket, cut a base from some of his stash of kindling, and nail it to the bottom of the tree before he stuck it in the old metal bucket filled with sugar water. Tara directed him as he maneuvered it into a spot in front of his picture window just far enough from the blazing fire to be safe.
"Spin it half a turn." She eyed it. "No, no, not quite right. Give it another quarter-turn."
He complied.
"Again."
"Give up, Tara. This tree has no good side and I'm not about to play spin the tree all night." He let go of the tree and came over to stand beside her.
She couldn't help noticing how close he was, nearly shoulder to shoulder.
"Sure it does. See! You found it." She clapped and broke out laughing. Ryan was right. It was the worst tree ever. "It's just that its good side is pretty pathetic."
"Yeah, it is." He laughed, too.
She turned to him. "Do you have any lights?"
He arched a brow. "Why would I have lights?"
"I guess it's a good thing I threw a few strings in on a whim." As Tara went to get them, Ryan put some Christmas music on.
They strung the lights and hung the twenty or so ornaments she'd brought, and the tree still hadn't improved much.
Tara pursed her mouth off to the side as she inspected their handiwork. "I'm sorry. It's still sorry looking. It was supposed to add cheer to your place, not depress you.
"You don't have any construction paper or popcorn that we could string, do you? Something to fill it out a bit more?"
He shook his head no. "No need. I like it."
"Liar."
"Seriously." He put a hand on her shoulder as he stood behind her. "It may be a laughingstock of a tree, but we put it up together. It's already full of happy memories, and that's what counts."
Beside them, the fire crackled merrily, casting a warm glow on the tree. The ornaments, sparse as they were, caught the light and sparkled. And outside, snow lit up the scene out the picture window, making it look like a Currier and Ives Christmas card. Viewed in the right light...
"I'm just glad you're here and we're talking and laughing together again," he said. "There was a time I didn't think this would ever happen."
She turned around to face him. She'd felt the same. "I know," she said softly, feeling the weight of her guilt.
"It was my fault," they said in unison. And then, "No!"
Ryan shook his head. "I should have been the one who died that night. I was the hothead. If I could take it all back—"
Tara put a finger to his lips. "Don't talk like that. Don't say it. No one should have died that night.
"Ryan." She cupped his face in her hands. "Look at me. I'm sorry I blamed you. My grief counselors over the years have said what I felt was a means of transference. Because I couldn't blame Chad for being reckless. He was the victim. He was dead. Instead I blamed you and I blamed myself.
"Neither of us was at our best that night. But none of us could have predicted what would happen. Neither of us meant for it to happen. Or wished for it to happen. It was an accident. That's all. No one, not even Chad, was to blame."
She bit her lip and stared into Ryan's eyes. "I should have apologized years ago, but my heart was broken and I couldn't face you. This last few days together have helped me see the real you again.
"I'm so sorry. About everything. I certainly never meant to ruin Christmas for you. You didn't used to be like this." She gestured around the room. "You used to love Christmas. Chad wouldn't want this. He loved Christmas, too, and would have wanted us to enjoy it."
"Yeah, he did."
Ryan's lips were inches from hers. So tantalizing. And the look in his eyes as if he needed healing and she was the one to do it. She wanted to make everything better. She wanted to make them all better. She closed her eyes and leaned up to brush his lips with hers.
"Tara," he whispered as he wrapped his arms around her and pressed her tightly against him, pulling her into a full, deep kiss.
Some kisses are full of passion. Some of lust. Some of longing. Their kiss, this kiss, was full of need and healing. Yesterday in the forest had been pure passion. But this was a kiss to wash away the years of blame and hurt. This was absolution for her and him.
She put her arms around Ryan's neck as she leaned into him and kissed him back. She had to show him that she'd forgiven him as much as she needed to feel he no longer blamed her for the way their lives had gone.
The years fell away as he cupped the back of her head, kissing her with more experience and expertise than she remembered.
She trembled in his arms as she ran her fingers through the short hair at the base of his neck and lightly traced the outline of his ear. They fit together so well.
"Tara," he whispered, leaning his forehead against hers. The tone of his voice and the way he said her name spoke volumes and told her everything she needed to know.
"I've missed you." She tried to look into his eyes, but his were closed. "Ryan?"
"I'm just hanging onto the moment. I don't want this to be a dream or a misstep." His voice was ragged.
It was clear to Tara he was afraid of making that misstep, yet passion and desire shown in his voice. She needed Ryan, right there, right that minute. Ten years of pent-up desire for the communion of their bodies, for the forgiveness of hurts, for the intimacy was too much, and Tara was willing to risk all. She gently tugged his shirt free of the soft denim of his jeans and ran her hands over the strong muscles of his back until he shuddered beneath her touch.
His opened his eyes and they were questioning and hopeful. "Tara?"
She unbuttoned the top button of his shirt and kissed the hollow of his neck as she reached for the next button. The fire popped next to them and a jazz version of a popular romantic holiday song played. Outside, the snow continued to fall.
"Don't overthink it, just feel," she whispered back, giving him all the permission he needed.
"You're—"
"Totally prepared," she replied as she slid his shirt off his shoulders and it fell to the floor.
He ran his hands beneath her sweater, warm hands that felt good against the bare skin of her waist. As he kissed her with sudden urgency, he pulled her sweater off over her head and removed her bra.
She rid him of his undershirt, unfastened his jeans and slid them off his hips, kissing passionately in the process. She was lost in feel of his bare skin against hers. In the emotion crackling between them. In the connection she'd never felt with another man.
Her soul hummed with joy as she pulled Ryan down to the plush rug in front of the fire. It wasn't exactly the bearskin rug of fantasies, but it was good enough. In fact, it was perfect. The fire and Ryan felt hot on her skin as he braced over her, kissing and stroking her.
Her nipples budded as he stroked and caressed them. She wrapped her legs around him. "Now, Ryan, now."
He thrust into her and the world collapsed to a symphony of just the two of them. If joy and forgiveness could be expressed as physical pleasure, this was it.
If she'd been in her rational, thinking mode, she might have worried that they'd have forgotten how to move together after all these years. But she wasn't, and that definitely wasn't the case.
They moved in perfect union as her pleasure built and built as she rocked with him and their lips didn't part. He kissed her and thrust until she gasped and moaned into his kiss. Finally, she arched up as waves of pleasure crashed over her. He moaned, too, and they collapsed together, spent.
He finally broke the kiss and stared into her eyes. "I love you."
Maybe it shouldn't have been unexpected, but it was. She hesitated as her pulse raced and her spirits soared.
"It's all right," he said. "You don't have to respond in kind. I just thought you should know."
"No, that's not it." She had to make him understand. "It's just...I can't believe you still do, after everything and all the years."
He smiled and shrugged as he pulled a plush throw off the sofa next to them, threw it over them, and pulled her into the crook of his shoulder to cuddle.
The fire still blazed next to them, but she had to admit the side of her away from it was cool. His gesture was thoughtful.
"True love never dies—" He cut himself short as he realized what he was saying. "Sorry. I don't mean... Shit. I'm bungling this."
"No, you're not." She snuggled closer. "I love you, too. And that's not a platitude or an obligatory 'I love you.' I've loved you nearly all my life, Ryan."
He smiled and neither spoke as they listened to the Christmas music and the fire burning.
"As fantastic as this is," Ryan said at last, "this floor is getting hard." He leaned up on one elbow. "Come to bed with me. Spend the night."
She looked up at him and laughed. "Are you crazy? Harry will kill you if I don't come home tonight. Is that what you want?"
He laughed. "I'd be willing to brave it."
"The last thing you need so close to Christmas is to be on his naughty list." She stroked Ryan's cheek. "Seriously, Ry, I have to go back to the lodge." She paused, trying to put her feelings into words. "Right now, this is so beautiful and new again. I'd like some time to cherish it and keep it just between us.
"If Harry and Margie find out, and your mom, well, we don't need the pressure, do we?"
She studied him, but his expression was masked.
"No, you're right. Just between us." He grinned.
He looked happy. She was relieved. She just needed a little time to think things through. She hadn't come to his cabin expecting to seduce him, thinking he'd confess his undying love for her and that she'd admit her feelings.
She loved him. She really and truly did, and it seemed like a Christmas miracle. But even miracles had logistics, and she just wasn't sure how they were going to work them out. Right now, she didn't want to think about them.
"But I can ask you out, right? We can be seen in public together? This isn't a clandestine relationship?"
"You already took me snowboarding, so I'd say no, we're definitely not clandestine. We're just not letting the world in on how serious we are."
"So you'll go out with me?"
"Depends on what you have in mind."
He was grinning and studying her. "Come to the Christmas Eve Santa Ski with me."
"What!"
"Come on, Tara. I want to spend Christmas Eve with you and I'm on duty that night, for at least part of it. Come with me to the party. You've already braved the mountain. You can do it."
He was right. They were moving past the past, putting it behind them and making bright, shiny new Christmas memories. "Okay."
"Okay?"
"Sure."
He laughed. "Okay, it's a date."
She glanced at the clock on the mantel. "Oh, crud! Time slipped away from me. I didn't realize how late it's gotten. I have to go." She reached for her clothes.
"You don't have time for one more?" His eyes were devilish.
"Maybe one."
"Then I'll walk you home."
Ryan walked home from the lodge in the gently falling snow. He couldn't remember a December this snowy, ever. But he loved it. The snow lit up the night and matched the glow of his spirits.
Tara loves me. He couldn't push the thought away. It danced through his mind over and over again.
On his porch, he dusted the snow from his shoulders and shook off his hat as he stomped the snow out of his boots. Inside, his cabin was toasty warm and his new Christmas tree glowed.
The sight of it made him smile, not that he'd stopped grinning since making love with Tara. He'd probably sleep with a grin on his face.
He hung up his coat and hat and pulled off his boots before walking to his tree. The little thing was pathetic, but his grin grew at the selection of animal ornaments Tara had brought for him. And then he spotted an ornament he hadn't seen before. Tara must have hung it.
A shiny gingerbread boy snuggled into a branch. He grinned, thinking of her having the twin gingerbread girl on the tree at the lodge. The two should be together, hanging side by side forever...
And then Ryan got an idea, a wonderful, terrible, brilliant idea that made his heart race. He went to the bedroom and pulled open his sock drawer. Nestled beneath the socks and underwear, he found a small ring box. He carried it into the living room, sat beneath the tree, and opened the lid.
Tara's diamond engagement ring winked back at him, catching the multicolor lights of the tree. It wasn't a big ring, but it was what he could afford back then.
What did a guy do with an engagement ring a girl returned? He'd never had the heart to try to pawn it. Another woman would never want a castoff ring. And besides, there'd never been another woman he wanted to marry.
She deserved a bigger, better, more modern ring. But this one would make a nice placeholder, a perfect gift for Santa to pull out of his bag.
An entire proposal plan hatched right there. Santa would be handing out gifts at the Santa Ski party at The Basin Lodge. Ryan would wrap this one up and have Santa give it to Tara. And then he'd go down on one knee and propose. That would be the perfect new Christmas memory to erase, as much as possible, the old sad ones of the Basin. A new start.
His heart pounded away. Maybe I'm jumping things, moving too fast...
But he knew his heart. He'd waited for her for ten years. He couldn't let her get away now. And if she refused him? Well, it was better to know now, before he wasted any more of his life dreaming of a woman he couldn't have.
He reconsidered for just a second—was a public proposal the best plan?
Ah, hell. He'd have Santa give her the package and find a secluded corner for her to open it in.
She loves me. After all this time. She said yes once. Why would she say no now?
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Tara woke in the morning with a smile on her face. And it was all because of Ryan. Last night had been wonderful. Just the sense of relief and forgiveness was a gift she'd badly needed, but add in the intimacy and she felt like she'd already had Christmas.
She stretched and sat up and then she remembered. Today's the day Cheryl Jones from Northwest Resort Management Services
is coming.
There was so much to do before she arrived. Like making sure her grandparents were truly open to listening and that Harry would actually show up as promised. No mere down-in-the-back excuse was going to get him out of it.
Tara felt a pang of guilt when she thought about Ryan and his desire to buy the lodge. But she was also optimistic. If they got married someday, Ryan would own the lodge just like he'd always dreamed. She smiled at the thought. In the meantime, NRMS would make sure the lodge stayed profitable and provided a good income for her grandparents for the rest of their lives.
As she knew all too well, it was one thing to love Ryan. It was another to make the relationship work. And right now, she didn't have any kind of clear vision about how it might, other than if they took things one day at a time they stood a fighting chance.
Tara slid out of bed and went to the window. It was still snowing. The world looked lovely and Christmassy. But this had to be some kind of a record snow year. There was already a good four feet of snow outside. And that was where it wasn't piled up. The parking lot was getting smaller and smaller as Harry or Ryan plowed the snow and had to put it somewhere. The same was true with the winding lake road. But for now, Tara vowed to enjoy it.
She headed to the shower, humming "Jingle Bells."
Most of the gifts—in reality, prizes—for the Santa Ski were locked in the safe at The Basin main lodge. Even though it ran contrary to general measures of security, Ryan wasn't about to trust Tara's ring to that. He went directly to Jim Dickson to entrust it into his care.
"You sure about this?" Jim stared at the wrapped jewelry box with Tara's name on it in his hand.
"There's no one else I'd trust with it."
"Oh, you can trust me, sure enough. I'll lock it in the gun safe. No one will get it there. It's just..." Jim hesitated. "Are you sure a public marriage proposal is the best thing and is going to net you a genuine answer?
"I always wondered about boys who proposed on big screens at football games and the like. Put on the spot like that, what's a girl supposed to do? Look like a bitch by turning the poor guy down? I expect that often happens later in private."
Ryan shook his head. "Oh, this isn't really all that public, Jim. Not like that, anyway. All you have to do is hand her a small wrapped present. I'll corner her and make sure she opens it where there are no prying eyes."
"Still, everyone will want to know what's in it."
Ryan shrugged. "No reason she has to tell them if she doesn't want to. Tara knows how to evade questions when she wants to. I can even cover, saying I didn't know what to do with that damn ring after all these years and thought she should have it regardless."
Jim arched a brow. "Well, you seem to have an answer for everything." With his long white beard, curly white hair, and rotund belly, it felt almost as if Ryan was speaking with the real Santa. The committee had done a good job in picking Jim to be Santa this year. In fact, he probably had the job for life.
"The thing is, I can't make hers the first gift of Christmas. The people at the Basin would have my head for that. But I can work this in somewhere in the middle where it will be less conspicuous. I don't think any of the other merchants will have a problem with that."
"Sounds good to me." Ryan grinned.
Jim held out his hand for Ryan to shake. "Good luck, young man. I hope this is your Christmas."
Cheryl Jones from Northwest Resort Management Services Corp., NRMS, was personable, charming, and professional. Frankly, Tara was impressed with her as she sat down with her grandparents and Cheryl in Harry's private office.
"We've done a thorough analysis of Echo Bay's financial performance, assets, profit margins, and facilities. After inspecting them today, personally, I'm favorably inclined toward the lodge and its possibilities," Cheryl said.
"I'll have more information for you after I get back to the office and input my observations. But let me say, I do believe NRMS can be hugely valuable to you and our partnership profitable for all of us.
"First, let me give you a quick analysis of our fees and services." Cheryl glanced at Harry and Margie.
Tara studied them, too. Tara already knew about NRMS's services and fees, but she had butterflies in her stomach—would Cheryl think there was enough profit possibility to partner with Echo Bay Resort, and how high of a percentage would NRMS demand? The upper five percent of their range? Or was there enough profit potential to only take three percent?
Harry sat with his arms closed, not looking at all receptive to the idea of hiring NRMS. Margie looked only slightly more willing to think about things.
"My team will develop an annual strategic business plan, along with defined financial goals and performance measures, as well as quarterly performance reports. We'll also make a five-year property improvement plan. We want to upgrade this place and make it a destination resort." Cheryl smiled.
But Harry was on the verge of a scowl.
"We'll take over the daily operation of your property as well as sales and marketing, accounting, hiring, human resources, and guest services."
Harry was definitely scowling now. "And how much will that cost me?"
Cheryl remained unfazed by Harry's gruff nature. "I'm getting to that, Mr. Jansen. Our rates are very reasonable. We work for either a flat monthly retainer fee, or take a percentage of proceeds.
"In Echo Bay's case, I believe a percentage is to everyone's advantage, at least from what I've seen so far."
"And that percentage would be?" Harry seemed to cross his arms more tightly. His knuckles looked white.
"In your case, I have to admit they'd be at the upper end of our range—five percent."
Tara let out a breath she'd hardly been aware of holding. Five percent. Not good.
"Five percent!" Harry looked about ready to come out of his chair. "That's more profit than we make."
Cheryl didn't lose her smile. She laughed and held up a hand. "I understand, Mr. Jansen. But we intend to make you so much profit, that while we'll be taking our share, you'll be making more than you ever have before.
"We have years of experience in streamlining operations while maintaining the feel of the establishments we manage and improving them at the same time.
"You've done an excellent job of keeping this lodge running and homey. But just from a quick look around I can name half a dozen relatively inexpensive improvements that would return tenfold on your investment and pay for our services.
"And then there are elements in your operation that I've observed that can be quickly changed to cut costs and up your profit margin."
Margie leaned forward, looking at least somewhat interested. "Such as?"
"Well, for example—your fire-lighting man," Cheryl said. "I've never seen an establishment have a separate staff member purely for lighting one fireplace."
Tara stepped in. "You mean Carter? He's been doing that job for years, over twenty of them. He really doesn't cost much. And, though we'd never admit it publicly, keeping Carter employed is really a bit of charity. He's disabled and without this job, I don't have any idea who would hire him. He'd lose all his self-esteem. He takes so much pride in this job. And his services make us unique."
Cheryl's smile didn't slip, not in the slightest. It became clear to Tara that she was used to hearing such objections.
"Oh, we can keep the fire-lighting ceremony, if you will. We'll have another fulltime staff member do it. We can even outfit that person in a special uniform. You see, we're not trying to change what's working here."
"But what about Carter?"
"By paying Carter, you're losing money. If you referred him to a charitable organization for employment, you could make a personal contribution toward work for him and write it off."
Laying Carter off didn't sound very charitable at all. Tara couldn't help frowning. Her two grandparents didn't look like they thought so, either.
"I'm sure we can work something out," Tara said. She'd never meant to put Carter's job on the line.
Cheryl nodded. "Of course we can. But I must be frank. Unless you're willing to make the changes we suggest, we can't guarantee we'll be able to work with you. You're working on a very thin profit margin. Even at five percent of proceeds, we'd be taking a risk by taking you on and working for the least money we possibly can. Unless we can quickly increase revenue, we could all be in trouble."
"What about staffing?" Margie asked. "Would you keep our staff on?"
Cheryl nodded. "All of them who perform up to our standards, absolutely!"
Even her gentle-mannered grandma frowned at that. Tara could almost read Gram's thoughts as she worried about Kathleen and Stormy and the others.
Tara had to head off any further questions. "I'm sure all of them will, Gram. Kathleen, Stormy, the maids, they're all topnotch."
Cheryl nodded. "And of course, we'd put them all through our training program and give them ample opportunity to prove themselves before making any judgments."
Thank you, Cheryl.
Tara cleared her throat. "Tell us about the new manager you'd bring in to run the place. I think Gram and Grandpa, as well as the community, would expect you to hire someone local, someone they knew they could trust." And, of course, Tara had the perfect candidate in mind.
Cheryl pursed her lips as if in thought. Finally, she nodded. "We like to support the community. We need their support. If you have any candidates in mind, we'd appreciate the recommendation. We'll certainly consider any viable applicant."
Tara had thought about it all morning. Ryan had the touch with the lodge. He'd be the perfect person to manage it. He'd hate watching anyone besides Harry run it. If they could swing a comparable salary to what he made at Copper Creek, she was sure he'd take the position. It seemed like a winning solution for everyone for the time being. "I was thinking Ryan Sanders would jump at the opportunity—"
"Jump!" Harry nearly jumped out of his chair. He pounded the desk in front of him, startling them all. "You're crazy, girl, if you think that. Ryan wants to own this place, not be told how to run it by outsiders who've never spent more than five hours in this place."
Ryan was apprehensive all day. Deciding to propose could do that to a guy, he supposed. But he also knew Tara, Harry, and Margie were meeting with the property management company. Tara had told him about it earlier, back when she'd thrown it in his face. Knowing Tara, she'd feel obligated to take the meeting. Canceling at this late date was out of the question. But he expected she'd send them packing now, politely. Although Tara had no idea he was planning to propose, it only made sense to leave things as they were while they pursued their relationship.
He'd looked NRMS up and perused their services. Tara had picked a good company. They were well respected and known for their successes. But they were pricey, too. Ryan couldn't see Harry wanting to hand over the kind of fees NRMS required. And now that Tara and Ryan were back together, there was no need for their services. Ryan would keep helping Harry out to ease his burden. At least, Ryan hoped Tara saw it that way.
But this was where things got tricky. Ten years ago their differing opinions about the lodge, career aspirations, and where to live had contributed to their breakup. Chad's death had just been the final blow. With them reconciling over that and getting past their grief and guilt, Ryan had high hopes they could overcome their other obstacles.
Hadn't ten years apart proven that they were meant to be together? No matter what?
Ryan had grown up since then, too. He realized how valuable career satisfaction was to life happiness, and he no longer intended to try to rob Tara of hers. If she still wanted to live and work in Seattle, they'd work some arrangement out. It was only a six-hour drive from Echo Bay to Seattle. It wouldn't be ideal, but he'd rather have her in his life, even part time, than lose her completely.
But surely she must realize that same thing about him? That she now held the power of his dreams in her hand. She could make them come true by marrying him. There was no longer any need for a property management company as the only way to keep Echo Bay Resort in the family.
Harry and Margie would be thrilled with the outcome. Tara would no longer have to fight them. They'd go willingly into retirement. Harry would be happy puttering around, doing as much as he wanted while Ryan shouldered the burden of day-to-day operations and all the financial worries. They could even keep their apartment in the lodge. Ryan would be happy to continue living in his cabin.
He grinned at the thought of Tara sharing it with him. And their children running around the resort, growing up like he and Tara had, loving the outdoors and the lake. There wasn't any place more fun for a kid to grow up than a year-round resort. Ryan was convinced of that.
He really didn't want to think of how Tara's Seattle job would mesh with these daydreams of children. They'd figure that all out when the time came.
He and Tara had dinner plans together—takeout. She'd offered to meet him in town, but it hadn't stopped snowing all day. And on top of what they already had, getting around was treacherous. Besides, he wanted a little privacy with her.
Ryan texted Tara that he was home. Thank goodness. He was late getting home and she was eager to see him and concerned about him on the roads. It hadn't stopped snowing all day. Tara bundled up for the walk to his cabin. Just outside the door to the lodge she ran into her grandfather.
Harry was bundled up as well, looking like an aging snowman—round, but not jolly—as he stared up into the sky and the falling snow.
"You'll catch your death out here, Grandpa." She mimicked Gram, smiling as she did.
"Huh?" He looked at her. "Oh, Tara."
"What are you doing out here in the dark? You can't be stargazing."
"No, no. Just checking out the roof." Harry pointed.
Tara followed his finger. "It looks like something out of a winter storybook."
Harry shook his head. "It looks like trouble, like too much weight for the roof. That's what it looks like."
Tara frowned. "It's cold and the snow is lightweight."
Harry kept shaking his head. "Even lightweight snow adds up. Like a lot of us, that roof is old and can't do as much as it used to." His breath came out in white wisps as he spoke. "It needs to be shoveled, and soon, or we'll have no end of trouble on our hands."
Tara studied Harry. "I hope you're not planning on getting up there." It was less a question and more a command.
"Me?" Harry was studying the roof again. "Not too many years ago I would've. But not now. No. I'm thinking of Ryan."
Tara looked up at the expanse of roof with all its peaks. She didn't like the idea of anyone going up on the roof, not in this weather. Not anytime, really. Especially not someone she loved. "Looks like an awful lot of roof for one person to clear. Did Ryan promise he'd do it?" She crossed her fingers, hoping not.
"A lot of work? Not for a young man. Especially if he's got a few friends to help." Harry smiled at her. "Yeah, Ryan said he'd do it. Get a few of his buds over here to help him."
Tara shielded her eyes from the falling snow and studied the roof again in the dim light. "You can't expect Ryan to do all our work here. There are services, professionals with professional snow-blowing equipment who'll do it for a reasonable fee. Let me call one."
"No, no, no. No use paying someone. Ryan will do it."
Sometimes Harry could be too tight with a dollar.
"Where you headed to this time of evening, missy?" Harry asked.
Oops. Here was her protective grandpa rearing his head.
"To Ryan's. For dinner." She tried not to sound belligerent and defensive. Challenging. Harry wasn't going to scare Ryan off. Not this time.
But her grandpa was getting old and losing his fight. "Huh. Well, you tell him to get his tail over here tomorrow evening and get this roof shoveled off before it collapses on our heads."
She shook her head. "Will do."
"You have a good time, then. And don't get back too late." Harry headed toward the lodge. "And make sure Ryan walks you home."
Right, Tara thought. On all counts.
It was a quick and beautiful walk through the woods to Ryan's. As she strolled up his driveway, she studied his roof. Judging from the scant amount of snow piled on it, it appeared he'd recently cleared it.
Smoke came out of his chimney, and the windows to his cabin were warmly lit and inviting. Ryan met her at the door.
"Watching for me?" She wrapped her arms around him.
"You took your time getting here." He kissed her lightly on the lips. "You're freezing. Get in here and warm up."
She pressed her cold cheek against his. "Grandpa waylaid me. Said something about telling you to get over to the lodge and shovel the roof. He's worried about it."
Ryan grabbed her hands and pulled her inside, shutting the door behind him. "I'll get over there tomorrow if I can."
"I'll call someone to come do it, Ry. I don't want you up on the roof in this weather." Tara slid her coat off and hung it on a rack next to the door before taking off her hat and boots. "Something smells good in here."
He slid her arms around her again and nuzzled her neck. "I think that's you."
"You're saying I smell like garlic bread?"
He laughed. "I picked up Italian—manicotti, garlic bread, and salad."
"Sounds good to me. I'm famished."
A timer went off. He released her, grabbed a pair of oven mitts, and pulled a pan of steaming manicotti from the oven.
"Anyone ever tell you that you look handsome in the kitchen?"
"Only in the kitchen?"
"What can I say? I'm hungry," she said. "Can I help you with something?"
He set the manicotti on the table. "Everything's ready. And waiting for you."
He'd put a red tablecloth on the table and white candles were lit. A fire crackled in the living room just across from the kitchen. She was touched by his romantic gesture and thinking how this little cabin had potential.
They ate dinner, making small talk and eyes at each other. After they finished and cleared the dishes, they retired to the sofa in front of the fireplace.
Ryan sat with his arm around her. "Only four days until Christmas Eve. Looks like we'll have a white one this year."
Something about his tone was a little too eager and made her laugh. "You sound like a kid. Eager."
"There's nothing wrong with being excited about Christmas."
"You must have asked Santa for something special," she said.
He grinned.
He's up to something. She realized with a start that in all probability he had a surprise for her. Up until that moment getting him a gift hadn't even crossed her mind. Things had happened so quickly and suddenly. And now, what was the gift giving protocol? She opened her mouth to tell him not to go overboard, but shut it again before speaking. What if she was wrong?
"Have you decided what you're wearing to the Christmas Eve party at the Basin?" he asked.
"I thought tacky Christmas sweaters were the required dress." She was teasing him.
"Please. Spare me that."
"Reindeer ears?"
"I was thinking that white fuzzy sweater of yours, the one that makes you look like a sexy snow bunny, and your knee-high boots."
She laughed. "What kind of fantasy are you concocting?"
"None. I just want to show you off to the other guys at the party and make them jealous." He paused. "Good and jealous."
"In that case, I'll wear something that will make you proud." She leaned her head against his shoulder, wondering how to bring up her meeting. All through dinner they'd both danced around it.
She wanted to be honest and upfront with him and not let anything come between them again. "I met with the property management company today."
"Was that today?" He hugged her tightly against him.
He was just a little too casual.
"It was a good meeting." She was eager to make him the offer. It wasn't something physical, but she couldn't wait until Christmas to give him this gift.
"Was it?"
"Oh, Ryan! Don't play coy. You can ask about it." She pulled away and smiled at him. "Cheryl had some excellent ideas."
Ryan frowned. "Did she?"
"Yes, and one of them concerns you."
He perked up and gave her a hopeful look. "Really?"
"Yes, I'd like to make you an offer you can't refuse."
"Now that sounds intriguing."
She grinned. "How would you like to be the new manager of Echo Bay Resort?"
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"Manager?" Ryan's throat constricted. He barely got the words out, feeling as if Tara had just kicked him in the gut. "You're still going to engage NRMS?"
Tara looked puzzled. "Yes, of course. And I'll make it a stipulation of our contract that they hire you as the manager."
"Nothing's changed?" He removed his arm from Tara's shoulder.
She frowned. "Why should it?"
"You've convinced Harry and Margie?"
"Not exactly. We all have our concerns. But I think we'll be able to work them out." She clutched his arm. "Especially with you on our team. I want you at the helm. You love the lodge. With their expertise and your love of the place, we'll have a winning team."
Ryan stared at her, wishing he'd heard her wrong and knowing he hadn't. She was starting to look worried.
"No." He fought to remain calm. "I won't be your manager."
"But it's what you've always dreamed of!" Her eyes were wide. "If it's money you're worried about, we'll do our best to be competitive with Copper Creek." She grinned, trying to make light. "And you'll have more control over the cookbook."
He shook his head.
"Oh, come on. Once we get the lodge back on its feet and more profitable, we'll be able to pay you more. Maybe even give you partial ownership."
He popped to his feet. "You don't get it, do you, Tara? I don't want to manage Echo Bay. I want to own it. I want to own it with you. Why do you need a property management company now?"
She stared at him and bit her lower lip, which meant she was nervous. "We have something special, Ryan. Or the start of it. I love you, but it's too soon to tell where it will go. In the meantime, I have to look out for Gram and Grandpa."
If he thought she'd kicked him in the gut earlier, she'd just stabbed him and twisted the knife. Too early? What was too early? He wasn't some whacko she'd met online or known a few days. They'd known each other their entire lives. And had wasted ten years of it. Or so he'd thought. But Tara wanted to treat him as some new relationship guy? Someone she couldn't trust?
He ran his hands through his hair until it stood up on end. The fire suddenly felt too hot and his heart too cold. He'd been a fool.
He took a deep breath. "I'm sorry you feel that way. I thought we had something. I stupidly assumed all our years together meant something to you."
He tried to keep the bitterness out of his voice, but he was failing miserably. "But, I guess not. The beginning?" He shook his head. He was just dumbfounded. Blindsided.
"Ryan. Please. Don't."
He shook his head again. Seemed he couldn't stop. "You don't get it, do you? This is about us. Having faith in us staying together." He paused, staring at her while wishing he had the strength to look away. "You still don't trust me. Not with your heart.
"Have it your way, then, Tara. If you don't want to be with me, so be it. But I'm still going to get the lodge."
She popped to her feet. He may have been mistaken, but he thought there were tears in her eyes. Or maybe he imagined it. "I'm sorry, Ryan. I do want to be with you, but if that's the way you feel, I'd better go."
She turned on her heel and walked to the door. Her coat caught as she pulled it off the rack, nearly toppling it. She yanked on her boots and jerked on her coat and hat, then reached for the doorknob.
For a moment, he thought she was going to leave without saying anything more. What was there to say?
But she did turn and tears were standing in her eyes. "You're being an ass. Just like before." She pulled the door open and strode out of the cabin, and possibly his life.
He was convinced she'd slam the door. To his surprise, she closed it softly, as if she was shutting the door on the chapter of their life that could have been, leaving him standing there watching her walk away. For the second time.
Blondie sensed something was up and whined and howled.
Ryan stared at the door. Ten years ago he hadn't gone after her. It looked like that had been the right decision after all.
Jim Dickson stopped by the lodge to shoot the breeze with Harry and discuss the Santa Ski. He looked like his jolly self, dressed in a red hat and sweatshirt that emphasized his round belly. His big white beard was immaculately trimmed to match the ideal of Santa. He sat at the counter with Harry, drinking coffee.
Margie served him a piece of her Dutch apple pie. "I'm thinking this is the pie flavor I'm going to donate. Everyone loves apple." She handed Jim a fork. "It's a universal standard."
Stormy came by with the coffee pot and grinned at Jim as she topped off his cup. "Shouldn't you be at the North Pole?"
"What?" He nodded toward the window and the heavily falling snow outside as he stirred a spoonful of sugar into his coffee. "I thought this was the North Pole. I practically had to use the sleigh and reindeer to get here. Don't know how I'm going to make it back to town."
Harry shook his head as Stormy disappeared to wait on another guest. "Stupid, stupid snow. I'm afraid it's going to cave in the roof."
Margie studied her husband, hoping he didn't let his worry affect his heart. Stress wasn't good for him. Which was why she had to make sure Ryan and Tara got together and took over the lodge. She resisted grinning to herself. In that regard, it was beginning to look like she'd be getting exactly what she wanted for Christmas this year.
"Oh, Harry," she said to him in that familiar tone she'd been using for at least forty of their last fifty years together. "Don't you go thinking about getting up on that roof. You just wait for Ryan."
"Wait for Ryan. Wait for Ryan! We may not have a roof over our heads if we wait for him much longer. If I were ten years younger I'd have shoveled the darn thing days ago."
Margie tried to hide her skepticism. But she was too late.
"Don't give me that look, woman. You know it's true." He was frowning at her.
Jim laughed, the deep merry rumble of a real Santa. "Speaking of Ryan..." He looked around the lodge. "Is Tara around?"
Margie shook her head. "No. She's over at Ryan's having dinner with him. I don't expect her back for quite a while."
"Well, good then." Jim leaned into her. "I probably shouldn't be telling you this, but Ryan paid me a visit today. He has a special gift he wants me to give Tara on Christmas Eve."
Margie gasped and clasped her hands in front of her. Jim's tone implied exactly what that gift was. "No!"
Jim put a finger to his lips. "Shhh. This is just between us. But if you have any doubts about how Tara might receive it, now's the time to tell me. If it's not on her Christmas list, better for all involved for Santa to cross it off." He winked.
Margie couldn't keep from grinning now. "Don't worry about Tara. She's had that on her list for years. She just hasn't always realized it."
But Harry was frowning. "Now, Margie, don't you go getting ideas. Or your hopes up. And don't you say so much as a peep to Tara. This is between those two young people. None of our business.
"And, Jim, I'm not so sure of Tara's intentions. This buddy-buddy business with Ryan again is all very sudden. Our Tara can be slow to change her mind about things and stubbornly independent—"
Margie flapped her hands at him as if she was shooing him off the subject. "Be quiet, old man."
Harry shook his head and frowned at her. "It's no secret what my wife wants for Christmas. But wanting doesn't make it so. In my opinion, Ryan's being reckless and moving too fast."
Just then the bell over the front door tinkled. Margie looked up to see who the new arrival was as a diversion from wanting to throttle her husband. "Tara?"
Uh-oh. Tara's face was pink, too pink to be just from the cold. Her nose was red and her eyes were watering. She dabbed at them with her gloved hand. She's been crying.
Tara looked surprised to see them all sitting at the counter. And in truth, they were all staring at her. Margie had to force herself not to ask Tara if her ears were burning.
"Gram, Grandpa, Jim." Tara nodded to them as she rushed past and raced up the stairs to her room.
Jim raised an eyebrow.
Harry scowled. "See what I mean? Never does any good to count chickens."
Margie ignored him and the implications of Tara's sudden arrival and abrupt departure for her room. Margie was tenacious and hopelessly optimistic. She refused to view this apparently unfortunate turn of events as the loss of her dreams for a grandson-in-law—in particular, Ryan. Just a temporary, hopefully very temporary, setback.
Margie leaned down and whispered to Jim. "Just ignore what you just saw. You keep that gift in Santa's pack until you hear different from me. Things are going to work out. This Christmas we're going to have something to celebrate." If she had to make it happen herself.
Margie had had enough sad Christmases to last a lifetime. And since, statistically speaking, she didn't have much lifetime left, she was going to make good and certain her few remaining Christmases were merry ones.
"No matter what Ryan asks or demands, be a good Santa and believe in Christmas miracles. Just keep that gift in your pack. Make yourself unavailable to Ryan for a few days if you have to." She nodded in the direction Tara had disappeared. "Give the two of them some time to cool down and work things out."
"Staying unavailable in this information age is asking the impossible," Jim said.
Margie shrugged. "You'll think of something, Santa. You wouldn't want to let down two of the best young people around, would you?"
Harry had been sitting with his coffee cup poised halfway to his mouth, looking lost in thought. He chimed in, almost off topic. "Guess Tara brought up asking Ryan to manage the lodge." He shook his head. "I told her there was no way that's what the boy wanted. Offering him that job was like putting a match to a powder keg."
Well, Harry had been right on that score.
"Give them time," Margie said. "They'll come around."
Harry sighed and shook his head. "What makes you so sure? They didn't last time."
"This isn't last time. They've had ten years to miss each other and come to terms with what happened to Chad." Margie felt particularly defensive of Tara. She didn't want, couldn't stand, to see her slip into that despair and depression again. Not when they'd finally gotten her back to the lodge. "And we still have the lodge to use as leverage."
In her warm, cozy room, Tara threw open the window and inhaled deeply, feeling as if she was suffocating. The mountain was obscured by cloud cover and the lake was nothing more than a dark gray mass in the dark.
She brushed a tear away. Why was she still crying over Ryan all these years later? How could he just expect her to rush into things?
Is it really too soon? Or are you just scared?
Ryan's words haunted her. You still don't trust me. Not with your heart.
Was this really about them? Was she afraid to trust him with either her heart or her future or even her past?
But things were so new, and their relationship so obviously tenuous—
A tiny light blazed in the distant gloom on the edge of the lake. Ryan's cabin. Tara blinked. She'd been staring at his place like the lovelorn heroine of a tragic romance wishing she could will her hero to her side. Only Ryan had the power to turn her into a moony, emotional mess.
She shut the window and pulled the curtains.
Time, she thought, as her heart ached. I just need some time to think things through.
In less than a week she'd be back in Seattle, where she was safe and her heart in no danger. Why didn't that sound as satisfying as it had when she'd first arrived?
There was another eight inches of snow on the ground when Ryan got up the next morning and pulled his bedroom curtains back to check the weather and get his morning fix of the lake. He'd had a restless night. He could use a little light to raise his spirits. Had it been only yesterday he'd been full of optimism and Christmas cheer?
The sun wasn't even close to up yet. And from the way it was still snowing, it didn't look like it was going to peek through when it did.
Great. Just great.
He was going to have to dig his way out of the driveway again and plow his way into town and hope he could make it without getting stuck in a drift. At that moment, he hated his usually beautiful commute.
Across the way the light of the lodge sparkled brightly, enticingly. His stomach growled. And his mouth watered thinking of Margie's gingerbread pancakes and a steaming cup of coffee—the comfortable breakfast routine he'd established before Tara had arrived in town to break his heart. No way he could stop by now. He wasn't in the mood to face her. Now he'd have to resort to eating a bowl of instant oatmeal alone here at the cabin.
If he owned the lodge—
He corrected himself. When he owned the lodge he'd eat all the pancakes or waffles or eggs he wanted and not have to commute again.
He let the curtains fall back into place and headed for the shower. Fifteen minutes later, he toweled his hair dry and headed to the kitchen. Blondie met him at his bedroom door, barking happily.
He reached down to scratch her ears. "Why did I ever name you after her, girl? Come on. Let's go get something to eat."
He flipped on the hall light and his Christmas tree came into full view. He froze, staring at it and all the memories it was filled with.
"Dashed hopes," he said aloud.
Blondie barked as if she agreed.
"Good girl. At least you understand." He knew there was a reason he kept the dog around. But he rued putting up the tree. What was he going to do about it now?
He shook his head. He was just going to have to leave the thing up until after Christmas. But the day after, it was coming down first thing.
As he microwaved his oatmeal, he remembered he'd promised to grab a few buddies and shovel the lodge roof. He fully intended to do it. But he couldn't face it tonight. In fact, he decided to cancel his next waxing workshop, too. He just needed a few days to put the armor back around his heart and then he'd be fine. Just a few days so he wouldn't be tempted to act like a jerk around Tara, or a love-struck boy.
Speaking of which...
He grabbed his phone and texted Jim Dickson, telling him to hold onto that present for Tara and not to put it in Santa's bag, and promising to pick it up before Christmas. Ryan supposed he should stop by to pick it up today, but he didn't want to see that ring just now. Maybe the thing was bad luck. It certainly was a symbol of his stupidity and failed dreams.
Tara doesn't want you, buddy, he told himself. Not the way you want her. And what's the use of a lopsided relationship?
He thought about the look on her face when she'd offered him the position of managing the lodge. Maybe he was the problem. Maybe she was right and he was moving too fast. But he knew what he wanted. Had known since he was a teenager. And right now both things were slipping through his grasp.
When Tara came downstairs for breakfast, Gram was worrying over another cancellation with Kathleen. "With so much snow, people are afraid of they won't be able to get here.
"I avoided two more cancellations, assuring guests the roads are well plowed and the skiing not to be missed. Telling them they can't miss the excitement and adventure of our record snows. But if this keeps up much longer..." When she looked up and saw Tara, she trailed off and forced a too-bright smile. "And how's our girl this morning?"
Tara forced a smile back, wishing she'd had more composure when she'd returned last night and thinking again how much her grandparents needed to hand running the lodge off to someone else. "Hanging in."
"Well, good." Gram gave her a one-armed hug. "Sit down and I'll go make you some breakfast."
"Don't bother. I'm not hungry."
"You have to eat."
"I'll grab a bowl of cold cereal—"
Margie shook her head. "I'll make you a nice, hot bowl of our famous oatmeal with cranberries and walnuts. You can help yourself to coffee." She disappeared into the kitchen.
Harry was puttering around worrying about the roof again.
"Ryan canceled his waxing workshop tonight," Harry said to Tara, looking sympathetic and as if he was walking on thin ice. "Made some excuse." Her grandfather patted her awkwardly on the back.
Tara could barely stand all this sympathy, and the way her relationship—or lack of—was affecting everyone and everything, the odds for having her first truly happy Christmas in ten years were slipping away.
"I was hoping he'd come over today to shovel the roof," Harry said. "I don't think that's going to happen, though?" He looked to Tara for confirmation.
"No, I'm sorry, Grandpa. I wouldn't count on Ryan coming over for a while." She paused, trying to keep her emotions out of her voice. "He and I have had a falling out." She cursed herself for tearing up. "In fact, I don't think you'll see him until after I leave. But don't worry. I'm going to get someone over to clear the roof ASAP. I'll get on it right after breakfast."
Breakfast and forty-five minutes later, Tara sat in Harry's office trying to make good on her promise.
"Yes, I understand everyone's snowed under and demanding immediate service," she said into the phone to the twelfth company she'd called. "But my grandpa has a weak heart. He can't do it himself. And the stress of worrying about it is bad for his health.
"Is the roof flat? No. Well, yes, I understand that flat roofs have the greatest chance of collapsing and have to have top priority but—
"What's the pitch of our roof?" She peered out the window, trying to guess. How was she supposed to know? "It's just a normal roof." Pause. "No, not steeply pitched like an alpine roof. Just your average slope." That should have given the lodge some priority.
"The twenty-seventh? That's the earliest you can do?"
She'd called every company from here to the Canadian border and back again. This was the earliest anyone had even offered to come out.
"Fine. Yes, I'll take it. Put us on the schedule." She crossed her fingers, hoping that blasted snow would stop and the old roof would hold up.
Tara's cell phone buzzed as she was heading back to her room. "Laurel. What's up?"
"A pile of guilt," Laurel said. "I just realized how close it is to Christmas and we still haven't had our shopping trip to Old European." There was a tease in her voice and she was clearly digging for information.
If Laurel was plugged in to the town's gossip, which she clearly had to be, she already knew Tara had been to Old European with Ryan. And practically bought out the store.
Ah, two days ago—the good old days.
"My bad," Tara said, trying to sound cheery and upbeat. "I'm sure you heard about my trip there with Ryan. I pretty much own stock in that place now."
"Yeah, I heard. And I kept hoping you'd call and dish. And, you know, apologize profusely for standing me up, or whatever you call doing our thing with someone else. And arrange some other get together before you disappear into the black hole of Seattle again after Christmas."
Yeah, Tara was screwing up on all fronts. In the background of Laurel's call, Tara heard Christmas music playing and the happy clatter of the café. Laurel must have been on her break.
"I'll be out of here the twenty-eighth," Tara said. There was no way, particularly now, that she was sticking around to be dateless on New Year's Eve. "What's your schedule like between then and now?"
"Hideously busy, except for Christmas Eve. At least the early part of it. Donny's on ski patrol and has to be at the Santa Ski. I'd go with him if I weren't eight months preggo. But as it is, I'll be stuck at my mom's cabin in Echo Bay watching old Christmas classics with her and waiting for him to get home."
"You're spending Christmas with your mom?" Tara asked.
"Oh, yeah. It's her year."
"Well then, why don't you pop over to the lodge and spend early Christmas Eve until Donny gets back with me here?"
"You're not going to the Santa Ski?" Laurel hesitated. "But I thought... I mean, I heard a rumor..."
Oh, darn. Small towns.
"At one point, I was going. But since then Ryan and I have had a falling out. Which, given us, was probably inevitable. Same old issues," Tara said, trying to keep her voice from wavering and hoping Laurel wouldn't press for details. Really, "same old issues" said it all, and Laurel knew their history as well as anyone.
"I'm sorry, Tara. I'd hoped—"
"Yeah, we all did." A bitter laugh escaped before Tara could stop it. Apparently she wasn't the only naïve Pollyanna ninny in the area. "And so, no, I have no plans to go the Santa Ski and I'd love to see you and spend Christmas Eve here instead. Like old times.
"It'll be cheery and festive. Gram's going to make her Christmas pie. Carter has been collecting the best and most Christmassy fragranced kindling and logs for the blaze that night. We can't compete with the prizes and skiing, but I can promise good food and good company."
"You know what, you're on," Laurel said.
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It snowed another day and ten inches. On the second morning, two days before Christmas, Tara woke up and padded into the bathroom to take a shower. There was one small problem—the floor was wet. So was her towel. And water dripped from the ceiling and walls.
Shoot, shoot, shoot! If only the roof clearers had come.
She gazed up at the ceiling, half expecting to see she'd acquired a new skylight overnight. But aside from the water running where it shouldn't be, the roof was still intact. She was really going to be in deep trouble with Harry now. And she had to stop him before he did something crazy.
For half a manic second, she considered calling Ryan and begging him to come over and help. Texting him, at least.
As she grabbed her robe and raced out of the bathroom, the sound of prancing and pawing on her roof stopped her cold. Actually, more accurately it was the sound of a ladder being hefted onto the roof as it scraped along the eves.
Ryan. At least she hoped he'd come to the rescue.
She rushed to the window and threw open the sash. There was no moon, and no rising sun, either, to give the luster of midday to objects below. And all that appeared to her wondering eyes was more snow and a little old man in a red stocking hat who was not so lively and quick—her grandfather carrying a shovel as he climbed up the ladder and hoisted himself onto the roof. Not a miniature sleigh or eight tiny reindeer in sight. Definitely no Ryan. No whistling and calling his coursers by name. Just a bit of benign cursing beneath his breath.
Harry waved when he saw her. "Tara."
At least she hadn't startled him off the roof. "Grandpa, what are you doing up here? I hope you're not planning to shovel the roof by yourself."
He shook his head. "This danged snow. Dang, dang stuff. It's piled up higher than the steam vents that stick out of the roof. The warm air from the vents is melting the snow ledge that sticks up above the vents and it's dripping into the lodge. I'm going to clear out around the vents is all."
That explained the new fountain feature in her bathroom.
"I'll put some jeans on and help you."
He shook his head. "No need. I don't want you on the roof. You stay inside and make sure your gram doesn't worry too much. As soon as Carter arrives, send him up."
Gram would be terribly worried. Harry's balance had been off for years. Tara nodded. "You be careful."
"That goes without saying."
Tara closed her window and got dressed. By the time she got downstairs, a cluster of guests was discussing the situation.
A little boy, no more than three or four, kept grabbing his mom's hand and pointing to the ceiling. "Santa's on the roof and he's going to come down the chimney."
Oh, boy. Tara hoped not. If Harry came down the chimney, it wasn't going to be magical like Santa. It was going to be time to call 911.
"Your fool of a grandfather is up on that roof," Gram said the minute she spotted Tara. "I told him not to go up there, but would he listen?"
"Has anyone called Ryan?" Tara said. "I'm sure he'd come—"
Gram shook her head. "Harry has too much pride to ask him."
Tara knew the reason for that. Harry had always been fiercely protective of her. If some young man had hurt her, Grandpa was going to shelter her from him. Right now, Ryan was that man. As long as she was hurt and on the outs with Ryan, no one would be calling him. She was the same as giving Gram permission now to defy Harry and just call Ryan for heaven's sake.
"If you won't, I'll call him." Tara reached for her cell phone in her pocket.
Gram grabbed her arm. "Don't. We can't string Ryan along and prey on his good graces any more. We'll handle this ourselves."
Gram was usually sweet and amiable. But when her tone was hard and serious like it was now, there was no use arguing with her. She made a good point about stringing Ryan along. Tara was guilty enough of that as it was. She'd wanted to come back and make things better for her grandparents. Instead, she'd messed things up for them and Ryan.
"What can I do to help?" Tara asked.
"Round up as many buckets as you can find and go door to door distributing them," Gram said. "I think there are a couple, at least, in the shed. Then grab anything else you can find—empty bowls, wastebaskets, and cans. We can try to minimize the damage. Get all the clean towels you can find, too, and hand them out. And some mops to wipe up."
Gram shook her head. "There might be an old one in the shed, too. We don't use mops for much any more with all these fancy new cleaning devices. I'll need help with the extra laundry later. And call the laundry and see if they can send more out."
Tara had just opened her mouth to agree when they heard a heavy thud on the roof.
Tara froze. Gram stilled beside her. The buzz of guests having breakfast and getting ready to head for the slopes died into pin-drop silence.
The sound of rolling and skidding was followed by scream.
Gram gasped. "Harry, you old fool!"
Tara ran for the door and out into the cold and dark, skidding in her tennis shoes across the ice beneath the new blanket of snow, oblivious to the cold. Harry's ladder leaned against the building were he'd left it. Harry, white and pale and clutching his chest, lay in a five-foot high pile of snow next to it, made visible by the beam of the camping lantern he was still carrying.
"Grandpa! Grandpa!" Tara reached him first and scrambled up the snow pile to the light. She took the lantern from him and held it over him as she evaluated the situation.
Beads of sweat stood on Harry's forehead in the frigid twenty-degree weather. Not good. So not good.
"I got dizzy. So danged dizzy. And it felt like the roof pitched and I tumbled off into the snow," Harry said.
"The roof is pitched, Grandpa."
He gasped for breath. "The weight. My chest feels like Santa's fully loaded sleigh is sitting on it and the reindeer are doing a tap dance." He clutched his chest. "Danged reindeer. I can't breathe."
"I'll tell Santa to get his team under control." Tara patted his shoulder and tried to smile at him. "You're too old for jumping from roofs, Grandpa." She grabbed his hand and squeezed it. "Can you move? Is anything broken?"
"Hard to tell." Harry moved his arms and legs and wiggled his fingers. "Doesn't seem so. The snow"—he wheezed—"cushioned my fall."
As Tara pulled her cell phone from her pocket, headlights swung into the parking lot.
Ryan! Her heart leaped.
Her relief and joy were short-lived. Ranger Rick Dempsey was arriving for his morning cup of coffee in his park service pickup truck.
She squeezed Harry's hand again. "Hang on, Grandpa. You're going to be all right. I'm calling for help." Tara frantically dialed 911. While she waited for them to pick up, she called down to Gram. "Get some blankets and Grandpa's nitroglycerin."
The emergency dispatcher picked up. "9-1-1. What's your emergency?"
"This is Tara Clark from Echo Bay Resort. My grandfather Harry Jansen just fell off the roof. I think he's having a heart attack. He has a lot of pressure in his chest and is gasping as he breathes."
Rick Dempsey jumped out of his truck, waded through the crowd of guests that had gathered outside, and scrambled up the snow pile beside her with an emergency blanket and a first-aid kit in his hand. "How's the patient?"
Tara shook her head and put a finger to her lips. As she talked to 911 and relayed information, Rick wrapped Harry in the blanket and spoke reassuringly to him while performing a quick triage check.
Tara was relieved first-aid-trained Ranger Rick was there.
Rick leaned in and whispered to her. "Nothing appears broken. I think he's having a heart attack. We need to get him to the hospital. Now."
Tara nodded and spoke to the operator. "Send an ambulance and the paramedics." She turned to Rick and relayed the news. "They say the roads are so bad it will take at least half an hour to reach us."
He motioned for the phone. "Tell them you're putting me on."
She handed it to him and spoke to Harry. "You picked a fine time to fall off the roof." She patted his gloved hand. "The roads are tricky, but we're going to get you help, I promise."
"Yeah, I have an extended cab service vehicle equipped with snow tires, chains, and a plow blade. Uh-huh. Okay. We're on our way." Rick hung up and handed Tara her phone. "They said to give Harry an aspirin and his nitroglycerin. Then they want us to take Harry in my truck to the hospital in town. They'll assess and stabilize him there and call for a life bird if he needs more serious care than they can give him."
Beside them, Harry gasped for breath, a heartbreaking, painful, scary sound that spurred Tara into action. She was not going to let her grandfather die two days before Christmas. Not on her watch.
"Margie can ride along." Rick looked Tara directly in the eye. "You'll have to drive so I can keep an eye on our patient here. Think you can do that, city girl?"
Right then Tara would do anything. "Can I do it? I've been driving these roads since I was a kid. Stay with him. We'll need help getting Grandpa to the truck."
Tara kissed Harry on the forehead. "Hang with us. I'll be right back."
She slid down the snow bank to where Margie was waiting, standing outside in her lightweight cardigan sweater with Harry's heart medicine and a bottle of water in her hand. The sight of her almost made Tara cry. Margie looked just like she had when Tara had arrived to spend the holidays. Tara loved her gram even more in that vulnerable moment. Gram had been strong for her when Chad died. Tara would be strong now. Gram needed her.
Tara explained the situation and hugged her. "911 said to give Grandpa some aspirin, too. Do you have any?"
Gram nodded.
"Good. It'll be okay. It will." Tara actually had no idea if that were true, but she was going to do her best to make it so. She would not let another Christmas tragedy haunt her family. It would kill Gram, too, and devastate Tara's mom.
Tara turned to the crowd of guests. "I need volunteers to carry my grandfather to Rick's truck. And someone to run into the lodge for aspirin."
The harrowing half-hour trip to the small hospital in town took both an eternity and a blink. Tara lowered the blade on Rick's truck and plowed their way out through ten miles of small, twisty, snow-laden, two-lane roads to the main highway. So much snow lined the roads that the plow blade had a hard time throwing the snow out of their way.
On either side of them, the trees in the forest stood like weary white soldiers and groaned with the weight of the snow. The always-narrow road had shrunk to barely a lane and a half. Each time Tara met a car she pulled to the side and prayed they wouldn't get stuck in the snow banks lining the road.
When they reached the highway, it wasn't in much better shape. The lanes were rutted with snow and ice and narrow with towering piles of snow piled in the center. Even with snow tires and chains, Tara had to take it slow while her heart hammered out a rhythm urging her to hurry, hurry, hurry.
Gram sat in the seat next to her. In the backseat, Rick spoke reassuringly to Harry and monitored his vitals. Tara whiteknuckled the steering wheel and tried to block out the sounds of what could be her grandpa dying as she appealed to God to save him.
Not this Christmas. Not another one.
If Harry died now, during the holiday season, Tara would not come back to Echo Bay again.
In town, the roads were crowded with skiers and boarders heading to the mountain and the going was even slower. Tara laid on the horn and worked her way through them.
"Turn on my yellow light." Rick gave her instructions as he texted the hospital to expect them within minutes.
The flashing yellow light helped, but only marginally. People didn't move out of the way for park service vehicles with the same speed and urgency they did for police and fire.
At last the hospital loomed ahead in the breaking gloom of a snowy dawn. As Tara pulled into the lot, her heart went wild, beating so fast she almost couldn't breathe. She'd never wanted to come back here. She had no faith in here.
The paramedics took Chad to this very hospital after his accident. He hadn't died here, not technically. His brain was dead, but life support kept him going for a while longer. The old wounds suddenly felt as fresh as they'd been after they'd happened. The memories were not any comfort to Tara as she pulled into the entrance for Emergency and came to a stop.
As a team of orderlies rushed out and unloaded Harry, Tara texted Ryan the news, including how Harry had fallen off the roof. She wasn't being malicious. Ryan deserved to know. He'd want to know. And right now, every part of her ached for him to come to the hospital and hold her and tell her things were going to be okay.
Gram held his hand as they strapped Harry onto the gurney. "You hang on, Harry. Do you hear me? It's only a couple of months until our fifty-fifth anniversary and you promised me you'd make it."
As Tara watched her grandma, a lump formed in her throat. Her grandparents had been together for nearly fifty-five years. Tara could have had a shot at making it to a fifty-fifth with Ryan if she'd married him as they'd planned when they were in college. Now the odds of making it to even a fiftieth with anyone seemed long.
Her grandma was still gently scolding Harry as she helped tuck the blankets around him. "I told you not to go up on that roof. You should listen to me, Harry. But make it through this, and I promise not to hold it over you." She bent down and kissed his forehead.
Tara thought she heard her grandma whisper that she loved him just before the orderlies wheeled him away. Tara put her arm around Gram as they walked into the waiting room, almost as much to steady herself as Gram. Rick was right behind them, quiet and sympathetic.
The hospital was bright and modern inside, obviously remodeled in the years since Chad died. But the layout was basically the same and the emphasis was obvious. County General was set up to care for broken bones, fractures, sprains and strains, and head injuries. Ski posters and posters about how to care for sprains and breaks covered one wall. This hospital was a mere way-station for anything serious, a place to stabilize and prepare patients for transport. So they could die in a big, fancy hospital elsewhere. That had been Tara's experience.
Even wrapped in a large down coat, Gram felt frail and small beneath Tara's embrace.
A Christmas tree sat in the center of the lobby in the same spot it had been when Tara had waited there for news of her brother. Different tree, different decorations, covered with tags to take to buy presents for different needy children. Still too eerily familiar. Color crayon drawings of Santa and his reindeer by local schoolchildren covered the bulletin boards and the wall opposite the ski posters. A plastic Santa sat in the corner, and Santa in a grass skirt, placed by someone who wasn't the fan of winter most of the town's guests were, did a hula on the counter of the admittance desk. A TV tuned to a national talk show hung above the plastic Santa. A weather forecaster was predicting more snow for North Idaho.
Tara blocked out his jovial comments about what a jolly white Christmas they were going to have as she led Gram to the desk.
Gram seemed stoic and in control until the nurse at the desk began asking questions. Then Gram fell apart and started to gently sob.
"I'll take care of it, Gram. Don't worry." She hugged her, thankful to Rick when he took charge and took Margie by the shoulders.
"Come with me. Let Tara handle this." He led Margie to a chair in the waiting area while Tara answered questions and the woman behind the desk entered her responses into the computer.
Can this really be called paperwork, anymore? Tara thought as she answered question after question and caught herself glancing at the door to the outside every time it opened, hoping it was Ryan.
Just as Tara finally finished with the admittance registration, the outside door did open up, followed by a cold blast of air, and a Sanders breezing in. Just one problem—the Sanders was Laura, Ryan's mom.
Laura caught Tara's eye too quickly for Tara to look away. Laura shook her head just slightly. Her eyes snapped with both compassion and anger. She was a mama bear defending her cub, Ryan. As angry with Tara as Harry was with Ryan.
Tara had once been close with Laura. She'd spent inordinate amounts of time at the Sanders' house when she was young. She'd hoped to see Laura again under better circumstances. She was grateful Laura had come despite the tension between them.
Laura hurried to Margie and put her arm around her while Tara railed inside at Ryan for being too much of a coward to show up. He sent his mother instead. Laura had worked as a maid at Echo Bay Resort for many years. She and Gram were close. She'd be good comfort for Gram, but that didn't make Ryan any less cowardly.
Rick stood and greeted Laura, whispered something to Margie, and walked over to Tara. "You look like hell. Have you eaten anything today?"
Tara stared at Margie and Laura. "No, but what does it matter? I should go to Gram."
Rick put a hand on her arm to stop her. "Let them talk. Let Laura take care of Margie. Come to the cafeteria with me. I haven't had my coffee yet and you need something to eat."
"You're very kind," she said to Rick. "But you don't need to stay."
"I absolutely need to stay." Rick took her arm and propelled her down the hall toward the cafeteria. "They'll be okay. It will be a while before we get any news about Harry."
In the cafeteria, Rick maneuvered her into line. "What looks good? Breakfast is on me."
Tara just shook her head and shrugged. "I'm really not hungry—"
"Protein, then. And coffee." He grabbed a tray and filled it with fruit, a couple of pastries, two plates of eggs, and two cups of coffee. "Cream? Sugar?"
"Both."
He paid at the register and led her to a table by the windows that looked out on what would have been a view of the mountain if it hadn't been obscured by cloud cover. The sun was up fully now. Or rather, it was light out, but snowing heavily.
Rick set a plate of eggs and a pastry in front of her and handed her a cup of coffee. "Eat. You need your strength."
"You don't think—"
"No, I don't think. Harry is a tough old bird. He'll survive this out of sense of orneriness if nothing else. He's going to want bragging rights about falling off that roof at seventy-nine and surviving."
She smiled weakly. Rick certainly knew her grandfather. "You're right about that. It will give him bragging rights." She took a sip of coffee and a bite of eggs, and then she couldn't help herself—she held the steaming cup in front of her on the table with two hands and teared up. "I can't take this, Rick. This is a repeat of ten years ago and it's all my fault again."
"Good to know," Rick said. "Next year, or the next, when we're having a warm winter with little snow and the ski area's in trouble, we'll know who to call."
"Of course I didn't make it snow—"
"You mean you pushed Harry off the roof? Guess I'd better call the sheriff."
"Stop it." She couldn't help smiling through her tears. "Ryan and I did this. Again. Like we did to Chad. If we hadn't been fighting, Chad wouldn't have taken off down the slopes and crashed. If we hadn't been fighting now, Ryan would have come over and cleared the roof and Harry would never have been up there."
Rick pursed his lips, let out a deep breath, and blew on his coffee before speaking. "Tara, you don't control fate. Harry was ripe for a heart attack. If not on the roof, then while he shoveled the walk, or took a shower, or slept in his bed.
"Being on the roof, the fall he took, none of that is responsible for the condition he's in. And neither are you.
"You have to stop taking responsibility for the stuff that just happens in life. This is life. People get sick. They die in accidents. They get old and get heart disease. Ease up on yourself." He paused. "And Ryan."
She sighed and tried to smile at him. "When did you get so smart?"
He grinned back.
Laura was still sitting with Margie, chatting quietly with her when Tara returned to the waiting room with Rick.
"We should call your mom," Margie said as Tara sat down.
Tara was dreading calling her mom. She and her mom had had the same bad feeling about Christmas since Chad's accident. Her mom was even worse about it than she was.
Tara sat down beside Margie and patted her hand. "We'll call Mom once we know something definite. Until then, there's no reason to worry her."
"Yes." Margie nodded. "You're right. Of course you're right." She smiled weakly at Tara.
The doors to the surgery area opened and a middle-aged male doctor in scrubs strode out. "Mrs. Jansen?"
Margie stood. "Yes."
Tara stood with her and squeezed her hand as she gauged the doctor's demeanor. After Chad's accident she'd gotten pretty good at determining when medical professionals had bad news to deliver. This doctor didn't look worried.
"Harry's had a mild heart attack," he said. "Nothing too serious. He should be fine. We performed an angioplasty and cleared the blockage. No damage done to the heart as far as we can tell.
"And there's more good news—he didn't break anything in the fall. No internal injuries. Just some bumps and bruises. He'll be stiff and sore, but he should heal quickly."
Tara put her arm around Margie.
Her grandma slumped against her in relief. "Thank goodness."
The doctor smiled. "I'm going to keep Harry in the hospital for a few days to keep an eye on him. It's standard procedure. But he'll be home in time for Christmas Eve."
Gram asked the doctor a few more questions, but Tara was so relieved she barely heard them.
"You'll be able to see him when he comes out of recovery in about an hour. Until then, relax." The doctor took Margie's hand and squeezed it while she thanked him.
"I guess we can call Mom now." Tara smiled through her tears of relief.
Rick had been standing so quietly beside them that Tara had nearly forgotten he was there. When he spoke, he startled her.
"You'll want to stay to see Harry when he gets to his room. I have some business in town I may as well take care of while I'm here. But I'm at your disposal. Stay as long as you like and I'll take you home when you're ready."
"That's so kind—" Tara started to say.
Laura interrupted her and spoke to Margie. "I'm sure you'll want to be near Harry tonight. We're right here in town and we have an open guestroom. We'd love to have you stay with us. We insist. We can take you home tomorrow or whenever you're ready." Laura paused. "You too, Tara."
The last thing Tara wanted to do was spend the night with Ryan's parents. "Gram, you stay. But someone needs to get back and check on the lodge and I'm happy to do it."
Gram agreed, looking grateful that Tara was taking over. Someone needed to get back and deal with the roof and the leaks and all of it.
Tara turned to Rick. "I'll text you when I'm ready?"
"Sounds like a plan." Rick said his goodbyes and left.
Margie excused herself to use the ladies' room, leaving Tara abruptly alone with Laura Sanders. If Tara had been the suspicious type, she would have thought Gram did it on purpose. In fact, Tara was suspicious. Gram probably had.
They sat in silence until Gram disappeared down the hall.
"Thanks for coming," Tara said. "I appreciate it. And I know Gram does, too."
Laura shrugged. "Margie and Harry were good to me when the boys were young and I needed work. They never minded Ryan and the others tagging along and 'helping' me while I cleaned. More like the boys were bugging Harry and running wild. But Harry never did seem to mind." Laura laughed softly at the memory.
Tara agreed. "You know my grandpa, the great outdoorsman. He's a man's man and he's always liked boys and wished he'd had a son. Mom was too girly-girl for him. He loved having Chad and his friends around."
Laura nodded. "I'll always have a soft spot for Margie and Harry. Not just because of how they helped me, but because they helped make the boys' childhoods special. They have nothing but fond memories of the lodge."
Tara thought Laura gave her a rather pointed look. Spearing. As if the fond memories were despite Tara.
"I used to watch you and Chad and Ryan play together when you were little," Laura said, watching Tara closely. "Despite all the teasing your brother and Ryan did to you, you were always a good sport. You and Ryan got along better than any little girl and little boy I ever knew. I always thought what you had was special.
"I told Ryan, told all my boys, that when they found a woman who was their best friend, they should marry her. That's the kind of love that makes a marriage last."
Tara dropped Laura's gaze and stared in her lap, playing with her hands as she swallowed a lump. "Laura, I'm sorry about coming back and upsetting Ryan's life. I didn't mean—"
Laura cut her off. "You could do worse than my boy. He's a good man. He could be your best friend again, if you'd let him."



        


18

Ryan never showed up at the hospital, the coward. Not while Tara, Gram, and Laura waited for Harry to come out of post-op. Not while Harry was being settled in his room. Not while Tara visited with Harry, thinking he looked smaller than life as he lay in his hospital bed connected to an IV and all sorts of monitors while an old Christmas classic movie played on the TV overhead. Not when relief surged through her that this was not going to be the tragic Christmas she'd feared. Not even when Rick picked Tara up to drive her home to the lodge.
Tara couldn't stay at the hospital until Christmas waiting for Ryan to show up. In fact, she came to the conclusion her presence was probably keeping him away. So reluctantly, she texted Rick and asked him to pick her up.
It was better this way. It really was. She couldn't face Ryan's cold shoulder and accusing eyes again. She was disappointed, terribly disappointed, in him, and in herself for being disappointed. Laura's little talk with Tara had given her hope again, and hope, in this case, was a dangerous and unreasonable creature.
What did she really think was going to happen between her and Ryan? A Christmas miracle?
Tara imagined Laura had texted Ryan the minute she left with Rick. And Ryan had probably swooped in to visit Harry as soon as the hospital was clear of her presence. At least, she hoped Ryan would visit Harry. He darn well should.
She and Rick rode in companionable silence for most of the half-hour trip on snowy roads through snowy woods to the lodge. But she was still fuming and silently berating Ryan.
Dusk was falling as they pulled into the long driveway into Echo Bay Resort. As they came around the corner and the lodge came into view, Tara gasped. No longer was the lodge roof piled high with snow. The roof, the actual roof, was clear. Piles of shoveled snow surrounded the lodge.
"Someone's cleared the roof." Tara's eyes clouded with tears.
"Looks like it," Rick said in his understated way.
"I wonder who—"
Rick shook his head. "Yeah, I wonder."
She wasn't looking at him. From the tone of his voice, she could only imagine him rolling his eyes.
He pulled directly in front of the front porch and came to a stop.
She smiled at him. "I take back every bad thing I ever said about you, Rick."
He grinned. "You said bad things about me?"
She laughed. "All the time. Back in the day, anyway. You and the boys were always merciless with me." She paused. "Thank you for today. I don't know what I would have done if you hadn't shown up when you did."
"You would have thought of something." He looked almost embarrassed.
"I owe you coffee, probably for life," she said.
"You can buy me a cup tomorrow. After that, we're even."
She jumped out of the truck and slammed the door tightly shut behind her. She didn't wait for him to pull away. She simply ran into the lodge. There was so much to do.
Clearing the roof would have fixed the leaks. But there was the cleanup and the laundry and the apologies...
Stormy met her at the door and pulled her into a hug. "You're back!"
"I am, indeed."
"How's Harry?"
"Up and ornery and asking for coffee." Tara looked around the lodge. The fire crackled happily. Groups of guests milled around contentedly. Someone was even playing Christmas songs on the piano. No one looked upset or worried or hassled.
"How are things here?" Tara asked, but she had the feeling she already knew.
"We're great. Everything's back to normal." Stormy pulled her inside as she pointed upward. "We're standing under the mistletoe. I don't want anyone getting ideas." She laughed. "Ryan was really a wonder. Once he stepped in and took charge, it was like magic. Everything fell into place. He charmed the guests, recruited a group of his friends, and cleared the roof while we cleaned the rooms."
Stormy smiled again. "You should have heard the ruckus they made up there—stomping and laughing and shoveling. Piles of snow flying off the roof past the windows. Someone was playing Christmas music. It sounded more like a party than a work crew. I was almost tempted to join them." Stormy winked. "I did bring them coffee once or twice, handed it right out the second floor windows.
"The guests made a joke of running out between shovelfuls of snow coming off the roof and the kids thought it was great fun.
"During all the festivities, Ryan got on the horn to the laundry service and somehow sweet-talked them into making an emergency delivery despite the snowy roads. As if that wasn't enough, he got a handyman from town to come out and repair the damage the leaks caused in the rooms.
"Now that we now that Harry's going to be all right, it was all simply an exciting morning adventure."
Tara's eyes misted up again. She'd misjudged Ryan so badly. "Ryan did all this?"
Stormy nodded. "He showed up shortly after you left. He just left about fifteen minutes ago. He raided the kitchen and fed his crew lunch on the house, but I don't think Harry will mind. If you want to catch him—"
Tara shook her head. "What a wonder. Did he cancel my roof-clearing service appointment for the twenty-seventh, too?"
"You'll have to ask him, but I wouldn't put it past him."
All day long Tara had been silently calling Ryan a coward and thinking all kinds of horrible things about him. And all the time he'd been taking care of them, doing what needed to be done here when she was sure he'd rather have been at the hospital.
"Hey?" Stormy looked concerned. "Are you okay?"
Tara nodded. "Ryan really loves this place."
Stormy nodded. "He certainly treated it like it was his own today, and I don't mean that in a bad way. You should have seen him with the guests. I think we're due for more repeat business because of the accident, rather than less."
Stormy paused and snapped her fingers. "I almost forgot. Ryan got a card for Harry and passed it around. Most of the guests have already signed it. You can take it to Harry when you visit him tomorrow. And Carter says to tell Harry he's saving the best kindling for the blaze he's going to make for Harry when he comes home.
"Come to think of it," Stormy said. "Ryan even ordered another couple of cords of wood and had them delivered. Carter complained to him that he was running low."
Was there anything Ryan hadn't done or thought of?
Stormy looked Tara over. "You look beat. Things are under control. Why don't you take a rest in your room?"
Tara nodded. "I think I will. Thank you."
Back in her room, Tara immediately noticed that the wet towels she'd used to mop up the leak were gone. The wall was dry. The bed neatly made. The curtains were open and there was a light on in Ryan's cabin across the way. The snow had finally stopped and it was just clear enough to make out the happy glow coming from Ryan's window.
Tara pulled out her cell phone. She owed Ryan a debt she'd never be able to repay. She stared at the phone and frowned. It was narcissistic to think he'd done any of this for her. If she were cynical, she would have said he'd done it to win points in his battle with her for the lodge. But she wasn't so jaded that she could overlook Ryan's true nature and love for this place and her grandparents. He'd done it for Harry and Margie. In a way, she didn't owe him any thanks at all.
In another, she owed him everything. Her grandfather's heart attack had made things clearer than they'd ever been. She had arrived just in time to take care of her grandparents with the purest of intentions and the worst-case scenario of an implementation strategy.
Would a manager appointed by Cheryl from Northwest Resort Management Services have shown the love for the lodge and gone to such lengths to make sure the resort ran smoothly? Could that manager have rounded up volunteer locals to help out in an emergency the way Ryan had? Would the locals love the lodge as they had all these years Harry and Margie had run it if a big corporation took over? Would Harry's legacy die with him?
Maybe the best gift she could give her grandparents this season would be letting them decide what they wanted, really and truly wanted, for Echo Bay, even if that meant selling it to Ryan now rather than willing it to her.
She made up her mind to put the question to her grandfather when she visited him tomorrow.
She stared at her phone again, finally texting Ryan two simple words: Thank you.
Harry looked much better when Tara walked into his room the next day carrying a Christmas poinsettia. His color had returned and he sat up in bed finishing his breakfast. Gram sat next to him eating a Danish from the cafeteria.
"Look who's here, Margie!" Harry sounded happy to see Tara.
She walked over and gave him a kiss. "You look good. You scared us yesterday. I thought Gram told you to be careful up there. I did, too, and you laughed it off. So what is this disobeying orders business?"
Harry chuckled. "Henpecked, that's what I am. And paying the price for that disobedience. That snow may have been soft, but it wasn't soft enough. I'm bruised six ways from Sunday."
Tara set the plant on the nightstand next to his bed and hugged her grandmother. "You'll both be happy to know the lodge is back to normal and running like a well-oiled machine."
Harry's eyes lit up as he patted Margie's hand. "I knew our girl would take care of things!"
Tara removed her scarf and took a seat in the guest chair across the bed from Gram. "Not so fast. I'd love to take credit, but I think lying will get me on Santa's naughty list and I've been bad enough already this year."
Harry furrowed his forehead. "What do you mean? Did my excellent staff take care of things?"
"They helped and followed orders. But Ryan deserves the credit." She related everything he'd done.
Margie got tears in her eyes.
Harry looked moved, too. "Ryan's a good one."
"Yes, he is." And she meant it. Tara was nervous, but she'd just been handed her opportunity to bring up the lodge and its future. "And he loves Echo Bay Resort like no one else, except maybe you two." Tara winked at them and took a deep breath.
"I have to apologize to both of you. I came here for Christmas to do what I thought was best for you both and the lodge. But it turns out that although I acted in love and had the best of intentions, I pretty much was just forcing my opinions on you.
"As much as I love Echo Bay, I have no desire to run it." She swallowed hard. "That was always Chad and Ryan's dream. I thought hiring a company to manage it so you two could take it easy and semi-retire was the best alternative. But since I've arrived, I've realized that I'm not sure that's what you want." She bit her lip.
"So please answer me truthfully—my desires aside, what do you want to do with Echo Bay? Do you want to sell it to Ryan? He'd be really good for it, and owning it's the only way he'll take over as the manager."
She rushed on before they could cut her off and answer. "Because if you do, I have no objections. Truly. He'd be good for the place. There's no need to hang onto it and run yourself ragged just so you can leave it to me. If you want to sell to Ryan, I'll help you make the arrangements and call off my management company."
Harry and Margie looked at each other as if trying to get confirmation from each other that it was okay to say what they really thought.
"I'm serious," Tara said. "Chad's dream can live on through Ryan. He's not Chad, but he's been as much like a grandson to you as anyone." Tara choked up. "If we're all truthful, he's been a better grandchild to you than I've been.
"Look, I've seen how much you care for him and how much he loves Echo Bay. There's nothing wrong with wanting him to be the one to continue your tradition."
Harry cleared his throat. "You've been a good granddaughter to us, Tara. Don't ever think different."
Margie nodded as tears stood in her eyes. "We love you like nobody's business."
Tara had tears in her eyes now, too. Some cheering up she was doing. "I know. And I love you both so much, too. Which is why I want what you want and what's best for everyone, not just me."
Harry shot another glance at Margie. It wasn't like Harry not to speak up, but he seemed to be walking softly and afraid of something. "Ryan has the touch with the place. He just seems to know what to do and when to do it. It has to do with loving it. If you love something, you can't keep away from it. You get to know it." Harry smiled slightly and there was a tease in his eyes. "Kind of like I know that old girl over there." He nodded toward Margie.
"Oh, Harry." Gram used her embarrassed tone, but her expression said she was pleased.
"I've always thought Ryan would be a good choice for the lodge," Harry said. "He's offered me a fair price and he'll let Gram and me stay on until we die if that's what we want to do." Harry paused. "But I can tell from the look on her face, your grandma is worried that if we sell to Ryan, you'll never come see us here again. That would break her heart." His tone was gruff, which meant it would break his, too, the old softie. He was trying to act tough, but it was easy enough to see through him.
"So," Tara said, "let me see if I have this right. You want to sell to Ryan, and I agree with you that's the best solution for everyone. But if I refuse to visit once he's the owner, that's a deal breaker?"
"I think you about got it, kid," Harry said as Margie adjusted the pillow behind his back for him.
"Ryan's upset with me now," Tara said. "But once I bow out and give him my blessing to buy it, I think he'll forgive me." She hoped. "If I promise to come back and visit, we'll have a deal?"
Harry nodded. "We'll have a deal."
"Can I make it a condition of the sale that Ryan holds my room for me and gives it to me on the house whenever I want to come? Within reason, of course."
"Sounds reasonable to me." Harry's smile reached from ear to ear. He looked as pleased as the Grinch on Christmas Day as he carved the roast beast.
Margie beamed.
"Okay, then." Tara reached across and patted her grandfather's gnarled hands where they rested against the blankets. "You have a deal, on one more condition—let me tell Ryan. On Christmas. Bowing out of this battle will be my gift to him, if it's all right with the two of you."
"Sounds more than fair to me," Harry said.
"Good," Tara said. "And no more climbing on the roof for you. Let Ryan do it. From what Stormy said, he knows how to make a party of it."
Tara left the hospital with a light heart. Or, at least, a lighter heart. Her grandparents were ecstatic. The only thing that could have made them happier was Tara and Ryan getting back together and giving them the great-grandchild they longed for. And the truth was, if Tara had still really believed in Santa, she would have put that wish on top of her list, too. Realistically, she wasn't sure Ryan was ready to forgive her, or ever would be. After all, she'd already broken one engagement to him and all but turned him down a second time. How many chances did a girl get? Then again, that was only two. Wasn't three supposed to be the charm?
The least she could do was leave Echo Bay with a clear heart. And that meant coming clean with Ryan. She headed to a quaint little gift shop along Main Street and stopped in to buy a Christmas card with the right sentiments, not too optimistic they'd have an I'm-so-sorry-please-forgive-me-and-now-you-can-buy-the-lodge section.
How does one find a card that strikes perfect balance of true feeling, romance, and forgiveness? Did she go sappy sweet? Sexy come-on? Funny? This greeting card had the weight of her world on it. It had to immediately convey that she still loved Ryan, make him smile, and beg his forgiveness. A tall order, and one she was willing to pay a premium price for.
The clerk greeted her the minute she walked in the door. "Merry Christmas! Can I help you find something?"
"Just looking for a Christmas card."
"You've come to the right place." The middle-aged woman came out from behind the counter and showed Tara to the greeting-card section. Which she could have found on her own, but the woman seemed to want something to do. "We're a bit picked over."
"That's what I get for waiting until the last minute." Tara turned her attention to the cards. "Thanks for your help."
"You're Harry and Margie's granddaughter, aren't you?" The woman just would not leave.
"Yes."
"I heard Harry fell off the roof yesterday." The woman sounded and looked concerned. "How is he doing?"
"Great. He's recovering quickly. He'll be home for Christmas Eve."
"That is a relief." The woman smiled. "We all love Harry. He's a fixture around here. What would we do without him?"
Fortunately, another customer came in and diverted the clerk's attention. "Let me know if you need any help." She wandered off to help the new arrival.
She browsed the Christmas-card section, hoping no one she knew came in and caught her in the act of buying a mushy card for Ryan. This was a top-secret mission, after all. She picked up the first card and read it: Let's Get Caught Under the Mistletoe.
Not bad. Good sentiment. A bit of innuendo. And a little humorous given how she'd almost kissed Ryan beneath the mistletoe the night she arrived and it had surprised them both.
She moved on to the next one. I loved you yesterday. I love you still. I always have. I always will. Merry Christmas.
Yes, perfect sentiment. This would definitely get her message across, but—hadn't she seen this, minus the "Merry Christmas," on a decal on a friend's wall? Was impersonal wall sentiment the way to go in this delicate, critical situation?
She picked up a card with cartoon drawings. You're the holly to my berries. You're the marshmallows to my hot chocolate. You're the merry to my Christmas. We belong together. I love you.
Corny. But it made her smile. One Valentine's Day when they were college, she and Ryan had had a competition to see who could give the other the corniest card. He'd appreciate the effort.
She bought it and escaped to the coffee shop next door. She ordered a peppermint mocha and drank it at a small table by the window as she poured out her heart to Ryan.
I could go on—you're the kiss beneath my mistletoe. You're the bindings to my snowboard. Wait, that's not any better, is it? Worse?
I've been a fool and I've hurt you and I'm sorry. I thought I wasn't ready for commitment. I thought I had to give us time to reconnect. But these last few days I've realized I've let too much time pass already. We could have had ten wonderful years together. Let's not waste ten more days.
I love you. I want you in my life. And, whether you still want me in yours or not, I want you to have the lodge.
I talked to Gram and Grandpa. They're in agreement. They want to sell the lodge to you. You're the best person in the world to hand their legacy over to. Make them an offer they can't refuse.
Merry Christmas!
I love you.
Tara
She stared out the window at the white winter wonderland and the record snowfall. People her grandparents' age were saying they'd never seen as much snow as this, certainly never at Christmastime. This was probably going to be the whitest Christmas she'd see in her lifetime. She hoped it wasn't the bleakest. It certainly would be one to remember.
She closed the card, put her pen back in her purse, slid the card into the envelope, and sealed it with a kiss just for fun. It was what she did as a silly, moony preteen in love with Ryan. Then she wrote SWAK on the back and drew a little heart as laughed to herself, remembering her ten-year-old self giving the twelve-year-old Ryan a card with SWAK on the back. This was just her silly way of reminding him of their shared history and all the silly, happy, and sometimes painful times they'd been through.
She grabbed her purse and picked up the card and her coffee. Before she headed back to Echo Bay, she had to stop by Jim Dickson's and ask the town Santa to stuff this in his Santa bag for Ryan. Jim was a good sport. She doubted she'd have too much trouble getting him to deliver her card to Ryan at the big Basin Santa Ski and Christmas extravaganza.
It was too bad she wouldn't be at the party to see Ryan open it.
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It was Christmas Eve and Ryan was going to be spending it alone in the midst of thousands of happy Santa Skiers. It wasn't like this was the first Christmas Eve he'd ever been dateless. It was more that until a few days ago, he'd had such high, foolish hopes for this one. Maybe he was being an ass. He'd thought a lot about things since his blowup with Tara. Maybe he'd been wrong not to give her more time.
Her rejection, or rather her lack of trust in him, still stung. Even if they didn't work out as a couple, or in spite of the fact that it appeared they weren't going to work out as a couple, he'd take good care of the lodge and of Harry and Margie. Did Tara honestly think that an impersonal property management company would look after Harry and Margie if they got sick? Or needed to be driven somewhere? Or their health deteriorated to the point someone needed to contact the family?
Maybe not. But even if he was right, what good was being right when he'd lost Tara and Echo Bay both in one dumb move?
Harry was being discharged this afternoon. Ryan wanted to see him and wish him a merry Christmas before Harry went home. Ryan thought it would be more respectful to let Margie and Harry have their first Christmas in years alone with Tara without the tension and drama of his presence.
On his way to the hospital, Ryan had stopped by Jim Dickson's to get Tara's old engagement ring back. But Jim was mysteriously out again, like he'd been every time Ryan had stopped by these last few days. The holidays were a busy time, and it probably didn't matter in the long run. Ryan could pick up the ring any time. He was pretty sure Jim had gotten his messages not to put the ring in his Santa bag.
Ryan swallowed a lump and pulled into a parking spot in the hospital's visitor parking lot. It was a clear, sunny, bitterly cold day, the first day it hadn't snowed, and wasn't predicted to, for what seemed like weeks. The skiing and boarding should be excellent. Under different circumstances, Ryan would have been looking forward to the evening. Maybe the boarding would clear his head, if he wasn't too busy playing cop to guests who were celebrating a little too hard.
Ryan jumped out of the car, grabbed the gifts he had for Harry and Margie, and went to Harry's room. Harry was alone, sitting up and looking ready to blow the place.
Ryan knocked on the doorjamb. "Glad I caught you. I was afraid you'd have escaped this place already."
Harry chuckled. "Don't I wish. It's not the best place to spend Christmas Eve. But don't tell the nurses that. They've done their best to make the place cheery and add a little holiday spirit. I hear Santa's even going to make a visit tonight to the little kids."
"Yeah, that Santa," Ryan said as he came in and stood next to Harry's bed. "He's going to be a busy one tonight."
Harry nodded. "Off work early?"
Ryan nodded. "In a manner of speaking. We closed the plant at noon. I stopped by Mom and Dad's for lunch. I'm heading up to the Basin for my Santa shift in a few."
"You're carrying presents, but you don't look like you're dressed for the big event." Harry sat up straighter.
"My gear and suit are in the car." Ryan paused. "I got you and Margie each a little something." He set them on the stand next to Harry.
"A case of salad dressing apiece?" Harry's eyes sparkled. "You know, you could just bring them by the lodge after the big doings tonight."
Ryan shook his head. "I'm not going back to the cabin. I'm spending tonight and Christmas day with Mom and Dad. In fact, I might not make it home until the twenty-seventh or twenty-eighth. Mom will want someone to drive her to Spokane for the big after-Christmas sales. Dad hates that duty, so I think I'm it. Part of my gift to him."
Harry studied Ryan and nodded sagely. "Well then, you'll have to come when you come home. It's too bad you won't be around until after Tara leaves. She'll be sorry she didn't get a chance to say goodbye."
Ryan snorted. "Yeah, sure."
Harry was still studying him. "I'm serious, Ryan. She'll be sorry. I'm not supposed to mention it, but she has something she wants to tell you."
Like "go to hell"? Ryan thought. "If I don't see her, tell her she can tell me next time. Or send me a text."
"Don't be too hard on her," Harry said. "This trip has been tough on her. Me falling off the roof didn't help things any. You'll want to hear what she has to say. If she gets the chance, listen to her, will you? Really listen. That will mean more to me than any gift."
Ryan frowned. What is Harry getting at? Ryan hated himself for the way his heart raced with hope. "Sure." He nodded toward the door. He wanted to be well gone before Tara and Margie came by to pick Harry up and take him home.
"I'd better be going," Ryan said. "Merry Christmas, Harry."
Tara picked Laurel up on her way to take Harry home from the hospital. "You look ready to pop," Tara said to her as she loaded Laurel's suitcase in the trunk. "Donny really has to go on ski patrol duty this evening?"
Laurel laughed and grabbed her baby bump. "He's looking forward to it and I wouldn't deprive him of the pleasure." She winced and made a pained face.
"Hey, are you okay?"
"Just another Braxton Hicks. I've been having them all day." She took a deep breath and smiled. "Don't worry. I'm fine. They're nothing."
"They don't look like nothing. Good thing we're on our way to the hospital. Maybe I should drop you off there for the evening."
"Nothing doing. We're picking up Harry and hanging at the lodge like old times. I'm not about to miss Margie's Christmas pie." She opened the door and got in the car.
Harry and Margie were waiting for them at the hospital. Tara grabbed Harry's bags and loaded them into the car while he groused about having to be brought out in a wheelchair.
Margie patted him on the shoulder. "Perk up. You're living to see another Christmas. What do you have to complain about?"
Harry grinned. "You're right, old woman. I'm going to enjoy this Christmas if it kills me."
"Watch what you say." Tara opened the car door for him. "It nearly did kill you."
"That was just winter." Harry winked and got in the car.
Half an hour later, just as dusk was falling, they pulled into the lodge parking lot. The Christmas lights were just coming on and the moon and stars were coming out.
"It looks like a Christmas card," Margie said as she got out.
"You always say that." Harry got out.
Tara let Laurel out, too, and parked the car. She entered the lodge to find her grandparents standing beneath the mistletoe, kissing while a small cluster of staff applauded.
Except for the staff, and Laurel's mom Carol, who was Harry and Margie's guest for dinner, the lobby was quiet. This was that wonderful lull time when most of the guests were up on the mountain and wouldn't return until late. Everyone could breathe and relax, joke and laugh, and enjoy the holiday spirit.
The fire blazed brightly. The Christmas tree Ryan had helped Tara cut and buy decorations for was lit up. The ornaments glittered in the firelight and the tree filled the lodge with the scent of fresh forest. Tara couldn't banish the image of kissing him beneath that tree. She wanted to feel that passion again, his arms around her, and his kiss on her lips. Presents from the staff to each other for the Christmas gift exchange were piled beneath the tree. Holiday tunes played over the speakers.
"Can't a guy kiss the missus without an audience?" Harry joked.
Tara rolled her eyes and whispered to Laurel, "Grandpa is in his element." But she was thinking of Ryan again.
If Ryan had a change of heart and accepted her apology, forty years from now, the old couple kissing beneath the mistletoe could be them.
Just a year ago, she couldn't have imagined wanting that future, let alone being nervous that she'd very likely blown it. Could Ryan's love for her have lasted all these years, only to be lost so easily? She hoped not. She wanted a future with Ryan at Echo Bay, wanted it more than she'd ever wanted anything.
She glanced at the clock. Just before four. The Christmas party at the Basin would begin at seven. She smiled at the thought of how happy Ryan would be to get the lodge. Would he be as happy at the sentiment her card expressed?
Harry gave Margie a squeeze around her shoulders and faced the staff members, those who were really like family, who were still on duty. Harry gave as many staff members as he could possibly afford to do without Christmas Eve afternoon off. The few who remained were those who either volunteered or were particularly close to Harry and Margie, like Kathleen and Stormy.
Harry inhaled deeply. "It smells great in here. Is that Kathleen's famous oyster stew I smell?"
It was also tradition to have an early Christmas Eve dinner and close the kitchen so the kitchen and wait staff could go home to be with their families. Anyone who wanted to dine with Harry and Margie, be they staff, family, or guest, was heartily welcomed.
On Christmas Day, Harry ordered dinner served later, a real feast of prime rib and spiral-cut ham, salads, potatoes, rolls, pies, Christmas cookies, and plenty of holiday cheer. The guests would arrive late off the mountain and it was a festive time that Tara had almost forgotten about.
But Christmas Eve, particularly this one with the big party at the Basin, was a quiet, much more intimate affair. Oyster stew, plenty of oyster crackers, salad, lake fish Harry had caught and frozen, venison from local hunters, and a great big Christmas pie made from an old family recipe.
"That is indeed oyster stew," Kathleen said. As she came forward and hugged Harry, tears stood in her eyes. "Welcome back, boss."
Half an hour later, Harry was settled in and seated at the head of the head table. The dining room had been transformed—the tables covered with snowy white tablecloths, lit with candles, and decorated with fir boughs and red Christmas balls. A buffet lined with food in warming trays lined one wall. The curtains were open to the snowy woods outside. Tara had a perfect view out the French double doors to the Basin beyond.
She couldn't keep her mind off the Basin and the party and Ryan up there. She was suddenly having second thoughts about her decision to avoid the party at the Basin. If Chad had been alive, that was where he'd be. What about her desire to honor his memory by going up on the mountain? With Ryan by her side, she'd thought she could do it. Why had she chickened out? What if something went wrong and Ryan decided not to go to the party after all? What if he didn't stay for the Santa giveaway? What if Jim wasn't able to give him her card? What if Ryan missed getting her Christmas gift to him? The what-ifs weighed her down.
Her mind was elsewhere as Harry said a Christmas blessing and they dug into steaming bowls of oyster stew. It stayed elsewhere through a delicious meal she barely tasted. Her gaze kept drifting toward the clock. Just a few more hours.
They retired to the lobby, where Harry took his favorite chair in front of the fire Carter had carefully built and stoked for him.
"I do love a good blaze." Harry sighed happily, but he looked tired.
Gram took a chair next to him while Laurel and Carol took the sofa and Tara sat opposite Gram.
"It's a shame you girls are missing the big party at the Basin. Everyone will be there. We're old stick-in-the-muds here." Margie glanced at Harry.
He yawned.
Poor Grandpa. He really did look worse for the mild celebrating.
"It's not even six and Grandpa's ready for bed." Margie looked at him fondly. "I'm sorry, Tara. This isn't the evening we'd planned. I was looking forward to our traditional gift exchange and game night. But I don't think Grandpa is going to make it." She paused. "But there's no reason you two young women shouldn't have fun. Why don't you go to the party at the Basin?"
Gram sounded way too encouraging and hopeful, as if she was eager for Tara to go. Highly suspicious.
Tara shot a look at Laurel. "I don't think so, Gram. Laurel's in no condition to go—"
"Oh, nonsense." Carol startled everyone. "She should go and have fun. Sit in the lodge and visit. Be with her husband at the party." She patted her daughter's hand. "Have fun before the responsibilities of parenthood settle in. Donny would love the surprise."
"But I thought..." Laurel frowned. "I don't want to leave you alone until late."
Carol waved her hand. "I'll keep Margie and Kathleen company. I'll be fine. I've told you that all along."
Harry suddenly chimed in. "The skiing and boarding will be perfect. If I hadn't fallen off a roof a few days ago, I'd be tempted to go myself." He smiled at Tara. "You should go and have a run or two before they close. It would do you good. Make you feel young again. The young Tara never missed a chance to snowboard."
She couldn't argue with that. But the mature Tara had other reasons besides great powder for wanting to be up at the Basin.
"Laurel? What do you think?" Tara said.
Before Tara could answer, Kathleen came hustling out of the kitchen, carrying a beautifully boxed Dutch apple pie. "We have a problem." She held the pie up. "Somehow this got missed when the guy from the Santa Ski committee stopped by earlier. It's part of the gift package."
Margie smiled at Tara. "Sweetie, you have to go now and play delivery girl for me."
Tara smelled a setup. She turned to Laurel.
Laurel nodded. "We can't let Margie down. Let's go."
Tara laughed. "We'll be the only two on the mountain not decked out in Christmas lights."
"Not so fast." Margie got out of her chair and pulled a package from beneath the tree. She held it out to Tara. "Open it."
Tara arched a brow and pulled the lid off the box. A beautiful, green, home-sewn Santa's elf hat complete with fake ears, a sprig of felt mistletoe tucked behind one, fur trim laced with a string of red battery-operated Christmas lights, and a white puffball on top lay beneath layers of white tissue. Tara recognized Gram's handiwork at once. She was a sewing whiz, and extremely crafty in more than one sense of the word. Beneath the hat sat an assortment of Christmas necklaces with lights that lit up, glow necklaces, and a pair of reindeer ears.
"Gram, what did you do—buy out the craft store? There's enough for the full twelve days of Christmas in here, more than enough to share," she said to Laurel as she gave Gram an openly suspicious look.
Gram smiled and shrugged. "I made the hat and got the other things for you before you cancelled your plans to go to the party..." She trailed off without adding, "with Ryan."
"It would be a shame for them to go to waste."
That was fast work. Tara only had those original plans for a few days.
Gram looked way too pleased with herself. She wore the same look she'd had the night Tara arrived and Gram was expecting the salad dressing man and singing his praises. The salad dressing man who turned out to be Ryan.
Tara hadn't been happy with Gram at all that night. Now, however, she gladly accepted Gram's help, cautiously optimistic as she wondered what Gram knew that she didn't. Or was Gram merely being hopeful?
Tara held the box out to Laurel. "What would you rather be—the elf or the reindeer?"
"I think the elf is definitely you."
Yeah, the elf on the shelf, Tara thought. Watching love and life go by.
Laurel picked the reindeer headband out of the box. "I've always been more of a reindeer girl. Does this come with a red nose?"
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The Santa Ski was a huge success, at least if the size of the crowds was any indication. Fate had conspired to make the evening perfect for the event—clear skies, stars sparkling, full moon, perfect powder, dramatic temperatures, no breeze. Skiers and boarders dressed in holiday gear, wearing glo necklaces and flashing battery-operated LED lights, tacky Christmas sweaters over ski coats, reindeer ears over their helmets, all manner of whacky Christmas outfits packed the slopes. Some men even wore "beardskis"—ski masks with long fake beards attached, Santa white being the most prevalent.
Ryan had opted to go beardless. He looked tacky enough with a red Santa coat on over his ski coat, and a ski patrol vest over that. Unfortunately, this was the regulation ski patrol outfit today and tomorrow. He felt more like the Grinch than Santa. If there had been a way to stop Christmas from coming, or even a way to simply avoid it, Ryan would have latched onto it.
Ryan had hoped the joy in the air and the perfect powder would distract him from his loneliness and thoughts of what might have been. He'd planned to break the Christmas curse and end the evening an engaged man. Now he was just another lonely guy on the slopes all too aware of the coupledom around him. Couples, couples everywhere. Young couples. Old couples. Couples with kids. Couples without. Every stag had a doe. Everyone but him.
And so, with flashing lights on his helmet, he played cop and sidelined revelers who'd imbibed one too many holiday spirits. He helped a few celebrators to the first-aid station, nothing serious so far, and tried to mend his own broken heart as the Ghost of Christmas Future haunted him—a future without Tara. Unless a miracle occurred. Or maybe unless he got up the balls to try again. Or maybe he'd spent too much time trying already and should give up.
He looked up at the stars sparkling in the skies. He needed a sign, a Christmas sign.
The parking lots were packed and cars lined the road for what seemed like halfway down the mountain.
"I've never seen it so busy," Laurel said. "And that's saying something. Looks like the Santa Ski will be here to stay. And look at the village." She pointed out the window. "It looks like a Bavarian Christmas village. They've done a great job." She smiled at Tara. "Thanks for bringing me up here."
"Don't thank me," Tara said wryly. "It's all for Gram's pie." She laughed, but she was nervous. "Was it just me, or did you notice that Gram and your mom were eager to get us up here?"
"Yeah," Laurel said. "I had that distinct impression, too. What do you think they're up to?"
"I wish I knew," Tara said. Or maybe she didn't. "Last time Gram acted suspicious, she was playing matchmaker between Ryan and me. Somehow I don't think Gram has changed MOs. I wonder who the new victim is?"
Laurel laughed. "Could be the same old victim." She wiggled her eyebrows.
"Shut up." But Tara was way too hopeful it was.
"Whoever it is, she thinks they go for garish girls. Look at the way she tricked us out." Laurel held up her LED Christmas-light necklace.
"Yeah, I'm not sure we're exactly Christmas candy," Tara said as a group of skiers walked in front of the car. "But look at them. We do fit in." She laughed. "In fact, maybe Gram's right. We're pretty smoking in our tacky finery."
"You are. I'm roly-poly, a right jolly pregnant reindeer."
"Oh, I don't know. Now when people say you're glowing, you literally are. Especially if you put on that flashing Rudolph nose Digger gave me."
"Gee, thanks. Glowing is always the way I've wanted to be described." Laurel gasped. "Baby kick."
"Cute. Baby's excited to be here, too. See? We made the right choice to come." Tara hoped. "Your baby daddy will think you're hot, I'm sure."
Laurel's phone buzzed. "I am hot. Constantly. All that extra blood in my system. But at least it's winter." Laurel looked at her text. "Donny's waiting for me in the lodge. He talked his way into getting off his shift early."
"Isn't that sweet. Mom and Gram were right—he really does want you up here with him." Tara scanned the road ahead and wasn't optimistic about finding parking. "I'm going to try the lots," Tara said to Laurel. "But first I'll drop you and the pie off at the lodge."
"No way! I can walk. Exercise is good for pregnant women."
"But slipping on the snow and ice and falling face first into a pie isn't. I'm dropping you off. I'll feel a lot more confident that both you and the pie will make it to the party in one piece that way. And I don't need to get on the outs with Donny for not taking care of you. Besides, I don't want to have to carry the pie all that way, either."
Tara inched the car through the streets, finally arriving at a drop-off spot in front of the main ski lodge. "I'm going to make a few runs first." Tara swallowed a lump. "In memory of Chad."
Laurel squeezed her arm in support. "You going to be okay?"
"I'll be great. I'll join you at the party later," she said as she helped Laurel out and handed her the pie. "Save me a seat."
"You got it."
As Laurel stepped out of the car, Donny came out of the ski lodge, wearing a great big grin. He'd obviously been watching for them. He pulled Laurel into a bear hug and a passionate kiss. Laurel hadn't even needed a sprig of mistletoe behind her fake ear.
When the kiss ended, Donny waved at Tara through the open car door. "Hey, Tara, merry Christmas. Thanks for bringing my girl."
"You're welcome. Now help her with the pie and get in to that party and have some fun," Tara said and laughed.
"Aye, aye." He grabbed the pie, slammed the car door, and put his arm around Laurel as he walked her into the ski lodge. Tara smiled after them, thinking how nice it would be to be part of a couple.
Without the benefit of Ryan's ski patrol pass, Tara was lucky to find a spot in the far end of the farthest lot from the ski lodge. She grabbed her gear, put on her elf hat, and headed for the lifts and the very run where Chad had died. She was going to board down that run and enjoy it for his sake and her own.
Speaking of Ryan's ski patrol parking pass, Tara couldn't help herself. She had to make sure he hadn't already left. She swung by the special lot and looked for his car, letting out a sigh of relief when she spotted it. Now she had a dilemma. How did she make sure he didn't leave while she was up on the run? If only she had a wheel lock on her. Short of that, she could lean against his car and wait for him. It was an awfully cold night for that. Or she could trust. Waiting at the car for him almost won. She was that desperate to make sure he got her card.
But looking like a stalker in the lot and developing hypothermia weren't as enticing as the slopes. Instead, she resorted to childish superstitions and wished on a Christmas star as she headed for the lifts.
As she waited her turn for the chair lift, Tara looked up the slopes at the colorful, flashing, crazy, happy skiers and boarders. It was an awesome, joyous sight to behold. Even if this was all the better the night got, she owed Gram a big one for making Tara come to this party.
The ride up the lift was the most beautiful one Tara could remember. The forest below was pure white winter wonderland. The moon lit the surrounding mountains and hills and the lake below glowed silver and spectacular. As Tara stared at the moon, she imagined the silhouette of Santa's sleigh sliding across it. And the stars twinkled so brightly it was easy to picture the Wise Men following one of them.
At the top, she got off the chair lift and boarded to the top of the crowded run.
Ryan was ready to call it quits and head to his parents' house to lick his wounds in private. One final run down the mountain, down the run where Chad had died in honor of his friend, as he did every Christmas Eve, and he was out of here. No Christmas party and Santa Claus for him this year.
He was almost to the top of the run when his heart stopped. There was Tara, standing at the top of the run on her bright polka-dot snowboard looking like every vision of a Christmas sugar plum he'd ever had—sweet, tasty, and gorgeous in her green elf hat beanie, goggles on her head as she admired the view.
It was stupid. He was foolhardy, but he couldn't help himself. He rushed to her side before she could snowboard away, out of his grasp. "Tara?"
His heart hammered in his ears. His pulse raced. And then she turned to face him.
As recognition dawned, her eyes lit up and she smiled at him as if she was genuinely overjoyed to see him. "Ryan?"
"What are you doing here?" They asked each other in unison and laughed.
Ryan stared at her, willing himself not to blow what might be his final chance to talk to her in person before she left.
"I'm facing my fears," she said, nodding toward the slope. "And making happy memories. For Chad."
He nodded. "I do this run every year on Christmas Eve for him, too."
Her eyes misted.
He'd said the wrong thing.
He took a step closer to her, standing so close it was tempting to hold her in his arms. "I'm sorry."
She looked up into his eyes. "Don't be sorry. That's sweet. That's nice of you. He'd love that you do." Her voice broke.
"Yeah." Ryan cleared his throat and shoved his hands in his pockets to keep them under control and stop himself from making a pass at her that she wouldn't appreciate. He ached to touch her, and that fake mistletoe behind her felt ear was practically begging him to kiss her. He had to extricate himself from this mess. "I'm heading down. And heading out."
"What?" She looked alarmed. "You aren't staying for the party? When did you become an old man? Have you forgotten how to have fun?" She paused and lightly touched his arm, imploring him. "You can't leave until you've seen Santa. Who knows? Maybe you'll win a present."
Was it his imagination or was she hinting at something? It was too easy to get his hopes up. "I'm not lucky. I never win."
"Maybe you'll get lucky this time." She set her jaw, giving him her determined look.
He laughed. "Careful what you say."
She surprised him by simply smiling back at him. "I'm perfectly serious, Ryan. You can't leave. What do you have to rush home for?"
What was she telling him? What reason did he have to stay?
"Harry said you have something to tell me? Something you wanted to say in person?"
"I do," she said. "But not here." She flashed him a crooked smile. "See you at the bottom of the hill. I'll tell you in the lodge over a drink. I'll buy."
His heart raced so quickly, he was quickly becoming breathless. Tara had always had the power to take his breath away. He hoped she wasn't stringing him along again. Before he could answer, she pushed off.
He pushed off after her.
Snowboarding was like flying. Tara let herself go and simply enjoyed the feel of the board beneath her feet, of cutting down the mountain in the fresh, cold air. Of breathing and feeling alive and really and truly hopeful again.
Ryan caught up to her. He'd always been the faster snowboarder. Once he came even with her, he stayed beside her as they cut their way down the mountain. Tara embraced the joy that bubbled inside her. She felt young again and free from all the pain of the past.
She hoped she wouldn't have to hang onto these few minutes in her memory forever. She prayed they wouldn't be the last, that she and Ryan would have years and years more of them together.
At the bottom of the hill, she braked in front of Ryan, nearly cutting him off on purpose just to rattle him. As she laughed, he wobbled and grabbed her, pulling her into his arms to steady himself.
As if a miracle had occurred, he was wrapped around her, breathing hard. Their eyes met. Their lips inched closer. "Ryan, I'm—"
"Ryan!" Someone slapped him on the back.
Ryan pulled away.
"Grab your girl and get inside. Santa's already handing out presents."
"Yeah, yeah, we'll be there in a minute." Ryan ignored his buddy and turned back to her.
She pulled away from him. Ryan looked confused.
"He's right," she said, trying not to let her eagerness show. "We can't miss Santa. What if you win?" She stepped off her board, grabbed Ryan's hand, and pulled him toward the lodge with one hand, her snowboard in the other.
"Whoa! Let me get my gear off. My car's just over there. We can stash our boards in it."
"Hurry." She pulled him along. "Who knows? I might win something, too."
She was impatient as they put their gear in Ryan's car. As soon as he closed the car door, she pulled him into the warmth of the lodge, dragging him to the front of the room right beneath the stage.
"Do we need to be so close?" he asked.
"I think we do." She pulled off her elf hat and shook out her hair as she caught Jim Dickson's eye and signaled him to pull Ryan's card from his pack.
The Christmas giveaway was a raffle. Santa's helper pulled a raffle ticket from a bin and called out the winner. The winner generally screamed with joy, jumped up and down, and ran for the stage, where Santa pulled the prize from the bag and handed it to them.
Ryan had been watching the action as Tara pulled him toward the stage. In that brief time, two winners had been announced. Tara had dragged him to the party in the nick of time. Santa's bag was already looking deflated.
As Ryan stood next to Tara, wishing he could talk to her over a drink and waiting for the minute the raffle ended, Jim as Santa interrupted the general giveaway process.
"Wait!" Santa held up a hand to stop his helper. "Hold on, head elf. What's this? I have a present here that has a name on it."
For a minute, Ryan's heart stopped dead in his chest. No, please, Jim. No. Not Tara's ring.
"How did this get in here?" Jim Dickson, who did a convincingly jolly Santa as he pulled a red envelope from his bag.
Ryan relaxed. He was off the hook.
Santa adjusted his glasses. "Who's the lucky person?" He peered at the envelope and squinted for effect. "Well, well, well, one of our fine ski patrol members. Ryan Sanders, come on up. This has your name on it."
Ryan froze and frowned, puzzled.
Tara gave him a push. "Go on. Get up there." She leaned in and whispered. "I told you you'd win something."
"If it has my name on it, this is a rigged win."
Tara seemed way too eager for him to go on stage and trying to act too casual about it.
"Ryan, I see you there right in the front row," Santa said. "We don't have all night." Santa handed the envelope to his helper, who handed it down to Ryan.
His name was written neatly on the envelope in Tara's small, feminine printing. Ryan would recognize it anywhere. His heart pounded and his hand trembled as he took it from the elf.
Ryan looked at Tara.
"I told you I had something to say. Open it." Her eyes were shining.
Santa and the raffle had moved on. Ryan felt frozen in time as he turned the envelope over and saw SWAK written in Tara's hand. He arched a brow. "SWAK? Really?"
"Really," she said, softly. "You used to like it."
Heart hammering, he slid his finger under the flap and pulled out the card and read it.
You're the holly to my berries. You're the marshmallows to my hot chocolate. You're the merry to my Christmas. We belong together. I love you.
The more he read, the bigger his smile grew—and his heart, too. She wanted Harry to sell the lodge to him. She was conceding, giving him his dream. It was the best gift anyone had ever, or could ever, give him. And she loved him?
"Really?" he said.
She looked him in the eye and nodded. "Really. All of it. Every word."
As he broke into a grin, ready to take her in his arms and kiss her, Jim Dickson caught his eye. Jim held a jewelry box discreetly in his hand. He arched a brow, asking the question—Do you want to give this to Tara now?
Ryan grinned and nodded.
Santa's voice boomed out. "Looks like we have another present with a name on it. Looks like jewelry. Tara Clark, you're a lucky girl."
Santa walked to the edge of the stage, but he didn't hand Tara the box. He handed it to Ryan. "I think you'd better do the honors."
Tara's heart hammered a rhythm that twelve drummers drumming would be hard pressed to match. The noisy crowd surrounding them went silent-night quiet as Ryan opened the box and held it out to her, balanced on his fingertips.
She gasped. Her original engagement ring sparkled in its cushion of velvet. Her eyes clouded with tears, but she was smiling and couldn't help it. "Really, Ryan?"
"Yeah, really." He was smiling at her with the same hopeful look he'd had the first time he'd asked her to marry him. "It's just a placeholder. I'll get you a nicer one. Will you—"
"Yes, I will. This time I really will."
He slid it on her finger, right where it belonged and should have been these past ten years.
She held her hand out to admire it while she clutched her elf hat in the other. "I like this one."
She threw herself into his arms and held the elf hat with its fake mistletoe over his head to make it perfectly clear what she wanted.
As Ryan pulled her into a passionate kiss, she wrapped her arms around him and the crowd erupted in applause.
Piles of snow, mistletoe. The man I've always loved. Best Christmas ever.
She belonged in Ryan's arms now and forever. And she belonged in Echo Bay.

Thank You!
Thanks for reading Echo Bay Christmas. I hope you enjoyed it!
Want to know when my next book will be out? Sign up for my VIP New Release List at ginarobinson.com If you’re on the list, you’ll always be the first to know about new releases, contests, and giveaways.
If you enjoyed Christmas Duet, you’ll want to start one of the Jet City Billionaire series right away!
Liked it? Shout about it!
If you enjoyed Echo Bay Christmas, please review it and this bundle, Christmas Duet. Your reviews help others find this book and others in the series. Every review is very much appreciated!
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