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      “Morning, ladies.” I step into the dining room and grab a muffin off the buffet, offering the two late-twenty-something women a smile as I grab my Carhartt jacket off the coat rack by the door.

      As one of the three owners of the Peacock Ridge Ranch and B&B, my brothers Breck and Luke being the other two, I’m encouraged to be friendly. Luke, the marketing manager, reminds us daily that these people—guests—pay a major portion of the bills, but some days I have to fight to find that smile and some days there just isn’t one. There’s just too much bullshit for every day to look anything near bright enough to smile at.

      I open the front door and pause. Winter in Colorado has struck again. There’s a good three to five inches of new snow out there. I set the muffin down to put the coat on before heading through the screen door, forgetting the muffin and figuring it’ll still be there when I’m done with the veterinarian appointment.

      Right on schedule, plowing its way through the snow, a silver pickup with black tinted windows pulls up next to the barn, Doc Roberts, local animal vet. The first part of December had been a dry winter in northern Colorado, but it seems the closer we get to the big holiday the more Mother Nature wants to see a white Christmas. And now that we’re only three days away, I’m hoping that the last of the guests will get to leave before the next big snowfall, so we can have our traditional family Christmas alone.

      I shiver as the cold cuts into me and raise my collar to give me a little more protection. When it comes to raising cattle, the snow’s dangerous, but the cold even more so. Even with the herd staying close to the barn waiting for their next meal, one of the cows has come up lame from walking the fields.

      Those damn pocket gopher holes strike again. If only we could control the populations of the vermin, but the local environmentalists—my best friend, Tilly Warren, being one of them—have made a request to treat all animals with respect for their part in the circle of life and we’re trying, impatiently and crankily. But if it costs the ranch hundreds of dollars in veterinary costs, those gophers will be gone tomorrow.

      The door on Doc Roberts’ truck opens and my boots slide to a stop, hurling flakes of snow in all directions. That’s definitely not Doc Roberts. Well, it is, but not the 65-year-old man I was expecting.

      “Elodie?” I will my legs to move toward the figure with curves that rival the roads that go around mountains in this state. “Elodie Roberts?”

      Her long dark brown hair flips over her shoulder as she glances back at me while towing her vet bag from the back seat of the truck. “Dr. Roberts now, but it’s me. Hello, Cole.”

      My chest burns at the deep roll of my name from her perfect red lips. It’s a feeling I haven’t felt since… maybe never.

      “Don’t tell me that your father has finally retired?” I button up my coat.

      “Dad’s slowing down, not quite done yet. I’ll be taking over in the next six months, give or take when my father believes I’m ready.” I could imagine my father would’ve been the same, if a freak accident hadn’t taken him from us two years ago.

      I try to stop them, but my eyes keep roaming her body. Part of me can’t see her as anything but “Little Elodie Roberts.” The girl in high school who had her nose stuck in a book and followed me around like a puppy dog when her dad would bring her along on calls to the ranch. But the way her hips have rounded, how her perky and bountiful chest pulls at the buttons on her coat, and the slow flash of her long brown lashes make a part of me see her extremely differently. She’s changed.

      This is no girl.

      “I hear you have a lame heifer?” She adjusts her bag and I have the overwhelming urge to take it from her hand. She’s fully capable, but something inside of me is telling me she needs my help. But I’m thinking it isn’t with the bag.

      “This way.” I motion my cowboy hat covered head for her to follow. “When did you come back to Peacock Ridge?”

      “About three weeks ago. Dad just started letting me go out on my own.”

      I chuckle. “You go to Colorado U or State?”

      “State,” she mumbles.

      I glance to her. “Why didn’t I see you there?” I’d completed a degree in animal science, taking five years to work my way through, but I couldn’t place her on campus. We should’ve both been there for at least one cross-over year or more. Although with over thirty thousand students, it isn’t totally surprising that our paths didn’t cross. Or I want to believe that because knowing she was right there all the time now hurts my chest.

      A soft pink blush blooms over her cheeks. “Cole, I think we’ll agree that we weren’t in the same social circles in high school and definitely not in college either. You were Mr. Popular in high school and what, homecoming king at State? I was a freshman when you were a senior. I was nicknamed Elophant in high school and yours was The King. We weren’t meant to be friends. It just didn’t make sense.”

      And that’s where she’s wrong. About a lot of things. We are meant to be, Elodie. Just not only friends.

      That definitely makes sense.
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        * * *

      

      ELLIE

      What the hell has my father gotten me into? And how the hell am I going to get out of it?

      This is Cole Reeves. Cole. Fucking. Reeves. The hottest, most wanted guy in the Peacock Ridge High School and still the hottest guy thirteen years later. The way my face heats tells me everything. He still has all the power to make me a wet-panty, heavy-breathing, timid mouse.

      But now I might really like it.

      Before I can enjoy the high of the moment, high school memories place a flash burn on my delight. Cole and his brothers were never mean to me, their father would’ve had them slinging cow pies for days…with their hands, probably. But there were other assholes who’d permanently changed the way I look at hetero males. Including the nice ones.

      As soon as I hit that stage with the graduation diploma in my hand, I concentrated on getting out of Peacock Ridge. I never considered I’d be coming back. When my father offered up the Roberts Animal Clinic to me, and for a reasonable price, like zero, I really couldn’t turn it down. But with it came the knowledge I’d be visiting some of the guys who made my life hell. That was the way around here. The next generation took over for the older one in a cycle that made this town both special and unfortunately, predictable.

      We’re all close and sometimes that proximity and first-hand knowledge is good and sometimes it is bad. Like right now, walking with Cole on my left side, his woodsy cologne wafts on the winter breeze, complementing the crispness of the snow-filled air. This is bad. Very bad.

      My nipples peak under my flannel shirt and press like tiny mountains against the multiple layers of fabric. I grip my vet bag tighter in my hand and yank it toward my chest to block him from seeing anything. It feels like I have nothing on, but with the tank top, flannel shirt, vest and jacket I have on, I’m sure I’m safe.

      I don’t need it getting back to Dad that his new vet is giving a peep show to single ranchers. That’s not what I want to be known for. It’s hard enough as a woman veterinarian to be accepted by the local ranchers. I don’t need to be known as the town call girl, too.

      But when it comes to Cole Reeves, something other than my professional veneer stands between us. The past. Shana and my deep crush. He doesn’t know about that last part. That is my secret that only Shana knew about.

      “I was sorry to hear about you and…” I can’t say her name. She isn’t dead, but she’s dead to me.

      “Thanks. She’s definitely better off with Nolan than with me. They both need the finer things in life and I only want a good beer at the end of the day and my family to be happy.”

      And that is Cole. Everything he is, right there. Simple. Honest. Genuine.

      Shana on the other hand is self-centered. Complicated in ways people don’t ever expect. And a… backstabber. Definitely isn’t my favorite person. Top Ten Worst Humans Ever.

      “You need someone more down-to-earth, Cole.”

      He stills and looks me in the eye. My stomach flutters, reminding me of a girl I once was. “I completely agree, Elodie.” Most people call me “Ellie” but I like how my birthname rolls off of his tongue slow and drawn out. His piercing gaze trails through me, the heat moving down my body landing between my legs with a strong pulsing sensation.

      “So where’s this lame heifer?” I need to get the conversation back to why I’m here, only professional and non-personal. As I walk, my body sends zings out from my pussy and I almost moan. The man could send me into an orgasmic bliss with only a touch, I’m sure of it.

      “She’s in the last pen. I took a look but couldn’t find anything.”

      I consider all the possibilities in my head to be prepared, but when I see the cow I instantly know, and I wonder what’s going on because this isn’t normal. “You let a bull out in the field in the spring?”

      Cole shakes his head and then kicks the corner post on the pen. “Dammit. I told Breck that fence was down for longer than a couple hours and that Nolan was lying about that bull being a dud.”

      “Yeah, she’s not lame.” I grab his shoulder; the muscles harden under my touch. “She’s gonna be a mommy.”
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      “Shit! I don’t know how I missed that glow she has. I bet she’s going to be offended to hear that, right?” I nudge her shoulder with mine.

      Elodie laughs and shakes her head. “Not sure about any glow and don’t feel bad, plenty of horses and cows have dropped foals and calves when least expected. It’s always a story I hear at the coffeeshop.”

      “That stud bull chased off the other cows with his blatant moves, but this heifer followed him into Church’s field. She liked his crass ways, I guess. Seems that’s that family’s M.O. It took Church about ten days to return her, too. He’s gonna pay for this visit, one way or another.”

      She shakes her head. “I think her off gait is definitely from the pregnancy. That’s going to be a big calf. I’m assuming Angus.” I nod. She continues looking over the heifer. “And I’m not going to charge you, Cole.”

      I rub the back of my neck. “Then it looks like I brought you out here for nothing.”

      Her smile warms the cold Friday morning. “I’m glad I came out. I need all the experience I can get.”

      “You going to the Snow Ball tomorrow night?”

      She pats the cow’s back before climbing out of the pen. “Honestly, I hadn’t thought about it.”

      “Then you’ll be my date. Drinks on me and a few spins around the dance floor? It’s the least I can do.”

      Elodie stills as she’s bent over, putting away her medical implements as her bag rests on a bench. The sight makes my cock jump in my jeans. I imagine bending her over the hay bales in the corner of the barn, grabbing those generous hips and sliding into her from behind like a hot knife into butter.

      “Cole?” She waves in my face. “Cole!”

      I drag myself from the daydream. If she looks below my belt buckle, she’s going to know what’s on my mind. “Yeah, yeah. So, what do you say?”

      “I don’t think it’s a good idea.”

      I step closer. “Sometimes bad ideas are the ones that make for good stories, Elodie.”

      She lifts the bag and I reach for it, covering her hand. We hold on together and I swear she trembles.

      “Cole…” Her chest rises and falls quickly. I lean in as she licks those pillowy lips. She bends away from me. “No. I can’t.” Her eyes dart all over my face. “It took me too long to get over you the first time. I don’t think I could do it again.”

      I release my grip and watch her walk away. Get over me? That’s news to me.

      She jumps in her truck, and before I can say “What the…?” she’s gone.

      I reach down and grab the stethoscope that she left on the bench. I stride toward the main house. Ignoring the two ladies wrapped up in Mom’s quilts sitting on the porch this time as they call out to me.

      Well, Ms. Elodie, you’re going to get under me very soon. That I can guarantee.

      And it will be a fantastic story that we’ll both never forget.
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        * * *

      

      ELLIE

      I jump into the truck and blow out of the driveway like the devil himself is chasing me. Maybe he is. I feel tortured. I’ve let go of the one thing that’s been a weight on me for so long. There was only one other person who ever knew how I felt about Cole and what she did with the information made me understand that I couldn’t trust anyone with secrets ever again. It’s better this way. He and I are… different. He’s Mr. Homecoming King and I’m a peasant on the sidelines.

      Back in high school, our social and friend circles rarely tangled unless I was being dragged along with Shana as a third wheel to a party. Thankfully, I finally saw her for who and what she was.

      Parking at the Featherbone BBQ shop, I head inside the restaurant that has a surplus of names and a merry-go-round of owners and cuisines. But I heard from Dad that they have the best biscuits and gravy in a forty-mile radius, so I’m in for that. And my dad knows good biscuits, my mother made the best. God rest her soul.

      I’ve been working overtime trying to get caught up on how the business works and how Dad really does his appointments. Little talking, little diagnosing, little coffee and cake. No wonder he’s gone all the time and no wonder why I’m exhausted. I do more people counseling most days than diagnosing animals, but I knew that was coming, especially in a small town.

      I flop down on a bar stool and the person who spins to me after closing the register makes me swallow hard. “Grace?”

      “Oh, my God! Ellie!” Her voice is like an angel, light and airy and soothing. She runs around the end of the counter. She hugs like she’s been in witness protection. “I missed you so much.”

      “Um… where have you been?”

      Her lithe body sinks into me. “Finding myself and losing my mind.”

      “And did you do the first and hopefully not the latter?”

      She backs away, raising and lowering her shoulders quickly. “Well, I’m back here, so I guess I found out that I need to come…”

      “Home?” I ask as she purses her lips.

      She nods without saying anything.

      I’m sure she sees the question coming from a mile away. “Have you seen—”

      “Not yet.” She slides back and collects herself. Returning to the strong woman I know from high school. “I know he’s going to come in here and I’m going to crumble.”

      I doubt that, but her previous relationship was something that not many people get. The two of them used to make me a hundred percent, plus a dash, jealous. But then she left Peacock Ridge a year ago and I’m still confused as to what happened. But taking a look at her, I can see she’s both the same Grace and in some ways she’s changed. That’s not important. The fact that she’s here is.

      “You haven’t even texted him?” I ask, eyeing up the menu.

      “Hi, Mr. Witka. Your regular?” She slides backwards. “Sorry, duty calls.” Saved by the bell that she rang for herself.

      I know Grace Quinn, and this isn’t her. There’s something she’s hiding, but right now my stomach is making obscene noises.

      I’ll get to the bottom of her issues soon enough, but it’s not like I don’t have enough of my own.

      She returns to me with the pot of coffee. I flip over a cup on the saucer and she pours it. It’s ink black and flows like molasses. Rancher coffee. I forget how this town doesn’t change.

      “You going to the Snow Ball tomorrow night?” I ask. Having a bodyguard might be necessary.

      “Nah, I’m not really in the ball mood.”

      “Because Luke will be there?”

      She juts out a hip. We’re about the same size so the protruding hip is nice and sassy. I know because I used the same move on Cole when he got all up in my face. The attitude matches her swinging chestnut ponytail and rosy red lips.

      “And you had to go and say his name.”

      I see the quiver in her lip. I reach across the counter and grab her hand that’s gripping the hot coffeepot. “Hey, put it down, Grace. We don’t need you getting a burn.”

      “Do you think I should go?”

      I can’t answer that for her. Heck, I can’t answer it for myself. I want to go. And I want to go with Cole. But there’s reasons I shouldn’t.

      I inhale. “Cole Reeves asked me to go with him…”

      She giggles. “You make it sound like we’re in high school.”

      I pause and a big smile comes over me. “You’re right. Am I a teenager or a grown woman?” I squeeze her hand. “I can’t tell you how much I love having you back here.”

      “And you being back here, too. I never thought I’d be back.”

      “Ditto.”

      Grace goes to the window when the bell rings and piles three plates on her arm. “Are you going to go with Cole?”

      “I… I’ll take the biscuits and gravy, please.”

      Grace shakes her head and rolls her eyes. “Nice diversion.” She delivers the plates and fills a couple glasses of tea. Her face gets stern. “Ellie, this is Cole Reeves. Cole the football captain. Cole the prom king. Cole the guy who married your best friend.”

      “And then divorced him. I think the first was meant to hurt me and the second to hurt him.”

      “Shana’s always been a miserable person. We both know this.” She grabbed the plate of biscuits and gravy and set them in front of me. “But do you deserve to be miserable, too? Just because they were husband and wife, doesn’t make him any less available now that they’re divorced. He’s not broken goods, he’s just probably rough around the edges. So…what’re you gonna do?”

      I dig into the plate instead of answering her.

      I never really thought I deserved anything. But right now, I am a little miserable.

      I could imagine dancing in Cole’s arms. Being the only woman in the room he looked at with those big hazel eyes, with a rim of green. I shovel in a bite, pushing down the thought. Not that I’d looked that closely. Right.

      I don’t need a man to make me happy.

      But maybe I want to be happy with a man. And if that man’s Cole…

      I could do a hell of a lot worse.
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      “She said that?” Breck, my middle brother and only a year younger than me, walks around a horse that he’s preparing for a sleigh ride with the guests.

      “Yeah. She had to get over me? I never knew. Not a clue.”

      Breck shakes his head. “But would you have done anything anyway?”

      “She’s sexy as fuck, so hell yeah.”

      “Sure, she’s sexy to you now, but think about back then. And more importantly, brother, think about who you were.”

      I’m still the same guy, I think to myself, but I can’t say it out loud because clearly, it’s not true. I was cocky and made a damn fool of myself more than once back in high school. Now I know it’s not how cocky a man is, it’s how he controls his confident side. I’ve grown up. I’ve lived some life to know that it’s not about finding yourself in someone else, it’s about knowing yourself before finding the right someone. Being enlightened and deep doesn’t do anything for me at the moment, but I’ve learned that shallow and self-centered wasn’t the way to go either. Shana showed me that.

      I want a woman who can put me in my place, but when I take her to dance with me, she doesn’t hesitate to let me drag her onto the floor. I want a woman who is confident and finds her place in this world. But I want to be able to take care of her, too. And I want to be her world. Her whole damn world.

      “That’s a creepy smile. What the hell are you thinking about?” Breck asks while a group of guests start to arrive.

      “You’re right. I wasn’t the man she needed back in high school. But I am now.”

      “If you say so, but I don’t think I’m the one you have to convince. Good luck with Ellie.”

      “Ellie? Here name’s Elodie.”

      “Wow, she hasn’t gone by Elodie since she was probably seven.”

      Ellie. The name is sweet. It rolls through my brain. I like Elodie, but there is something to Ellie. It makes me think of fields of wildflowers and pieces of peach pie on the front porch. It has a country quality to it that I can get behind.

      And I hope to.
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        * * *

      

      ELLIE

      The rest of my day is completed at the vet clinic. Lots of rabies shots, checking growths, and doing paperwork.

      But now that I’m back home, I change into leggings and a scoop-necked sweatshirt. Comfort above style. I slip a potpie I made on the weekend into the oven and pour myself a glass of red wine. I sip and let the juicy berry notes float down my throat. That’s the stuff. I’m still a little on edge and a glass of this will definitely dull the constant whine in my head that I should woman up.

      I blow out a long breath and look around. The house I’m renting has been renovated and I love the cherry wood cabinets and light grey granite countertops. The dark wood-look ceramic flooring complements both. My month-to-month lease was orchestrated by my father. He wanted me to move in with him, but that was a hard no for me. I couldn’t imagine living with him again.

      All our talks would be about visits and he’d be quizzing me constantly. I don’t know everything, but I know a lot…enough. I can look things up on the internet, too.

      I grab my glass and a small plate of cheese and crackers that I created as an appetizer while the pie bakes for forty-five minutes and then sits for another fifteen.

      Ding. Dong. Ding. Dong.

      The doorbell is one of the only things that apparently hasn’t been remodeled. The 1960s chime resonates a high-low modulation through the house.

      I set my plate and wine on the glass coffee table. I don’t have any furniture, so the fact the rental came furnished is a blessing. However, the contemporary lines and stark white walls aren’t really my taste. I love warm colors and homey touches. Almost a rustic contemporary, I’d call it.

      I check the peephole. Great.

      Peacock Ridge isn’t a small town, but it’s not big either. He probably could’ve found out where I was living from a number of people, but there was one who I could imagine would gladly give up the information.

      I swing the door open. “Cole, hello.”

      “Hey.” He’s in a black and white checkered flannel with a black puffy vest over it that looks so comfy. The warm pine scent of his cologne wafts to me on the winter wind and I wonder if the shirt smells like him, even after he takes it off.

      “What’s up?”

      “I thought you might be missing this?” He pulls my stethoscope from behind his back.

      I grab the equipment. “Thanks. I left in a hurry.”

      “You could say that again.” He draws a bottle of wine from behind his back in his other hand. His brow lifts and that cocky grin of his makes me step back and he moves forward. “And maybe you might be interested in a glass of this?”

      I hold up a hand to stop his progress and it lands on his chest. Firm. Unyielding. “Whoa, cowboy, I’m just thinking, not inviting you in. Why are you really here?” His body leans into the touch.

      “To return your stethoscope and welcome you back to Peacock Ridge. Consider me the welcome wagon.”

      I drop my hand from his chest and cross my arms. By his widening eyes, I realize it allows the off-the-shoulder sweatshirt to drop even lower, showing the deep valley between my breasts. “And what if you’re not welcome.”

      He steps closer. “Ellie—”

      “You’ve never called me that.” And I don’t like it.

      “Breck told me that you haven’t gone by Elodie for years.”

      That’s the truth. My fourth-grade teacher changed me from an Elodie to an Ellie. I’m named after my mother’s grandmother, my great-grandmother and I kind of like the tradition it set. I imagine naming my children after my grandmother, Cora.

      And I really like how Cole says the name Elodie. He stretches the ending like he wants it never to end.

      “Oh…” I can’t bring myself to tell him.

      “Do you want me to call you Elodie?” he says while pushing a chunk of my hair over my shoulder, his fingers brushing my bare shoulder.

      I bring my eyes to his. “I just like it when you say it. It reminds me of good times and maybe a little of the girl I was.”

      “Elodie Dawn Roberts, I remember the girl you were, but I want to get to know the woman you are now.”

      I push down the fears that raise their head. The thoughts that tell me I’m not enough. The reasons to stay miserable. If there are any legitimate ones. Which there probably aren’t.

      “You like potpie?” I ask.

      “Like it? I love it!”

      “Come in.”
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        * * *

      

      “And then Breck crapped his pants and that’s why we haven’t let him drink tequila again.”

      I throw my head back and laugh. “Tequila can do some pretty strange things to the body, but I’ve never heard of it doing that.”

      “Could’ve been the six enchiladas he ate that night from the Tijuana food truck, too.”

      “Oh, God, no. That’s never a great idea. Ease into the food truck food, Breck.”

      He chose to sit in a chair across from the loveseat and I’m thankful. I can’t imagine having him next to me on the small seating area. It would be snug.

      “Was that for your bachelor party?”

      He lifts his second glass of wine. “Yeah. I wondered if you’d figure that out. You were always really smart. Always reading books. Always taking classes grades ahead of your own. I remember you were in my calc class. What were you an eighth grader?”

      “Yeah.” I raise and lower my shoulders. “I liked learning. I’m glad to be done with school though.”

      “Year four at State, I was done playing football, done with school, I was ready to be back here.”

      “And you’ll never leave Peacock Ridge?”

      “I don’t think so. And now that you’re here, are you staying?”

      “I am.”

      He picks up his second plate of potpie. “This is incredible. It reminds me a lot of my mom’s chicken potpie.”

      I stand and grab the second bottle of wine and the recipe from the kitchen counter. I hand it to him. “It should. She gave me the recipe.”

      Our gazes meet and our hands brush as I pass it to him. He reads it.

      His mother died while we were in high school and I remember how broken he was. It was the one time when I got to hug him. And I almost didn’t let go. I could feel how hard her loss was on him. Diabetes and complications had caused renal failure that happened so quickly there just wasn’t time to do more than say goodbye. But before she was gone, she gave me the recipe and on the back was written, “To the daughter I never had.”

      He sets his plate on the table and stands quickly. “Elodie, I don’t want to waste time. If you loved me once before—”

      “Cole, I didn’t just love you…” I swallow hard. “I worshipped you. I dreamed of you every night. I cried myself to sleep so many nights. And it’s not your fault I had those feelings and couldn’t say anything. But even if I had said something, I was little—or probably fat—Elodie to you. And don’t say I wasn’t.”

      His jaw tightens. “I’ve never called you that word. And I stood up to guys who did. You can ask Breck. I never ever called you that word.” He reaches out and his hand clasps mine. “And I don’t think of you like that. You have curves, sweetheart. And I know this might come out horribly, but babe, you have an ass that I can really get behind.”

      I roll my eyes and shake out of his hold. “But you never thought of me like you did Shana.”

      “Please don’t bring her into this.”

      I step back from him as I feel the tension between us rise and it’s not the kind that lends itself to anything good. “Believe me, I don’t want to. But she knew how I felt and she still married you. In fact, she rubbed it in my face that you two were having a relationship.”

      He runs a hand through his hair. “And I’m sorry she did that to you, and being honest, I did wonder why you weren’t in the wedding and your father didn’t tell me why you weren’t there, just that you weren’t able to make it. But what happened between me and Shana is in the past.”

      “My father got it out of me when I’d shared a little too much vodka with him after I heard that you were engaged.” I can’t help but be pulled to stare into his eyes. They’re my kryptonite.

      His fingers slip along my jaw and I fight everything to sink into the touch. “Elodie, I can’t change the past. I can only tell you that I want you as my future. I can’t explain it, but I think my mother knew we were meant for each other.”

      His lips brush my forehead and I close my eyes. I can feel his breaths brushing on my face and his lips graze mine.

      I use every ounce of courage to step back. I can’t kiss him. I’ll never want to stop.

      And if we kiss, he’ll know the truth…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            COLE

          

        

      

    

    
      I can see the pain in her eyes, and I don’t know how to take it away.  She’s still living in the past. If she can’t get over the fact that I used to be married to her best friend, we won’t happen. Actually, previous best friend. What kind of friend does that? That behavior defines Shana. She pushes people away by being herself and then she gaslights them into believing it’s their fault. I got blown away by that gaslighting more than once.

      But after reading my mother’s voice from the past, in her own handwriting, I know one thing. Elodie is meant to be mine.

      “It’s okay, sweetheart. We’ll just have to take it slow.” I reach the door but turn with my hand on the doorknob. “Please tell me you’ll be at the Snow Ball tomorrow night.”

      “I can’t promise you that, but I’ll… I’ll think about it, Cole.”

      I rally up a smile. “I’ll take thinking about it because I know you’re brilliant and you’ll come to a decision that’s right for you.”

      I leave her standing there in her living room, in that shirt that made me fight going hard around her. How it slipped down, lower and lower. And how she would laugh like we were the only two people in the world.

      I’m not out. I’m just giving her time to think. She’s good at that, possibly too good. And I’d put a hundred-dollar bill down that she’ll be at the Snow Ball tomorrow night.

      And I’ll be ready.
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      The next morning, I finished with the cattle. Little Mama as I called her was showing signs of calving and I was thinking it might be a Christmas Eve baby.

      I gave a tour of our honey production barn and facilities. We’ve had to add some side businesses to make ends meet. Beef just doesn’t pay like it used to. Honey, soap making from the goats we milk, and the B&B facilities make the majority of our profits now. We can house up to forty guests in the bunk house and six cabins. But we don’t usually have more than fourteen to twenty at a time. The ranch has a full-time staff of four to do day-to-day work when it comes to the businesses and the guests, but we stay active and involved, too.

      “Mr. Reeves, are you going to the Snow Ball tomorrow?” a woman in her mid-twenties asks while I hand her a piece of honeycomb to taste.

      “I’m not sure.” It’s best to hedge her expectations because I’m betting that she has ulterior motives.

      “I’d love to fill in my dance card with your name.”

      I’m not great with names, but Luke warned me about this one. She cornered him in the library last night. He shot her down easy. Part of me wishes that he just had one night to get over the one that got away. He’s been making our lives miserable for the last year, but Luke could read the bad news in this one. It also isn’t great to be screwing the guests. We aren’t a bordello, we’re a bed and breakfast, not served in bed.

      “Well, Ms. Bane, we stopped using dance cards about eighty years ago.”

      “You can call me Mona.” She steps close and slips a piece of paper into my coat pocket before turning and declaring over her shoulder, “And now you can call me.”

      All I can think about is how I hate this and how I want to find Elodie and at least see if we could have something.

      “If she’s going to get a try, I’m going to put my hat in the ring.” A woman in a red peacoat steps forward and her hand lands on mine. I pull it away quickly.

      “Sorry to disappoint, ladies, but I’m already taken.”

      “I don’t see a ring!” one of the group of six calls out.

      “It’s not official yet, but if I have my way…”

      “Oooh, are you going to propose at the Snow Ball?” the woman in the red coat asks, her eyes wide and everyone leans toward me.

      They all twitter with each other about how romantic it would be.

      I couldn’t disagree with them.

      But what would she say?
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      ELLIE

      I complete the day’s bookings and the clients, all six dogs, two horses and one pig, seem to like my bedside manner. I glance at my phone as I jump back in the truck.

      Dad: Go to Nolan Church’s. Got a dog that’s been throwing up for a day.

      Do I really have to?

      Yes. You do.

      I love it when my thoughts answer themselves.

      Ellie: Okay. Are you going to the Snow Ball?

      Dad: Not planning on it. Are you? Got a hot date?

      I shake my head. Hotter than you’d ever think.

      Ellie: I might make a run to Heraldsville after this. Will Fern close up the clinic or do I need to go back?

      Dad: She closes up every night. No need to go back in. What are you doing in Heraldsville?

      Nothing, Dad.

      Ellie: I ordered a new pair of muck boots and they’re in at the Tractor Supply.

      That sounds more reasonable than I’m going to look for an evening gown. My father would probably choke on his pipe if I said the truth. I’m not known for wearing much more than flannels, Carhartt pants and boots.

      Dad’s afternoons are now spent with a book and his smoking pipe and sitting in a chair reading. I wonder if he really wants to be doing that stuff or if he just thinks that’s what retirement is.

      I turn down the road to the Church’s farm. I wanted to tell Dad no on the appointment, but I have to get used to seeing Shana. I have to get past this desire to rip her face off and feed it to the wild wolves that roam the countryside.

      I really wouldn’t do that no matter what. But I might have thought about it. Once or twice.

      I roll my eyes when their house comes into view. Nope. Not simply a house. Their home is a mansion. It looks like something that should be in Gone with the Wind instead of in northern Colorado. White pillars stretch two stories and line the front, large green wreaths with burgundy ribbons attached to each one.

      It’s in stark contrast to the Reeves’ place. Their home is a large ranch hand-built by Mr. Reeves, probably in the 70s and having additions all through the decades. The cabins on the outer limits are charming with front porches on each. This monstrosity just speaks excess to me.

      But that is the way with the Churches. Their money falls out of their overfull pockets and their mouths don’t know when to stop.

      Nolan answers the front door. “Elodie Roberts…” His eyes track to all points of my body and I tighten my jaw. “This is quite the surprise. You look… different.” The catch in his voice raises the hair on the back of my neck. Nolan Church was one of those guys in high school who said what they thought out loud and I heard him loud and clear.

      Ellie the Elephant-Miss Elophant. Can’t fit on the bus, cause she’s as big as one. Had to have a special-made uniform for the band.

      “Mr. Church, my father tells me that you have an ill dog?”

      “What? No, I think we’re okay.”

      I step back. Something isn’t right here.

      He shakes his head. “The only dog we have is Shana’s little ankle biter.”

      And there it is. Her name.

      I start to turn. “Maybe my father got it—”

      “Hello, Ellie.” Her voice calls from behind the door. She steps into view with a dog the size of a large can of pork ‘n beans in her hands. “You’re here to see Mr. Snickers.”

      Her voice makes me clench my hand on the handle of my bag. “And what exactly is wrong with Mr. Kickers?”

      “It’s Snickers. Mr. Snickers.”

      I knew that.

      “Mr. Snickers, is it?”

      She sneers. “Yes. And he’s been sick since yesterday morning. Donna said he hasn’t eaten anything all day.”

      Donna being their live-in housekeeper, I’m imagining because I can’t imagine her having any friends anymore.

      I’m still standing with the storm door hitting me in the arm. “Can I come in? Or should I examine him on the porch in the thirty-degree weather?”

      “Come in, of course.” She motions her perfectly manicured red fingernails at me.

      “Is there a bar or island I can examine him on?”

      “It’s a girl.”

      I follow her through the house. I’ve only been here once before when Nolan’s oldest brother graduated, and my parents were invited to the graduation party.

      “But it’s Mr.—”

      Nolan holds up a hand. “Don’t even start with her. It’s supposed to be ironic or some shit. I think it’s just stupid.”

      “Are you calling me stupid, Nolan?” Shana sets the dog down harder than I would’ve expected her to, but when it comes to Shana, she’s never been known to be kind to animals or people.

      “No, dear. I’m saying the name is stupid. You could have at least called her Mrs. Snickers.”

      “Okay, I’m going to need some silence to listen to Mr. Snickers’ chest.” If it’s the only way I can get them to shut up, I’ll use it.

      I pull out the stethoscope and last night floods back to me.

      Nolan leaves the room and I’m on guard, even more than before. There isn’t anything I have to say to Shana. And nothing she can say to me in return to change things. All I’m here for is… the dog.

      I listen to the tiny heart. And then to the lungs. I search for any reason to keep listening and ignore her. I listen a little deeper.

      “What are you feeding him… er, her?”

      “We both know there’s nothing wrong with the dog, Ellie.”

      I pull the dog to me. It’s insurance, in case she goes batshit crazy. It’s totally possible.

      Shana crosses her arms in front of her. “I want to clear the air.”

      I just stare at her and a little part of me relishes when she starts to squirm under my direct gaze.

      She huffs. “Cole never would’ve loved you. Cole has a certain…type. I don’t regret what I did. Cole and I had a lot of fun, but then he wanted me to help on that farm—”

      “Ranch. It’s a ranch. They don’t till land. They don’t plant any harvestable grains or crops. It’s a ranch. They raise animals and animal products.”

      “Whatever…” She narrows her eyes. “You knew what I meant.”

      “No, actually, that was always one of your problems, Shana. You said one thing and meant and did another. You knew how I felt. You said you’d stay away from him and you ended up walking down the aisle in what my father described as the gaudiest wedding he’d ever seen.”

      “Now you’re just being hurtful.”

      “You know what, maybe I am.” I set the dog down on the ground and it runs away from her as she bends to grab it.

      Even animals know evil when they see it.

      “I just wanted you to know that I’m… I’m sorry and now that you’re back, I hope we can be friends.”

      “Nope.”

      “Well, it’s going to be really awkward at church on Sunday.”

      “Not for me. Apparently for you.” I close up my bag. “I just want you to know that I’m fine with that.”

      Her mouth drops open dramatically and I’m done.

      But I am here in a professional capacity, so I pull my prescription pad from my pocket. “Your dog has an eye infection.” I write out the prescription and leave it on the granite that’s the size of a small bedroom in square footage. “The office closes at five. I’d suggest heading in now to get the eye drops.”

      I grab my bag and I’m out the door. Whatever friendship we had has now been buried.

      Dead.

      And I’m totally okay with that.
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      I’m on my way to Heraldsville, but I don’t know why. As much as I don’t want to agree with her, Shana’s right. Cole’s never dated anyone less than the prom queen, the most popular girl in high school and the most beautiful.

      But we’re not in high school anymore.

      I want to believe that voice in my head. And I want to ignore the one that says I’m not good enough for him. But it’s hard. And I fight believing in much else than what I see in the mirror. I’m a big female. Always have been, always will be. But I’m not sure why I believe that makes me less worthy of love.

      I pull in front of a boutique. I’m not sure they’ll have anything in my size, which is typically how it goes. Anything over a size twelve is usually hard to find in this area. And I’m nowhere near that number. If I had a couple hours I would’ve driven into Denver and gone to a couple of my favorite stores there. And if I have to, I have a plain black dress in my closet that I can wear. But I’d rather not look like I’m going to a funeral, which is what the dress is intended for.

      The door has one of those chimes on it that rings happily as I enter. I’m never happy when it comes to shopping and definitely not for something that will show off my curves.

      “Good afternoon, I’m Connie, how can I help you?” A woman not as tall as me, but as sizeable, steps from behind the wooden counter.

      I turn from where I’m looking at a sweater that has a llama on the outside. Llamas are my weakness. I enjoy an animal with that much attitude.

      I bite the inside of my lip. “Evening gown?”

      Connie’s cloudy blue eyes flash over me and she smiles. “Snow Ball in Peacock?”

      “Yeah.”

      “You don’t seem too excited.”

      “I’m not.”

      “Then why go?” She stands back and crosses her arms.

      “Ummm…” I don’t know what to say. I swallow.

      It isn’t about proving Shana wrong. It’s about proving that I’m right. Right to believe that I’m worthy of love. Even if Cole doesn’t want me, some guy out there will.

      I roll my gaze up so I can’t see her reaction. “I guess part of me wants to go.”

      “Is there a special guy?”

      “Maybe.” He’s more special than you’ll ever know, Connie.

      Her lips widen and her fingers clutch my elbow, lightly. “You have a couple of hours?”

      I glance at my phone. It’s 4:15 p.m. “Yeah, I can make that work.”

      “Excellent. Then let’s get to it.” She picks up the phone. “MaryJane, I need you over here, stat. Bring your styling tools and makeup box. Yes. That’s right. Code Cinderella.”
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      I grab the decanter. My nerves are standing on end inside of me. The golden-brown liquid flows over the ice cubes in long ribbons. My father had the best taste in whiskeys. My brothers and I chose one to have in December to remember him. This one is a Glenlivet XXV. I drink the glass far too fast and fill it again.

      My brother Luke steps into the room. “Whoa…hitting the hard stuff already?”

      “I need it.”

      “You get hit on by that cheetah in fake fur, too?”

      We rarely talked about the guests, but this one made quite the impression on all of us.

      “She’s something else.”

      “I’ve marked her account. She won’t be back.” He grabs the bottle.

      “Thanks.”

      Luke’s job as Marketing and Sales Director for the B&B and all the other businesses keeps him busy and sometimes, I wonder if he has too much on his plate. He needs an extra set of hands and I promise myself to hire him an assistant in the new year. We’ve had a good one. We can afford a part-timer to help him out.

      “You ready for this?” I ask him. It will be his first year going without his high school sweetheart on his arm. She up and left Peacock Ridge and we don’t dare say her name. He doesn’t want to hear it.

      “I’m fine.”

      I chuckle. “You remember what Grandma used to say. ‘Fine’s for china and dining. Not people’.”

      His youthful smile brightens his face and I remember the Luke from…before.

      “Okay, I’m missing her.” He takes a long swig. “But today I’m missing Dad more.”

      “Luke, Dad wouldn’t want us to linger on his death. That tractor accident wasn’t your fault. Dad just didn’t get the parking brake engaged. Accidents happen.”

      “But I should’ve been out there with him. He asked me to help him and I kept telling him in a minute. In a minute. But there aren’t any more minutes, now, Cole. I can’t help but think of what sage advice Dad would have for me.”

      “He would’ve told you to stop fucking moping and go to the dance. Dance with every girl there, drink a few cocktails, and enjoy yourself. You’ve done everything you could. Grace made a choice.”

      “To destroy me.”

      “Maybe she chose to save herself. Have you ever thought of that? We don’t always know what’s going on in someone’s head. You need to forgive.”

      “How can you forgive someone when you really don’t know what you’re forgiving them for?”

      “Forgiveness isn’t only for her…it’s for you, too, Luke.”

      “Maybe someday.” He sighs and throws back the rest of his drink. “But not today.” He grabs a few chili-lime-coated peanuts out of the bowl. “So you’re all fancy tonight.”

      I straighten my bowtie. “What? This little number? Just something I had in the closet.” I model it like I’m on the runway in New York City and Luke acts unimpressed.

      “It’s Dad’s?” Luke asks while throwing a peanut in the air and catching it in his mouth.

      “Yeah. Is that okay?” I still. I hadn’t thought about what my brothers would think. And that was one of my problems. I needed to think about other people’s feelings. Maybe Breck was right and I wasn’t the right man for Ellie.

      Luke brushes a hand through his hair, standing the strands in the front on end while finishing the peanuts in his mouth. “Cole, he’d love to see you wearing it. It’s too big for me, and Breck wouldn’t fit it either, but he’d try to fit his ass into it.”

      “I would wear the hell outta that tux.” Apparently, Luke heard our middle brother in the hallway. “But I agree with Luke, Dad would love to see you in it.” He steps to the shelves and lifts a frame. He opens the back and a stack of two dozen pictures drop onto the bar top. He starts filing through the two decades worth of pictures. “They were always so happy.”

      “They made me believe in love,” I say as I set my glass on the bar. “Even if I didn’t choose right the first time, I’m ready to have what they had. True love.”

      “Whoa…what’s up with you, Deepak Chopra?” Luke’s brow furrows.

      “He saw Ellie Roberts yesterday. Excuse me, Dr. Ellie Roberts, veterinarian. And he thinks he’s got a chance.”

      Luke’s head swings to me. “The same girl who graduated with me?”

      I cross the room to the doorway. “Same one.”

      “Cole, don’t fuck with her.” My baby brother’s protective side rears its head. It’s a trait that my father instilled in all of us.

      “I don’t plan to fuck with her, brother. I intend to marry her.”

      I leave them both with their mouths open and their eyes wide.
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      The town’s VFW functions as the place for the Ball. I step into the vestibule of the building, hand my long, black wool coat to the coat check room and stick the token in my pocket. Some things never change. The same hunched-over elderly ladies are working for the night. Their bottle of schnapps is well hidden below the half door to the room and by the end of the night everyone will have to get their own coat because the petite ladies will be too plastered to see straight.

      The ballroom buzzes with people sitting at the round tables around the outside of the dance floor. I glance around and a table of ladies waves me over. I fight the urge to pretend like I don’t see them, but again, I remember they are guests until tomorrow at ten a.m. and then they’re gone.

      “Good evening, ladies. How are you?”

      Each answers with a smile and some with short bursts of interaction, and I can see that most of them are genuine and probably not out for anything more than a friendly face. My eyes come around to the one in a disco ball, highly reflective silver dress with shoes that are the same.

      “Mr. Reeves, where is this—I’m assuming lovely—lady of yours?” she asks while reaching for my jacket sleeve.

      I step back. “Ladies, we’ll be having an extra special buffet in the morning with mimosas and bloody Mary’s made with our house special mix from the summer garden. I hope you will enjoy. I need to go check on my date.”

      “Oh, my!” one of the ladies’ gaze holds to someone behind me. “Isn’t that the woman you were talking to at the barn, Mr. Reeves?”

      I spin to see who she’s talking about and my gut takes a punch at the sight. Every ounce of air in my lungs exits in one burst and I’m not sure I can inhale to save myself. I cross the room, and if there’s a man in the room not looking at her, he’s a fucking fool.

      “Elodie, you’re stunning.”

      Her candy-apple-red dress wraps every curve like she’s a perfect present. The dip of the shiny neckline reveals the bountiful roundness of her breast. My mouth waters and I wonder if I’m drooling. I can imagine every man in the room doing the same and part of me wants to usher her from the room, but the majority of me wants every man and woman to see what’s now mine.

      “Thanks, Cole. I… I don’t know why I’m really here and in this ridiculous dress. But you asked—”

      “Thank you for being here. And that dress is fucking fantastic.” I slip my hand into hers. I give a light squeeze and in the white twinkling lights that are strung overhead from wall to wall her face flushes a bright pink.

      Her eyes dart nervously around the room. “Why do I feel like I’m actually naked?”

      “If you were, every woman in here would be jealous, and every man would have a fucking black eye from me.”

      She closes her eyes and steps closer. “I have to be dreaming. This can’t be real. Are you sure?”

      “What’s real is what I’m feeling for you. Let’s get a drink and find a quiet place to talk.”

      She grasps my hand tighter, stopping me in my tracks. “Please don’t leave me alone, Cole.”

      The way she says my name has my dick starting on a one-way track to semi land. I step close, wrapping an arm around her waist and making sure she can feel how she affects me along her side.

      I lean in close, slipping a hand behind her neck, her tumble of big and soft curls tangling in my fingers. “You do that to me, Elodie. No other woman will ever take me from flaccid to hard in five fucking seconds. Only you, baby.”

      Her eyes close and she actually leans into me, her chest rising and falling quickly. “Down, boy. We don’t need to have the check room coat ladies drinking tequila to calm their nerves.”

      I let out a hearty laugh and lean down to her ear. “I want to fucking kiss you, but I’m going to wait. I’m going to wait until the room is full and all eyes are on us. When everyone can know that you’re going to be mine, Elodie.” I breathe a heavy, hot breath in her ear. “Forever, my princess.”
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      What the H-E-Double-hockey-sticks is happening to me?

      I moan into his chest, every part of me melting into him. I’ve never felt on fire like this before. Like every ounce of my body is made of molten lava and the slick between my legs is the flow of the hottest kind.

      “Drink…now, please.” I grit through my teeth as my pussy clenches. I need something strong. Something to cool me down.

      His hand slips to my back. “Give me about twenty more seconds to talk this down.” His nose buries in my hair. “God, you smell like sugar and spice.”

      I lean back, ignoring all of the eyes directed at us. “Good enough to eat?”

      He tips his head and shakes it. “You aren’t helping, Dr. Roberts.”

      I giggle and make sure to rub against him a little more.

      “Ellie…” His chest rises and falls quickly. “That’s it. Back to my place…”

      I step out of his hold and turn brazenly, glancing over my bare shoulder, a dusting of shimmering powder catching in the lights. “Come cowboy…”

      “Oh, I plan to.” He fastens the button on his jacket as he steps toward me. He passes by but leans down to my ear as he brushes my shoulder. “I’ll be coming all night, and so will you.”

      I stutter step to a stop. “Fuck,” I mumble under my breath.

      “The bar line’s a mile long. I’ll go get it, you find us seating, please. What would you like to drink?” he asks walking backward, and my eyes drop to view if there’s any lingering remnants of our flirting. It’s definitely deflated, but what he has will never be considered flat.

      “Vodka, soda, and a wedge of lime, please.”

      The DJ starts up and people pass by me. I recognize a face.

      “Luke!” I practically jump into his arms.

      “Ellie…my God, it’s been too long.”

      “How are you?” I step back and I hope that I keep a straight face asking him.

      “You know about Grace?”

      “I do. I don’t know what to say.” That’s the truth. I want to tell him about seeing her, but maybe he already has, and I should let him speak.

      “I still don’t understand. Nine years, Ellie. Nine years we were attached at the hip and now I can’t get a simple text returned.”

      I slip my arm under his and tug him. “Come on, let’s get you a drink and you can tell me all about it.”

      “Yeah, I think Cole will have something to say about that. What’s going on with you two?” His caramel-brown eyes soften. “I know he’s my brother, but just say the word, Ellie, and I’ll tell him to back off.” He tugs me to a stop.

      “Please don’t.” I swallow hard. “Luke, I loved him back in high school and I really think I could love him now. I’m back for good. And I think maybe… maybe we could be good for each other now.”

      “God, I’d love to have you as a sis—”

      A hand lands on the curve of my back, low enough that I’m startled and jump. “Hello, Ellie. I just want to say how beautiful you look tonight. I’d love to have a dance.”

      I slide away from the touch that makes my skin go cold. “Nolan, hello. I’m… I’m here with Cole and I’ll pass on the dance.”

      “Just as old friends…” He winks at me and my mouth drops open. He and I were nothing of the sort. I feel my shoulders slumping. I try to straighten my back, but the old me and the new me fight in a major title bout.

      Luke goes chest-to-chest with him. “She said ‘no.’ And you have a wife, Church.”

      Then I realize that Luke’s standing up for me when really, I should be standing up for myself. I let all these people treat me like this because I thought the same of myself. But I’m not that person anymore.

      “And she’s probably waiting for you.” I cross my arms and realize it makes the valley of my breasts more prominent. The only man I want looking at them is striding quickly toward us. Our clear cocktail glasses sloshing liquid over the edge.

      “Church,” Cole grunts out his name. “Back the fuck up.”

      Nolan raises his hands. “Whoa, whoa, nice attitude Reeves. Shana told me how you can be.”

      Cole hands off the drinks to Luke and before I know what’s happening, he’s holding out a stiff arm at Nolan, pushing him back three feet. “I don’t care what Shana told you, but the only person with an attitude here is you, Church. And it’s the wrong one. I remember high school. I remember the shit you said in the locker room.” His face is an inch from Nolan’s. “I remember,” he growls. “So, you stay on your side of the building, we’ll stay on ours, imagine there’s a fence in between us. And if you bully your way over onto our side, I swear… I’ll turn you into a human steer, just like I’ll do to that prize-winning bull of yours the next time it steps foot on my property and impregnates one of my heifers off season.”

      “That Angus cost me sixty grand. I’ll have you running to your lawyer—”

      “Then I guess you’ll be keeping your bull locked up from now on.” Cole steps back and slaps Nolan’s arm. “Glad we got that straight.”

      “I want that offspring, Reeves.”

      Cole chuckles. “Contact my lawyer, Church.” He reaches for our drinks from Luke. “Wherever you want, sweetheart.”

      The warmth in his face says it all. I don’t need his protection, but I crave it. I crave being his.

      I take off across the room to a spot in the back corner that is secluded and out of the direct lights. I motion to a small round table with six rolling chairs. Cole doesn’t hesitate to drag his chair closer to mine. I really think if I would sit in his lap he’d be ecstatic and totally welcome it. And part of me really wants to.

      I take a sip of my drink and the cool zing of the vodka instantly takes an edge off of my thoughts.

      “How’d your day go?” he asks, his arm slipping around the back of my chair and his fingertips resting against my arm. I gulp at my drink and the tingle in my throat mimics his touch on my skin.

      “It was…” I swallow again. Do I really want to tell him about Shana? Should I? Is he really that interested in what happened or just being nice?

      I close my eyes.

      “Sweetheart what’s wrong?” His hot breath on my ear makes me open my eyes again.

      “Shana,” I breathe out her name.

      “You saw her today?”

      I open my eyes and turn my face, our lips are just a moment away from touching and when I nod they brush and I want more, but I need to be honest with him, too. “I did. I went over to see her dog.”

      He sits a little straighter. “Is Mr. Snickers okay?”

      I tip my head just a little. He’s actually concerned. “Yeah, she has a little eye infection, but with some drops, she’ll be okay.” I brush a piece of his dark brown hair off of his forehead. “You miss the dog?”

      “A little. I taught her to dance on her hind legs and she used to come to see me when I was sleeping in the guest bedroom.”

      “By choice?”

      “The dog or me?”

      “You.”

      “Yeah, I tried to make it work, but Shana and I had issues from the beginning. I think I needed someone and she was there. I know how that makes me sound. And don’t get me wrong, I loved her, but not in the way that’s right in a marriage. I want to need someone as much as I love them. And I need them to need me, too. Shana only needed stuff and more things and bigger things. I could never do anything right.”

      “Do you remember what I said?”

      His forehead rests to mine. “That you got over me?” His other hand finds mine in my lap and he entwines his fingers with mine.

      “I don’t think I ever did, Cole.”

      “I can’t tell you how happy I am to hear that, Ellie, because I’m ready to not get over you, too.” His nose brushes mine and I lick my lips. “In fact, I’m ready to get under you and on top of you and behind you…”

      He smiles and I can’t help myself. I press my lips to his and he doesn’t seem surprised. His hand slides behind my neck and tips my head to the right just enough that our lips match up in perfect alignment for him to slip his tongue into my mouth to tangle with mine. Every part of my body tingles and my stomach flutters wildly.

      He slows the kiss until my head is spinning. I’m ready for more, but I need to not be too ready, we are in a public place after all.

      Cole pulls back slightly. “Holy shit.”

      I twist my head to see if he sees something, but he guides me back.

      “Elodie Roberts… was that our first kiss?” he asks with raised eyebrows.

      I bring my gaze to meet his and shake my head slowly.

      “Well, isn’t this a cute scene.” Her saccharine voice makes me stand quickly, taking me back nine years and I need to get away.

      “I… I need to use the restroom.”

      I’m off on a dead sprint. It’s too much to take. He now knows it was me who kissed him that night, in the coat room, in the dark of night at that Snow Ball. It happened so innocently, but I knew it was wrong. He was twenty-two and I was seventeen, in my first year of college.

      I walk past the coat check room and remember that night. I overheard Cole talking to Breck about how Shana was hitting on him and my heart sank. She stayed in Peacock Ridge to work her father’s feed business. It was inevitable and they looked like the perfect couple together, but she also knew how I felt about him. We’d had many late talks about how much I loved him. My dad would take me on calls to their property, and I would do anything to be around him. The little girl who followed on his heels.

      I heard him say he was leaving. The ladies in the coat room were passed out on the loveseats in the back, so I turned off all the lights, slid the remaining coats to the back of the room and when he came in, I straightened every bone in my back and I said, “Cole, can I kiss you?”

      He asked who it was, but I didn’t answer. He asked, “Shana?” and I didn’t disagree with him. I just went for it.

      I knew it wasn’t right to do it, but I didn’t think I’d be coming back and I wanted to know what those lips felt like, even just once. He stilled at first, but then he sunk into me and I remember every moment like it was yesterday, not eight years ago. His hands tangled in my hair and I whimpered at the thought that it would be the only kiss we’d ever have. And then Shana called out his name. I pushed past him and out the front door while he seemed dazed. I ran and I didn’t look back. I knew what was coming. It was clear that he would fall for her, even if I knew she’d never fall for him, or at least not the way I’d fallen for him.

      The bathroom is full of women checking their makeup and hair. I wait patiently for a stall, then dart inside. I’m finishing up when I hear two women right in front of my stall.

      “I can’t wait to see him propose to her.”

      I smile. The thought of two people making their forever, a forever together fills me with hope.

      “We’ll see if he actually does it,” a voice almost the opposite of the first, very harsh and jaded, interjects.

      The soft voice returns, “That red jersey dress hugs her perfectly. And I’d die to have that much hair.”

      I look down and then search my mind for anyone else who was wearing red. There has to be someone. I do have a lot of hair, both a curse and blessing. Curse when it’s ninety percent humidity out and the curls become death spirals that no comb or brush, regardless of its claim to “detangle anything” is going to get through. But blessing when I’m fawned over for hours by two women in Heraldsville who seem to want to be my fairy godmothers.

      But it can’t be me. I shake it off.

      I gaze at the floor and examine the two pairs of shoes. A pair of black leather boots and a pair of sparkling silver heels jostle for space in front of the small mirror. The place obviously built and designed by men.

      “But she’s so…so…” another voice breaks in and I can end that sentence with everything I’ve ever heard. Fat. Big. Overweight. Huge. I’m hoping she’ll have some other caption.

      She clears her throat and the caustic nature of her voice hits the air. “If she’d just lose some weight, she’d be beautiful. I just don’t see it. If he proposes, then it’s because she’s rich or has something he wants.”

      I’m standing with my hand on the door handle ready to unlock it, but I can’t.

      There’s no way it’s Cole they’re talking about.

      But deep down, the little girl inside of me still has too much hope. I push her away. I tell her to go back into hiding. They can’t be talking about you. There has to be another woman in a red dress. It is Christmas after all. Plus, it’s too soon. It’s not logical.

      Heels click and there’s silence in the room.

      But is love ever logical? Or should it be?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            COLE

          

        

      

    

    
      One second, I was asking Elodie what I already knew the truth to and the next she was gone.

      But from the moment our lips touched, I knew that wasn’t our first kiss. That was the same kiss I’d felt in my gut almost nine years ago. For nine years I’d wondered who that woman was. All that time I’d assumed it was a fluke the way that moment felt. But the kiss held everything that first kiss held, and more. My chest had heated so fast, I thought she’d put a stick of dynamite inside me. Maybe this was how it was supposed to feel.

      I’ve never seen someone in heels move so fast. And now I’m facing the woman who scared off the woman I need and want in my life. I don’t know the story between them, but I’ll find out. As much shit as she put me through, I don’t hate Shana. She wasn’t a nice woman, but when she let down her façade of being tough and in control, she could be… decent. But that wasn’t a benchmark for a good person. That was a benchmark for pizza.

      “Hello, Shana.”

      “How could you?”

      I stand and motion her toward the entry and she follows. “How could I what?”

      “Are you trying to hurt me?”

      I cross my arms. This is typical Shana. It’s all about her. Always.

      “No, Shana, I’m moving on. Hell, I moved on. What I do is no longer any of your business. And to top it all you’re married.”

      “She’s not right for you.”

      “And how would you know that?”

      “Because I know you.”

      “No. I don’t think you do. You never did. What we had was based off what we thought people expected. I’m done with expectations. I want to be happy. And Ellie’s my happy.”

      “What?” It’s Ellie’s voice behind me and I turn to her.

      “You heard me,” I tell her.

      Her green eyes sparkle. Ellie grabs my hand. “Let’s go dance, cowboy.”

      She pulls me onto the floor and I draw her close, our bodies meshing. Dancing is as close to her as I can physically get for now. I can feel her heart beating fast and one of us has to acknowledge the past. We need to clear it away to start clear and fresh.

      “You were the woman in the coat room.”

      “I… I was. Are you mad?”

      “Mad? Are you kidding? I remember that kiss, baby. That kiss was the best first kiss I’ve ever had.”

      “It was my first and only kiss until tonight.”

      My stomach crashes. “What?”

      She leans close. “I couldn’t bring myself to be with anyone else, Cole. I never stopped loving you.”

      I kissed her forehead. “I wish you’d have told me.”

      “You weren’t mine to have back then. I wasn’t the person I am now. I stood up to Shana today.”

      I chuckle. “So that’s why she was so worked up.”

      “She told me that I’m… I’m not the right woman for you.”

      “I think we both know that Shana has issues, but let’s not talk about her anymore.”

      Elodie’s brown eyes darken. “I’m scared. I’m scared that you really want me.”

      I draw her body close, wrapping her in both concern and my love. “I want you, Elodie, and not just tonight. You wanna go back to the ranch?”

      She glances up through those long dark lashes. “I do.”

      My chest feels like it’ll explode. “You know?” I tap the box in my coat pocket. My mother’s ring at the ready.

      “I overheard some women talking in the bathroom about someone proposing.”

      Shit. That isn’t how this is supposed to go.

      “Then let’s go, sweetheart. We need to talk.”

      Elodie turns and tugs me with her. She can drag me anywhere she wants to. And being behind her to see those curves, gliding her hips back and forth, my eyes never leave her ass.

      “You two heading—”

      “Yes,” Ellie says to Luke and he bursts out laughing.

      “Have fun.”

      “I won’t be at brunch in the morning,” I say as I push my way into the coat room and collect our coats.

      “Figured. I’ll take care of it. Bye, Ellie.”

      “Later, Luke.”

      As we walk out, someone is walking in. “Um…” I slide to a stop.

      “Leave her alone. She’s got to take care of this herself. She can handle Luke.”

      I shake my head to clear it, this isn’t about anyone else but me and Ellie.

      “My place or yours?” I ask.

      “You have any of those cabins open?”

      “As a matter of fact, we do.”
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      I sit in the middle of the bench seating in Cole’s Chevy pickup and a part of me feels like I’m in high school but not the high school I’ve been through. I’m graduating. I’m leaving that world behind me and starting a new one.

      He pulls around the main ranch house and follows the trail to the farthest house. He grabs a set of keys out of the glovebox. “You ready?”

      “Cole, I’ve been ready for you since I was a teenager.”

      “Damn, woman, I think you’re gonna make me blush.” He opened his door but turned back. “Shit…um, not to make this awkward, but I don’t have a condom.”

      I open my bag. “I’m on the Pill, but if you insist on wearing suspenders with a belt, there.” I flick a condom at him and he catches it with a smile.

      He reaches to me and drags me across the leather seat to him. “I’m clean and sweetheart, you say the word and I’ll be like that rogue bull, ready to make the next generation of Reeves to walk these halls.”

      I swallow. “Let’s just take tonight slow and we can talk about that later.” I run my fingers through his thick strands, tussling his perfect hair as I go. He tugs me to the edge of the seat and I gasp.

      “You, Ellie, you do that to me. I can’t help myself with you. Those eyes.”

      “Let’s go inside before I make you use that condom in this truck.”

      He chuckles. “Oh, don’t worry, we’ll break Bessie in soon enough.”

      I shiver.

      “You cold?”

      “No.”

      I figure he’s already come to understand that I’m a virgin, but sometimes in the past he’s been oblivious, so…

      The cabins were decorated with holiday spirit. The wood fireplace mantles had fresh evergreens and red berries with a gold ribbon running through it. A small Colorado blue spruce was in the corner with homemade ornaments of dried oranges, strung cranberries, popcorn, and balls of birdseed.

      “We put all the trees outside after Christmas and let the birds and animals have a go.”

      My eyes burn a little with salty tears. I walk to a picture on the wall. Four generations. Cole. His father, Christian. His grandfather, Delbert, and his great-grandfather. “What was your great-grandfather’s name?”

      “Coleman.”

      “That’s right. You’re named after him, right?”

      He nods his head while lighting some candles.

      I met him a couple of times but he passed away well before my teen years. “I’m really sorry about your dad.”

      “Were you at the funeral?”

      “Yeah, in the back. I came and went.” I slip my hand into his. “I’m so sorry.”

      “Baby, you have nothing to be sorry about.”

      “I never…I never thought you’d want me.”

      He closes his eyes and when they open they take my breath away. “Elodie Roberts, I want you now and forever.”

      Cole lowers to one knee and my legs feel like that slime kids play with. I stare into his eyes, never letting my gaze stray. I’ve wanted this moment from the time I knew who he was.

      “Elodie Dawn Roberts, I love you. I will always love you. Please wear my mother’s ring and say you’ll marry me.”

      I almost can’t speak. My heart pounds hard and my body feels like it’s floating.

      “Cole Michael Reeves, I can’t wait to be by your side for the rest of my life. I’ve loved you for so long and I’ll love you forever. Yes. I’ll marry you.”

      He slips the ring on my hand and his lips claim mine as he stands. Years of want and desire steamroll me. I push the shoulders of his tuxedo jacket off his shoulders while his tongue delves deeper into my body.

      I imagined I’d be a nervous wreck, but my hands are steady and my breathing is calm. This is where I’m meant to be, with this amazing man.

      With each button of his shirt, his kisses deepen and we absorb each other’s attention as if every moment means more than the last. I slide his shirt off and my hands go for his belt buckle. The sound makes me smile. I’ve never been in this position with a man. Twenty-six years of living and wishing, but I probably should let him know…

      “Cole?” His lips skim down my neck, lower. His hands round my back and the zipper slips down my body. “Cole!”

      He stills. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing, but I’ve never done this before.” My heart skips a beat. Certainly, this won’t be the thing to scare him away, right?

      His nose lands on mine. “Then let’s make this a night we both really won’t forget, Mrs. Reeves-to-be.”

      I grimace. “I’m keeping my maiden name.”

      “What?” He shakes his head. “Is this going to be our first fight?”

      I cross my arms and jut out my hip. “They do say making up is the best part of a fight.”

      “I’m just kidding. I shouldn’t have assumed, Dr. Roberts.”

      “Dr. Roberts-Reeves.” I can compromise.

      “Even better.”

      I return to what I’m doing. My lips make their way over his chest, down his firm abs, every inch smooth and solid. He moans my name when my lips meet the top of his pants. I stare up at him. Cole’s gaze of pure desire spins my head like I’m on a tilt-a-whirl. He finishes the zipper on my dress and I step back, spin with my back to him, now knowing his predilection for my ass, and ever so slowly slip each shoulder down and allow the fabric to graze my skin as it falls. And underneath…nothing. No bra. No underwear. Hell, nothing could fit under that dress. It held everything in.

      “Fuck…me,” he growls.

      “I plan to, cowboy…” I move toward the bed. The open room cabin’s ambiance is warm and cozy with the candles glowing.

      He locks the door and flips a switch to start the gas log fireplace and starts some light Christmas music on the Bluetooth system, setting a festive and playful mood. When “Grandma Got Run Over By a Reindeer” comes on, he chuckles and quickly changes the music to slow love songs.

      Better.

      He lowers me to the bed and his warm lips surround my hard nipple. I arch my back as he sucks the tip into his mouth and massages it until the zings of pleasure arc through my body.

      “Tell me what you like, what you want, what feels good. I want to hear you ask for it, sweetheart.”

      “Go down on me, Cole.” The flash of a blush that my direction causes is like a brush fire, wild and unpredictable.

      But he wastes no time. He stands up, drops his pants and I know my eyes must be saucers.

      Cole chuckles. “Yes, Mrs., I mean, Dr. Roberts-Reeves, you’re getting a full nine inches.”

      As soon as the shock wears off, I’m back to wanting him even more. I’m ready to be his woman.

      “Should I kiss you here?” His lips hover right above my pussy.

      “Yes, kiss me there.” I writhe on the bed anticipating his touch.

      His nimble fingers spread me open as his damp breaths brush against my pussy and I moan his name. The silkiness of his tongue glides across my inner folds. I grip the headboard for leverage, and I move in time to the lapping of his tongue. He moans against me and the vibrations trigger tiny quakes of pleasure, just a precursor to what I can tell is a big one.

      “You taste like cinnamon and sugar, baby. And I’m going to feast on you all night long.”

      My body heats low in my stomach as he gently tugs my clit into this mouth. The uber sensitive tissues ignite under his tender but firm devotion. One of his hands teases at my body’s entrance.

      This is it. I still as he slowly, carefully, and with every ounce of restraint that I can imagine is in him, glides his finger inside of my body. He pauses and I glance down at him.

      “Yes.” I nod. “Fuck yes!” Just watching him down there is exciting and overwhelming. My body responds by kicking my orgasm into high gear, searing heat crosses my belly and quick zaps of pleasure radiate out from my clit. I’m almost there. “I’m close, honey.”

      “Just let it happen, Ellie.” He returns to my clit and sucks the plumped tissues into his mouth.

      I moan, “Fuck, Cole. Oh, there it is… Fuck! God, I love you.”

      His mouth stays on my clit and the orgasm blows through me like a hurricane, fast, whipping my reasoning and all cognitive ability clear from my mind. All I can think of is him. How I wasted so many years being scared of… myself. Tears drip down the sides of my face.

      “Shit. Ellie, did I hurt you?” He meets me at the top of the bed.

      “No, no. That was…that was beautiful. Wonderful. I’m just so happy. These are good tears, I promise.”

      “Really?”

      His hard cock presses against my leg as he lays on top of me. It’s difficult to concentrate on anything else. “Cole, I’m ready for you.”

      He stills. “Baby, I want you to touch me.”

      I reach between us while his lips meet mine and he sucks in a quick breath when I stroke his long, thick cock. He’s so veiny and the perfect blend of pink and brown. The head is massive and I really wonder if this will be accomplished easily.

      Without a word his lips move to my neck and his body moves to be over me. “Ellie, baby, open your eyes. I’m going to want to see you when this happens.”

      I nod. “I’m here.”

      His hand gently works his hard shaft between my folds, lining up perfectly, the large mushroom head of his cock slipping into my body and I inhale quickly.

      It’s more beautiful than I’d even imagined.
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      “Slowly, Ellie. Slowly.” I lean slip her legs around my waist to slow my entry. “So fucking hot and tight.” I’m going to lose it, if I keep talking about her pussy. It’s like a Koozie over a beer can, tight.

      I want to fill this woman. I want to fill her heart, her body, and her soul with our love. I slip deeper and deeper.

      “I’m all the way.”

      “Oh…wow. That’s… um…big.”

      I plant my arms under hers and slip my hands into her hair. Our bodies seem to know each other. She starts to meet my thrusts and soon I’m growling to stop what is inevitable.

      “Baby, please tell me you’re there.”

      She reaches between us and I can feel her rubbing her clit. “Just another couple of seconds…” She grasps behind my neck and tugs my head to hers. “I’m there.” Her neck arches and her pussy vibrates tiny flutters along my cock.

      I murmur promises for our future like the waves of pleasure that rocket through me. My cock unleashes a torrent of seed inside of her body.

      I plant deeply and before my mouth covers hers, I whisper, “I love you, Elodie. Now and always.”
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      ELODIE

      “How’s she doing?” Cole asks as he rounds the corner into the barn.

      “She’s a great mommy.”

      The Christmas Eve miracle calf is on its hooves and although still just a little wobbly, it’s nursing and making my heart pitter patter with thoughts of having the same experience as a mother.

      I turn to him. “Everyone closing up for the night?”

      “Breck’s still not home, but I texted him and he said he’d tell me tomorrow what happened, but he’s fine. And I know where Luke is, but he doesn’t want me to know.”

      I figure I know, too. Luke and Grace’s story is yet to be written, but knowing them, they’ll save the best for last.

      I cross the barn to my fiancé. “So, what you’re saying is that this barn is all ours and all the guests are gone. And so we can make a little noise in here?”

      “Damn, woman, you’re going to kill me.”

      I pull him by the hand to a pile of haybales. I can imagine that two of them stacked will be the perfect height for his long legs. He grabs a couple of horse blankets and throws them over.

      “I don’t want to make love, Cole.”

      “Oh, okay, whatever you want baby, I’m here.”

      “No…” I grab his jacket and rip it open. “I want you to fuck me.”

      “Oh…fuck…me.” His eyes get big and he’s lit up. His cock tents his jeans impressively. He strips them off and I drop the jogging pants that he’s lent me to wear.

      I lean over the haystack and I can feel the juices of my pussy dripping down my legs. “I’m already wet to my knees.”

      He doesn’t waste time. His fingers invade my body and prime me. “Hot and slick and wet.”

      Before I can agree with him, he’s right there. I know he wants to be careful, but now is not the time.

      “Dammit, cowboy, fuck! Me!”

      He thrusts his cock inside of me and I’m seeing stars. Every pounding drive hits my womb and my body quickly responds by clenching and squeezing. Detonation is eminent.

      He pushes my long hair to the side and grasps my breasts as I push back on him. He uses a hand to turn my head to delve his tongue into my mouth, creating a tango of our bodies in two places. Dancing. Rocking. Rolling. And fucking.

      I scream out as my body clutches him in a quivering vise. After a couple of frantic thrusts, he bites down on my shoulder and grunts through every burst of his cock.

      “Merry Christmas, Dr. Roberts-Reeves-to-be.”

      “Merry Christmas, and that was your present, Mr. Reeves.”

      He chuckles. “It was the perfect fit.”

      Our love might have taken a while, but he’s right… it’s a perfect fit.

      
        
        ~THE END~
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        Peacock Ridge Cowboys Series.

      

      

      
        
        Tilly

        I’m okay with the ranchers around here not liking me. But usually I don’t want to stick around to continue to debate with any of them. Until… Breck—long legs, heavy cowboy boots, and a stare I can feel undressing me. He makes my blood boil, but I find myself going back for more heat.

        Breck, if only we could see eye-to-eye… in and out of bed.

        

        Breck

        My brother usually handles his best friend and her crazy environmentalist dreams. But he’s off trying to get a handle on his feelings and I’m left to listen to Tilly’s mad ravings. Until… I find myself wondering how that blonde hair would feel wound in my hand while those dark pink lips are under mine. She makes me see red, but I find myself liking the color a whole lot.

        Tilly, I’m ready to settle down, but maybe you can keep yelling my name… in bed.
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